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      Standing on the balcony, Ronan’s eyes scanned the bodies writhing below him. The only thing he found enticing about the vast amount of flesh on display was breaking the necks of every person in the club. He tried to shake the impulse off, but his fangs throbbed in his gums at the thought, and it dug deeper into him with every passing second.

      His entire existence had revolved around one mission: protect the innocents of this world whether they be human or vampire. It was a mission he’d followed for over a thousand years, but with every passing day, the bloodlust growing within him dragged him closer to the edge he’d seen so many other vampires plummet over.

      Some of those other vampires he’d believed to be far better and stronger than him, yet they’d given into their more sinister impulses. And somehow, he remained and now stood as the oldest vampire in existence, not just within his close-knit group of men, but throughout all the vampires.

      Every day he woke, he questioned if that day would be the day he fell too and became the thing he despised the most, a Savage. He didn’t try to tell himself that he would never give in. He’d done that for many years, but this past year he’d come to realize it may be inevitable that he succumbed to the bloodlust beckoning him. If he didn’t kill himself before that happened, he would start to kill the innocents he protected.

      It was the killing himself first part that would be tricky. Savage vampires thrived on the blood of innocents, but they weren’t stupid or lost to the madness of the death they delivered. No, many of them remained intelligent and calculating, and they didn’t want to die. A vampire who gave himself over to their inhumanity simply saw nothing wrong with what they were doing. The blood they consumed warped them into believing a vampire’s true nature was to kill and they were only living the way vampires were supposed to live.

      No matter how much he despised Savages, if he gave in, he would most likely come to believe that too.

      Perhaps they were right, but Ronan refused to believe vampires were meant to be little more than animals who ruthlessly slaughtered the weaker masses.

      However, it didn’t matter what he believed or what he didn’t, he was teetering toward the Savage side. When he went over, would his men, or even multiple vampires, be capable of taking him out as he had taken out so many of those who had fallen before him?

      That was a question he dreaded he would find out the answer to soon. The fine line he walked became thinner with every passing day, and with every death he delivered to the Savages amongst his kind. The thrill of killing the vampires he hunted had once satisfied him, but that was centuries ago. Now, it barely kept the demon part of him at bay.

      The emptiness within him would never be filled. There wasn’t enough blood, wasn’t enough death to begin to satisfy him anymore. He faced the same bleak concept that the many who had fallen before him also faced: an eternity of nothing, or the possibility that giving into their more savage nature would finally fill the emptiness inside.

      For some vampires, it hadn’t been a difficult choice.

      How much more time do I have?

      His hands tightened on the railing, twisting over the cool metal as his teeth clamped together and his fangs slid free to press against the back of his lips.

      I will not be one of them!

      He told himself this every day when he opened his eyes and the emptiness greeted him, but it sounded hollow then, and it did again now. Even amongst those who were born vampires, the purebreds such as himself, he was an anomaly and stronger than the rest. The turned vampires battled their darker natures too, but not as badly as the purebreds did. Because turned vamps were human before becoming vampires, they had more humanity in them than purebreds did.

      If he gave himself over to the darkness, he would never know this sensation of being torn in two again, and he would slaughter hundreds, possibly thousands, before being stopped, if he could be stopped.

      No matter what, he couldn’t lose control like that. He didn’t like humans overly much, but there were rules, and they must be obeyed if the vampire race was to continue undetected. Vampires were far stronger than humans, but they were also vastly outnumbered by mortals.

      Fear would have humans turning on them, slaughtering them, and studying them like lab rats. Some, if not many of the mortals, may try to become vampires, which would create more Savages. If such a thing happened, the vampire food supply would be depleted and the world would fall into chaos.

      The rules had to be strictly followed.

      This had been instilled into him from the moment of his birth. His parents had made sure he knew he would one day lead and keep the vampire and human races protected. That he would become a Defender, a vampire who protected the innocents and made sure the rules were obeyed. Things may be far different now than when his parents had been alive, but that mission still drove him every day.

      Beside him, Declan shifted his stance as he glanced at Ronan from the corner of his eye. Declan’s eyes were so pure gray, they appeared silver as he surveyed the scene beneath them. He ran a hand through his dark auburn hair before tugging at the ends.

      At six hundred years of age, Declan was the second oldest of their group, younger than only him. They’d been fighting together since Declan had reached maturity at twenty-four. Ronan had known Declan for his entire life, yet he still didn’t know all of Declan’s secrets.

      He did know that he’d never seen his friend so apprehensive about a possible kill before, and he didn’t understand it. He’d expected Declan to be eager to destroy Joseph. Ronan suspected Declan’s apprehension was because his father had been the last Defender to give into his Savage nature, and it was stirring up old memories, rather than the fact they were now hunting one of their own.

      Joseph had been a powerful fighter and ally for nearly fifty years. However, he and Declan had been like two dogs circling each other whenever they were in the same room. Declan’s more easygoing nature had abraded with Joseph’s austere personality.

      In truth, Ronan had never liked Joseph either and never considered him a friend as he did the other Defenders who worked with him, but Joseph had been a strong fighter and had made it all the way through the rigorous training every purebred that worked with him had to endure.

      Ronan had seen little of Joseph over the years as he’d run the training facility for turned and purebred vamps who wished to hunt Savages. Months ago, Joseph had given in to his bloodlust and become a Savage. Ronan had been trying to track him down ever since, but Joseph knew how they operated and how to fly under their radar. Not even Brian, a turned vamp who sometimes helped them to track down Savage vamps, could pinpoint Joseph’s location, until now.

      Brian had called a few hours ago to let him know he’d gotten a track on Joseph in this area of Providence, Rhode Island. This club was the most likely place to attract Joseph. A club full of drunk humans was a homing beacon for vampires on the prowl. It was easy to prey on the humans here, and if Ronan got the chance, he would feed here tonight.

      Feeding could wait; for now, they were on the hunt for something else.

      His eyes swept the dance floor once more. Unable to take the flashing lights in places such as this, he’d put on a pair of dark sunglasses before entering, but the pulse of the flashing lights still made his head pound. The thumping beat of the music vibrated the floor beneath his feet. His gaze landed on the DJ. He ran his tongue over his fangs as he contemplated tearing the man’s throat out to end the annoying beat.

      What had happened to real music like Beethoven and Chopin? He’d even take some Duke Ellington, Frank Sinatra, or Billy Joel over this. This crap was enough to drive the best of vampires over the edge, and he was far from the best. But the humans liked it as they ground against each other with a frenzy the equivalent of foreplay.

      Movement behind him drew his attention to Killean and Saxon as they approached from the shadows. The few humans who had been standing nearby shrank away from Killean and vanished down the stairs.

      “Anything?” Ronan demanded of them.

      Killean shook his head as his golden-tiger eyes went past Ronan to the dance floor. A scar sliced straight down from his deep brown hairline and over his right eye before ending halfway down his cheek. Killean had come to work with Ronan when he was fifty-two, that had been four hundred years ago, and Ronan still had no idea what had caused that scar or who had given it to him. He knew it had been inflicted on Killean before he’d become a fully mature vampire only because it remained.

      Next to Killean, Saxon folded his arms over his chest and his hazel eyes drifted toward the ceiling. His dark blond hair stood up in spikes around his head. “Something else might have attracted him away from here,” Saxon said. “There may be another club or bar or something we missed nearby.”

      Or Joseph had managed to elude them again. Ronan’s teeth ground together as he released the railing. He wasn’t looking forward to killing the vampire he’d once considered an ally, but he wanted this over with. With Joseph’s purebred status, knowledge of the way they worked, and complete disregard of human and vampire life, he was far more lethal than many of the other Savages they’d dealt with. It had been centuries since one of their own had given in to their savage nature.

      As far as Ronan could tell, going by the increased amount of disappearances, people who’d had their throats cut, and animal attacks since Joseph had given in, he’d killed over a hundred people and was averaging at least one a day. That didn’t include the amount of vampires he’d slaughtered too.

      With every human death, Joseph grew in power, but he also became weaker. By now, Ronan knew his old ally couldn’t tolerate the sun anymore. Holy water and crucifixes would affect him, and soon enough, he wouldn’t be able to cross large bodies of water, if he still could now.

      Movement on the dance floor drew his attention as a tall man with black hair glided through the crowd with ease. Some of the women stopped dancing to flirt with him and the three men trailing him. All the men continued through the crowd as if they didn’t see the women.

      Ronan grasped the rail again as he watched the four of them. Judging by the way they carried themselves and the thick coats they wore when the humans had all checked theirs, Ronan knew what they really were…

      “Hunters,” he murmured. “And not human hunters, but born ones.”

      The born vampire hunters sometimes took in humans who knew of the existence of vampires. The hunters trained these humans how to kill vampires, but often those human hunters were bait for vampires. The hunters believed vampires were the monsters, but the practice of using the humans as bait was more ruthless than anything Ronan had ever done to a human.

      “Bastards,” Killean hissed so low that Ronan barely heard him.

      “Well, that made this night a lot less fun,” Declan said and leaned his hip against the rail.

      “Do you think they’re tracking Joseph?” Saxon inquired.

      “I don’t know,” Ronan replied as he watched the four men disappear beneath the balcony. “Watch the stairs. If they come this way, be prepared to fight.”

      Saxon and Killean slipped back toward the stairs, moving through the few humans gathered in the shadows. Most of the mortals were entangled with someone else, or multiple someone elses. A few were huddling together, seeking a fix from their drug of choice.

      Ronan had come here to destroy Joseph, but now they may also have to take out an enemy they hadn’t expected—an enemy that didn’t have to be an enemy, if the hunters weren’t so fucking stupid. But throughout the history of vampires and hunters, and despite their common ancestors, the hunters had always believed all vamps were bad. There was no reasoning with them; there was only surviving them.

      He’d done what he had to do to survive before and killed a couple of hunters in his lifetime. If it became necessary, he would do it again tonight.
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      Kadence watched from the shadows as her brother, Nathan, disappeared down the stairs to the club with her fellow hunters, Asher, Logan, and Jayce, following him. Nathan would kill her if he knew she was here, or more likely lecture her for hours on end, but she wasn’t going to sit this hunt out. She was forced to sit out most of her life; she wouldn’t miss this.

      She just had no idea how to get into that club. Her gaze ran over the line of people snaking around the side of the building and waiting to get inside. The man at the front of the line held a red rope. He’d let her brother in as soon as Nathan approached him. Kadence had never met the man before, and if she had to wait in line, she would never make it inside in time. She didn’t know how or why, but she’d always somehow known things over the years, and her instincts were telling her this would be the night and she had to get inside now.

      Just as her instincts had told her when her father was killed. She shuddered at the memory of the sweeping, empty feeling that had descended over her the second her father left this world. Hours later his death was confirmed, but it had been no surprise to her when she saw his body. Her fingers dug into her palms at the reminder of how ineffective she’d been. Yes, she’d known when he died, but she hadn’t known in time to try to prevent that death.

      Now she knew that tonight was the night they would find the vamp who had murdered her father. She’d been working on trying to break out of the stronghold for a while, but she’d known tonight was the night she had to go. She’d buried her anxiety over the prospect of being on the other side of the walls that had encompassed her for most of her life, and put her escape plan into motion.

      As a hunter, she’d been trained on how to kill a vamp, but as a female hunter, she’d never been allowed to actually fight a vamp or to mingle with humans. This was the first time she’d been out of the hunter stronghold in twenty years, and the last time was only because they’d relocated from Virginia to Massachusetts when an upswing of vampire activity drew them to the area.

      Most times, she understood why she was kept so sheltered, but she resented it all the time. There was so much of the world to see, so much to explore and learn outside of the thousands of books she’d poured through in her lifetime. She knew hunters were vital to keeping the human population safe from the monsters that came out at night, but did that mean her life had to be sacrificed?

      Kadence sighed and her shoulders hunched forward. Yes, that’s exactly what it meant.

      As her dad had always told her, one life was nothing compared to the billions of lives relying on the hunter race to continue. Yes, they could recruit humans, and they did, but it was necessary to continue the pure hunter line as well. However, it was often difficult for a female hunter to conceive so the women were protected and the men fought.

      She’d been privileged to be born into her role as a future wife and mother—or at least that’s what she’d been told, repeatedly, over the years. She didn’t think being locked away to the point of claustrophobia and already betrothed to Logan was all that lucky, but her opinion didn’t matter.

      Next month she would be living out her purpose as a wife. Kadence’s skin crawled at the reminder of her impending nuptials. Logan was a good, strong, capable man, but he was more like a brother to her than a husband. There was no spark between them, at least not on her end.

      She had no idea what a spark with a man felt like, but she’d read about it in some of the romance novels in the stronghold. In those books, a spark was extremely important. But those were books and this was reality, and in her reality there were no sparks with her soon-to-be husband.

      Because her father had been the leader of the hunters and her brother now was, she’d been paired with the strongest available hunter. And as Nathan’s second-in-command, Logan was one of the best.

      Kadence blew out a breath as she watched the unmoving line. She had no idea what one had to do to get inside, but she hadn’t managed to escape the stronghold to be deterred now. It had taken a lot of planning to break free. She hadn’t been prepared for this, but she would figure it out.

      Thrusting her shoulders back, Kadence brushed her braid over her shoulder and slipped from the shadows. The January air chilled her cheeks as she approached the mountain of a man holding the rope. At first, his chestnut eyes ran dismissively over her, but then they became more leisurely in their perusal of her. Kadence frowned at him before waving her hand after where Nathan and the others had gone down the steps.

      “Nathan is my brother,” she said.

      “Is that so?” the man inquired with a smirk.

      “Yes.”

      “Then why didn’t you enter with him?”

      Kadence grappled to come up with a response. Glancing down the line of people, she noticed most of them were focused on the phones in their hands. A few were watching her, some with interest, others with hostility.

      “I forgot my phone at home and couldn’t call to let him know I was running late. He probably assumed I’d changed my mind about meeting him here,” she lied with ease and flashed the man her best smile.

      The man’s eyes ran over her one more time. Kadence stilled her fingers when they fidgeted with the edges of her sleeves. She was so far out of her element here, awkward in a way she’d never been before. If she’d been a human woman, she would be comfortable with talking to this man, she would know what to say, but all she knew was what she’d been raised to know, vampires, marriage, babies.

      Fresh resentment shot through her. Life could be worse. She told herself this a thousand times a day, but it had yet to fully sink in.

      She should be grateful for all she had, instead of resentful of everything denied her. Still, she wanted to push this guy out of her way and stroll into the club instead of standing here like a moron with a growing group of humans peering curiously at her.

      “Next time, come with him,” the man said and lifted the rope before he stepped aside.

      “Oh, come on! This is bullshit! Nathan is my brother too!” a chorus of voices shouted from the line.

      Kadence ignored all of them as she hastened down the steps toward the thumping beat coming from behind the closed door below. Before she could open the door, it swung inward to reveal a woman holding it for her. The woman smiled at her as the music increased to the point where Kadence’s head pounded in rhythm with it.

      “You can check your coat,” the woman said and waved her arm at a window behind her. A man stood there resting his elbows on the wooden windowsill, but he straightened when he saw Kadence.

      “No, thank you.” Kadence pulled her coat closer against her as she turned away from the woman. She didn’t know much about humans, but her books, her family, and other hunters had told her enough about the human world to know the weapons tucked into her coat would not be welcome here.

      Hurrying down the hall, she walked toward the music. She worried Nathan would discover her here, but she couldn’t deny the thrill of excitement running through her at being free and finally seeing something of the human world.

      Granted, it was for the worst reason possible that she was out of the stronghold, and she had no idea how to interact with this world, but she was free.

      Stepping out of the hall, she found herself standing at the edge of a dance floor. Kadence gawked at the spectacle of all the humans moving and jumping around before her. She and her friend, Simone, had spent a lot of time dancing in each other’s rooms over the years, but she’d never seen anything like this.

      The complete inhibition, lack of clothing, and energy of the place fascinated her as much as it unnerved her. The aromas of sweat and alcohol intermingled so completely with each other that she could barely separate the two. There was nothing like this in the stronghold. Simone would be in absolute awe when Kadence went back and told her what she’d seen here.

      Went back…

      Kadence shook her head to clear it of the sadness creeping through her at the thought of returning to the stronghold—a place that was a beautiful prison for her and so many other women. Granted, most of the women there didn’t think of it that way, but she’d give anything to spread her wings and break free of her gilded cage.

      Not the time, she told herself sternly. You are here for a reason. Her gaze scanned over the crowd as she searched for the vampire who had murdered her father. She also kept an eye out for her brother.

