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Chapter One

Coeur d’Alene, Idaho

 

Akasha Hope had one foot out the attic window and the other on the roof when there was a knock at her bedroom door.

“Damn it,” she muttered and hid her smokes before admitting the group home director.

Mrs. Kenzie smiled tightly. “You’ve been assigned a legal guardian,” her keeper announced as calmly as if relating the menu for tonight’s dinner rather than ripping the rug from under Akasha’s feet.

“What?” She couldn’t have been more surprised if the woman had stripped and danced naked around the room.

Though most residents of Bright Future were sent to foster care within months, Akasha had been a permanent inmate ever since the cops found her wandering on the shoulder of Highway 95 three years ago. Besides the deterrent of her questionable age and foul mouth, she’d acquired a juvenile record of smoking, drinking, and breaking curfew. Akasha encouraged her portrayal as “unfit for adoption.” Though her state-assigned identification declared that she was seventeen, Akasha was almost twenty and soon on her way to abandoning this pseudo childhood.

At least she’d managed to get into what Idaho residents called the “dual enrollment” program, simultaneously earning college and high school credits at the North Idaho College campus. Not only did that get her out of the demeaning, oppressive environment at the high school, it was also her first step towards getting a business degree and opening up her own automotive repair business. Now Mrs. Kenzie was telling her that some asshole was going to ruin her plans.

“Why the fuck did they assign me a guardian?” She practically growled.

 Mrs. Kenzie rolled her eyes. “Your caseworker didn’t say. And it’s too late to argue. Your guardian is on his way to pick you up, so you better pack now.”

“Hold on.” Akasha stopped the woman. “Which of the ‘shoppers’ was it?” A few men stared at her when they visited over the years. Their gazes were far from parental.

“None. The man declined to come at visiting hours.” The group home director snorted. “If he had, I think he would’ve thought better of his choice when hearing your smart mouth. Still, one would assume your file would be enough to deter any prospects.” Mrs. Kenzie gave her one last derisive look before striding out of the room, nose so high in the air it was a wonder she could see where she was going.

Akasha sank on the bed, her mind reeling from shock and her body quivering with fury. How dare this son of a bitch fuck things up for me! The nicotine craving became too much. She scrambled out the attic window and onto the roof. Taking out her pack of Camels, she lit up with a growl.

A bright orange harvest moon rose in the cloudy sky, glimmering molten gold on the orange leaves of maple trees lining the street.  Her mind raced as she smoked. Why the hell would someone waste time and money on paperwork to be my legal guardian for less than a year?

There were only three possible options.

One: a charity case. It’d hurt her pride, but she could deal.

Two: slave labor. She worked her ass off in the group home anyway.

Three: her so-called guardian wanted a sex toy. She rotated her ankle, smiling as she felt the reassuring weight of the knife in her boot. The bastard would be in for a surprise if he thought it’d be easy.

Akasha put the cigarette out and slipped the butt under a loose shingle before climbing back to the window. The wood frame cracked under her grip.

“Fuck.” She hadn’t lost control of her unusual strength in a while. Akasha grinned bitterly. This asshole has no idea what he’s getting into with me.

After maneuvering the damaged window closed, it took all of two minutes to pack. She only had four changes of clothes, her school textbooks and supplies, and seven paperback novels. All of which would fit into one backpack and one duffel bag. That was it. That was her life.

 Mrs. Kenzie opened the door and sniffed the air. “You were smoking again.”

Akasha gave her best poker face and threw on her leather biker jacket.

“Oh well, it’s not my problem anymore.” Mrs. Kenzie grabbed the duffel bag off the bed. “He’s here, so let’s get going.”

Akasha swept a last glance across her little attic room. Would she miss it here? The room was frigid in the winter, sweltering in the summer, and as stifling as a cage. However, this attic had been her home for almost three years, and was better than most places in which she’d slept. What lay ahead was unknown. Who the hell is this guy?

He had to have some clout to gain guardianship over her, which implied no one would help her if he turned out to be a sicko. If things went badly, she’d be back on the streets with no hopes of a high school diploma or getting into college.

As she followed Mrs. Kenzie down the stairs and to her future, Akasha wondered how much negotiating had gone on between the group home director and this mystery man and how much money had changed hands behind Akasha’s back.

The man waiting for her in the parlor wasn’t what she expected. For one thing, he looked younger than the other prospective foster parents. For another, he was gorgeous. His long straight hair, blacker than hers, framed a perfectly chiseled face. And his green eyes…holy shit. Like twin arc welders, they bored a hole through her.

