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CHAPTER 1


Vicky made her way unerringly through the
crowd filling the Boston Garden. The rank scent of stale beer and
the sweeter aromas of whiskey and rum caused her nose to wrinkle as
they mingled with human sweat and cologne. Being around so many
people usually never bothered her, she’d always enjoyed the company
of humans, but not tonight.

Tonight, she wanted them to get out of her
way as she had one thing on her mind: murder.

The thumping music of the ongoing concert
vibrated the floor as she passed the drink stands to one of the
stairwells leading into the arena. Walking through the tunnel, she
emerged at the top of a set of stairs dividing two sections of the
massive crowd. The arena lights were off, but flashing strobes and
the glow of cell phones lit the dark as the concertgoers sang along
with the band.

The fast pace of the rock music hummed
through Vicky’s veins, and for a minute she longed for the time
when she was one of the revelers chugging drinks, singing at the
top of her lungs, and texting her sister, Abby, to let her know she
was missing one hell of a show.

Then, the minute passed, and she was left
with the reality of her life. The fun went out of it the second
she’d been taken and imprisoned by other vampires. Absently, she
rubbed the scar on her inner right wrist as she surveyed the crowd
for the man she hunted.

Her life had a single mission now: learn how
to fight well enough and remain stable enough to hunt and kill her
ex-boyfriend, Duke.

Her fangs tingled as waves of anticipation
pulsed through her. She’d smelled Duke; she was so close to
him.

It had been months since she’d been chained
like an animal in a warehouse and fed on by vampires who were
willing to pay to feast on a purebred. Months since she’d been
abused, cold, battered, and certain she would die.

A chill racked her as she recalled the
coldness of the warehouse floor seeping into her bones and the
weight of the chains keeping her hostage. The whimpers and sobs of
the other purebreds imprisoned with her echoed in her mind. She
could easily recall the scents of sex, drugs, blood, and rot
tickling her nostrils.

The aroma of decay had come from the Savage
vampires imprisoning her, and there were times when she believed
the scent of that place had permeated her skin and become a part of
her being.

No matter how much time passed, she recalled
the agony of having her blood drained from her against her will by
those vampires.

The elapsing months of her freedom hadn’t
eased her rage at Duke, the man who sold her into captivity; it had
honed it. She’d been sure she would die in that warehouse before
being tossed aside with the respect given a rat. But she’d
survived; Duke would not.

The banners hanging from the rafters of the
arena drew her attention. She frowned as she studied them before
realizing they were for the Celtics and Bruins, two sports teams
she knew little about. Among the catwalks running through the
beams, people operated the cameras and lights.

A loud cheer erupted from the crowd when the
music ended. Then, the band said thank you and left the stage. The
concertgoers all began stomping their feet and shaking the floor as
they shouted for an encore.

Sniffing the air, Vicky realized the scent
that drew her here was fading. She’d caught the faint whiff of
Duke’s cologne outside the Garden, and though many men wore the
fragrance, the scent of it was different on him as it reacted to
his body chemistry. On the hunt, she’d found a guard and compelled
him into letting her enter so she could track Duke through the
building.

Vicky slipped back into the tunnel and
returned to the public area of the Garden as the music started
again. Despite the return of the band, people looking to beat the
exodus of concertgoers poured out of the arena to flow into the
hallway around her.

Standing on her tiptoes, Vicky strained to
see over the sea of heads, and then she spotted a familiar face
with brown hair. Vicky’s fangs slid free before she could stop
them. It was the first time she’d seen Duke since her captivity,
and she barely kept herself from closing the fifty feet separating
them to take Duke down.

Images of sinking her fangs into his throat
and ripping the traitorous heart from his chest assaulted her until
she could barely tell reality from the bloodlust coursing through
her.

No! Stay in control! Taking a
shuddery breath, she dug her nails into her palms to keep herself
focused on the now. If she attacked him, she’d kill him in front of
everyone.

There would be no concealing a vampire
attack in front of so many and no guarantee the crowd wouldn’t take
her down after. Since being freed from the warehouse,
vengeance against Duke was the only thing driving her, but she’d
never do anything to harm her family. Her antics over the years
concerned them, but she’d never knowingly done anything to put them
in jeopardy.