      Ronan’s gaze honed in on the woman who emerged from the hallway to stand at the edge of the dance floor. Her silver blonde hair, dangling in a braid over her shoulder to her left breast, reflected the colors flashing over her in an array of reds, blues, and yellows. The lights played over her delicate features and lit the awe on her face as she stared at the humans.

      A smile tugged at the corners of her full mouth when a group danced close by her. Many of the people below displayed more flesh than they covered, but Ronan found his gaze riveted on her fully clothed body in its form-fitting black pants, which were tucked into ankle-high, black boots. Her calf-length, black coat pushed back as she settled her hands on her hips to watch the crowd. Beneath the coat, she wore a black turtleneck that hugged her breasts, slender waist, and rounded hips. She looked to be a good five inches shorter than him at about five-seven.

      Her smile slid away and her hands fell from her hips as she surveyed the crowd with a far more serious eye. Then her head fell back, her gaze locked onto his, and he was treated to a full-on view of her striking beauty.

      The image of her body, naked beneath his and moving in a sensuous dance against his sheets, caused his cock to harden. He felt like he had when he’d been twelve and first discovering the joys of the female body, before the enjoyment of sex had faded away over the many years of his death-filled life. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d desired a woman, but it had never been with this intensity.

      For the first time in centuries, he lusted after a woman, and he would have her.
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      The air rushed out of Kadence’s lungs when she spotted the man above. Though his eyes were shaded with sunglasses, she knew he was focused on her. Butterflies fluttered to life within her stomach as she drank in the details of the man.

      Not handsome, she wouldn’t define him as that, but definitely intriguing. Her fingers itched to trace the contoured planes of his high cheekbones and the stubble lining his square jaw. His sable eyebrows drew together over the bridge of his roman nose as he watched her. She had no idea why he was wearing sunglasses inside, but she would give anything to pull them off and reveal the color of his eyes.

      Sparks. For the first time in her life, she understood the romance novels as she was hit with the urge to get closer to this man, to touch him like she’d never touched another. To slip that coat from his shoulders and run her hands over him before rising on her toes to kiss him. The possibility of those arms wrapping around her and drawing her close had her taking a step forward.

      A woman bumped into her, knocking her back and tearing her attention away from the man. Kadence blinked as she was jarred back to reality. Her gaze ran over the humans before she retreated from the dance floor to hover on the edge. She refused to look up again for fear she would be lost to the strange pull that man had over her. She’d come here for a reason, and she would not be deterred from it.

      It had seemed odd the man wore sunglasses inside, but that faded when she realized some of the other men and women also wore them. Must be some human fashion thing, she decided.

      “Hello, sugar,” Declan purred from beside Ronan. “I think she might make a very tasty treat.”

      Ronan didn’t have to look at him to know Declan had also spotted the woman. In a crowd of nearly a hundred humans, she stood out as clearly as the full moon from the stars. Declan leaned forward to inspect the woman more closely.

      “Don’t,” Ronan snarled, half tempted to throw his friend over the railing.

      He had no idea where the impulse came from. He was not an easy man, but he was tolerant. He’d learned centuries ago that giving into anger and having a temper were pointless. However, the way Declan looked at the woman, as if he could see straight through her clothes, had Ronan ready to punch him.

      Declan’s head turned toward him. “Claiming her for yourself tonight?”

      “We have a mission,” Ronan bit out. The thick sunglasses may be shading his eyes, but he knew Declan was aware that he remained focused on the woman.

      “After the mission then?”

      Ronan tore his attention away from her to look at Declan. His friend’s casual air vanished; he straightened away from the railing and took an abrupt step back. Ronan didn’t have time to contemplate Declan’s reaction to him before the rancid stench of garbage wafted through the air. His gaze returned to the dance floor as he searched for the source of the smell.

      The crowd of people flowed away from the corner as Joseph glided out of the shadows from the entryway. Yet even as the humans moved away from him, some of the women and men practically tripped over themselves to get closer to him.

      A vampire’s innate ability to lure someone closer drew the humans to Joseph like a bee to nectar. Their instincts told them this was no nectar, but a Venus flytrap set to spring and devour them whole. Unfortunately for these humans, Joseph’s lure won out over their flight-or-fight instincts.

      Ronan looked to the woman only twenty feet away from Joseph. His lips skimmed back when the woman’s gaze locked on Joseph strolling through the crowd. Unlike the other females, she didn’t saunter toward the vampire. Instead, her hand went to something at her side.

      Ronan’s eyes narrowed at her unusual reaction. The black-haired, male hunter emerged again at the edge of the dance floor, drawing the woman’s gaze to him.

      Kadence wanted to kick herself when Nathan spotted her from the other side of the dance floor. She’d finally succeeded in breaking free of the stronghold, finally made it here, and she’d been busted within five minutes of walking into the club. So much for being a stealthy hunter.

      She’d completely blown it, and now she would never have another opportunity to be free again. Nathan would make sure of that. If the monster didn’t die tonight, she’d never be able to witness it.

      Going by what she’d been told about him and the odor coming from him, she’d known the minute the vampire who killed her father came into eyesight. She’d also forgotten about everything else as her blood thrummed with the need to see the monster slaughtered.

      For a second, Ronan watched as the hunter and woman locked eyes, and then the male was moving toward her so fast that the humans didn’t register his passing. The born hunters may not be vampires, but they certainly weren’t entirely human either.

      Ten feet before the hunter reached the woman, he stopped in the middle of the dance floor. His head swiveled and his nostrils flared as his gaze locked on Joseph. The hunter’s eyes darted between the woman and Joseph before he closed the distance to the woman.

      Ronan couldn’t hear what they said to each other over the thumping music, but when the man snatched the woman’s arm, she yanked it away from him and planted her hands on her hips. A low growl rumbled up Ronan’s throat. Joseph was right there, yet he found himself thinking about breaking the hunter’s hand for daring to touch her when she obviously didn’t welcome it.

      For daring to touch her when it was all that he wanted to do.

      The woman’s hands moved through the air as she spoke; the man’s followed suit as they faced off. Then, the crowd parted and Joseph moved within feet of them. Joseph’s attention remained on the women at his sides as he walked by the male hunter. The man and woman stopped speaking as they focused on Joseph. Their faces filled with a hatred Ronan suspected ran deeper than a hunter’s normal animosity toward vampires.

      When Joseph was out of sight, the man took hold of the woman’s arm and led her over to join the three other hunters standing beside the dance floor. The woman moved with the same lethal speed as the man, confirming her as what she was. Ronan shoved aside the disappointment slithering through him at the realization the woman was completely off limits.

      “A female hunter,” he murmured.

      “I thought they were a myth,” Declan stated.

      “Apparently not,” Ronan said as his gaze returned to Joseph. It didn’t matter who or what the woman was, all that mattered was ending this tonight. He only hoped the hunters stayed out of his way.

      He’d prefer not to have to kill them too.

      “Let’s go.”

      He stalked toward where Killean and Saxon stood at the top of the stairs. Lucien, one of his best fighters, was on his way to meet them, but Ronan didn’t think he’d make it in time for this battle. Lucien had reluctantly agreed to take over the running of the training facility after Joseph turned Savage. Ronan had expected to destroy Joseph sooner, so he hadn’t bothered to move the training facility out of New York or find someone else to run it yet, but that would change if Joseph wasn’t brought down tonight.

      Stepping off the last stair, Ronan paused to survey the crowd before following Joseph’s stench through the club. Any vampire who killed a human took on the aroma of trash and decay. If they didn’t kill again, eventually the smell faded away. The more a vampire killed, the more rotten they smelled. Roadkill mixed with feces and month-old bodies sometimes became preferable to the odor some Savages emitted. However, only a purebred vampire could detect the odor.

      Joseph had been having more fun than Ronan realized, judging by the scent of him.

      Winding through the crowd, Ronan caught another glimpse of the black-haired, male hunter on his left. His gaze instinctively sought the woman, who now stood with one of the other men. That man had his hand around her slender bicep while she glowered at him.

      Kadence considered kicking Logan in the nuts to break free of her fiance’s hold, but she was afraid if she made a move now, she would scare the vampire they hunted away, or worse, get Nathan killed. Logan’s displeasure beat against her. She didn’t care that he was mad at her; he would have to get used to her not doing what she was told once they were married.

      Logan had to know she wasn’t the proper, well-behaved hunter she was supposed to be. Everyone in the stronghold knew that. She’d gotten in more trouble over the years than all the other women combined.

      At one time, Nathan and his friends had laughed over her antics. They’d stopped laughing years ago, and they certainly weren’t laughing tonight. Jayce and Asher both stared at her as if she were a ten-legged, alien cat who had dropped on their heads from a beam above. Nathan refused to look at her as he tapped his foot and ran a hand through his black hair.

      She tilted her head back to look at Logan. Unlike the man on the balcony, Logan was definitely what most would consider handsome with his pine-colored eyes, light brown hair, and refined features. Unfortunately, his handsomeness did nothing for her. She tried to tug her arm free again, but his hold on her only intensified.

      “Let me go,” she commanded.

      “No.” The simple refusal set her teeth on edge.

      Ronan watched the woman trying to break free of the man’s hold on her. He almost detoured to yank her away from the hunter, but there was no time for that, and the last thing they needed was a fight with the hunters tonight. Slipping through the shadows, he tracked Joseph to one of the back doors.

      The expression on Joseph’s face was one of boredom as a human woman ground her hips against his while rubbing her breasts on his chest. Joseph’s head came up and a smile curved his mouth when his eyes latched onto Ronan’s over the sea of human heads separating them.

      Bending low, Joseph whispered something in the woman’s ear before sinking his fangs into her throat. Joseph tore a chunk out of the woman’s neck and spit it out. The woman’s scream was drowned out by the beat of the music as she staggered back. Her hand flew to the wound as blood poured from between her fingers.

      “Shit!” Ronan shouted. “Saxon, take care of her!”

      He didn’t care if the woman lived or died, but if she somehow survived this, she couldn’t be allowed to tell the tale of the man who had torn her throat out with his teeth. If she died, she couldn’t do so with the evidence of a vampire’s fangs on her. It would only attract more hunters if she did.

      Joseph spun and crashed into the back door, flinging it open and vanishing into the alley beyond. The woman slumped to the side and fell into him. Ronan steadied her as the coppery scent of her blood hit him. Ignoring the lure of her blood, he pushed her over to Saxon.

      From the corner of his eye, he saw another door to the alley swinging closed. He glanced back to see the female hunter standing at the edge of the dance floor. Ronan hesitated when he realized they’d left her alone, but she didn’t show any sign of following her brethren out the door. Then, he spotted the man who had been holding her jogging toward the other exit. The man stopped beside the door and leaned against the wall before glancing back at the woman.

      Turning away from them, Ronan didn’t look back as he followed Joseph out the door. The hunter woman was no concern of his; her relatives in the alley were.
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      Ronan stepped into the alley, his eyes and ears attuned to his environment as he searched for Joseph and the hunters. Garbage pushed up the lids of the dumpsters lining the brick wall of the buildings across from him. The refuse flowing over the sides of the dumpsters helped to mask Joseph’s scent.

      Declan’s and Killean’s booted feet thudded on the concrete behind Ronan as he turned to the left and started walking that way. A few lazy snowflakes spiraled from the sky. The club was close enough to the ocean that a shift in the wind brought the briny scent of low tide on the air with it. The alley was unnaturally silent; the predators lurking amid it had scared off the rats who resided within.

      The end of his coat beat against his calves as the alley split off and he continued down another corridor. Tucked within the inner pockets of his coat were a couple of stakes and a small crossbow. However, he mostly relied on his hands and his fangs when in battle and didn’t like to weigh himself down with weapons. He also didn’t like to deny himself the pleasure of an up-close and personal kill. It was what kept the demon in him at bay after all.

      He’d avoid killing the hunters if he could. He didn’t want to bear the stench of garbage and the increased vulnerability to the sun that their deaths would bring him. The hunters may not be entirely human, but their blood staining a vampire’s hands had the same effect a human’s did.

      Although the hunters wouldn’t hesitate to slaughter any of them, he didn’t consider them his enemy, not completely. They were more of a nuisance that sometimes had to be stomped. The hunters meant well, but they didn’t know the difference between the vampires who killed humans for amusement and those who didn’t.

      They’ve never known the difference, Ronan thought bitterly.

      The hunters had killed many Savage vampires over the years, but they’d also destroyed some of the good ones. Thankfully, they hadn’t killed as many of the good ones as they had Savages. Vampires who didn’t kill tended to stay off their radar. They led peaceful lives, and unlike the Savages, they didn’t draw attention to themselves by leaving a trail of bodies or missing people behind them.

      Ronan turned another corner, stopping instantly when he spotted Joseph at the end of the alley. Joseph stood before a ten-foot-high brick wall, studying the blockade before him. More garbage than before overflowed the dumpsters and spilled onto the asphalt. Most of the bags had been torn open and picked through by the animal scavengers and probably some humans.

      Ronan clenched and unclenched his hands as he studied his old ally. Joseph could have easily cleared the wall and been out of here by now, so why did he remain?

      Declan and Killean halted beside him as Joseph glanced over his shoulder at them. The grin that split his face revealed his lethal fangs as he turned to face them. The hazel of Joseph’s eyes briefly flickered through the red encompassing them as he gave a come-and-get-it gesture with his hands.

      “Something’s not right here,” Ronan murmured to the others. “He’s trying to set us up for something.”

      “What though?” Declan inquired.

      “I don’t know, but stay alert.”

      Declan and Killean spread out to the sides of him as the three of them prowled down the alley. Ronan didn’t know why Joseph had chosen to stay, but he wasn’t going to rush him until he knew what the Savage vampire had up his sleeves.

      They had to approach this cautiously, but in his head, he heard the seconds of a clock ticking away. When they exited the club, the hunters must have gone the other way in the alley, but they would come this way eventually. They had to take Joseph down before the hunters arrived on the scene.

      At one time, Ronan’s body would have been alive with the thrill of the impending kill. Now he experienced no excitement as he closed in on the fallen Defender. Joseph’s elongated canines sliced his bottom lip, and the scent of garbage grew stronger as blood trickled down his chin from the gash.

      Joseph crouched down before launching himself at Ronan’s chest. It was a move Joseph never would have made before becoming Savage, but the increased strength he’d experienced with his kills made him far more brazen. Despite that increased strength, Ronan had no fear Joseph could take him down. It would take far more than Joseph alone to do so.

      Ronan swung out at him, catching him squarely beneath the jaw and flinging him into one of the dumpsters. Metal dented with a loud bang. Garbage spewed onto the ground and rats screeched as they scattered into the gloomy recesses of the alley. Joseph came up spitting blood as he launched off the dumpster.

      “So you’re going to kill me now? You’re going to kill one of your own?” Joseph inquired. “So much for loyalty, hey, Ronan?”

      Ronan circled him as Joseph moved toward the wall and Declan and Killean closed in on him. “You’re not one of us anymore, Joseph,” Ronan replied.

      “You have no right to judge me. You’re closer to the edge than I ever was.”

      Ronan didn’t flinch at the assessment; it was true after all.

      “Obviously not,” Declan replied, “considering you’re the one we’re hunting.”

      Hatred twisted Joseph’s features; Declan grinned at him in return. Joseph snarled, but this time instead of coming for Ronan, he charged straight at Declan whose smile only widened as he braced himself for Joseph’s attack. Joseph lowered his shoulder and crashed into Declan, sending him reeling into the wall.

      Declan didn’t go down beneath Joseph. Instead, he clasped his hands together and drove them into Joseph’s back. Joseph grunted as he wrapped his arms around Declan’s waist, lifted him up, and bashed him into the wall again. Declan swung an uppercut that broke Joseph’s hold on him and staggered Joseph back a few feet.

      Before he could fully recover, Ronan grabbed Joseph by the collar of his shirt and yanked him back. His hand encircled his throat, crushing Joseph’s windpipe as he pinned him to the wall. Pulling his arm back, Ronan fisted his hand in preparation to drive it through Joseph’s chest and end this.

      “Ronan!” Killean’s shout alerted him to the threat he’d missed while focused on the kill.

      A whistling reached him in time for him to turn to the side, but not in time to avoid the bolt completely. A piercing pain shot through his shoulder as the weapon impaled him from behind. Stumbling slightly forward, he nearly lost his grip on Joseph as a burning sensation spread through the thick muscle of his shoulder. Turning his head, he spotted three of the hunters at the other end of the alley. The black-haired one had an empty crossbow aimed at him.

      Joseph grabbed the end of the bolt and twisted it. Ronan involuntarily released his hold on him when numbness spread through his shoulder. Joseph’s hands flew to his brutalized throat. Broken sounds issued from him as he clawed at his flesh and his eyes rolled in his head. Ronan had no idea what he was trying to say, and he didn’t care.