With heated cheeks, Akasha dropped her gaze to his tailored black clothes, then looked down at her ripped jeans and faded shirt, resisting the urge to pat down curls more messed up than the wiring harness of a Jerry-rigged Pontiac. She drew herself up to her full height of five-three to meet his eyes once more.

He extended his hand. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Akasha.” His deep, slightly accented voice gave her a strange shiver. “I am Silas McNaught.”

Power radiated from every inch of him. When Akasha was on the streets, she’d seen drug dealers and pimps who seemed to exude supremacy, but none had come close to the absolute authority this man wore like a mantle. Was it his obvious wealth, or was it more?

Taking pains not to squeeze too hard, she shook his hand. She was so torn between rage and confusion that she didn’t know whether to punch him in the throat, or demand an explanation for his intrusion into her life.

McNaught’s eyes widened. “You have a very firm handshake.”

If only you knew I could crush your hand with the slightest effort. Akasha suppressed a glare. If she did, she’d be thrown in jail, or worse. A memory of armed, uniformed men chasing her superimposed itself over her vision. She shook it off with a shudder.

The man seemed to sense her frustration. “I’ll take your bags if you are ready.”

Her hostility depleted slightly by his politeness. Akasha handed over the duffel bag and followed her new guardian out into the night, wondering why he chose to pick her up this late in the evening.

All thoughts ceased when she saw his car.

“Holy shit!” She gasped. “Is that a ’68 Barracuda?"

McNaught nodded. She ran to the car, forgetting that her backpack was supposed to be heavy and to move accordingly. The gleaming black convertible was one of the most magnificent things she’d ever seen.

“It’s beautiful,” she breathed reverently. “What’s it got under the hood? Is it a 318, 440, slant 6?”

“I don’t know.” 

She gaped at him. How the hell could he not know which engine this beauty had? Why did he buy it without knowing? He had the decency to look ashamed of such ignorance before he unlocked the trunk and they loaded up her bags.

Akasha slid into the passenger seat and her eyes closed, lips parted in pleasure as she heard the engine start. McNaught pulled the car out of the parking lot, heading north on Government Way. Akasha struggled to absorb the shock of her new situation. The ride was silent; the only sounds were the purr of the ’Cuda—it sounded like a 440… maybe even a 383— and the crunch of dead leaves under the tires. She opened her mouth to ask him why he had taken her from the group home, then flinched when her stomach growled.

“You didn’t have dinner,” he accused.

Damn, it starts already. “Nope.”

He whipped the car left, oblivious to the honking horns. “We will have to get you something.” He turned on Appleway, A.K.A., Fast-Food Alley. “What would you like?”

“Um… McDonald’s is cool.” She tried not to sound too excited at the prospect. It would be humiliating if he knew she hadn’t been to a McDonald’s in over three years.

Her belly rumbled again when she smelled the deep-fried goodness in the drive-thru. She ordered two Big Macs, large fries, and a root beer. He ordered nothing.

“Don’t like fast food?” she asked. He probably thinks his rich ass is too good for it.

“I dined earlier.” McNaught’s tone was unreadable.

He paid and pulled up to the next window, then handed her a steaming bag of food. Saliva filled her mouth, and she hoped for a short drive.

“Go ahead,” he said as he pulled back on the street.

Akasha’s gaze whipped over to him in shock. “Are you kidding? You don’t eat in a car like this! Do you?”

He chuckled. “No, but as you are my charge, I think I will put your needs above those of my automobile.”

Not knowing what to say to that, she shrugged. “Well… maybe I’ll just eat my fries.”

They tasted better than she remembered and were gone by the time he turned onto Cherry Hill Road. McNaught had to downshift to second gear to continue up the steep incline. As the road curved, Akasha saw many huge houses. Crazy rich people. This road has gotta be deadly when it’s icy.

When they reached the top, Mr. McNaught took out a remote, opening wrought iron gates surrounding…a castle. A no-shit, honest-to-God castle, made of stone and complete with turrets.

“Here we are,” her guardian said with a wry smile as she gaped.

They parked in the biggest garage she’d ever seen. It could fit four cars with room to spare for toolboxes and engine stands. When she got out of the car, she noticed how freakishly clean and unused this garage was. It smelled like fresh paint, not the usual oily odor she’d grown to know and love.

He unloaded her bags and led her inside.

Her new home was modern on the inside and screamed luxury with its hardwood flooring and plush carpets reeking of austere newness. Despite the gleaming mahogany furnishings topped with objets d'art and expensive paintings on the walls, it seemed like no one lived here.