If she killed Duke now, she risked the lives
of her nine siblings, their mates, their children, her parents, and
her adopted uncles, the Stooges. Her family was large and loving,
and even if she hadn’t been able to return home to face them since
her imprisonment, they were also her lifeline.

But if she attacked, she risked people
learning about the existence of vampires, and the consequences of
that could be disastrous. Vampires were stronger and immortal, but
humans vastly outnumbered them and had far more weapons. If
humanity decided vampires were a threat, they would be hunted and
destroyed. With the number of cameras and cell phones in this
place, there was no way her attack on Duke wouldn’t be
recorded.

Gritting her teeth, Vicky kept herself
restrained from tearing out Duke’s throat as she bobbed and weaved
through the crowd and into a stairwell. Packed in like a sardine
with the rest of the mob, she found herself locked in with a group
of girls about her age.

Feet thudded on the concrete stairwell, and
sneakers squeaked as laughter and excited chatter filled the air.
Humans swarmed her, their heartbeats pulsing in her ears, but she
remained fixated on her target.

So preoccupied with Duke, Vicky didn’t
realize he had his arm draped around a brunette woman until the
woman leaned against his side. The woman searched the crowd as if
she were on the hunt.

I’ll give you something to hunt.

Vicky almost laughed, but nothing was
amusing about this. Through the various scents filling the air,
Vicky detected the stench of rot drifting from Duke and the woman.
They were both Savages, and that meant they were willing to kill
anyone who got in their way.

While she’d been with Duke, he’d been
reckless, but he hadn’t been a killer. Apparently, that changed in
the seven months since Duke sold her and made her the equivalent of
a living blood bag for vampires.

Despite their Savage status, Vicky could
handle these two. Duke was now a killer of innocents, so he’d grown
stronger in seven months, but she’d been training with Ronan and
his men, and she was a pureblooded vampire. Duke wasn’t. She
would destroy him tonight.

She reminded herself to ask how much money
he’d received for her as her hand slid into her coat pocket, and
she rested her fingers against the stake there.

Turning a curve in the stairwell, she
trailed the couple as they flung open the metal door at the bottom
and exited the building. They briefly vanished, but Vicky spotted
them again when she stepped into the brisk, late April air. Her
breath plumed before her as she shoved her hands into her pockets
and followed at a discreet distance from them.

More exit doors opened from different areas
of the building, and people spilled out of the Garden. The crowd
blended and swirled together, but she never lost sight of Duke as
he and his friend turned onto the main street.

Cars lined the road looking to pick up
concertgoers, and more vehicles were gridlocked in the street.
Horns blared uselessly as no one could go anywhere. Lights and
music spilled out of the bars and restaurants, and revelers
gathered outside them, smoking cigarettes or trying to get inside
the establishments.

Vicky fell back when Duke turned onto a side
road where fewer humans and businesses were around to keep her
hidden. The couple’s idle chatter floated on the air as they turned
onto another side road and then another. Her heart hammered in
anticipation of getting them somewhere she could go in for the
kill.

When they slipped around a corner ahead of
her, she hurried to catch up, unwilling to let them out of her
sight for long. When they came into view again, she discovered the
couple leaning against a building a hundred feet ahead, kissing.
Judging by the way they were groping each other, the kiss was
heading toward a public screwing.

Vicky paused to take in her surroundings.
The scent of garbage was a little stronger here, but tomorrow must
be trash day as cans lined the sidewalk. In the distance, a dog
barked, and overhead, the barren branches of the trees lining the
road clicked together in the small, spring breeze.

Cars were parked against the curb, but no
humans walked the street. The only sign of life came from the house
to her left; it had a couple of lamps on in a second-floor window.
At this time of night, most of the residents of the brownstone
homes were in bed.

Perfect.

Duke’s hand slid down to the woman’s thigh;
he pushed her skirt up as Vicky stalked toward them. She was
removing the stake from her coat when movement came from the parked
car on her right, and the stench of garbage flooded her nostrils. A
Savage vampire burst out from where it had been hiding behind the
vehicle.

Unprepared for the sudden attack, she swung
out with her stake and cursed when it plunged into the Savage’s
shoulder instead of his heart. The vampire hit her with the force
of a wrecking ball, lifted her off her feet, and flung her into the
side of a van. Metal crunched, and the shattering glass spilled
onto the pavement in a crashing wave as her body indented the
vehicle.