      “Ronan!”

      Declan’s shout enabled him to dodge the next arrow one of the other hunters fired at him, an arrow aimed straight at his heart. He plucked the arrow from the air and shattered it in his fingers before leveling the hunters with a murderous stare. Two of them took a step away from him, but the black-haired one held his ground as he focused on Joseph.

      Without warning, the black-haired hunter barreled down the alley with his shoulder lowered. He plowed into Joseph, running him backward as he kept his shoulder buried in Joseph’s sternum. Joseph and the hunter tumbled into the dumpsters. Garbage spilled over them, momentarily burying them both beneath a wave of trash.

      Ronan didn’t move as Joseph and the hunter thrashed on the ground. He wasn’t the only one startled by the uncharacteristically reckless display from a hunter. Declan and Killean remained unmoving as the hunter punched Joseph with enough force to crack a cheekbone. The next blow he delivered shattered Joseph’s nose. Blood splattered Joseph’s shirt and sprayed onto the concrete within inches of Ronan’s boots.

      He’d never seen a hunter behave like this. Whenever he’d encountered them, they’d always been methodical and careful as they worked together. They never let their emotions rule them or broke ranks. Even the hunter’s partners were thrown off as they had yet to attempt moving in for their own kills.

      The hunters didn’t remain stunned into immobility for long. While what Ronan assumed was their leader continued to pummel Joseph, the other two inched forward. One held a crossbow at the ready, its arrow aimed straight at Declan’s heart. The other trained a 9mm on Killean. Unless the gun was loaded with wooden bullets, it wouldn’t kill them. However, it would still hurt them enough to slow them down and make it easier for them to be killed.

      The one holding the crossbow kept glancing between Ronan and Declan, but the hunter didn’t aim the crossbow at him again. The two remaining hunters must have decided Ronan’s injury didn’t make him much of a threat. They couldn’t be more wrong.

      Ronan scanned the alley behind them, but the woman and the other hunter they’d been with were nowhere to be seen.

      He turned his attention back to the ugly situation they now faced. The black-haired hunter was dragging Joseph’s beaten form up behind him as he climbed to his feet.

      At one time, seeing a fellow Defender so broken and bruised would have enraged him, but Joseph wasn’t one of them anymore. Ronan couldn’t help feeling a grudging admiration for the damage the hunter had inflicted on the Savage. If it had been any other Savage, Ronan would have walked away and allowed the hunters to have them, but he had to make sure Joseph died this night. The fallen Defender knew far too many of their secrets to risk him continuing to live.

      Ronan’s lips skimmed back when the black-haired hunter’s azure eyes fell on him. At about six four, the hunter was a good four inches taller than him, and lean in build.

      “This doesn’t have to happen,” Ronan said. “We don’t have to fight each other. Give us Joseph and walk away.”

      The hunter bared his teeth and his hand clamped down on Joseph’s already crushed throat. Joseph’s head lulled forward on his shoulders before it snapped up. The black-haired hunter’s eyes were full of antipathy as they held Ronan’s. He didn’t have to say a word; Ronan knew the real fight was about to begin.

      Signaling Declan and Killean, he moved to the side, putting himself in a better position to go after the hunter with the crossbow. Ronan charged at him just as the black-haired hunter’s command to kill them rang through the air.

      The hunter holding the crossbow caught his charge out of the corner of his eye. Startled, he spun toward Ronan, but he was too late. Grabbing the end of the bow, Ronan ripped it from the hunter’s hands. He drove a fist into the man’s nose, shattering it before he shoved the hunter into a dumpster.

      A gunshot rang out. Killean’s grunt could be heard over the ensuing echo of the shot as it reverberated off the brick walls surrounding them. Another shot fired, but this time it cracked off brick. Either Killean or Declan had managed to subdue the hunter with the gun.
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      “What were you thinking coming here?” Logan demanded when she crept forward to stand at his side within the club.

      Kadence barely glanced at him before focusing on the doorway Nathan and the others had exited through. Her hand slid to the stake in the inner pocket of her coat. “I should be out there,” she whispered.

      Logan grasped her shoulders, spinning her to face him. Kadence blinked at him, startled by the harshness of his handsome face as he glared at her. “You have no business being here at all!” he barked at her.

      “You have no business telling me what to do!”

      “I have every right to tell you what to do. We’re to be married soon, and you’ve put yourself, your brother, and our entire way of life at risk by coming here. I will not have it!”

      The one thing her instructors had always hated most about her was her willful streak, but she wouldn’t be ordered around by anyone. Not her father, not her brother, and certainly not the man who she had no choice about marrying.

      “I will not have you talking to me in such a way,” she grated from between her teeth. “We may be getting married, but no one will order me around, Logan. Not even my husband.”

      She jerked out of his grasp and gave him a scathing glance before focusing on the door again. Around them, people danced and swayed, the lights flashed over the walls and floor, but she tuned it all out to focus on hearing anything from the outside world. Her father’s line of hunters had always been the strongest; it was why their line had been the leader of the hunters since the beginning. She and Nathan were faster and stronger than the others, their senses more honed.

      Because she was a woman, she would not have been allowed to lead even if she were the only living descendent, but she carried the strength of that line in her blood. If Nathan were killed before he could produce an heir, her husband would lead the hunters until she produced a male heir who would one day take control. If she had only a female child, her daughter would face the same fate. Only three times in their history had someone outside of their line been a leader until an heir was born.

      “I am only trying to keep you safe,” Logan said.

      He broke her concentration on the outside when he rested his hand on her shoulder. His finger slid up to stroke her cheek. She resisted cringing away from the tender touch. She loved Logan as a friend, she always had and always would, but she was well aware his feelings for her were more than friendly.

      He clasped his hand possessively around her nape, drawing her a step closer. Kadence stiffened beneath his touch, but it was something she would have to get used to if she were going to survive her marriage to him.

      Her stomach rolled at the thought of their wedding night, and the many nights that would follow, before she blocked it out. If she pondered it too much, she would never make it through the wedding ceremony, never mind the next hundred and fifty or so years they could possibly be married, if Logan didn’t get killed on a hunt.

      A gunshot from outside barely registered through the music, but she knew what she’d heard. Plunging forward, she slammed into the bar on the door and shoved it open. The cold air robbed her breath as the second gunshot sounded.

      Logan grabbed her arm, pushing her back toward the club. “Get inside!”

      Kadence staggered backward, but she didn’t turn toward the closing door. Instead, she followed Logan down the alley, running as fast as her legs would carry her. One vampire versus three hunters, her brother and the others should have easily taken him down. Yet, she could hear the sounds of fists hitting flesh, the twang of a bolt firing, and the scuffle of numerous feet from deeper within the alley.

      Something had gone wrong.

      Not my brother, please not my brother too. She couldn’t handle it if she lost her father and Nathan.

      Her brother was the only family she had left. Nathan wouldn’t stand in the way of her marriage; as the leader, he would follow tradition, no matter how unhappy it made her. However, he would be there for her to lean on when she needed it. She hadn’t complained to him about her marriage—she couldn’t when he had enough weighing on him right now—but she knew he was aware she wasn’t happy about it.

      Just as she knew that being the newly appointed leader wasn’t something he wanted, though he’d never said it to her. As twins, they had always been close. They’d been closer when they were younger, before Nathan went into training and she was forced to learn how to be the perfect wife and mother. They followed separate courses in life, but he’d still been her best friend over the years, her rock.

      Legs aching, lungs straining for air, Kadence flew around a corner of the alley and skidded to a halt. The alley reeked of the coppery scent of fresh blood and garbage. Bile rolled up her throat, and it took all she had to keep from vomiting. The last time she had smelled blood so strongly…

      Memories of her father’s broken body tried to drag her under before she locked them away.

      She found Nathan instantly, unharmed and holding the vampire in his grasp. Hatred blurred her vision as she gazed at the creature who had murdered her father and torn her life apart. The vamp was beaten and bloody, and though she scented him on the air, it was not his odor filling her nostrils now. This scent was different, spicier, and held no hint of the evil pouring from the vamp.

      Her eyes latched onto a heavily muscled man shoving Asher aside. Blood poured from Asher’s broken nose, but it wasn’t his blood she smelled either. It was the blood of the man who had shoved Asher away. A man with lethal fangs fully extended and an overwhelming aura of power emanating from him.

      Disbelief screamed through her as she recognized him as the man who had been standing on the balcony watching her. The man who had finally made her understand some of what she’d read in those romance novels. A man who was not a man at all, but one of the twisted freaks who thrived on killing.

      How could his blood smell like that? All vampires smelled like rot! Over the years, the male hunters had captured some vampires and brought them to the stronghold for training purposes. They’d allowed the women of the camp to get close enough to detect the stench vampires emitted. It was a smell she would never forget.

      As this vamp turned toward her, she saw the bolt protruding from his shoulder and the blood oozing from the puncture. His coat was pushed back, his black shirt ripped open to expose a slash of bronzed flesh across his broad chest.

      His sunglasses remained in place, but she knew he watched her. Molten lava spread through her veins as those covered eyes exposed her and ripped her soul bare. He stared into her in a way no other ever had. Kadence shuddered while her heart leapt into her throat. Despite the fangs and the fact he was a creature she’d been born to hate, she couldn’t deny her pull toward him.

      Shock slid through Ronan as he stared at the female hunter. He hadn’t expected her to leave the club, to come out here, and he certainly hadn’t expected the rapt way she watched him. He’d seen many beautiful women over the thousand years of his life, but none of them had captivated him in such a way.

      The battle and his men faded away as he stared at her. The wind tugged at her silvery hair, whipping the loose strands of it around her oval-shaped face. Her azure eyes watched his every move. The look on her face said she couldn’t figure him out, but then he had no idea what to make of this woman either.

      Kadence felt time crawl by as they gazed at each other, but when Logan suddenly crashed into the vamp, she realized only mere seconds had passed. Asher barely dodged out of the way of the vamp and Logan as Logan propelled the vamp into the brick wall.

      “Ronan!” the auburn-haired man shouted.

      “I’m fine,” the one wearing the sunglasses grunted, and she realized he was Ronan.

      Kadence took a step forward to stop Logan from attacking him, but then her heritage, her common sense, kicked in and disgust at herself filled her gut. He was a vampire for crying out loud! What was the matter with her?

      Her first time out of the stronghold and she was having the warm and fuzzies for her worst enemy. She was an idiot and a pitiful excuse for a hunter.

      Taking a deep breath, she struggled to control the accelerated beat of her heart as Ronan hit Logan, knocking him backward. “Declan, go that way,” Ronan ordered with a wave of his hand at the auburn-haired man. “Killean, that way,” he commanded the one with the scar.

      Kadence’s hands went to two of the stakes tucked into her inner coat pocket when she realized there were two more vamps in the alley. Declan moved to the right as Jayce fired a shot at Killean, hitting him in the shoulder. Killean lunged forward, knocking the gun from Jayce’s hand with one blow.

      Killean jerked Jayce forward, but instead of sinking his fangs into Jayce’s throat and tearing it out, he threw Jayce away from him. Killean could have killed Jayce, there was no denying that. Instead, he’d pushed him away. Kadence’s mind spun as she tried to understand what she’d seen, but none of it made any sense.

      “Kadence! Get out of here! Now!”

      Nathan’s bellow made her cringe, but she wouldn’t follow his command. She had to witness what happened here. Kadence gasped when Logan brandished a stake and tried to plunge into Ronan’s chest. Ronan grabbed Logan’s hand and tore the stake away as if Logan were no more than a child. With a flick of his fingers, he tossed the stake aside.

      His lethal fangs gleamed in the dim light of the alley, but instead of striking, he pushed Logan away from him like Killean had. Kadence watched as the vamps lined up on one side of the alley, with the hunters moving to position themselves on the other side. The vamp who had killed her father thrashed in her brother’s grasp, his red eyes blazing like rubies in the sun. His florid face and wheezing breaths led her to believe his windpipe had been crushed at some point.

      “We are at a crossroads,” Ronan stated.

      His deep voice sent shivers down her spine. Kadence shook herself. No matter how compelling she found him to be, he was a vampire, plain and simple.

      So caught up in her own confusion and emotions, she failed to notice what had happened during the fight. Her brother and the hunters were lined up on their side, closest to the wall, with the vampires lined up before them.

      Which would have been fine. Her brother had her father’s killer. Kadence was more than happy to leave here with him, more than happy to go somewhere else to dispose of the monster, while they left the rest of the vamps alone, for now.

      The real problem was that she’d been separated from the hunters and was stuck behind the vampires.
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      “Do you plan to fight to the death?” Ronan asked.

      “If that’s what it takes, considering it will be your deaths, not ours,” Nathan replied.

      Declan and Killean chuckled while Ronan shifted his stance. Kadence’s heart leapt into her throat. “No,” she croaked.

      Once the word was out of her mouth, she knew she’d made a mistake. Until she spoke, everyone had forgotten about her. Now, all eyes turned toward her.

      “Kadence, leave!” Nathan spat.

      Her eyes flew around the group. Her hand trembled as she lifted it to her treacherous mouth. However, she couldn’t run from here. She couldn’t lose her brother, and for some strange reason, she didn’t want anything bad to happen to Ronan either.

      Later, when she was alone, she would kick herself in her stupid ass for finally encountering vampires in the world and turning into a complete idiot because one of them fascinated her. For now, she had to completely ignore her bizarre reaction to Ronan as the other two did absolutely nothing for her.

      “The fight is a draw. No more blood has to spill,” she said. “We have the one we came for. There will be other nights to continue this.”

      “And more innocent deaths before then!” Nathan sneered.

      “Nathan, please, I can’t lose you too!” she cried.

      So the hunter, Nathan, was her lover or husband, Ronan realized. He eyed the vein in Nathan’s throat and licked his lips as he contemplated ending his competition for her.

      “Get out of here, Kadence!” Nathan yelled at her.

      A low growl emanated from him over the way Nathan spoke to her. Declan and Killean exchanged startled glances, but neither of them could be as surprised as he was over it.

      Nathan tightened his hold on Joseph’s throat. He seemed to think Ronan was going to charge him to take Joseph back. However, Ronan had no intention of going anywhere near Nathan, not if it meant leaving Kadence unprotected.

      “Nathan—” Kadence started.

      “I said leave!”

      The roared order echoed throughout the alley. Kadence preferred not to see the bloodbath she was certain was about to unfold, but she wouldn’t let it happen if she could somehow stop it. Her fingers slid away from one of her stakes as she looked to Ronan, whose head was turned in her direction.

      Everything she’d been taught over the years told her he was evil. However, something within her said he wasn’t. That belief might get her killed tonight. If it did, then she well deserved to die for her stupidity, but she couldn’t bring herself to attack someone who hadn’t come after her.

      “I’m not leaving,” she declared as she looked back to her brother.

      Nathan’s eyes widened. Declan glanced over his shoulder at her, an approving smile curving his full mouth. Before she could think about what that smile meant, a large hand enclosed on her arm. She spun to face the two men who materialized from the shadows behind her.

      The one holding her stared back at her. His pitiless black eyes caused chills to run down her spine. His sandy blond hair framed his handsome face as his upper lip twisted into a sneer of disapproval.

      She didn’t have to see his fangs to know this was another vampire. Dread flared through her as his grip became bruising. The other vamp who had appeared with him moved forward to join Ronan and his group. Kadence’s heart sank as she realized the hunters were now outnumbered.

      She didn’t get any murderous vibes from Ronan, but she had no doubt the vamp holding her would break her neck and step over her dead body with the same amount of consideration he gave to pulling on his socks.

      “Hello, boys,” the vamp holding her greeted, his voice as glacial as the rest of him.

      “About time you showed up, Lucien,” Killean said.

      “Looks like Saxon and I are just in time, Killean,” Lucien replied with a shrug. “Quite the pickle we’re all in. Especially Joseph there,” he nodded to the vamp Nathan held. “Looks like everyone’s after your blood, asshole.”

      Joseph opened his mouth to respond, but only a choked ugh sound came out. Hatred churned in her gut as Kadence gazed at the vamp who had killed her father. She knew his name now, but to her he would always be the vamp who had torn her world apart. The one who had propelled her into breaking free of the boundaries she’d chafed against her whole life.

      “Let go of her!” Nathan snapped at Lucien.

      “Is she what I think she is?” Lucien inquired, completely ignoring her brother’s command as he bent toward her to inspect her more closely.

      “She is a born hunter,” Killean answered.

      Kadence leaned away from him and, before she could think about it, kicked him in the shin. Lucien jumped and surveyed her with more interest. “Feisty little hunter, aren’t you?” he murmured.