He led Akasha into a dining room with a table that could seat twenty, complete with a humongous chandelier glittering overhead. Her sack of Big Macs was out of place on it. Hell, she was out of place here.

“What do you think so far?” Mr. McNaught asked. His voice had a slight lilt, almost musical. Where was he from?

“Um… it’s very…fancy.”

He gave her a look as if he knew that wasn’t a compliment. “You may eat while I get your things. Then we shall talk, and I’ll tell you what to expect.”

She nodded and unwrapped a burger. When she took a bite, a sudden memory assailed her with an intensity that almost choked her.

Max burst into the shop with a grin on his grizzled face. He held a McDonald’s bag in one hand and a case of Coors in the other.

“Big Macs n’ beer!” he announced. “C’mon, spark plug, you’ve tinkered with that damn car long enough. Time ta eat up so we can beat the boys at poker tonight!”

Dammit, she missed that old man. Max was the closest thing to a father she’d had since her real dad was murdered. Her eyes and throat burned with unshed tears. Akasha took another bite of the burger, resolving not to be too depressed to savor the food. She soon devoured both Big Macs with the ferocity of one who’d gone hungry too many times to count. Still, her old favorite meal wasn’t the same without cold beer to wash it down.

McNaught returned as she was wiping the last of the ketchup from her lips. This polished gentleman was the polar opposite of the coarse biker-turned-mechanic who’d “raised” her briefly. How the hell was she going to get along with this guy?

“Will you join me in the living room?”

She looked at the garbage left from her meal on the table. So out of place.

He seemed to read her mind. “Leave it for now.”

The living room looked like it belonged on the cover of a home magazine. She sank into an overstuffed pine green couch. McNaught turned on the gas fireplace and sat in a burgundy chair on her right.

He grabbed an ashtray from the end table and set it on the granite coffee table. “You may smoke if you like.”

Akasha’s gaze darted to his, surprise and suspicion roiling in her gut. “How did you know I smoked?”

“I read your file. Though I disapprove of the habit, I wouldn’t like to fight you about it. You’re intelligent enough to quit eventually. Would you like a glass of wine as well?”

He was gonna let her smoke and drink? Maybe this won’t be so bad after all. She nodded and dug in her jacket for her smokes. One of the end tables concealed a mini-fridge, from which he removed a bottle of Chardonnay and a glass. The hidden fridge was one of the coolest things she’d seen.

He filled the glasses and began. “First, you must know that I’m away all day. The kitchen is already stocked, but feel free to make a list of anything else you’d like.”

O…kay? He went through all the trouble and paperwork to get custody of her, yet he wasn’t even going to be around most of the time?

McNaught continued in the same businesslike tone. “You will be given an allowance of one hundred dollars a week. If that’s not enough, please inform me. Also, I’ll be taking you to buy clothing and other necessities tomorrow evening.”

“Wait,” Akasha interrupted. If she didn’t get this straight now, things were only going to get more awkward. “You didn’t take me to be some kind of sex toy, did you? ’Cuz if you did, we’re going to have problems no matter what you buy me.” She reached for the knife in her boot and watched him carefully.

McNaught’s lips curved in a smile so wide that dimples formed in his cheeks, eyes shining with admiration and respect. His laughter tickled the air.

“I find it hard to imagine you being a ‘toy’ to any man. You can keep your weapon sheathed, Akasha.” His eyes locked on hers and his expression turned solemn. “I swear, on my honor, that I will never take you unless you ask me to.”

The sound of her name on his lips made her shiver while his words sent waves of heat cascading over her body. The confusing reaction brought her anger back to the surface. Wait, did he mean he would if he had the chance? She searched his expression for any sign of a perverted leer at the thought of “taking” her. There were none.

“Why did you take guardianship over me?” she asked, quivering with frustration. “What the fuck do you want with me?”

He frowned at her language. “I merely wanted a companion who could tolerate my odd hours. And in return, I’d hoped to help someone in need.”

She didn’t buy that. Though for some reason, she believed he didn’t want her to be his ‘barely legal’ playmate. She sipped the wine slowly this time. It tasted like brake cleaner.

“Why me, though? I’ll be free in less than a year. It seems pointless.”

“Your record intrigued me. You excel in your schoolwork, but you’re also somewhat of a troublemaker. Other than that, you’re a mystery. You told the authorities you’re a runaway from California, but nobody ever claimed you.” His eyes narrowed. “Then there’s the odd fact that the state declared you to be two years younger than you are.”

A tremor rushed through her at his scrutinizing gaze. “How did you know about that?”