Air burst from her battered lungs, and she
fell to the ground. Struggling to breathe, her eyes widened on the
vamp when he turned to charge at her again. On her hands and knees,
Vicky scrambled under the van and lay on her belly as she took
stock of herself and the situation. Her ribs ached, her back was
bruised, but there weren’t any broken bones. Three against one
wasn't the best odds, but she could take these bastards down.

Wincing, she inhaled a deep breath before
removing the crossbow secured to her side. Duke’s feet, and those
of his date, ran toward her as she rolled across the pavement and
out the other side of the vehicle. Scrambling forward, she ran in a
half crouch to the front of the van and leaned against the bumper
as the Savages stopped next to the door her body had
rearranged.

“This bitch is mine,” Duke
snarled.

You have no idea how much of a bitch I can
be, asshole.

Vicky crept forward and poked her head out
from around the bumper. The larger vamp was bent down to peer under
the van. The woman stood beside Duke as he surveyed the sidewalk.
She didn’t have a shot at Duke, but she had one at the woman.

Vicky lifted the crossbow, aimed it at the
woman’s chest, and fired. She released a guttural cry when the bolt
slammed into her heart. The woman hit the ground, her heels kicking
against the sidewalk as she tried to pull the weapon from her
chest, but it was already too late for her.

Vicky released her crossbow to let it dangle
from the tie keeping it attached to her belt as she pulled another
stake free and grinned at Duke. When it came time to kill him, she
would be up close and personal for it.

Duke gawked at the body beside him before
turning his attention to Vicky. She didn’t see any regret in his
eyes for his dead date, but she hadn’t expected any. The only thing
Duke cared about was Duke.

“This bitch is more than ready for you,”
Vicky promised.

Then, behind Duke, figures emerged from
between the homes and loped down the street toward them. Vicky’s
nose wrinkled when the increased scent of garbage filled the air. A
flicker of apprehension raced through her as those figures came
together in a swelling group of Savages.

“You think I didn’t smell you too,” Duke
hissed. “You think you’re not still worth a fortune? Joseph has big
plans for you and your kind.”

A cold knot of dread formed in her stomach
as the group grew to five—no, nine more vampires. And she
sensed there were more, somewhere.

Some sixth sense made her look up as two
shadows leapt across the rooftops.

Why are there so many of them? She
suspected the answer to her question was not good.

Behind her, she heard the increased, panting
breaths of the Savage who had thrown her into the van. His feet
thudded on the concrete as he raced toward her from the other side
of the vehicle. Torn between killing Duke, even if it resulted in
her death, and fleeing, Vicky hesitated.

She wanted him dead.

Then, a grunt followed by a thud sounded
from behind her. She turned to find the wrecking ball vampire face
planting onto the sidewalk with a stake protruding from his back—a
killing blow, but from who?

Lifting her gaze, she froze when she spotted
the man standing in the shadows behind the Savage. Eyes the color
of the sky on a cloudless spring day met hers as he held his hand
out over the body to her.

“Come on!” he commanded.

Vicky almost turned and bolted straight at
Duke. She was willing to take on dozens of Savages rather than go
with this one hunter who unnerved her far more than the prospect of
death.

However, instead of running, she found her
hand stretching toward his as if a magnet pulled her toward him.
When he clasped it, prickles of electricity swept over her, and she
knew she’d made the choice that would save her now… but
would ultimately destroy her.



CHAPTER 2


“This way,” Nathan said as he led Vicky down
a side street, through an alley, and back onto a busier street.

They fled through the shadows, staying close
to the buildings to keep their sides protected. Nathan didn’t
realize he still held her hand until Vicky tugged it away.

Glancing back at her, he discovered her
emerald eyes surveying him like she’d made a deal with the devil.
His attention was pulled away from her when he detected the faint
hint of garbage and the squeak of a single footstep behind
them.

Never before had he run from a vampire, but
this wasn’t one or two or even ten Savages. He would have
battled those numbers, he might not have survived it, but he would
have faced them.

There’d been more than that back there
though, and they’d been going for her. If Nathan took them
on now, he didn’t know if he could keep her safe against so
many.