      “Let go of her, Lucien,” Ronan said. “She has no part in this.”

      Kadence gawked at him. Was Ronan, the vampire, trying to protect her? Even Nathan looked confused by his words.

      “From what I can tell, they have Joseph and we have her, so I think she has a big part in this,” Lucien replied. “Not to mention, no one has seen a born, female hunter. She may be something we can use to our advantage against these do-gooder, idiotic pricks.”

      Ronan spun toward them. The fury emanating from his body caused her to step back. Lucien squeezed her arm, eliciting an involuntary wince from her. Adrenaline spiked through her as Ronan stalked toward them with menace exuding from every inch of him. She’d been wrong about him; he was going to drain her dry before tossing her lifeless body aside.

      Kadence refused to cower from his approach as she defiantly lifted her chin. She’d put up one hell of a fight against him, though she was certain he could crush her skull with only one of his hands. Her fingers twitched toward the stake at her side while she awaited her opportunity to inflict as much damage as possible. Ronan would remember her years after he’d killed her, she’d make sure of it.

      “Stay away from her!” Nathan’s bellow rent the air.

      Shoving Joseph at Jayce, her brother rushed forward. Killean stepped forward to block his attack. Kadence screamed and lurched forward to help her brother as he barreled into Killean. The two of them tumbled to the ground in a frenzied heap.

      Lucien jerked her back before she made it two steps toward them. Ronan’s hand lashed out to grasp Lucien’s forearm.

      “I said let her go!” Ronan ordered.

      Kadence’s jaw dropped.

      “What is the matter with you?” Lucien demanded.

      “Let her go.” His hand squeezed Lucien’s arm to the point where Kadence was certain the bone would break.

      Lucien released her, and his brows furrowed as he studied Ronan. “I’d rather fight anyway,” he muttered before stalking away from the two of them.

      It was then that Kadence realized the battle had commenced again. The only one hanging back now was Jayce, but he’d been saddled with Joseph.

      “No!” Kadence stepped forward, determined to stop this, or at least try to help as her brother and Killean circled each other like wolves.

      “No.” Ronan stepped in front of her, his solid body blocking her way.

      He became all she could see as his chest alone was three times the size of hers. He was not as tall as the others, but there was no doubt he was the strongest one here. She didn’t have to see him in action to know that. Every strand of her DNA was aware of what stood before her: an old vampire with more power than she could begin to comprehend.

      Her lips parted on a breath as her eyes fell on his shaded ones. She had no idea what it was about him, but she couldn’t find it in herself to care that he was a vampire—not when her skin felt electrified by his nearness and her nerve endings tingled with her need to touch him.

      She craved more of him.

      Thousands upon thousands of hunters were turning over in their graves right now. Self-hate skittered through her, but she couldn’t bring herself to pull out her stake and attack him.

      Ronan shifted as the scent of her arousal on the air caused him to harden. She wanted him too. Her forehead furrowed in confusion over her reaction to him. He completely understood her confusion as he felt it too.

      He didn’t know what drove him, but he had to know if her skin was as supple as it looked. Without thinking, he reached out to touch her cheek. Beneath the pads of his fingers, her skin was like fine spun silk. She didn’t recoil from him, didn’t look repulsed. Instead, to his amazement, she turned her cheek into his hand so that her lips brushed against his palm.

      A loud crash from behind him jerked them both apart and brought the world rushing back in around him.

      “Shit!” he hissed.

      How could he have forgotten about the fight behind him? How could he have left his friends to fend for themselves against the hunters and Joseph?

      “Go!” he gruffly commanded her. “Get to safety.”

      He turned away from her, knowing he would never see her again.

      “Wait!” Her pale hand on his arm seared into his flesh, causing his teeth to scrape together when his cock jumped in response. He was not some horny teen, yet this woman had somehow managed to reduce him to that when his men needed him. He glanced at her over his shoulder. “Please, don’t do this.”

      “We don’t want this,” he replied coldly, pulling his arm away from her before she distracted him further from his duties.

      “I… I don’t understand,” she whispered.

      “No, your kind never has.”

      The anger in his voice would have deterred anyone else; it didn’t deter her though.

      “Please, I can’t lose him,” she whispered. Anger surged through Ronan; she was lusting over him, but still pleading for her lover’s life. He contemplated killing Nathan, simply so the man couldn’t continue to have what he so desperately craved for himself. “Not my brother.”

      “Your brother?”

      “Yes.”

      “Your brother will be safe.” If he wasn’t already dead. “Now go!”

      “Thank you.”

      His chest constricted at those words. “Go.”

      Ronan didn’t look back at her as he ran toward the others. A good fight and death were what he needed to purge himself of his reaction to her.
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      Kadence rounded the corner, but went no further. She couldn’t leave. Her brother was fighting for his life, and that man, that vampire, was there. The warmth of Ronan’s fingers still lingered on her cheek. He hadn’t acted like her enemy. She supposed his strange behavior could be some sort of sick, vampire trick, but she doubted it. He’d had the perfect opportunity to kill her. He could have easily struck her down, or had his friend do so. Instead, he’d told her to run.

      The monsters she’d always been taught vampires were would have killed her without a second’s hesitation. Those monsters wouldn’t have told her that her brother would be safe. What had just happened between them was not normal and she needed answers.

      She also hadn’t come all this way not to watch Joseph die.

      Kadence crept back to the corner of the alley and poked her head out to watch the battle. She pulled her crossbow free and loaded it. Her hand squeezed on her weapon while she watched them all fight in a flurry of fists and blood, but the vampires still didn’t go in for the killing blow. Now that she was watching more closely, she realized they spent most of their time deflecting the hunters’ attacks. The hunters were outnumbered; this fight should be over. It wasn’t.

      The more she examined the vampires in action, the more she began to question if Ronan and his friends were the murderous, mindless creatures she’d been taught to hate her whole life. They seemed to be something different, something she’d never known existed when it came to vampires. Something she didn’t think any hunter had ever known existed.

      Ronan cut his way through the thick of the fight. Seizing Logan and Nathan by their necks, he lifted them and threw them toward where Jayce and Asher stood with Joseph. Kadence couldn’t help but marvel over the amount of strength Ronan possessed. He’d tossed them both aside as if they weighed no more than a feather. The other vampires fell into line behind him as the hunters grouped together. Blood tricked from the injuries the hunters had sustained, but none of them were mortal wounds.

      “Give us Joseph,” Ronan commanded. “We will take care of him.”

      “Set him lose to kill more, you mean,” Nathan said as he slid his crossbow free of his hip.

      “He’ll never know freedom again,” Ronan replied. “He’s ours to destroy. Give him to me.”

      Nathan’s crossbow dipped a bit before leveling on Ronan’s broad chest, right at his heart. Kadence’s breath stuck in her throat when Ronan stalked forward as if he didn’t see the weapon. The resolute expression on Nathan’s face was one she recognized well. The bolt fired less than a split second later.

      Ronan didn’t change his course or even blink when he plucked the bolt out of thin air and tossed it aside as if it had been an annoying fly. Kadence gaped at him. She’d never seen anyone move that fast before, had never thought it possible that someone could.

      Before anyone could react, or Ronan could reach Nathan, Joseph shouted a command. “Now! Attack now!” The words were garbled, but his windpipe had healed enough for him to speak again.

      Kadence frowned as she tried to figure out who he was yelling at. The others in the alley exchanged a questioning glance. Ronan leapt forward, his hand encircling Joseph’s throat. He looked about to tear Joseph from Jayce’s grasp just as another vampire leapt on top of the brick wall. The feral-looking vamp with the blood-red eyes was followed by a dozen more vampires.

      Ronan froze with his hand around Joseph’s throat as he gazed at the Savages perched on the wall like gargoyles ready to take flight. Their putrid odor barely pierced through the stench of the alley. It hit him that Joseph had lured them into this area of the alley because of the amount of trash and the fact that his cohorts could remain hidden on the other side of the wall until he was ready to draw them forth. If he hadn’t crushed Joseph’s windpipe, the Savages would have arrived sooner.

      “Well, that’s a heap of shit right there,” Declan said and reached over his back to slide two swords free from under his coat.

      Kadence bit back a shout when the vampires launched themselves off the wall. Right now, no one knew she was there; she could be the hidden weapon they may need, but only if she didn’t give away her location. One of the vamps crashed into Ronan, knocking his hold on Joseph free. Another hit Nathan, sending him staggering into Jayce and Joseph.

      Joseph twisted in Jayce’s grasp and yanked Jayce’s hand to the side. The young hunter howled as his wrist broke with a snap of bone. Kadence’s stomach nosedived into her toes, but she lifted her crossbow and aimed it at Joseph’s heart. Joseph clutched Jayce’s head as she fired the bolt.

      A bead of blood formed on Jayce’s ear from where the bolt nicked him before driving into Joseph’s chest, centimeters off his heart. Blood-red eyes briefly met hers before Joseph snapped Jayce’s neck to the side. The cracking of his spine echoed down the entire alley. The scream of No! burned its way up her throat and choked her as a cruel grin curved Joseph’s lips.

      Sorrow filled her as Jayce’s limp body collapsed to the ground. She’d grown up with Jayce. They’d played tag and eaten ice cream cones on hot summer days. He’d once told her he would have preferred to be an astronaut, to travel into space, but instead he’d trained to be a pilot for the hunters and to kill. And now he was gone.

      Kadence wanted nothing more than to sit down and sob for the loss of her friend. Instead, she pulled another bolt free from her pocket and reloaded the crossbow. She lifted it to end the vicious monster who had destroyed her father and her friend.

      She was about to fire again when Ronan stalked through the fray and captured Joseph by the throat with one hand. With ease, he lifted Joseph high before smashing him into the pavement. The asphalt cracked and splintered beneath Joseph’s body. Ronan drew his other hand back to strike Joseph when two more vamps leapt onto the top of the wall before launching themselves off and onto his back.

      Kadence’s hand quivered on her crossbow when Ronan vanished beneath their bodies. She searched for Nathan and the other hunters, but they were also nowhere to be seen amid the mass of vamps. She fired more bolts at two of the vamps on Joseph’s side, successfully taking them both out.

      She’d gone through a fair amount of training over the years to learn how to protect herself, but she’d never been allowed to hunt a vampire. Now, her blood hummed with excitement, her body was alive in a way it never had been before, and she couldn’t deny that this felt right.

      Ronan rose from the mass, shedding the vamps clinging to him. Grabbing one of them, he threw the vamp forward with enough force to shatter some of the bricks in the wall. The indent of the vamp’s body was left behind as he slumped to the ground. The wall rocked on its foundation, and for a minute, Kadence thought it would topple over.

      She searched for her brother, worry tearing at her insides as she spotted Asher and Declan beating back the wave of vampires coming at them. If they found it weird to be working together, they didn’t show it. The enemy of my enemy, she realized as they stood nearly back to back with each other. Logan was fighting near the one with the scar, Killean. Lucien and Saxon stood back to back as they fought.

      Relief filled her when she finally spotted Nathan next to one of the dumpsters. Blood streaked his face from a nasty gash above his right eye, but it didn’t slow him as he drove a stake through the heart of a vamp.

      Kadence reloaded her weapon as another vamp rose behind Declan. The vamp was about to grab Declan when Kadence fired a shot that went straight through the vamp’s heart. Declan glanced at her over his shoulder, his silver eyes glittering with amusement when they met hers. He nodded to her before driving a sword through the stomach of another vamp and running him into the wall.

      The already damaged wall swayed back from the impact and gave an ominous creaking sound.

      “Look out!” Asher shouted.

      Asher staggered away from the wall as it rocked precariously. Pieces of breaking brick clattered over the concrete and thumped off the dumpsters. The wall swayed back again before crumpling with a loud bang and the clatter of bricks crashing into one another. A cloud of gray dust blew all the way out to where she stood.

      Kadence stepped forward as her view of the battle was obscured by the debris filling the air. When it finally cleared enough, she saw the vampires who had joined the fight on Joseph’s side were fleeing down the street. Asher and Logan followed them, and ahead of them, she spotted Nathan turning a corner.

      Joseph was nowhere to be seen. She suspected he’d been the first one to tuck tail and run like the coward he was.

      The other vamps remained standing in the alley, surrounded by the carcasses of the vamps who hadn’t survived and Jayce. Kadence tore her attention away from her friend’s body before she started to sob and didn’t stop. She retreated into the shadows as Ronan wiped some of the debris from his hair. Bits of dust and brick rained down around him.

      He glanced idly at the arrow protruding from his shoulder. Without so much as a flinch, he ripped it free and tossed it aside. Kadence winced for him.

      “If the hunters get a hold of Joseph—” Lucien started.

      “They won’t,” Ronan replied. “And if we go after them, we’ll only end up fighting them again.”

      “And then we’ll inevitably kill one of them,” Saxon said.

      “I don’t see a problem with that,” Killean replied.

      “The hunters are not our enemies,” Ronan said.

      Why did he keep saying that? Kadence wondered. Why did he believe that?

      “Maybe not, but they believe we are theirs, and because of that they fucked this night all up,” Killean said. “Joseph would be dead right now and everyone on this planet would be a lot safer, if it wasn’t for their stupidity.”

      “Enough, Killean,” Ronan said. “You and Saxon gather these bodies and take them somewhere the sun can get them in the morning, or where you can set them on fire.”

      “I’ll get the van,” Saxon volunteered. He climbed over the bricks and jogged toward the street.

      At the end of the alley, she spotted a crowd of humans growing. The humans whispered behind their hands as they pointed down the alley at the vampires standing where the wall once had stood.

      “Declan, take care of the crowd,” Ronan ordered.

      “With pleasure,” Declan replied. He climbed over the bricks and sauntered toward the humans. “Hello, darling,” he purred to one. The uneasy look left the girl’s face. She giggled and blushed prettily when he ran his finger under her chin.

      Kadence watched as Declan spoke with the crowd. She couldn’t hear what he said, but when he was done, they all walked away. She’d heard about a vampire’s ability to change the memories of another, but she’d never witnessed it in action. She had to admit it was impressive, and scary.

      As a hunter, she was immune to a vamp’s ability of persuasion—something she was extremely grateful for right then.

      “What about the hunter’s body?” Lucien inquired.

      Kadence almost stepped forward to scream at them to leave it be, but Ronan was already speaking, “The hunters will come back for him.”

      “And if someone discovers it before then?”

      “That’s the hunters’ problem to deal with, not ours. There are no signs of a vampire attack on him, and the police will have a difficult time trying to figure this all out, but again, not our problem. What about the girl Joseph attacked in the club?” he asked Saxon.

      “I couldn’t save her,” Saxon replied. “I obscured the wound on her neck and hid her body. They should find her by morning.”

      Ronan clenched his teeth as he gazed down the road where the hunters had vanished in pursuit of Joseph. The human race was a food supply to him, but he’d failed in his mission tonight and an innocent had died because of it. Even worse, more of them would die now that Joseph had gotten away again.

      They should have killed the hunters and Joseph and called it a night. They all would have had to deal with aftereffects of the hunters’ lives on their hands, but they would have saved countless other lives in the long run. If the hunters interfered again, he may have no choice but to take them down.

      Kadence remained in the shadows when she was certain the vampires wouldn’t be taking Jayce’s body with them. Her brother would be back soon, but even if he didn’t return, they would find a way to claim Jayce’s body.

      If the vamps left soon, she would come back and get Jayce herself. She didn’t care if he weighed a good seventy pounds more than her; she would figure out a way to bring him home.

      A beat-up gray van pulled up at the end of the alley and backed down toward what remained of the wall. The vehicle didn’t come to a full stop before Killean pulled the back doors open and they began to toss the bodies of the vampires into it.

      They would all be gone soon, and she should retreat from here until they were. She should have already left this place behind. Her brother was gone, and she was in an alley full of vamps.
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      She edged down the alley, her heart growing heavier with every step as she reloaded her crossbow. She’d lost a friend tonight, and now it was time for her to return to the stronghold where she would be locked away once more and married to Logan.

      Kadence tilted her head back to stare at the night sky. She’d seen it every night from the stronghold, but this was the first time she’d seen it outside of the stronghold walls. This was her last night of freedom, the only night of freedom she’d ever experienced. She didn’t realize she was crying until the first drop of chilly water fell onto her hand.

      Startled, she wiped the tears from her cheeks. What was the matter with her? She’d always resented her lot in life, always wanted more freedom, but a part of her also accepted what was to be. Now the idea of returning to the stronghold and being married was more than she could stand.

      Taking a deep breath, she started walking again. Her lot in life didn’t matter; it was far better than no life. Fresh tears welled in her eyes as she recalled Jayce’s body at the end of the alley. She had to get to him and return home; she had no other choice.