The corner of his mouth rose with a smile. “Would you believe me if I said I was psychic?” At her frown, he sobered. “It was in your file. I don’t see a reason for you to have lied to the authorities. However, I also don’t see why they bothered with taxpayer money to, in effect, trap you as they did. It must be some secret you are hiding.” He leaned forward, green eyes seeming to glow as they tried to capture her gaze.

“I won’t talk about it.” She finished the wine, pursing her lips.

“You don’t care for the wine?” he asked.

She was so grateful for his changing the subject that she blurted, “Actually, I prefer beer.”

McNaught lifted a brow. “Really? What brand?”

“Coors.”

He threw back his head and laughed, covering his mouth. “The ‘Silver Bullet!’ I should have guessed.”

What the hell is so funny about that?  Akasha shook her head. This guy was being way too generous. Max wasn’t half as kind when he took her in. Of course, his gruff demeanor turned out to be a front. Was Mr. McNaught’s kindness a front? Her head ached. “Where’s my room?”

He blinked at her sharp tone. “So you will stay then?”

Akasha sighed and nodded. What choice do I have? She fixed him with a stern stare. “But if you pull any shit, I’m out of here.”

He led her up a grand curving staircase right out of Gone with the Wind, then down a long hallway and into a room meant for a princess.

 “What do you do, Mr. McNaught?” she asked.

“I ah…” He gave a strange half-smile. “I’m in finance. Very boring, I’m afraid.”

Akasha struggled to keep her eyes in her head at the mind-blowing luxury surrounding her. “It’s obviously lucrative.”

He blinked in surprise at her reply, obviously not expecting her to be literate. “I hope you’ll be pleased with the room.”

Akasha’s new bedroom was massive. A queen-sized, four-poster bed dominated one end. On the other side of the room was a vanity of deep dark wood and a matching dresser. A sliding glass door opened to a balcony. Her feet sank into the royal blue carpet as she made another wary step forward.

“I left the walls bare so you can decorate. There’s a robe and slippers in the closet.” He pointed to one of the three doors. “The bathroom is there.”

Akasha’s mind swam. Her own closet? Her own bathroom? A pair of slippers?

McNaught inclined his head respectfully. “I’ll leave you alone now. Goodnight, Akasha.”

“Good night Mr. McNaught,” she replied, unnerved by his formality.

“Please, call me Silas.” Warmth tinged his voice before he closed the door behind him.

After he left, Akasha fled to the bathroom and locked the door as she changed into an oversized t-shirt and took her knife from its sheath in her boot. But once she was snuggled under the covers of the heavenly soft bed, sleep was impossible. 

This guy is way too nice. Silas McNaught was so polite it made her teeth hurt. But at least he was the first person to believe that she was nineteen. Should she have lied? Now he knew she was legal.

She watched the sliver of light under the door and clutched her knife, waiting for him to come into “her” room and do something terrible, something to disprove his kindness. She waited until her eyelids drooped, then she succumbed to the bed’s luxurious comfort.

 


Chapter Two

 

Her boots were tiny. The Lord Vampire of Coeur d’Alene stared at the worn things, marveling at how light they felt in his hand. He set them down and lifted her leather jacket from the floor, inhaling the myriad scents of it. Leather, motor oil, tobacco… and woman. He hung the garment up— careful not to rattle the many zippers— and approached the bed.

Silas stood over Akasha, fists clenched at his sides, resisting the urge to touch her. Had he made a mistake in bringing her here? Instead of embracing him with teary gratitude, she radiated fury at his rescue. Had my visions been wrong?

In his mortal days, people had called Silas McNaught “the mad laird” because he sometimes fell into trances and awoke able to foretell the future. After five centuries, McNaught paid little heed to his prophetic visions, except for one in which he held a beautiful lass with amethyst eyes and raven curls as she cried. Silas believed this woman was to be his bride. He finally found her last month. To his surprise, she’d been under his nose for three years.

Yet one look into those cold purple eyes, and he was almost certain that no tears had ever been shed from them.

Still, he hadn’t realized how irresistible she was. Akasha looked as innocent and vulnerable as an angel as she curled up in a ball, one fist resting against a round cheek. Her other hand clutched the knife she’d threatened to stab him with. An admiring smile tugged at his lips. An avenging angel, perhaps. Dusky curls reflected the moonlight and her bowed lips pouted. He leaned down to kiss them… then stopped. That would be wrong. He would have her willing or not at all. Instead, he began the next step of securing her.