He’d only ever seen Vicky twice before, and
despite having first glimpsed her with her identical twin, Abby, he
knew it was Vicky he led and not her twin. He couldn’t detect a
difference in their appearances when he saw them together, but Abby
wouldn’t be wandering the streets alone. She would be with her
mate, Brian.

Also, from their first encounter, something
about Vicky inexplicably drew him to her. He couldn’t put his
finger on what it was, but since the day he’d agreed to ally his
hunters with Ronan’s vampires and first seen Vicky, she’d intrigued
him. Vicky had scowled at him during that brief encounter.

The second time he saw her, he’d been
visiting his sister, Kadence, in her new home. Vicky was in the gym
with her brother, Aiden, at the time. She’d slipped from the gym
without looking at him.

Curious about her, he’d asked Kadence what
her name was, and his sister had told him Victoria, but she
preferred Vicky.

Vicky was pretty with her pale blonde hair
and striking emerald eyes, but he’d seen more beautiful women
before. However, since first encountering her, Vicky played a
starring role in many of his dreams and waking fantasies, but it
seemed he only annoyed her.

He’d seen her hesitate before taking his
hand. It was as if she would prefer the Savages to him, but he
didn’t detect the odor of rot on her, and she was residing with
Ronan and the others, so she wasn’t a Savage. For some
reason, most likely because he was a hunter, she didn’t like
him.

He almost reached for her hand again but
refrained from doing so as he sprinted across a busy intersection
with Vicky at his heels. This area of the city was still active
with those looking to celebrate their Friday night. As he darted
across the road, taxi horns blared, someone shouted at them, and
brakes squealed.

Nathan twisted to avoid taking the full
impact of a cab, but the bumper caught his leg and staggered him to
the side. His hand banged down on the hood before he regained his
balance and raced forward again. The people on the sidewalk stepped
hastily out of their way when they left the intersection
behind.

Vicky ignored the startled looks people gave
them when they raced by. A woman exiting a bar had the misfortune
of doing so as Vicky ran past the door. Vicky’s shoulder caught the
woman’s and staggered her back.

“Sorry!” she called back when the woman fell
against a brick wall.

Vicky dodged the next pedestrian and plunged
into the middle of another street behind Nathan. They dashed in and
out of screeching cars before fleeing down a quieter road. They
left the busier business areas behind for neighborhoods that became
increasingly decrepit with every block they traversed. She had no
idea where they were in the city anymore, but she didn’t dare
slow.

She was about to plunge onto another street
when Nathan grabbed her arm and pulled her toward a seedy-looking
building with plywood nailed over two of the bottom windows. Chunks
of brick missing from the building’s façade looked like they’d been
torn away by bullets peppering it.

He tugged her onward, but Vicky dug her
heels in and refused to go any further. It wasn’t the building
unnerving her; it was the man. The closer she got to him, the worse
it would be for her long-term sanity and chances of survival.

Her heart thundered when he turned back and
his azure eyes met hers. Emphasized by his coal black hair and his
bronzed skin, those eyes were dazzling. Lean in build, his
shoulders were broad, his waist tapered, and she guessed him to be
six four as he stood a good ten inches above her.

She didn’t feel intimidated by his height,
his stance, or the knowledge he was a hunter who only months ago
would have staked her without question. Instead, she fisted her
hands to keep herself from running her fingers over one of his high
cheekbones before tracing his stiff upper lip and full bottom
one.

His black eyebrows drew together over the
bridge of his aquiline nose. His hair was cut short enough to keep
it from getting in his face, but it was long enough Vicky could
grip it to pull him to her for a kiss.

Ugh, as soon as she thought it, she hated
herself for it, but she’d imagined doing much more than kissing
this man since first meeting him.

She was so fucked and absolutely 100 percent
not in a good way.

Since their first short meeting, she’d
suspected this man was her mate. Never in her life had she
experienced the kind of visceral reaction to another that Nathan
brought out in her. She dreamed of him nightly, found her thoughts
traveling to him throughout the day, and couldn’t get him out of
her head.

But this man was a hunter, a race of mortals
who had been the enemy of all vampires for thousands of years. That
enemy status had only changed recently and could end tomorrow. The
truce was tenuous as vampires and hunters still had a difficult
time working together.