      She didn’t know much about this human world. However, the little she’d seen of it, and the vast quantity of reading she’d done about it, fascinated her. The humans were a weaker species, but they were brilliant and creative. Over the years, she’d spent countless hours studying the paintings and numerous pieces of art they had in the stronghold. It amazed her that she found some new detail amongst those canvases and sculptures every time she looked at them.

      She’d read all the thousands of books in the library of the stronghold, some of them so many times she’d memorized them. Her favorites had always been mysteries and detective novels, especially Sherlock Holmes.

      She would give anything to visit all the many places she’d read about and seen pictures of, but she would never be able to do any of those things once she returned to the stronghold. However, she couldn’t stay out here.

      Her brother would be looking for her soon. Nathan was probably just recalling that he’d left her behind to pursue the monster who had killed their father. He would go crazy if she didn’t return. And she might go crazy if she did.

      But where could she go? What could she do?

      Nothing. There was nothing she could do. She had no ID, no birth certificate, no money, nothing she could use to help her navigate the human world. She was schooled in the arts, science, math, history, and other things. She may never use her education, but the hunters believed everyone should be taught. Some of the males were sent out to become pilots, doctors, nurses, plumbers, electricians, and numerous other things that would benefit their society before returning to the stronghold.

      She had no real training unless the job included self-defense techniques, cooking, and being a good wife and mother. She was faster and stronger than humans, a good fighter, and a passable cook, but she’d failed on epic levels at being a good wife and mother during her schooling.

      She’d spent twenty of her twenty-three years trying to learn how to sew, and she still couldn’t do it. Though, she suspected her instructor, Mrs. Cranon, was right and she’d chosen not to learn the technique. No matter how good it felt to stab things sometimes, she hated sewing.

      In the end, she had no skills that would help her survive in the human world, a world she knew so little about other than what she’d seen on TV and read in her books. Even her glimpses of the humans on TV had been rare as there were few TVs in the stronghold, and the women were often kept away from them.

      Even if she could somehow survive out here on her own, it didn’t matter; she had to return for Jayce’s body, and she couldn’t leave Nathan to worry about her.

      Resigned anew to her lot in life, Kadence took a deep breath and continued forward. She was almost to the back door of the club when the garbage stench of the alley rose a little and a shadow moved forward, blocking the way. She froze when she recognized Joseph standing before her.

      How had he gotten away and back here? She had no answer for that question, but it didn’t matter. He was here.

      Kadence took a step back as his red eyes ran leeringly over her body. The faint stench of decay emanating from him was enough to make her gag. At one time, he may have been good looking with his golden-brown hair and narrow features. Now she saw nothing but a twisted creature.

      “I came back for you, beautiful,” he purred.

      Her hand gripped the crossbow tighter, but she had a feeling she wouldn’t get the chance to hit him with a bolt again, not now that he was prepared for it. She itched to rip his heart out with her bare hands to avenge her father’s death, but her instincts screamed at her to run far and fast from here.

      He took another step toward her. The dim illumination of the bulb over the club door revealed his blood-covered shirt, the bruises on his face, a jagged cut on his upper right thigh, and the hole from where her bolt had pierced him in his chest.

      “So pretty.” His insidious voice washed over her, chilling the marrow of her bones.

      He moved suddenly and much faster than she’d anticipated with his injuries. She lifted the crossbow, aimed at his heart, and fired. The bolt sliced across his shirt and the front of his chest when he turned to the side to avoid taking a direct hit. His hand wrapped around her braid and he yanked her against him.

      Lifting her hands to his chest, she shoved at him as she tried to pull herself free. His grip on her hair tightened until a sharp pain throbbed in her skull and some of the strands tore from her scalp. Giving up on trying to free herself, she squirmed against him and punched him in the stomach. Her blow against the solid wall of muscle in his abs had the same effect on him as a mouse beating on an elephant would have.

      Twisting to the side, she tried to get her leg in between them to knee him in the crouch. He knocked her knee to the side and bile rushed up her throat when he rubbed his erection against her stomach. She clamped her teeth against vomiting on him as she put her fingers together and drove them at his eye.

      He chuckled when he swatted her hand aside. “I love it when they fight,” he murmured in her ear.

      Turning, she finally managed to land a solid punch against the underside of his chin. The monster laughed and leaned back to survey her. “Do it again,” he taunted, his face only inches from hers.

      It hit her then that all her training in weapons and self-defense had been for nothing. Dummies didn’t hit back or block her blows; they didn’t laugh in her face when she gave them an uppercut, and they didn’t have the strength of twenty men. The women had been taught how to defend themselves, but they’d never been prepared to actually do it against a vampire.

      Managing to get her hand up again, her fingers hooked into claws that she raked down the side of his face. As the skin tore away, flesh dug beneath her fingernails and blood welled forth.

      “Bitch!” he spat at her before slapping her across the face. Blood exploded into her mouth, a ringing sounded in her ears, and she was certain he’d knocked one of her teeth loose.

      Clutching her hand, he twisted her arm behind her back. Agony tore through her shoulder and screamed up her back as he turned the joint a way it was never meant to go. “The power,” he murmured against her ear. “I can smell it thrumming through your veins.” He jabbed his erection against her again.

      Her shoulder popped out of place when she twisted to the side. She cried out as he bent his head to run his revolting tongue across her ear. He propelled her back against the wall, his heavy body plastering her to the cold brick. White fangs glinted when he pulled back to reveal his lethal canines seconds before he struck.

      Fire burned through her veins, her heart stuttered in her chest, and her breath froze in her lungs as pain ripped through her, rendering her helpless. Blurred stars filled her field of vision. Tears streamed down her cheeks as her life drained unwillingly from her in slurping gulps.
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      “Did you hear that?” Ronan asked.

      “Hear what?” Declan inquired.

      Ronan’s hand fell away from the doors of the van after closing them. The alley remained hushed, but he’d heard something. Blocking out the sound of approaching sirens, the hum of the nearby traffic, and the distant beat of the music from the club. He honed all his senses onto the alley, trying to sense another presence there.

      Then, he smelled her vanilla scent and her blood. He’d assumed Kadence had run when he told her to, and in the ensuing battle with the vamps, he’d lost her scent, but it was all he could smell now.

      “Get out of here, Saxon!” he barked.

      Declan, Killean, and Lucien stared at him in surprise as the red taillights of the van washed over them and Saxon pulled forward.

      Ronan moved so fast down the alley that the walls around him were a blur. His vision became clouded with a haze of red as he turned the corner and spotted her. Spotted them.

      Moving faster than he’d ever known he could, Ronan closed the distance between him and Joseph in less than a heartbeat. He tore Joseph off her and threw him thirty feet through the air before he crashed onto the top of a dumpster.

      In all his life, Ronan had never been this hell-bent on murder. It was bad enough that Joseph had touched her, but that he had hurt her was intolerable. He’d tear Joseph limb from limb for this.

      Joseph spun back toward him as he launched off the dumpster. He braced himself to charge forward, but then he turned and fled down the alley. The muscles in Ronan’s legs bunched in preparation to follow the Savage vampire, but Kadence’s blood permeating the air froze him in place.

      “Follow him!” Ronan commanded, and Lucien and Killean took off after Joseph.

      His gaze fell on where Kadence had slumped against the wall. Declan knelt at her side, examining her injuries. Two jagged tears marred her flesh from where Joseph’s fangs had torn across the right side of her neck. The vivid red of her blood stood out starkly against her pale skin. Tears streaked her cheeks from the pain she’d endured by having her blood unwillingly taken from her body. Her right arm was twisted at an unnatural angle behind her back. He’d had his shoulders dislocated enough times over the years to recognize the damage done to her.

      “She’s alive,” Declan murmured and moved his fingers to prod at the wounds on her neck.

      Stalking forward, Ronan pushed Declan’s hand aside. “Don’t touch her.”

      Declan gave him a questioning look, but he edged away from her. Kneeling at her side, Ronan stroked her soft skin in the hopes she would wake. She remained unmoving, her heart beating sluggishly in her chest. Fighting back the rage threatening to consume him over what Joseph had done to her, Ronan leaned forward and scooped her into his arms.

      Her head lolled to the side, coming to rest against his chest. Her silver-tipped eyelashes curled against her frightfully pale cheek. Blonde eyebrows drew together as a moan whispered past her lips.

      With her slender nose, round cheeks, and full lips, she was exquisite. Despite what he knew her to be, he wanted to hold her close and shelter her from the horror of their violent world. Footsteps in the alley drew his attention as Lucien and Killean emerged from the shadows. Killean’s eyes latched onto Kadence; his mouth compressed into a flat line.

      “Did you get him?” Ronan asked.

      Lucien ran his hands through his sandy blond hair. “No, he was gone before we made it to the end of the alley.”

      A sneer curved Ronan’s upper lip, but he couldn’t be mad at them. He should have gone after Joseph himself. If it hadn’t been for Kadence, he would have, and Joseph wouldn’t have evaded him, not again.

      “What are you going to do with her?” Killean demanded.

      Ronan glanced at Kadence as red, amber, and white lights flashed over the walls around them. The human’s emergency vehicles had arrived. He didn’t know when he’d come to his conclusion, but he knew exactly what he would be doing with her. “She’s coming with us.”

      “What?”

      Ronan strode past Killean without bothering to respond to his question. He carried Kadence toward the other end of the alley, away from the humans. “Killean, call Saxon and make sure he takes care of those bodies. Lucien where’s your vehicle?” he inquired.

      Killean stared at him before slipping his phone out of his pocket and hitting a button. He walked away as he spoke into it.

      “There.” Lucien arrived at Ronan’s side and pointed to a black SUV in the parking lot beside the club. “You can’t take her. The hunters—”

      “What would you have me do, leave her on the street?” he demanded.

      “Ronan—”

      “The human workers are here. She cannot stay, not with these wounds on her.”

      “Saxon is taking care of it,” Killean said when he hung up the phone. His gaze focused on Kadence. “We will obscure her wounds.”

      “No one is touching her again,” Ronan growled.

      “The hunters will come back for her,” Lucien said.

      “They may not find her before the humans do, and we don’t know where the hunters are. She’s coming with us,” he said. “And I don’t want to hear one more word about it.”

      Lucien nodded briskly. Killean opened his mouth to reply, before closing it again. Declan remained silent as he walked beside Lucien. Something about the way Declan watched Kadence caused an uneasy feeling to settle in the pit of Ronan’s stomach. With every step he took, he couldn’t rid himself of the feeling there would be no turning back from this decision.
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      Ronan laid Kadence on his bed, careful not to jar her injuries. She hadn’t moved since they’d left the alley, but her breathing and heartbeat remained steady. “Get me some bandages, towels, and water,” he ordered.

      Declan rushed out of the room. Killean and Lucien stood by the doorway, their disapproval evident on their stony faces. “The hunters are going to be really pissed off when they realize we have one of theirs. A woman no less. They’ll tear this city apart looking for her,” Lucien said.

      “Then they shouldn’t have left her in the alley,” Ronan replied.

      Killean snorted. “None of us knew she was still there. We all assumed she’d retreated to safety.”

      “We should leave her somewhere they can find her,” Lucien pressed.

      “I’m not leaving her somewhere unprotected!” Ronan snarled.

      Lucien’s raven eyes narrowed, but his head bowed in acquiescence and he stepped back. Declan returned with a set of towels slung over his shoulder, a pot of water, bandages, and medical supplies in hand that Ronan’s friend, Marta, most likely kept somewhere for her and her husband, Baldric. Declan set the supplies down on the nightstand.

      “Leave us,” Ronan ordered gruffly. He didn’t look up to make sure his command had been obeyed; he knew it would be.

      Lifting one of the towels, he wet it in the pot of warm water. He sat beside Kadence on the bed and carefully cleaned the jagged tears on her neck. Her bleeding had stopped, but the alluring scent of her blood teased his nostrils.

      He took a deep breath to calm his thirst for her and wiped away the last of her blood. She stirred only once while he worked on the wounds already showing signs of healing. Tenderly holding her chin, he sprayed some antibiotic on the injury and taped a bandage over it. Her shoulder remained out of place, but that would have to wait until she was stronger.

      Leaning back, he studied the healthy pink color creeping into her cheeks. Her breathing grew stronger with every passing minute, and the solid beat of her heart sounded within her chest.

      When he ran his knuckles over her cheek, her head turned slightly toward him. He held his breath as he waited for her eyes to open, but she still didn’t wake. If she’d been human she never would have survived the amount of blood Joseph had taken from her.

      Reluctantly pulling his hand away from her, he rose and walked to the end of the bed. Careful not to move her too much, he untied her boots and pulled them off. He set them beside the bed before gently removing her coat. A smile curved his lips when he spotted the small arsenal tucked within. He removed the weapons and tossed them into the hallway. If someone else didn’t take them away, he would throw them away later.

      He draped her coat over a chair in the corner before turning back to her. The collar of the turtleneck she wore had been ripped during her attack, but it still hugged her willowy frame and handful-sized breasts. He deliberated taking her clothes off to make her more comfortable, but it would most likely frighten her if she woke and realized he’d stripped her.

      Reluctantly, he pulled the blankets over her slumbering form and ran his fingers over the end of her braid. He didn’t understand this strange effect she had on him. Not only did he crave her body, but he also wanted to hold her throughout the night and keep her protected. However, he didn’t think she would be pleased to wake up next to a vampire after everything she’d been through tonight.

      The desire and tenderness she evoked in him were two things he’d believed himself long ago deadened to. He didn’t know how to handle their resurgence. His life was neat and orderly; it had to be if he was going to keep himself from succumbing to the bloodlust. This woman made him feel anything but orderly. Just by being here, she’d upset his structured life. He should resent her for it; instead he found himself craving more of her.

      Rising, he moved into the bathroom. A cold shower was exactly what he needed. After pulling his clothes off, he turned the shower on, slipped his glasses off, and stepped beneath the chilly spray. The water washed over him as he tried to drown the need for her pounding through his body.

      He bent his head, pressing it against the tiled wall as blood pooled around his feet. The sight of it didn’t bother him; he was well used to seeing and smelling his own blood. The puncture in his shoulder was still raw and seeping blood, but healing rapidly. He’d survived worse than this, and he would survive the many more injuries he would sustain for the rest of his life.

      He turned the water off and stepped out of the shower. Padding over to the rack, he pulled a towel from it and dried himself off before examining his shoulder. The bleeding had stopped, his muscle had already closed within the hole, and before his eyes, his skin was healing over the top of it. He didn’t worry about it getting infected. His vampire DNA wouldn’t allow an infection or any diseases to survive in his bloodstream.

      He checked to make sure Kadence still slept before tossing his towel aside and striding back into the room. He walked over to the armoire, for the first time noticing the ivy leaves etched into its solid wood surface. The hinges creaked when he opened one of the doors to remove a pair of jeans from within.

      He pulled the jeans on before walking over to the picture window facing out on the pool beyond. Bars lined the outside of the window. The moon shone down across the wintry landscape as he gazed out at the night before pushing a button beside the window. Heavy metal shutters slid silently down over the glass.

      It had been almost seventy years since he’d killed a hunter and felt the effects of their life on his body. However, having spent his life hunting Savages, he’d adapted to their habits and become a creature of the night himself. Usually, he slept through the day and he preferred the sunlight blocked out when he did.

      The fact he’d become more and more like the creatures he hunted over the years was not lost on him. He knew what he was becoming.

      His gaze returned to Kadence. He didn’t feel quite so Savage around her, or maybe he did, he thought as his gaze lingered on her full lips, but he didn’t feel the bloodlust as intensely. With her, he knew one thing, keep her safe. He could do that; he could focus on that.

      Grabbing the brown leather chair from the corner, he placed it next to the bed and settled in to watch over her.
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      Kadence blinked against the darkness as confusion swam through her groggy mind. She normally didn’t go to sleep until almost dawn, when she was sure the hunters had all returned safely, but she always had a nightlight on in her room, or the sun would be peaking around the edges of her drapes when she woke in the afternoon.

      Struggling to sit up, she groaned as pain tore through her neck and shoulder. She tried to raise her right hand to her neck, but it hung limply at her side. Her left hand flew up to the bandage there as memories of the night before flooded her.

      She was not in her room, not in her home! She bit back a scream. If Joseph was around somewhere, he couldn’t know she was awake.

      Kadence forced herself to lie back as she fought against bolting out of bed and fleeing into the night. She had to learn her surroundings first. If she launched out of this bed in a panic, she was sure to draw attention to herself and wouldn’t get anywhere.

      She remained still while her eyes picked up the small bits of light filtering in from under the door across the room. The nightstand beside her gradually took shape, and then the chair next to it.