Silas locked in Akasha’s mind, willing her to stay asleep. Pain burst in his skull as her mind fought him. Doubling his effort, he increased his psychic grip. If he didn’t move fast, he would lose her.

Quickly, he bit down on his finger, drawing blood.

With his other hand, he coaxed her lips open to let the blood drip in her mouth and whispered. “I, Silas McNaught, Lord of Coeur d’Alene, Mark this mortal, Akasha Hope, as mine and mine alone. With this Mark, I give Akasha my undying protection. Let all others, immortal and mortal alike, who cross her path sense my Mark and know that to act against her is to act against myself, and thus set forth my wrath, as I will avenge what is mine.”

He repeated the ancient oath in his Gaelic tongue and reached out with his senses. The Mark flared between them, warmth rushing up his body. At last, she was his. Satisfied with the night’s work, he placed a kiss on her forehead and slipped out of the room.

Suddenly, thunder sounded, powerful and ominous enough to make his bones ache. With his skin electrified with tension, Silas strode down the stairs to glance out the window at the calm sky and the October harvest moon.

As he dreaded, the thunder came from within. He massaged his temples to ease the violent reverberations in his skull. Something was coming… something ancient and bloated with enough power to shake the earth.

He took his sword down from the wall as the front door opened of its own volition and a tall cloaked figure strolled in. The very air shivered from its presence.

“You will not need that.” A low voice came from the black velvet folds of the cloak.

Silas fell to his knees, eyes wide with recognition, though his grip remained firm upon the steel hilt of his weapon. “Greetings, my Lord Delgarias. You honor me with your presence.”

The Thirteenth Elder, rumored to be the oldest of their kind, nodded and gestured for Silas to rise. “I have come to discuss this mortal you Marked.”

Silas blinked. A Lord Vampire didn’t need permission to Mark a mortal. He only needed the Elders’ approval if he intended to Change her. Delgarias’s visit couldn’t bode well. If he intended to harm Akasha— He bit back a growl at the thought.

Quelling his trepidation, Silas returned his sword to its honored place above the marble hearth. “Very well, please have a seat.” He stepped aside to allow Delgarias to take his favorite burgundy recliner— and to further block the way to the stairs. “Would you care for some wine, or perhaps a shot of Glenlivet?”

The Elder moved the latest issue of The Wall Street Journal to the coffee table and nodded. “You always have the best scotch. But first, tell me, McNaught…” His voice was low and silken as he leaned forward, blue eyes glowing like lightning. “If I had attacked, would you have fought me?”

“Yes.” Silas’s reply was instant. Perhaps he should have kept his weapon.

“You would have died.”

Silas nodded, wondering where this was going. “I must defend my lands and people, even if I die doing so. That is my first obligation as a Lord.” His eyes narrowed. “Or have you forgotten that in your frequent periods of absence?”

Delgarias chuckled, but there was an edge of steel beneath. “Careful, McNaught, not to try my temper. I have not forgotten, but I believe others of your rank have. It is good you remember. Good that I was not a fool to have chosen you—” He shook his head as if to clear it. “About that drink?”

Silas headed to the bar as the other vampire’s power prickled his skin. He regarded Delgarias as he poured the drinks. He’d only been in the Elder’s presence once, back in 1926 when he became the Lord of Coeur d’Alene, at the Elder’s enigmatic suggestion…or command. No one knew how old Delgarias was or where he came from. The vampire was like a phantom, appearing out of nowhere to settle a dispute or issue the occasional command.

Delgarias pulled back the hood of his cloak, and Silas, as usual, tensed at the vampire’s odd appearance. His skin seemed poreless in its luminosity. The Elder’s long hair was made of translucent strands with black cores, like shafts of feathers. The waist-length mass hid his pointed ears tonight, but Silas had seen them before. And his fingers were an inch longer than normal. Sometimes he suspected Delgarias had never been human.

He handed the Elder his drink, watching those long fingers curl around the glass with morbid fascination. Silas took a sip of scotch, rolling the fiery liquid across his tongue before allowing it to trace a hot path down his throat.

Delgarias didn’t bother with such care. He quaffed half his drink in one swallow as if he were a mortal man. Unlike other vampires, food and drink didn’t seem to affect his digestion. He set down the empty glass and rested his hands in a steeple beneath his chin.

 “The circumstances with this mortal are quite unique.” Delgarias interrupted Silas’s thoughts. “She was in the state’s custody.”

“But she’s not a minor. The state merely thinks she is,” McNaught replied, fixing him with a rigid stare. “I know our rules, and I handled the mortal laws through the proper channels.”