Not only had he been her enemy just a few
short months ago, but Nathan was the leader of all hunters.
He had a duty to his people, and she was certain that duty did
not include being the mate of a vampire. In fact, Kadence
had told her that one day Nathan would have a bride chosen for him.
His fate belonged to another woman.

Which was fine for him. Living without a
mate most likely wouldn’t kill him; it would eventually destroy
her. If she kept her distance from him, she’d be able to handle the
bond between them not being completed better, but the more time
they spent together, the more she risked the mate bond deepening,
and that could never end well for her. A vampire needed to complete
the bond with their mate; if not they went insane or died, and she
doubted Nathan would willingly hand his throat, and his life, over
to her.

His hand on her arm tightened when something
down the street clattered. “Inside!”

Spending more time with Nathan was at
the bottom of her list of things to do, but she suspected a fate
worse than death awaited her if she remained on this street.

Reluctantly, she followed him up the
cracked, concrete steps. He pulled open the sagging, wood door of
the building and gestured for her to enter before closing the door
behind them.

Vicky stopped when she saw the hallway. Over
the years, the dirt from people’s hands, cigarette smoke, and other
assorted things had smudged the gray walls a dirty brown. The
stench of stale smoke, alcohol, and the acrid scent of drugs
mingled with cooking human food and body odor in such a way that
she’d rather smell the Savages than this place.

Cigarette butts, nip bottles, needles,
baggies, food wrappers, numerous other garbage, and rodent
droppings littered the torn gray carpet. Closed doors lined the
hall, and a set of stairs rose to her left.

From behind one of the doors, a TV blared so
loudly it made her eardrums ache. Behind another, she heard people
screwing, and inside another apartment, a man berated his wife. If
she had the time, she would teach that guy a thing or two about
respect for others, but the poor woman was on her own tonight.

Over the years, she’d been in worse places
than this. The warehouse had been ten levels below a sty, but
Nathan seemed too refined or classy or something to even know a
place like this existed. Perhaps this hunter had more layers than
she realized.

She mentally slapped herself when she
briefly contemplated peeling those layers away to learn more about
him.

“This way,” Nathan said and tugged on her
arm.

“If the Savages are still close, Duke will
be able to smell me. He’ll follow me here.”

“Who is Duke?” Nathan asked as he led her to
the chipped, garbage strewn, wooden steps. He nudged her when she
hesitated at the bottom.

“A big-time prick who I am going to
kill.”

He’d been around many human women over the
years, but it still surprised him to hear a woman curse or be so
vehement about anything. Hunter women were composed above all else.
They kept control of their emotions, remained demure at all times,
and never spoke so bluntly.

Part of him inwardly cringed at such candid
talk from a woman, but in Vicky’s words and tone, he sensed the
same hatred propelling him in his relentless hunt for Joseph, the
vampire who murdered his father.

What did Duke do to engender that kind of
loathing from her?

“I see,” Nathan murmured as they reached the
second floor and he led her down the hall toward his apartment.
“You’ll be safe here.”

“How…?”

Her question trailed off when he stopped in
front of one of the closed doors. He pulled out a set of keys,
unlocked the door, and pushed it open.

“Come in,” he invited as he flicked on a
switch while entering the apartment.

Vicky followed him inside and froze when the
single, bare bulb hanging from the cracked ceiling revealed what
lay within. What the room lacked in furniture, it made up for in
weapons stockpiled against the walls of what she assumed would be
the living room in a normal person’s apartment.

There were so many weapons that, in some
areas, they were stacked five feet high and spread out from the
wall to cover a couple of feet of the brown, industrial carpet. The
one trunk in the room was closed, but Vicky would bet money it
contained an arsenal. From what she could see, every one of
the weapons was explicitly designed to end a vampire’s life.

Delightful. Rolling her eyes, Vicky
wondered if she would be better off hightailing it out of here and
taking her chances with the Savages. Nathan’s sister may be a
vampire now, the hunters might have allied with Ronan, but they’d
been the enemies of vampires for millennia.

Just because she experienced wicked
fantasies about the things she yearned to do to him didn’t mean he
wouldn’t try to lop off her head. After Duke, she’d had enough of
bedmates who turned out to be praying mantises in disguise.