      Adrenaline shot through her. Someone sat in that chair. She could hear their shallow breathing, see the broad expanse of their shoulders. The fingers of her good arm dug into the sheets. Was it Joseph?

      She had no idea why he would keep her alive, but if he had, it meant worse things than what had happened in that alley were in her future. And if it wasn’t Joseph and she wasn’t at home, then her future had become a whole lot more uncertain.

      She pushed the blanket aside and slid her feet to the floor. A wave of dizziness assailed her, causing her to sway. She bit into her lower lip, drawing blood in an attempt to keep herself grounded in the moment. She had to remain conscious, and she had to move while whoever sat in that chair remained asleep. Her only chance of survival was to make it to the door and out of here.

      Staggering to her feet, another wave of dizziness caused her to lurch to the side and bang into the nightstand. Something rattled on it. Kadence’s breath froze in her lungs while she waited to see what would happen. The form in the chair remained unmoving, but the hair on her nape rose as she felt eyes on her.

      She saw no movement, heard no sound, but suddenly a warm hand clasped her elbow. A shrill cry escaped her as she flung herself backward. Her frantic movements caused her to knock the nightstand over. Glass shattered when whatever had been perched on the nightstand toppled onto it. Dull thuds sounded as whatever else had been on the nightstand fell onto the carpet.

      “Easy,” a voice soothed. “It’s okay; you’re safe here.”

      Kadence took a deep breath while she strained to see the face of the man holding her. His chest brushed against her arm when he leaned toward her. A wave of heat flooded her, and before he flicked the light switch on, she knew who stood before her.

      Kadence went completely still when the light in the ceiling blazed to life and illuminated Ronan’s face. Her hand flew to her mouth as his eyes met hers, and she finally got to see what his sunglasses had been covering. She’d never seen eyes like his before. They were such a magnificent combination of red and brown that she couldn’t figure out if they were the soulful color of a deer’s eyes, or the deep red shade of blood.

      The blood comparison should have unnerved her; she found it only fascinated her more as the colors swirled more intricately together until they became the deep hue of burgundy while he watched her.

      Heat crept through her cheeks when she realized she was staring at him. It didn’t get any better when her gaze dropped lower and she saw he wasn’t wearing a shirt. To her horror, her mouth actually watered as she drank in the chiseled muscles of his broad shoulders, chest, and abdomen.

      She’d seen men’s chests before, when the hunters were training, but none of them had ever affected her in this way. There was no hair on his chest, but a deep brown trail of it ran from his belly button to the edge of the jeans slung low on his hips. She barely kept her fingers restrained from following that trail before tracing the lines etching his abdomen with her tongue. As a vampire, she knew he couldn’t be in the sun, but his skin was a bronzed hue that made her think of the sun-kissed beaches she’d never been to but had read about.

      The numerous paintings and photos she’d seen of men had nothing on the specimen standing before her. Unable to fight the strange pull he had over her, Kadence swayed toward him. How could she so strongly want someone she barely knew, someone who could kill her with a flick of his wrist?

      After last night, she thought her teachings about vampires had been wrong, or at least incomplete, and her instincts were telling her that no matter what he was, he would not hurt her. However, she wasn’t about to toss aside twenty-three years of upbringing because she found herself wanting to touch, explore, and kiss a man more than she wanted air right now.

      Her eyes lifted to his mouth with its stiff upper lip and full bottom one. She almost licked her lips as she contemplated what he would taste like. If he tasted as good as he smelled, he would be delicious.

      Kadence gave herself a mental shake before jerking her gaze back up to his eyes. She bit her lip as she struggled to keep her strange attraction to him restrained. Unfortunately, the action caused his eyes to fasten on her lip and hunger sparked within his gaze. Except, this was not a hunger for her blood. Oh no, she saw and felt the desire in him while he watched her. It caused her breath to hitch as her toes curled into the plush carpet. His palm on her elbow burned into her skin; her nipples tightened and she tried to recall how to breathe from one second to the next.

      Ronan watched as the blue of Kadence’s eyes deepened in hue and her gaze fell to his mouth again. He moved closer until her arm rested against his chest. His fingers slid over her elbow when he bent over her. His eyes never left hers as his lips hovered only inches above her.

      His mouth was about to touch hers when common sense returned to her and she stepped back. What was wrong with her? Being attacked by a vampire and having pints of blood drained had completely rattled her intellect. She should be trying to stake every vampire she came across after everything Joseph had done to her loved ones, not thinking about kissing one of them!

      She was alone with this man —vampire— apparently in his place. If she didn’t keep her wits, she’d end up dead or a vampire blood bag.

      Ronan reluctantly released her arm and stepped away from her when she stiffened against him. The last thing he wanted was for her to fear him, yet she edged further away from him. “I’m not going to harm you; there’s no reason to be afraid.”

      Her chin rose. “I’m not afraid.”

      The small smile curving his lips made him even more irresistible. Ugh, she was a mess, she decided. Just then, her heel connected with something on the ground. Looking down, she spotted the lamp she’d knocked off the nightstand and the scattered medical supplies on the floor—the medical supplies that had been used on her, she realized as she recalled the bandage on her neck.

      Monsters didn’t help heal their victims. Or maybe they did, what did she know? She had no experience with any of this, and she had contemplated licking the vampire, so her brain cells weren’t exactly up to snuff right now.

      “Where am I?” she inquired.

      “You’re in our home.”

      Her eyes went to the closed door behind him before coming back to him. “Who lives here?”

      “Lucien, Saxon, Killean, Declan, and I do, along with Marta and Baldric. Though Lucien has been staying somewhere else lately.”

      “How come?”

      “Because it is necessary for him to be elsewhere. Let me put your shoulder back into place.”

      Ronan braced himself for her rejection when she frowned at him. Then, she glanced at her sagging shoulder as if just recalling it.

      “Yes, that must be done,” she murmured.

      “It will hurt.”

      A muscle in her cheek twitched as she eyed him. “I can handle pain. Do you know how to do it?”

      “I’ve dislocated and broken more things than I can count. Most of them I’ve put back into place myself; some I’ve had help with. I’m sure, as a hunter, you would prefer not to go to the hospital for it.”

      “Would you let me go to the hospital?”

      Ronan rocked back on his heels. He wanted to put her at ease, but he couldn’t lie to her. “No. I will make sure you are safe when I let you go, but I will not leave you to the care of the humans. Even though you are more human than I, there are still differences between you and them that they would find very intriguing.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “I’m sure you can, but I won’t risk your life in such a way.” More, he wasn’t ready to let her go, but he didn’t say that. She already looked like a rabbit ready to bolt, but he couldn’t tell if she was frightened of him or wary of the whole situation.

      “None of this makes any sense,” she said.

      “I suppose it doesn’t, to you. Perhaps it will make sense by the time you leave.” Her lips flattened into a thin line. “Your shoulder,” he prodded.

      “Yes, of course,” she murmured.

      “Please turn around and grip the wall.”

      Swallowing heavily, Kadence turned and did as he suggested. She could handle pain, but she was not looking forward to this at all. However, her shoulder had to be back in place if she was going to defend herself. After what had happened with Joseph, she didn’t delude herself into thinking she could take a vamp out on her own, and especially not this one.

      The power emanating from him made every other vampire she’d seen look like a child. She had a feeling she’d only seen the surface of what Ronan could be capable of, but she would go down fighting if this was all some ruse and she really was dessert.

      Ronan clasped her shoulder and her arm. Her head bowed so that her braid fell forward to reveal her nape. His eyes latched onto her bare skin as images of running his lips over her flooded his mind. She’d be sweet against his lips and tongue. The erotic sounds she would make would be something he’d never get enough of hearing, and he knew her blood would be a rush unlike anything he’d ever experienced before.

      Shaking his head to clear it of his thoughts, he pulled back on her arm. A loud crack echoed through the room. The muffled cry she released made his blood boil. Releasing her, he glared at his hands for inflicting hurt on her as she rotated her shoulder back.

      He almost drove a fist into the wall. He pulled it back at the last second and rested it on the wall as he battled the turmoil rolling through him. Never again would he be the one to make her issue a sound like that.

      He felt too large around her suddenly, too cumbersome. She was not a petite or fragile woman, but he could break her so easily. He teetered on the edge of becoming a Savage, what would he do to her if he plummeted over that edge while she was here?

      She looked at him over her shoulder, the shadows lining her eyes emphasizing their blue hue. The breath rushed out of him as the emotions battering him eased and a sense of calm stole through him while he gazed at her.

      “I’m sorry I hurt you,” he murmured.

      Kadence was pretty sure her eyebrows were never going to come out of her hairline after those five words. He had apologized to her.

      “It needed to be done.” She rotated her shoulder again and winced. “It will be fine by tomorrow. I heal fast.”

      “Hmm,” he murmured as she turned to face him.

      “I know you are Ronan, but what is your full name?” Kadence inquired. “Or do vampires not have a last name?”

      His crooked smile revealed the tip of one of his canines. His fangs weren’t extended, but those teeth were still sharper than her canine teeth. Oddly, she wasn’t unnerved by the sight of that smaller fang.

      I have got to get away from this man, she realized. No, vampire, she reminded herself again. The reminder didn’t have the effect of making her hate this guy like she believed it should.

      Less than twenty-four hours away from the stronghold and she was already forgetting her entire upbringing. She should be plotting how to escape, not pondering what his fangs would feel like running over her skin.

      She moved further away until her legs hit the wooden bed frame behind her.

      “We have last names,” he said.

      “What?” she asked, completely confused by his words.

      His smile widened; his eyes actually twinkled. She would have thought that impossible for any vampire. Not only that, but he looked young, carefree, and irresistible when he smiled like that. She was certain that smile had melted more than a few women in his lifetime; it certainly melted her.

      “My original surname was Caomhánach, a name I assumed years after my birth. No matter how small a thing it is, vampires must blend in with the humans the best we can, and I assumed the name when it was becoming more popular for the humans to have more than one name. Over the years, the name has been anglicized to Kavanagh, and that is what I go by now.”

      “Oh.” She glanced away from him, embarrassed she’d forgotten she’d asked the question and more than a little unsettled by his answer. How old did that make him if his last name had originated and changed in such a way? Old enough to make her skin dance from the power he emanated.

      “And I know you are Kadence, but do you have a last name?” he asked.

      Her mind spun as she tried to figure out if there was something he could use her last name for, but she couldn’t think of anything. “It’s Holter.”

      “Kadence Holter.”

      Her name sounded more like a caress as it rolled off his tongue. Was that the faintest hint of an Irish accent she’d detected from him? She’d met a few hunters from Ireland when they visited the stronghold. Their accents had fascinated her, as did their tales of their homeland.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Kadence.”

      “Are you going to kill me, Ronan?” the question popped out before she could stop herself.

      His eyes narrowed as all amusement vanished from him. “Yes, I brought you back here, dressed your wounds, and took care of you, all so I could kill you.”

      The deep growl of his voice vibrated through the room. No matter how angry he sounded, she realized he still didn’t scare her. “I don’t know what to think. Your kind—”

      “My kind is not your enemy,” he interrupted. “No matter what you were raised to believe, we never have been your enemy.”

      Her mouth opened, then closed again. She didn’t know what to say. She shouldn’t believe him; her upbringing screamed at her he was a lying. But instinctually she knew she could trust him and that he would keep her safe.

      If Ronan wanted her dead, she would be already. If he intended to rape her, he would be on her now. She didn’t sense any kind of mental games going on here, didn’t believe he was toying with her, but maybe he was.

      He might have decided to leverage her against her brother and the others. That was a good possibility, but it still didn’t feel right. Maybe she’d lost more blood than she realized and her deprived mind was having a breakdown. Best possibility yet, she decided.
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      “I think you should rest some more. Your coloring is still off,” Ronan said as her eyes went between him, the door, and her coat.

      Her fingers encircled his wrist when he reached behind her to pull back the blankets on the bed. He froze as the feel of her warm skin burned into his flesh. One of her fingers hesitatingly caressed his wrist, as if she couldn’t stop herself from feeling more of him.

      His eyes came back to hers. She had no idea what she did to him, no idea how badly he wanted to pick her up, put her on the bed, and bury himself inside of her. If she knew, she would run screaming from this room, and she would have every right to.

      “I don’t understand what you’re saying. How are you not my enemy?” she asked. “We were born to kill each other.”

      He almost grabbed her when she swayed on her feet, but he didn’t know how she would react if he did, and she should be spending her energy on recovering instead of fighting him.

      “I know you don’t understand, know you’ve been taught differently, but now is not the time to get into it,” he told her. “You look about ready to pass out.”

      “Is Joseph dead?”

      Ronan stiffened at the reminder that the one who had done this to her still lived. “No. Lucien and Killean chased him after he attacked you, but they lost him.”

      She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. Her hand fell away from his wrist as she hugged her middle. When her head bent, he had no idea what she was doing until the salty scent of tears drifted to him and inaudible sobs shook her.

      “Hey now, hey, don’t do that.”

      Unsure of what to do, Ronan awkwardly patted her shoulders. In all his many years, he’d never had to deal with a crying woman, and he had no idea how to make it stop. He patted her head next, but when that did nothing to ease her, he wrapped his arms around her and drew her to him. He cradled her head against his chest as he rocked on his heels with her. Her tears dampened his skin, yet she showed no signs of slowing down or being aware of who held her.

      Trying to calm her, he ran his hand over her silken braid. His fingers caught in the band at the end. Unable to stop himself, he slipped the elastic away and undid the braid before spreading its silvery length. The thick mass of her hair fell freely to the middle of her back in waves.

      She buried her face against his chest, her breath warming his skin as her tears continued to fall. He felt nothing sexual as he held her; all his lust had been drenched beneath the onslaught of her sorrow. All he wanted was to comfort her as he held her closer.

      “He’ll never hurt you again,” Ronan vowed. “Never get close to you again. I will make sure of it.”

      Feeling completely mortified over her behavior, Kadence stifled her next sob and willed the tears to stop flowing. Her fingers had a mind of their own as they dug into his back. His skin was smooth against her, but his muscles provided a firm pillow for her head.

      Inhaling his scent helped to calm her further. He smelled like cinnamon, and the aroma of ozone, a scent she recognized as power, emanated from his pores. She found herself fighting against pressing her lips to him. Her knees knocked together from the force of her overwhelming craving to taste him. On her next breath, she gave into the impulse and turned her head enough that the corner of her lips brushed over his flesh.

      He became rigid against her, and she immediately moved her mouth away. She strained to keep the blush from her face in the hopes he would think it had been an accident and not deliberate on her part.

      “Do you feel better now?” he inquired.

      She wasn’t sure what she felt right now. Confused and exhausted, definitely. Irritated at herself for not being able to stop Joseph and being the reason he got away, without a doubt. Completely confused about her attraction to this creature, yep she could add that to the list of conflicting emotions battering her.

      “Yes,” she said and finally succeeded in getting her traitorous fingers to release their hold on him.

      She clasped her hands before her to keep from grabbing him again. When she saw how wet his chest was from her tears, she was unable to stop her mouth from dropping. She went to wipe her tears off him, but he caught her wrist before she could touch him and held it loosely between his thumb and forefinger.

      “I’m sorry!” she blurted.

      “You had a rough night.” Reluctantly, Ronan released her wrist when she tugged at it.

      She turned away from him, ashamed at herself. She wasn’t a crier, she never had been, but since her father’s death, she’d been constantly fighting back tears and the urge to curl into a ball and sob until she couldn’t walk anymore. Now, she’d finally broken, and in front of him. He probably thought her a weak child now.

      What does it matter what he thinks of you, you idiot? She didn’t know why it mattered, but it did.

      Kadence had never felt more drained or humiliated in her life. Her legs gave out and she sank onto the thick mattress behind her. She should be demanding answers, looking for a weapon, planning her getaway, but she couldn’t fight the incessant pull of her eyelids closing. She lay back on the mattress and sighed when her head hit the pillow.

      Settling the blankets back over her, Ronan tucked them around her. His hand brushed over her cheek, wiping away the wetness lingering there. He began to pull his hand away, but she captured it to stop him.

      “Are you going to keep me here?” she inquired.

      “No,” he answered in a rough voice. “As soon as you are well enough, we will find a way to return you to your brother.”

      “I don’t know what to believe, what to think,” she whispered.

      He swept the hair away from her forehead. “I know, but for now, you should rest and heal. You are safe here. I will keep you protected.”

      On her next breath, Kadence fell asleep.