Delgarias leaned back in his chair and regarded Silas intently. “Did you ever stop to wonder what put this woman in such a strange situation? Why would the authorities make her younger than she truly is? It seems a waste of time and money to me.”

McNaught sighed in disinterest. “Perhaps she will tell me.”

The Elder’s lips twitched. “And perhaps she will not.”

Silas shrugged. He didn’t care too much about the woman’s mysterious background or lack of it. What mattered was that his centuries of searching for her had, at last, come to an end. “Why are you concerned with the matter?”

“As I said before, the circumstances are unique.” Something in Delgarias’s tone implied that he wasn’t talking about Akasha being a former ward of the state. “If you want to keep this woman, you must obey two commands. First, you must not Change her until I, and no one else, give you permission.”

Silas nodded. “I can live with that... As long as you don’t make me wait for too many years.” It was strange that Delgarias was taking such a personal interest in such an insignificant affair. “What else?”

“I want you to guard her friends. But under no circumstances are they to learn what you are.”

“Her friends?” Silas frowned, recalling the nights he watched Akasha sneak out the window of the group home to join a car full of black-garbed teenagers. He was alternately amused and annoyed with the so-called goth trend. It didn’t occur to him that he would have such persons under his roof.

“What am I to be guarding them against?”

Delgarias leaned forward. “There are those of our kind who will find them to be quite… interesting; one young lady in particular.” He fell silent for a moment, his expression unreadable. “Her mother recently passed away, so she may need extra supervision and, at the least, a little more patience.” There was something off in his tone.

“What of her?”

“She is the daughter of Mephistopheles,” the Thirteenth Elder said calmly.

Silas winced as the glass shattered in his grip. Oblivious to the blood and liquor dripping on the plush carpet, his voice dropped to a whisper. “The old legends are true, then?”

It was long whispered that vampires had been created by a dark god of another world and then banished to the earth realm for displeasing him. Could such a phenomenon be real?

Pain contorted Delgarias’s smooth features before they settled back into complacent lines. He nodded. “Mephistopheles himself made me what I am.”

“What is he? When were you… created?” Silas whispered, reeling in shock. “And what has this to do with the woman I Marked?” He knew it was unwise to question the Thirteenth Elder, but his mind spun with the news.

“I do not feel the time is right to address your first questions. As for the last, your pet mortal might have very little to do with Mephistopheles,” the vampire said noncommittally. “Or perhaps much. I only ask that you guard her and the others and keep them out of trouble.”

“So I am to be a nursemaid, then?” Silas asked, his Scottish brogue creeping into his voice in irritation as he plucked shards of broken glass from his hand.

To his vexation, the other vampire laughed. “You may call it what you wish. Just see that you do it.” His voice took on a steely edge. “Unless you wish to relinquish Akasha to me? After all, I can find some other vampire up to the tasks I require.”

“No!” Silas flashed across the room and seized his sword, every cell of his being roaring to protect Akasha.

Delgarias raised a brow at his impetuous move. “I should chastise you for that. But now, all I ask is that you do as I command.”

“I will, I swear it on my honor.” He lowered the blade.

The Elder bit his finger and placed the bleeding tip to Silas’s wounds, healing them instantly. “I must be going now. Thank you very much for the drink. I wish you luck with your mortal woman.”

“Wait!” Silas said. “How did the daughter of Mephistopheles get here? And what does it mean for our kind?” He stopped, eyes widening as he faced Delgarias, realization sparking his senses. “You knew Mephistopheles’s child would be here. That’s why you encouraged me to take this city.”

The Elder had a way of knowing what was to come with frightening accuracy.

Delgarias’s face was impassive. “There will be time enough to discuss that later. Just watch over Akasha and her friends, and keep out of trouble. That is my command.”

With those parting words, he vanished from the spot.

Silas sighed. Why did the Elders have to be so infuriatingly vague? He bent down and began to clean up the broken glass. 

At least Akasha was safe. And how hard could supervising a few teenagers be? He frowned and put the shards in an ashtray. One of them was the daughter of the creator of vampires, and the circumstances of her presence were baffling enough to give him a headache. But he supposed he would have to deal with it. God willing, his experience as Laird of his clan and later as the Lord Vampire of a city made him up to the task.

 


Chapter Three

Phoenix, Arizona

 

Major Frances Milbury of the Covert Operations Assassinations Team— COAT for short— clenched the arms of his chair so tightly that the stumps of the severed fingers on his left hand were as white as the intact knuckles on his right.

He spoke slowly to keep from screaming at his former university rival. “You mean to tell me you’ve been sitting on this for three years, and it didn’t occur to you to notify me?”