Then she realized that Nathan wouldn’t risk
the fragile truce he’d established with Ronan by assaulting her
when she’d done nothing to warrant it. Besides, if Nathan wanted
her dead, he would have left her on the street with the
Savages.

Stepping further into the apartment, Vicky
frowned at the newspaper clippings tacked to the dingy, white wall
across from her. The articles covered a ten-foot square section of
space; a pinned map of the Northeast hung next to the newspapers.
Red thumbtacks pinpointed different locations throughout the
map.

Swallowing, she glanced at Nathan as he
closed the door behind her and locked it. “So, what’s with all the
weapons? Are you preparing to become the next Dexter?” she
asked.

“I don’t know who that is.”

She blinked at him. “Really?”

“Yes.”

“It’s a TV show. He’s a serial killer, but
you know, kind of a good guy, in a weird sort of way.”

“When I have the time for it, the only TV I
watch is the news,” he replied.

“The news is depressing.”

“And a TV show about a serial killer is
uplifting?”

“Dexter is misunderstood; most of the people
on the news are just flat-out assholes.” Vicky pointed at the
newspaper clippings. “But I can tell you’re fascinated by
daily events.”

“I’m not a serial killer.”

“How many vampires have you killed?” she
inquired.

“I don’t know.”

“Guess.”

He shrugged out of his leather bomber
jacket, removed a stake from an inner pocket, and tossed the jacket
onto the counter dividing the galley kitchen from the living/murder
room. If he broke plastic tarps out from somewhere, she would be
out of here faster than a mechanical rabbit outrunning a
greyhound.

Vicky’s hand went to one of her stakes as
she eyed the weapon in the hands of a man trained to kill her.
Nathan had agreed to work with Ronan against the Savages Joseph was
gathering, but he’d been born and raised with only one purpose,
destroying her kind. And until his sister became Ronan’s
mate, Nathan hadn’t been discerning about the vampires he
destroyed, good or bad. Judging by the power she sensed emanating
from him, he’d excelled at killing too.

Still mortal, he possessed demon DNA like
vampires, was far stronger than a human, and moved with the lethal
grace inherent of vamps. She could probably take him. As a purebred
vampire, she was physically stronger than him, but he’d been
training to kill for far longer than her. She wasn’t about to take
any chances. Removing another stake from inside her coat, she
clasped it at her side as she watched his every move.

“I’ve been hunting since I was eighteen, so
I guess I’ve killed around eighty vamps in five years,” Nathan
replied as he pulled back the heavy blinds covering the window in
the kitchen to reveal the metal fire escape. Nothing moved in the
alley below or on what he could see of the street, but he didn’t
think they’d lost the Savages. He set the blinds back into place
and moved on to the next window.

“I’m not sure what classifies as a serial
killer, but I’m pretty sure that might be a super-level murderer,”
Vicky said. “Like Ted Bundy is giving you a slow clap kudos from
Hell kind of killer.”

His eyes narrowed as he glanced at her over
his shoulder. “I kill to protect others.”

“And before Kadence met Ronan, you did it to
every vampire you came across, whether they were innocent or
not.”

He winced at the reminder, and his eyes fell
to the stake in her hand. He’d saved her tonight, yet he didn’t
blame her for being wary of him.

“We didn’t know better before then,” he
stated. “If we had, things would have been different. Now that we
know hunters can detect a Savage vamp by smell, we only hunt the
vampires who kill.”

“Good to know. What about the human
collaborators you also use to hunt with? You don’t exactly treat
them kindly.”

“What do you mean?”

“My sister-in-law, Paige, was a human who
worked with hunters on the west coast before she became a vampire.
The guy who trained her, Nabel, pretty much used her to lure in a
vampire and almost got her killed.”

“That’s unfortunate.”

“It was more than unfortunate!” Vicky
snapped, irritated by his blasé attitude.

“Hunters aren’t perfect, and neither are
vampires. My father put an end to the practice of using human
collaborators a couple of years ago before he died. At one time,
such partnerships were believed to be a big help. In the end, far
too many humans were killed to justify the continuation of the
practice.”

“Hmm,” she grunted.

“We’re not vicious; we only meant to keep
people and our kind safe from vampires. We made mistakes in doing
so, but we’ve also saved countless lives.”