      Ronan slipped his hand from hers and made his way around to the other side of the bed. She may not appreciate it if she found out he’d slept beside her for the rest of the day, but he would remain above the covers and he wouldn’t touch her. He required sleep, and if he was honest with himself, he couldn’t resist the chance to lie beside her, if only for a day. He would make sure to get out of bed before she woke up so he didn’t upset her.

      He stretched out on the bed and listened to her soft inhalations as he allowed her sweet scent to lure him into sleep.
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      Kadence started awake again. Uncertain of the time or where she was, she nearly fell out of the large bed when she bolted upright.

      “Easy,” a groggy male voice said from beside her.

      She squeaked and spun so fast she was certain she’d given herself whiplash.

      “Easy,” the male coaxed again.

      Had she gotten married? Was it Logan beside her? Then the scent of the male hit her and relief caused her shoulders to sag. Why she felt more relieved to find herself in bed with a vampire instead of her future husband was a question she would never delve into during her lifetime.

      “What… what are you doing?” she managed to ask.

      “I was sleeping.” Her pulse skyrocketed at the lazy murmur of his words and the Irish accent that slipped through more now. “I will get up.”

      “No, I…” I what? No please stay and drain my blood? No stay, I like you here? They all made her sound pathetic and were the last things she should be saying. “It’s your bed.”

      “It is,” he agreed. He hadn’t meant to still be in it, but for the first time in as long as he could remember, his dreams hadn’t been plagued with cravings for blood and death. It wasn’t until she’d sat up that he’d awoken again. “I’m more than happy to share it with you, but I will also leave it if you ask me to.”

      Now that her eyes had adjusted to the dark, she could see him clearly as he lay a few feet away from her. Why does he have to be so irresistible for a vampire? She wondered as she gazed at him.

      “You can stay on your side,” she said.

      Ronan chuckled as Kadence settled against the pillow and put her feet back on the bed. She’d lain back down, but her body remained tensed to bolt.

      She has to go back, he reminded himself when he found himself pleased by her willingness to lie beside him. For the life of him, he didn’t give a fuck about that right now. All he cared about was having the opportunity to be near her while he could.

      She relaxed a little more and turned her head to gaze at him. “I shouldn’t trust you,” she whispered.

      “I swear to you, Kadence, you are safe with me. The vampire who did this to you last night is as good as dead.”

      She let out a breath that blew the hair back from her forehead. “For some reason, I find myself believing you, but we are supposed to be enemies—”

      “We are not. Hunters have made us their enemies when we don’t have to be,” he cut in, more abruptly than he’d intended, but he was tired of this mistaken belief of the hunters. It had taken the lives of numerous innocent vampires over the years and cost the hunters many of their own.

      “Joseph tried to kill me last night. He did kill my friend, and he has hurt my family.”

      Turning on his side, he propped his head on his hand as he gazed down at her. “Joseph is a Savage and no longer one of us.”

      “What do you mean by no longer one of you?”

      “Not all vampires kill innocents. In fact, many don’t kill at all. But, there are some vamps who are swayed by the power killing can bring them and give into the bloodlust that resides in all vampires. Many vampires fight giving into that bloodlust every day of their existence. Some of them have to fight it more than others. At one time, Joseph worked with us and fought his destructive nature, but he recently gave up that fight and became what we call a Savage.”

      “Why do some give in?” she asked.

      “Vampires go wrong for many different reasons. They’re seeking more power, something inside of them snaps, they are inherently evil to begin with, they are tired of constantly having to fight themselves, or they are simply bored.”

      “They’re bored!” she spat.

      “Not the best reason, but who knows what finally causes them to lose control. When faced with living for an eternity, things inevitably get… monotonous. Perhaps it is curiosity in some, while others are simply trying to feel something new and exciting again. Whatever it is, once a vampire takes the first step toward becoming a Savage, it is much easier to take the following steps that will make it impossible for them to ever again be what they once were.”

      “Is that why you wanted Joseph, because you try to stop these Savage vampires?”

      Ronan placed his hands on the mattress and lifted himself to a seated position against the headboard. He crossed his ankles as he stared at the blank wall across from him. She would leave here soon, and she couldn’t leave with too much knowledge of them, but better educating her about vampires might save a life in the future.

      “We do stop them,” he replied.

      “Why?”

      “Why does your kind hunt them?”

      “Because they’re evil, and it is what hunters were created and are bred to do.”

      He knew that was most likely what the hunters had been created to do. The world had a way of balancing itself out, and it had balanced the birth of the more demon-like vampires with the birth of the more human hunters.

      “What do you mean by bred?” he inquired.

      She shrugged and lifted her head onto her hand as she rolled toward him. Her fingers played with the stitching in the charcoal-colored blanket as she gazed at the wall behind him. “The hunter line must be kept strong,” she said. “The best available men and women are paired together to make sure of that.”

      Ronan’s teeth grated together as she revealed this information. She had no ring on, her brother seemed to have been the one in charge of her, but he realized that one day she would be paired off too.

      He’d lived through the days when women were married off like they were no better than cattle, and he hadn’t liked it then. He liked it less now. Female vampires, especially the purebred ones, always had a mind of their own and spoke it freely. Those were the type of women he’d grown up with and admired.

      They hadn’t been mated or in love, but his mother had agreed to bear his father a child because with her second-generation purebred status and his father being the only fourth generation to ever exist, their offspring would be the most powerful vampire created. His mother had loved power and attention, and his birth brought her both of those things. After his creation, his parents had found other lovers, but they remained friends until the day they were both killed.

      “I see,” he said.

      “So not all vampires are Savage,” Kadence prodded in the hopes of getting him off the depressing topic of marriage.

      “No, they are not. I believe you are right and hunters were created to stop Savages, but you weren’t given the whole story.”

      “And that is?”

      “That not all vampires are evil. It is only some who go bad, but all vampires are hunted indiscriminately by your kind.”

      “We didn’t know that,” she whispered.

      “I know.”

      “Why weren’t we taught any of this? Why were we never told? Why would we be enemies from the very beginning if what you say is true?” she demanded.
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      “Do you know how vampires and hunters were created?” he asked.

      “At one point in time, a handful of demons escaped to freely roam the earth. Those demons were unable to tolerate the sun, were creatures of the night, immortal, and slaughtered humans to feast on their blood. When humans learned of their existence, they hunted them to the point where the greatly outnumbered demons were once again forced to seal themselves away in what many believe to be Hell,” Kadence recited from her studies on the subject.

      “While they were here, the demons also mated with some humans,” she continued. “The first vampires were born from those humans. Like the demons, they had a thirst for blood, eternal life, and many other demon capabilities such as the power to bend another to their will or cloak their presences. Unlike the demons, they were more human in appearance, had a heartbeat, breathed, and passed as human. Over time, they came to be known as vampires. Vampires discovered that, by sharing their blood with a human, they could create more of their kind.”

      “And hunters came about how?” Ronan inquired.

      “They were created in the same way, only hunters took after the human species even more than vampires. We are the mortal version of a vampire. We have many of your abilities, such as enhanced strength, senses, and extended lifespans, but not your thirst for blood or immortality. Your powers of persuasion and cloaking do not work on those of us who are born hunters, but we do not possess them.”

      The hunters also didn’t have the restrictions vampires faced when they took too many innocent lives, but he didn’t tell her that. He also wouldn’t reveal to her that many vampires could walk freely through the day. If she went back and told her fellow hunters, which she most likely would, the revelation could make those of his kind who weren’t Savage more vulnerable to the ignorance of the hunters.

      “The hunters have also figured out a way for the human allies they recruit to not be susceptible to our ability to change their minds,” he said.

      Her lips compressed into a flat line, and he knew she wouldn’t confirm it. It didn’t matter; he’d already encountered an entirely human hunter who resisted a vampire’s ability to change her memories. A mixture of herbs and hunter blood had been given to the human to keep her mind blocked from a vampire’s mind control.

      “Why do you and your friends kill the vampires who go wrong?” she asked.

      Ronan draped his arm over his forehead as he lifted his gaze to the ceiling. “Humans aren’t the only ones who need protection from the vampires who turn Savage. The Savages attack other vampires too, for our blood gives them the most power and we are a far more thrilling kill than any mortal or hunter could ever be.”

      She inhaled sharply. “That’s awful.”

      He glanced at her out of the corner of his eyes. “That sounded very un-hunter like of you.”

      “I’ve never been the hunter I’m supposed to be,” she murmured. “I’ve been a thorn in my family’s side since I was old enough to speak.”

      He imagined she had been, considering she was the firstborn female hunter who had ever been seen by a vampire, as far as he knew anyway. “And why is that?”

      She shrugged absently. “Little things here and there I guess. I was always the rebellious one amongst the women within the stronghold, and I was never any good at my classes. I can’t sew, I’m not much of a cook, and I’ve dropped a lot of the baby dolls over the years. Far more than any of the other girls in my classes. I still can’t pin a diaper without stabbing the doll. Though, I’ll admit that’s more because it’s ridiculous to diaper a fake baby, and it feels good to give it a jab.”

      Ronan lifted an eyebrow at that admission as he tried not to laugh at the look of consternation on her face.

      “Unlike the other women in the stronghold, I always dreamed about going out in the world, to see things, and experience them. We’re not allowed to do that. We’re told from the moment we’re born that we shouldn’t yearn for things we can never have, and that being a good wife, mother, and continuing the hunter line is what we are meant to do. The world is so big and marvelous that I always wanted to see more of it and explore it all.”

      The longing on her face and the melancholy in her voice had him contemplating booking her the first flight to anywhere she asked to go in the world. She should be set free to enjoy her life, not secluded and locked away.

      “Women must be protected and sheltered from the world,” he grated out.

      Resentment simmered in her eyes when they came back to his. “You sound like my brother.”

      He realized she’d taken his words the wrong way, but he couldn’t resist provoking her further as it brought color back to her face and more life to her than he’d seen since her attack. “Your brother sounds like a wise man.”

      He was certain visions of strangling him were dancing through her head while she glowered at him. Her anger also made her forget her wariness of him as she leaned closer to him.

      “I do not wish to be paired off for breeding purposes or want a husband,” she said.

      Not married then. He ignored the relief her confirmation of that brought with it.

      “I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself,” she declared.

      “Yes, you take great care of yourself. That’s why you’re here,” he replied, hoping to bait her even closer.

      She bolted upright, sputtering with indignation. Realizing he’d pushed her too far, he moved to calm her before she reopened her wounds, but she slapped his hand away. Ronan did a double take as he gazed between her and his hand. In over a thousand years, no one had dared to rebuke him in such a way.

      She swung her legs over the side of the bed. Getting over his shock, he wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her back before she could rise. She slapped at his arm. Her attempts to get free would have made him laugh, if he hadn’t known it would only piss her off more.

      “Let go of me!” she cried.

      “No.” He may not have the same beliefs as her kin, but she would learn he was the one who ruled here. “Relax, before you hurt yourself. I pushed too far, and I am sorry for that.”

      Her hair whipped into her eyes when her head spun toward him. “That’s the second time you’ve done that.”

      “Done what?” he asked.

      “Said you were sorry. I’m always the one apologizing for doing something wrong, for not obeying when I should or not doing as I’m told. I’m supposed to be sorry for not being overjoyed about my glorious role as soon-to-be bride. Or at least that’s what my instructors tell me.”

      Ronan kept his arm around her waist, his fingers caressing her flat stomach while she spoke. “Then they are idiots.”

      “Do vampires not have the same rules for women as hunters do?”

      “There would be no caging a female vampire, especially not a purebred one.”

      “What is a purebred?”

      “A vampire who is born to two vampires instead of being a human who is turned by one.”

      Her breath exploded from her. “There’s such a thing?”

      “Yes. I am a purebred as are the other vampires who live here.”

      “Oh,” she breathed as her eyes ran over him. That revelation, and his age, had to be why she sensed so much power in him. “What about a human and a vampire? What would their offspring be?”

      “It depends on which side is stronger. I’ve seen some be more like hunters, but not as strong, and some be entirely human. The combination of a human and a vampire doesn’t happen often, but it has in the past. Most live normal, human lives, some choose to be turned later in life. If they are turned, they can be stronger than an average turned vamp, but not as strong as a purebred.”

      “Vampires are able to conceive and bear children,” she murmured. “We believed they were all turned.”

      “We are part human too after all, which is why not all of us are killers. We have as much human DNA as demon. I’m not an overly big fan of the human race, they’re rather annoying, but I don’t like seeing them slaughtered for sport, even if they do it to each other on a daily basis.”

      Kadence felt as if he’d given her a combo punch that left her lying flat in the middle of the boxing ring. Never in a million years had she expected to learn these things about vampires, never would she have considered they had any compassion within them.

      “Do vampires have a difficult time conceiving?” she asked.

      “No. Do hunters?” Her eyes went to the shuttered windows behind him. “So that is why they lock their women away,” he guessed, and knew he was right when her jaw clenched. “The demon DNA must have reacted differently with the hunters, making it difficult for them to conceive.”

      She didn’t reply.

      “Lie down,” he coaxed, knowing he would get no more out of her on the subject. He gave a tug on her waist, but she didn’t budge. “Joseph didn’t take enough blood to permanently damage you, but he took enough to weaken you for a while.”

      “The permanent damage he’s done to me happened before last night,” she muttered more to herself than to him.

      He frowned as he realized more than a rebellious streak had brought her out last night. “Why were you in that alley, Kadence?”

      Her gaze was fixed on the blanket as she responded. “Nathan has been tracking Joseph for a while.”

      “Why is your brother so interested in him? Why did you disobey everything you’ve been raised to believe to be there?”

      “I never obey when I’m supposed to.”

      “I get that, but why risk leaving your home now?”

      “It took me a while to figure out a way to break free of the stronghold.”

      “How did you get out?” he asked.

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      “Fair enough.” He wouldn’t ask her to divulge any information he wouldn’t divulge himself. “So why were you so determined to escape and see Joseph brought down?”

      Fire burned in her eyes when they met his again. “He killed my father.”

      No wonder she’d been determined to achieve freedom and her brother had been so determined to destroy Joseph himself. Nathan wouldn’t back down and would get in the way again, but that was something he would have to deal with later.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” he said honestly. He knew how it felt to lose a parent to a Savage.

      Kadence gazed at him, trying to decide if he was playing with her or not, but she saw only sincerity on his face and in his eyes. “Thank you. I’m hoping that watching Joseph die will make me feel better. That this… this emptiness in me will ease once he’s gone.”

      He didn’t want to take the hope away from her, but he knew nothing completely eased the pain of losing a loved one. It had been nearly a thousand years since he’d lost his parents. He’d had such a short time with them, but their guidance had forged him and the hole of their passing had never been filled.

      The young, idealistic man he’d been before their deaths never would have believed himself capable of slipping into the darkness. That man hadn’t been plagued with the need to kill, as at twenty-eight, he’d just reached maturity, stopped aging, and started to come more fully into his powers.

      Back then, he’d been a young fool who had no idea that soon after becoming fully matured, there would be little left of the vampire race to lead. He hadn’t known that centuries of delivering death, even to those who deserved it, would stain and warp his soul. He’d been told by his father that as a mature, purebred vampire he would start to crave something insatiably and that he would have to fight giving into that craving every day of his life, but he’d never fully understood it until his need for blood and death became an ever-constant companion.

      He knew the truth of it all now.

      “The emptiness of a lost loved one never goes away completely,” he told her.

      “Never?” she whispered.

      “No, but time makes you better capable of dealing with it. Revenge is never the salve you think it will be. It is often necessary and must be carried out, but it will not make everything better.”

      When he realized he was still holding her and she didn’t seem about to jump up and run off, he removed his arm from her waist and leaned back against the headboard. Her haunted eyes met his, her raw anguish evident in her gaze. He’d give anything to take the hurt from her, but that was impossible.

      “You should lie down before you make yourself sick,” he said.

      “I don’t get sick,” she mumbled as she slid back onto the bed.

      “Exhausted then.”

      She rolled toward him. “It was a tiring night.”

      Kadence’s heart leapt in her chest when he gave her a darling, lopsided smile. She may be exhausted, but she doubted she’d get any sleep with a half-naked Ronan lying in the bed with her.

      She bit her lip as she thought about what her brother and the other hunters would say if they could see her now. They’d probably believe she went crazy and lock her away, just as they’d locked away some of the other hunters who had broken their laws or lost their minds over the years.

      Nothing she’d revealed to Ronan could be used against her or the hunters, but she was lying in bed with him, and she found herself content to be there. He brought a strange sense of calm to her, one she hadn’t experienced in years, if ever. Her kind would consider her a traitor for her actions. She kind of considered herself one by staying beside him, but she wouldn’t crawl out of this bed, and she didn’t ask him to leave it.