FBI Agent Joe Holmes, head of the Abnormal Investigation Unit (AIU), reclined behind his desk, blue eyes twinkling at the man’s ire. “I didn’t have to. The body and evidence we found are so far outside COAT jurisdiction it’s laughable.”

Milbury sneered. “You don’t have the ‘jurisdiction,’ nor the security clearance to decide what is and isn’t a concern to our department.”

Holmes grinned with his usual obnoxious cheer. “Come now, I’m doing you a favor in revealing our findings. A little gratitude should be forthcoming.”

“The lateness of this ‘favor’ could have compromised my investigation!” Milbury slammed his good fist on the desk. “Who knows what crucial evidence was lost?”

Holmes sighed and ran a hand through his unruly white hair. “I say again, the victim was a civilian. He was, in fact, a serial killer the FBI had been trying to catch for years. More than that, he was beaten to death by a creature with supernatural strength. Which is why my department was called rather than yours. What connection to the military could be seen in this?”

Milbury rolled his eyes. “So you thought one of your ‘monsters’ killed him.”

The AIU investigated crimes committed by what they believed to be supernatural beings such as witches, vampires, and God knew what else. Milbury saw it as a waste of taxpayer dollars.

Holmes gave him another superior smile. “Yes, we did. But the DNA didn’t match a vampire’s. Too many red cells and too… engineered, for lack of a better word. Which brings me to a question: What has your department been cooking up that has you looking for a nineteen-year-old female with no military association? And why are you so interested in the remains we’ve stored?”

Milbury’s temper receded as triumph and anticipation seeped in. “Was the DNA found on the victim female?”

“It was,” the scientist admitted in a cautious tone.

Francis smiled tightly. “I could tell you the information’s classified, but I’ll humor you and ask, why did you call to inform me of this victim when I sent out memos describing the girl? The remains are of an older male, correct?”

Holmes chuckled and adjusted his horn-rimmed glasses. “You’re lucky I even read your note. Runaways aren’t our specialty. However, the COAT letterhead piqued my curiosity. All that aside, let’s say I found a possible connection.”

“I want everything you have released to me immediately,” Milbury demanded.

Holmes shook his head. “Not so fast. It’s still my property. I can, however, give you full access to my lab and all files and evidence pertaining to this case… if I feel like it.”

Milbury wanted to knock him in the teeth. “What do you want, Joe?”

“I want in on this.” All of Holmes’s usual cheer was abandoned, giving way to implacable determination.

“You want in how?” Francis knew but had to ask. He couldn’t afford misunderstandings.

“I want to perform the research and testing on this woman. I want to know how this mutation works.” Holmes’s gaze filled with scientific zeal.

Milbury’s eyes narrowed. “What makes you think I’d be authorized to let the Feds in on this?”

Joe smirked. “Because you came. Not a scientist or even a doctor. I’m willing to bet you don’t have either on your staff. In fact, I’m not so certain your superiors even know we’re having this conversation.”

Francis sighed to hide his prickle of unease. Damn the rat bastard, he was right. Milbury’s department was a cleanup crew for “loose ends.”  All Francis had were paper pushers and assassins— and since the budget cuts, very few of those.

Holmes had him by the balls, and he knew it. Somehow, the slimy Fed had done his homework and knew how low the COAT had sunk in this last decade. Still, Holmes didn’t know everything.

Like what happened to the scientists who’d engineered the serum that had been injected into the girl’s father and his fellow test subjects.

“The technology in my lab is superior to all others,” Holmes insisted. “And as for finding the girl, I have connections you don’t. Civilian connections.”

Milbury pretended to agonize before snarling, “All right! But we must involve as few people as possible. Now show me what you’ve got.”

Holmes donned his lab coat, resembling a mad scientist with his bug-eyed glasses and unruly white hair. “You sound like a drill sergeant when you’re pissed, you know that? Now, if you’ll follow me, I’ll show you all, explain it to you in laymen’s terms, and even tell you what we should do next.” His shit-eating grin grated on Francis’s nerves.

They headed down a long corridor, jostling other employees who rushed by, tapping clipboards against their hips as ID badges bounced on front pockets.

When they reached a door adorned with warnings and authorized personnel signs, Holmes pushed a few buttons by the handle. A laser scanned his retinas before the door opened with a soft click.

The lab was pristine with its gleaming stainless-steel tables and gurneys. Several computers lined one wall, white cupboards and file cabinets stood against another. The far end contained drawers right out of a morgue. Holmes pulled a file and went to a computer, fingers flying across the keys, looking far too cheerful in such sterile surroundings.