He didn’t tell her that he lay awake at
night, rehashing his numerous kills and trying to figure out if
some of them were innocent vampires caught in the crossfire. He
suspected a few were. No matter how many times he told himself he
hadn’t known how to tell the difference between Savages and other
vamps, or that there even was a difference between them, the
guilt still ate at him.

“Are you going to attack me, Victoria?” he
inquired.

“Are you going to attack me, Nathan?” she
retorted.

“No.”



CHAPTER 3


He turned his back on her and walked over to
another window in the kitchen. Her eyes ran over the bare Formica
countertops, the cracked and chipped blue tiling, and the white
cabinets sagging on their rusting hinges. There was no table or
chairs.

To her right, a small hallway ran to the
open door of a bedroom. When she stepped back, she saw an air
mattress with a blanket tossed over it inside the room.

Keeping one eye on Nathan, she crept across
the weapons room to examine the newspapers. There had to be
hundreds of articles pinned to the wall. A yellow highlighter
emphasized some sections of the papers; others had words,
locations, or dates circled in them.

The more she examined the circled words and
highlighted sections, the more words—like brutal, neck wound,
savage, blood loss, violent animal attack, police have no
clues—jumped out at her. Many of the locations centered in Boston,
but a fair amount were in surrounding towns. Some were in New
Hampshire and a couple from Connecticut.

On the map, countless thumbtacks were placed
in the same locations as some of the articles. Vicky suspected a
few more tacks had come from somewhere else, most likely fights
Nathan had with Savages recently. A cluster of red pins were stuck
into some woods in Plymouth.

“Is this the location of the warehouse where
Joseph was keeping his recruits?” she asked and pointed at the
cluster.

Nathan settled a blind back into place
before looking at her. “Yes.”

“All of this is because you’re tracking
Joseph.”

It hadn’t been a question, but he answered
anyway. “Yes.”

Vicky glanced around the apartment again. An
apartment with the weaponry to go to war, but she suspected this
was a one-man war.

“Are you going after him on your own?” she
asked, ignoring the twinge of anxiety the possibility gave her.

“I plan to do whatever’s necessary to take
him down.”

“But you’re the leader of the hunters. You
have numerous men who follow you; why aren’t they helping you with
this?”

He didn’t respond as he walked by her to the
hallway. She stepped back to watch him turn a light on before
disappearing into a small bathroom.

When he reemerged, her breath caught and her
heartbeat doubled. He’d washed his face and pushed his dampened
black hair back from his forehead in a way that emphasized the
planes of his handsome features and the black stubble lining his
narrow jaw. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from him as he stalked
toward her with a fluid, predatory grace.

“My men are helping me with other things,”
he said after another minute passed.

“You’re working with Ronan to hunt
Joseph.”

“I am.”

“Does he know about this?” she asked with a
wave of her hand to the map and weapons.

“No, and I’d prefer it if you didn’t tell
him. This is my project.”

“You want Joseph for yourself,” she guessed
and knew she was right when a muscle in his jaw twitched. “That’s a
suicide mission.”

“No, it’s not,” he said brusquely and
stopped beside the kitchen counter.

He rested his hand on the green Formica and
set his stake down as he tilted his head to study her. Of average
height, she was slender, but the way she stood pushed her jacket
back to reveal her rounded hips, and the black, formfitting sweater
emphasizing her full breasts.

Her skin was a sun-kissed golden color that
made his mouth water as he envisioned running his hands over every
inch of her curves. While he’d held it, he’d noticed her hand was
silken, and he imagined the rest of her body was much the same.

When her inherent, sweet jasmine scent
tickled his nostrils, his fingers curled on the counter as he
struggled to suppress his growing lust for this woman. No, not just
a woman, a vampire, and a pureblooded one with a lot of
power.

He never would have considered it
possible to experience desire for a member of the vampire species,
yet as he watched her stroll back toward the newspaper clippings,
he found his gaze dipping to her firm ass. He shifted his stance to
hide his growing erection from her when she glanced over at
him.

The sharpening of Nathan’s cypress scent
drew Vicky’s attention back to him. She stopped breathing when she
discovered him watching her with the ravenous stare of a man who
craved a woman’s body. Red warning bells screamed in her head as
her body quickened in response to his need.

She felt a pull to him, but she’d never
expected to have him desire her too, not with what she was. Disgust
was what she expected from him, not want.