      She inched subtly closer until the heat of his body warmed hers. Maybe tomorrow she would get her mind together enough to realize the situation she was in and plot a way out of it, but for now, she didn’t have the energy or the will to fight this draw to him.

      “I imagine that it was,” he said.

      “That what was?” she asked as she stifled a yawn.

      “A tiring night.”

      “Oh, yes.”

      The tips of his fingers briefly caressed her cheek, causing her eyelids to close as she turned into his touch. She smiled when he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear before tracing the outer shell.

      “This is all so strange,” she murmured and opened her eyes as he ran his finger over her bottom lip.

      Her heart rate accelerated when he leaned toward her. Would he kiss her? She wanted that so badly, yet she remained unmoving as she waited to see what he would do next.

      Ronan heard the hitch in her breath when his finger stilled on her lip, and he lifted his gaze to hers again. She watched him as one would a predator, afraid to take her eyes away, but he sensed no fear from her. Leaning toward her, he slid his finger away to brush his lips over hers.

      Kadence’s eyes crossed as she watched him. The butterfly caress made her body melt, but she couldn’t tear her gaze away from him as she waited to see what he would do next. Out of everything she’d been anticipating, it was not to have him abruptly pull away from her.

      “You must sleep,” he said gruffly. “You are not at full strength.”

      And if he kept touching her, he would be inside her. She may not be aware of where this would lead, but he was, and she was a temptation he wouldn’t refuse. He could be a heartless prick on his best days, but not even he was so callous as to take advantage of her now.

      Kadence refused to let her disappointment show as she gave a brisk nod. She should feel relieved, not as if she’d missed out on something. Blood loss, it’s screwed up your brain. She told herself this, but she knew it was wrong.

      Kadence closed her eyes and feigned sleep. It was at least an hour before sleep claimed her again; she knew he was still awake when it did.
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      Ronan woke with the hardest erection he’d ever had. Gritting his teeth, he glanced down at the cause of his raging hard-on. Sometime during the remainder of the day, Kadence had rolled over and draped herself across his chest. Her head was tucked beneath his chin, her hand resting against the side of his cheek.

      She’d hooked her leg over his waist so that her thigh rubbed against his cock, and her breasts were pressed to his chest. He realized, not only had she sprawled across him, he’d also draped his arms around her and held her against him. Idiot!

      Stifling a groan, he resisted running his hands over her until she woke as desperate for him as he was for her. If he could convince himself she wasn’t an innocent, he would have done just that. But, the hunters kept their women too locked away not to make sure they were virginal when they were ready for breeding.

      The seconds of the clock on the wall gave way to minutes before his conscience finally won the war with his dick. Easing his way out from under her, he shifted her over a little to get free. She settled in with a murmur that caused his heart to constrict. Swinging his legs over the side of the bed, he launched to his feet in his rush to be away from her. She whimpered and curled her hand into the pillow his head had been on.

      Stepping back, he ran his hand over his face and winced when he realized his fangs had also extended with their need to be inside her. With wooden movements, he turned and strode into the bathroom. A cold shower, some blood, and he would regain control of himself. Having a woman in his bed again, and the unfinished fight with Joseph, had him on edge.

      Turning the shower on, he tugged off his jeans and stepped beneath the icy spray. While Kadence remained here, he had a feeling he and cold showers would be getting to know each other a lot better. Leaning his forearm against the wall, he rested his head on the tile as he grappled to get himself under control.

      The more he tried to shut them out, the more images of Kadence moving over his body, kissing him, and sucking him off flooded his mind. The feel of her breasts against him had been burned into his flesh. He found his hand wrapping around his shaft and giving it a long stroke as he recalled the way her breath had warmed his skin.

      It had been years since he’d jerked off, centuries maybe, he couldn’t really recall. He still got erections, but he’d felt no compulsion to ease them with a woman or with his own hand. A long time ago, his need for sex had been eclipsed by his never-ending need for death, and he hadn’t missed it.

      Until now. With images of Kadence in mind, he found himself becoming more aroused than he’d been in years. His hips thrust as he imagined it was the muscles of her sheathe gripping him. Throwing his head back, the cold water hit him in the face as he found his release.

      His muscles quaked, his head tilted back down, and he gazed at his still hard dick in his hand. He’d just come, yet he craved more. He wanted her holding him now, not himself. His mind whispered at him to go to Kadence, to wake her and claim her. She didn’t know what to make of everything, but she wouldn’t turn him away.

      Through sheer strength of will, he remained in the shower. After another half-an-hour passed, and he jerked off again, he shut the water off and stepped out of the shower. He still felt as tense as a wild, caged animal as he strode over to pull a towel from the rack and dried himself off, but at least he trusted himself not to crawl back into bed with her and take her.

      Stepping before the mirror, he wasn’t at all surprised to find his eyes more red than brown right now. That demon part of him was still close to the surface, and like him, it wanted her. Neither of them could have her though.

      She was a hunter, but she’d grown up sheltered from the true brutality of the world her brother lived in. Sheltered from the world he lived in. She deserved better than someone who had killed more vampires and a couple of hunters than he cared to recall. He wasn’t proud of any of the deaths he’d delivered, but he was proud he’d kept many innocents safer throughout his life.

      Turning away from the mirror, he ran a hand over the stubble lining his jaw before grabbing his jeans off the floor. He hastily pulled them on and stepped from the room. His heart clenched when he found Kadence still sleeping. What would it be like to find her like this every day for the rest of his life?

      Before he could think about the fact that thought had even entered his mind, never mind how much he found himself wanting to know the answer to it, a faint knock sounded on the door. He hurried to open it before it woke Kadence. Declan stood on the other side, looking far more relaxed than Ronan felt right now. Declan’s hair was still damp from a recent shower, one Ronan was certain had been nice and hot.

      “What is it?” Ronan demanded as he slipped into the hallway and quietly closed the door behind him.

      “Aren’t we testy. Did you not get enough beauty rest?”

      “I slept fine. Why are you here?”

      Declan flashed a grin as his eyes danced with merriment. Out of everyone, Declan could get away with pushing him the farthest. He’d earned that right after their many centuries together, but he was grating on Ronan’s nerves.

      All amusement vanished from Declan’s face as he glanced at the door. “We were curious about what was going to happen with the hunter.”

      Ronan ran a hand through his disheveled hair. He’d prefer not to leave her, it might scare her to wake up alone, but he had to deal with this. “I’ll meet you and the others in the dining room after I speak with Marta about Kadence.”

      Declan’s eyes took on an odd gleam as he appraised Ronan. “Kadence, is it?”

      “It is her name,” Ronan bit out.

      “You like this girl.”

      “She will be taken care of while here. She’s been through a lot.”

      “We’ve been together a long time. I’ve never seen you like this with a woman.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Declan held up his hands and backed away. “My mistake then. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

      Ronan noted the amusement in Declan’s eyes before he turned and strolled down the hall.
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      Nathan paced the grounds of the stronghold. His tracks taking him from the front gate to Kadence’s window. He scowled at the rose trellis beside her window. Surveillance video revealed nothing of her, but he suspected she’d climbed down it last night. Someone most likely would have at least seen her exit the house otherwise.

      Somehow, she’d managed to take one of the cars from the garage, punch in the gate code, and leave the stronghold all before he’d left to go hunting for the night. He only knew that because he recalled the white Ford sedan she’d taken already missing from its space when he left, but he’d assumed one of the other hunting teams had taken it.

      They’d located the car near the club and brought it back. He’d still been here when Kadence left the stronghold, and he’d never known it. She must have parked somewhere and waited for them to exit before following them.

      Over the years, he’d taken her driving around the stronghold and taught her how to use a vehicle. Those drives had been the only times he’d really seen her laugh or smile as they’d traveled through the hundreds of acres of woods and dirt roads crisscrossing the property.

      Most of the women weren’t taught how to drive, there was no real reason for them to be, but when Kadence had asked him to teach her five years ago, he couldn’t resist. There were so many things she was denied; he saw no reason to deny her that too.

      Now he was kicking himself in the ass for it. He didn’t think she’d asked him to teach her with escape in mind, but now she was in danger, possibly dead, because of his lessons.

      What he didn’t know was how she had discovered what the gate code was and managed to stay off camera? Those were questions only she could answer, but he was curious about them. If Kadence had managed to do it, then others could get past their defenses too.

      No, not true, he realized. No matter what her instructors said about her, Kadence had always been extremely intelligent. She’d always been eager to learn and more inquisitive than most of the more submissive females in the stronghold.

      Because of her spirit, he’d believed Logan to be a fine match for her—one he suspected she didn’t want—but she had remained silent about the arrangement. Having grown up together and gone through all their training together, Logan was one of his best friends. Logan would be strong enough to keep her safe. He also cared for her and knew her well enough that Nathan didn’t worry he would want to break her spirit. Kadence had to be married, but he’d be damned if it was to someone who would try to crush her.

      But then, after this, he may throw her in a cage himself. If he ever found her!

      The idea of her out there, completely unprepared for the world and all its horrors, was a lead weight around his heart. He’d failed to prepare her for what resided beyond their twenty-foot-high walls and sprawling, secluded property, but then he’d never thought she’d be out there alone.

      Had she fallen into the hands of the vampires? He couldn’t think of a more horrifying and cruel fate for her. She was willful, but she also had one of the biggest hearts he’d ever encountered. The vampires would abuse her until there was nothing left of the Kadence he knew.

      And she was alive. They’d always been close; he’d know if she were gone.

      He kicked himself in the ass again for taking off after Joseph like he had and leaving her behind. He’d just been so determined to destroy the monster himself, that it had been his only thought. When he’d recalled that Kadence had unexpectedly arrived in the club, he’d abandoned his pursuit of Joseph and returned to the alley.

      By the time he made it back, the humans were swarming all over it and there had been no sign of Kadence in the alley or club. The humans had also already roped off Jayce’s body. It had taken some maneuvering, but they’d been able to steal his body this afternoon. Thankfully, Kadence’s body hadn’t been in the morgue with him.

      He spun on his heel and stalked back the other way. No matter how pissed off and concerned he was about her, he had to admit Kadence was resourceful. She was also more determined than he’d realized to see their father’s killer brought down. If she’d been born a man, she would have been a strong asset out in the field.

      He glared at the wall as he marched toward it. Why hadn’t he known what she’d been planning? He should have known the show of obedience she’d been giving recently was an act. He should have known she was up to something.

      They had shared the same womb, they had spent the early part of their childhood playing together, and they were the closest of friends as well as siblings. Then, he’d turned ten and left his boyhood behind to embrace his hunter training.

      Kadence, on the other hand, had resisted her training every step of the way. She’d been a constant thorn in her instructors’ sides. She’d never wanted to accept her lot as a woman within the stronghold. Their father had believed she’d outgrow it; Nathan hadn’t been as convinced, but he’d kept that opinion to himself.

      When they were younger, Nathan was amused by her antics of skipping classes, setting her cooking on fire, catching and putting a couple dozen frogs and snakes into the schoolroom, and flat out refusing to do as she was told. He’d believed she wasn’t ready to leave her childhood behind. That amusement faded to sadness as it became increasingly obvious his sister was truly unhappy with her designated future.

      Then, their father had been killed. Over the years, Kadence had always known things, so he hadn’t been surprised to find her waiting for him when he returned with their father’s body. Many had tried to keep her from seeing it, but she succeeded in getting past all of them to stand beside their father as he was carried into the mourning chamber.

      She hadn’t cried or demanded revenge. She’d simply… retreated was the only way he could think to describe it. Her docility had been out of place. He’d believed it was because of the weight of her grief, but he realized now she’d been plotting.

      He should have known better. The loss of their father wouldn’t have broken Kadence’s willful nature. However, he’d been so happy she finally settled into her role, that he hadn’t looked past the façade. And he’d lost her because of it.

      Nathan slammed his fist into the brick wall running the entire length of the nearly three square miles that made up the stronghold property in this rural area of Massachusetts. Pain lanced through his hand and up to his elbow, but he barely acknowledged the cracking of one of his knuckles. The broken bone would heal soon enough.

      That rapid healing ability, along with many of his other enhanced senses, had been what made him the leader upon his father’s passing. There were other male hunters here with more experience than him, but his bloodline had led from the beginning and would continue to do so while it survived.

      The older hunters accepted this, just as they had accepted he would be bringing his own men with him on the hunts. The men who had fought closely with his father continued to hunt, but they were no longer the seconds-in-command to their leader. He still asked them for their guidance and advice, but the new generation was rising, taking over now.

      Besides, his father had been over a hundred years old when he’d been killed, as were many of his friends. They all still had many good years in them, but it was time for the older ones to start stepping aside. Sometimes, Nathan took some of the ones in their fifties and sixties with him on hunts, but last night he hadn’t expected to encounter so many vamps, or to have Kadence show up.

      He wanted to wring her neck as badly as he wanted to hug her.

      “Nathan.”

      Nathan turned to find Logan crossing the grounds toward him. “Has anything new been learned?” he demanded.

      Logan stopped before him. “No, nothing.”

      “She’s not dead.”

      Logan nodded, but his eyes were distant. There had been so many vamps in that alley. Yes, they’d chased many of them away, but there had also been those others. He still couldn’t explain them, and he didn’t care to. They were vamps and they would die, especially if they had hurt his sister.

      “I would know if she were dead,” he insisted. Where was she though? What had happened to her? If she wasn’t being held by vampires, then why hadn’t she called? Nathan paced faster. “Get everyone together; we’re going out in full force tonight to find her.”

      “Nathan—”

      “She’s alive!” he snapped.

      “I believe you, but I think we should leave extra enforcements here, just in case.”

      Nathan closed his eyes; he should have considered that. Kadence would never willingly disclose any information about them, but the strongest man could crack under torture. The gate code had been changed and men stood guard outside, watching for her in case she came back and couldn’t get in. However, even with their numerous security measures, there was still a chance the vamps could get in if Kadence was coerced into disclosing their location.

      “Double the guard for tonight and increase the electricity on the wall. Day break tomorrow, we’ll move the women to the mission to be on the safe side.”

      “I will have them start preparing for the move,” Logan said.

      He wasn’t concerned that Kadence would reveal the location of the mission; she didn’t know where it was. All the history of the hunters was housed within the mission, an underground bunker in the center of the stronghold. There were enough supplies within for the women and children to live there for at least a month, but they would be blindfolded before they were taken to it.

      None of their enemies could ever know where the mission was. It had been designed to provide shelter in times of a crises as well as protect the documentation of the hunters’ history. Only four people knew its location, himself and three of the eldest hunter men. All of them would kill themselves before ever revealing where it was.

      Nathan resumed pacing as Logan turned back toward the numerous cabins laid out in a circular pattern around the large brick house in the middle. The brick house had been home to his family since they’d owned this property. It had also been the original building here. The cabins were all added over the years.

      Over three hundred hunters lived on the grounds. At one time there had been nearly four hundred, but some had left to work with other strongholds or marry women there, and others were killed. They were in a drought of sorts when it came to children with only a handful of them being under ten.

      There were fifteen more strongholds such as this throughout the world. Some of them had more hunters, others less. All of them were run by hunters who were nominated by the elders within that stronghold and who his father had agreed to appoint. When the next new leader was required in one of those strongholds, Nathan would have to travel there in order to agree or disagree with the nomination. It was not something he looked forward to, but it was his role now.

      He stopped pacing when his gaze fell on the archway the women had recently been decorating for Kadence’s wedding. The white ribbon covering it stood out starkly against the growing dusk.

      No one had asked Kadence if this was what she wanted, he realized. But they’d never asked any of the women or men who were paired together when the time came. It was simply accepted that it would happen, as it had always happened over the years.

      He spent enough time in the human world to know it was an archaic tradition. He’d never questioned if things should be different though. When a woman was ready to breed, they were to be married off as soon as possible, with the hopes that within the next seventy years, while she was still capable of doing so, she would conceive a child.

      Some did not.

      Nathan knew the elder men and women of the stronghold would choose a woman for him soon. Mostly, it was elder women who made the choice as few men lived to a hundred, never mind the two hundred that gave one the lauded status of an elder. If there were no acceptable women here, they would choose one from another location, but he suspected his wife would be Kadence’s friend Simone.

      He would be happy with Simone. She was beautiful and docile. She excelled in her classes and would make a suitable mother and wife. She was everything he’d ever wanted in a woman.

      He told himself this, but he could feel the noose cinching around his neck and he realized what Kadence was going through. When he married, he would at least be able to keep hunting and have freedom beyond these walls. Kadence would simply be locked away here for the rest of her life.

      No wonder Kadence had rebelled; he certainly would have. However, none of that mattered right now. The most important thing was getting her back, and he was hell-bent on doing that.
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