“Where was the body found?” Milbury asked when the scientist began whistling.

Holmes didn’t look up from the screen. “In a ditch, off a road near I-90, just outside of Bozeman.”

“She was last seen in Colorado, almost twelve years ago,” Milbury said, shaking his head in wonder. “I thought she’d have gone further by now.”

Agent Holmes eyed him intently, waiting for him to continue. When Francis didn’t speak, he shrugged and got back to business. “I think I’ll show you the crime scene photos and files before we move on to the bone and tissue samples.”

Holmes laid glossy photographs on the desk. The body was depicted at every possible angle, with a closeup on each part of its anatomy. The colors were bright against the lab’s white and silver background.

At first, it was difficult for Francis to make sense of the images. It was as if his brain wouldn’t accept what his eyes were seeing.

Eventually, the colors and shapes came together. In place of the victim’s head was a shapeless blob of bone shards, brains, blood, and skin. It looked like his grandmother’s goulash. He made out what might have been a nose. Bile rose up in his throat. He forced his gaze down to closeups of other parts. The torso and upper arms looked strange, like deflated balloons. The corpse’s pants were down, revealing a flaccid penis coated with dried blood.

Francis gagged and wiped his brow, turning away from the grotesque photographs. The room seemed hot despite the low hum of the air conditioner.

“Fascinating, isn’t it?” Holmes seemed to enjoy his discomfort. “This girl must have had immense strength to cause such damage to a man that size.”

Milbury quivered in outrage. “Haven’t you any respect? This was a human being!”

The AIU agent shook his head, expression sobering. “Not this one. Despite his species being homo sapiens, this man was a monster. His DNA was linked to twenty-seven murders. His victims were brutally raped; some were children. And with all the hymeneal blood and tissue we dug out of his pubic hair, I’d say the bastard got what he deserved.”

“God, that’s disgusting!” Milbury could feel his face turning green.

“That’s forensics, and it’s how we catch bad guys.” Holmes retorted.

Hymeneal blood…. Francis tensed. “Wait. You mean he raped the girl? She would have been about sixteen.”

Some of the pity Milbury felt for the man drained away. He had a niece that age. Still, he wondered if anyone deserved to die like that. And the evidence in front of him proved how dangerous this girl could be when provoked. With a traumatic thing like rape happening to her, who knew how unstable her state of mind could be?

“How did he overpower her immense strength?” The thought leaped into his head.

“We found a gun nearby with the victim’s prints on it. He must have threatened her with it. She likely disarmed him while he was pulling up his pants.”

Milbury’s mind raced as he made plans on how to subdue the girl once he found her. “Tell me more.”

 




Chapter Four

 

BANG-BANG-BANG! The deafening noise made Akasha jump out of her chair, knocking the plate of remaining birthday cake to the floor.

Her eyes snapped to the window.

A shower of bullets assaulted her parents. Blood- bright red and angry, spewed everywhere, splattering the trailer and staining the snowy ground. A bullet struck her father’s shoulder, and he screamed. Another went through his stomach, making him fall to his knees. There was another bang. The side of his head exploded, and he collapsed.

“Akasha run!” A bullet pierced her mother’s throat, and with a feeble gurgle, she fell.

Ping-Ping-Ping! Bullets assailed the trailer. Akasha saw a group of men in black uniforms wielding guns. They came closer. While they examined the bodies, she ran. One of the men shouted. Footsteps pounded behind her. Her spine tensed and burned as her stomach roiled with terror, but still, she ran.
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Akasha awoke upon a tear-soaked pillow, aching from the memory. Panicked, her eyes darted across the room. Where the hell am I? The lavish furnishings were so alien, she might as well have been in a spaceship. Chest tight, she struggled to remember. As the last vestige of the dream bled away, she remembered Mr. McNaught with his suspicious kindness— and unnerving good looks.

It seemed she’d survived the night in his dubious care… and most of the day as well from what the bedside clock read. It was a little past noon. Torn between gratitude and confusion that her new guardian didn’t wake her, she climbed out of the massive bed. Grabbing her backpack, she headed to the bathroom, double-checking the lock on the door.

Once dressed, she cautiously opened her bedroom door and headed downstairs, eyes darting in all directions. McNaught was nowhere around. He’d said he was away all day, but it was strange that applied to weekends as well.

Akasha shrugged. The less I have to deal with him, the better. As she grabbed a banana from the fruit bowl in the massive marble-adorned kitchen, a thought gave her pause.
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