However, there was no denying what was on
his mind as his gaze lifted to her breasts. When he shifted his
stance, her eyes fell to the noticeable bulge in his jeans, and the
sight of his arousal caused her nipples to harden.

Banging this guy is a bad idea! Don’t be
stupid! she reminded herself.

Vicky focused on the newspaper clippings and
map again. After what happened with Duke, she’d steered clear of
men, but she couldn’t read anything as every part of her remained
hyperaware of him.

Am I lusting after a vampire? Nathan
wondered. Yes, he was, and he couldn’t stop himself from imagining
stripping her clothes away and licking every inch of her. Would her
skin be golden all over? He suspected the answer was yes, and he
was dying to know for sure.

It had been months since he’d been with a
woman, but even with his drought, he’d never desired one the way he
did her. He’d never jumped from one bed to another, but he’d never
had a relationship with someone either, and he often only saw a
woman a few times before moving on. There was no point in staying
any longer with those women when it could never go anywhere; the
elders would pick his future bride for him.

He’d still had sex on a somewhat regular
basis, yet he couldn’t recall the last time he did.

He ran a hand through his hair as he
remembered it had been at least six months—before he first
encountered Vicky. He’d had opportunities to be with other women
since then, but he turned them down. Now he realized it was because
she was the one he wanted and none of them would have
satisfied him.

“Were you hunting Joseph tonight? Is that
why you were on the street?” she asked, her voice hoarser than
normal.

Her question pulled his attention away from
the perusal of her lush body. “I was. I figured the concert might
be a draw for vampires, and possibly Joseph. Then, I saw you.”

Uneasiness swept through her. “You saw
me?”

“Yes. When you emerged from the Garden, I
spotted you in the crowd. Curious as to what you were up to, I
followed you.”

“I….” Her voice trailed off as she didn’t
know what to say. She’d been so focused on hunting Duke, she never
noticed she’d become the hunted. She’d been an idiot; she
wasn’t prepared to face Duke. Her family, Ronan, and the others had
all been right about that, though she’d never admit it to them. “I
screwed up.”

“It happens to the best of us,” Nathan said.
“Sometimes we’re lucky enough to have an ally to help us when it
happens, and sometimes we’re not.”

“And are you my ally?”

“I thought so.”

“Yeah,” she muttered. “What do you plan to
do if you find Joseph on your own?”

“The same thing you plan to do with Duke, I
assume. It seems you were hunting him, on your own. Where’s your
sister and her mate?”

“They’ve gone home to visit my family.”

“What about your brother, Aiden? Isn’t he
training with Ronan to become a Defender?”

“He’s taking a break to spend some time with
his newfound mate, Maggie. He also returned home for a bit.”

“So, while they’re away, you took the
opportunity to go after Duke. I doubt Ronan approved of this.”

“I’m not one of his trainees, and I’m not a
Defender; he doesn’t have any say about my life.”

“He lets you travel freely back and forth
from his home?” Nathan didn’t think that was likely. He’d been to
Ronan’s mansion, but the blindfold he wore to get there ensured he
didn’t know where it was.

“No. I’m not sure where he lives. Saxon
blindfolded me and brought me into the city yesterday. I’m supposed
to call him when I’m ready to return.”

“They let you go off on your own in the
city?”

“You’re not going to believe this, but I can
cross the street without holding my mom’s hand too,” she retorted.
“I’m quite capable of taking care of myself.”

“I saw that tonight.”

A ring of fire raced around her emerald
eyes. Nathan’s breath sucked in at this evidence of her vampirism
and the brief loss of control over her emotions. He’d assumed such
a sight would dim his lust for her. Instead, he nearly groaned as
he imagined seeing her out of control in his bed.

She was the exact opposite of what he’d been
raised to want from a woman, but damn, he wanted her.

“I know you hunters think all women are weak
little things you have to keep locked away, but I assure you, I
could kick your ass if it became necessary,” Vicky said through her
teeth.

He quirked an eyebrow at her proud
declaration while she gazed at him with her round chin raised in
haughty disdain. “Or maybe I’ll take you down,” he murmured.

Those words sounded more like a promise than
a threat, which made them far more unsettling to her. Before she
could reply, she caught a whiff of garbage and metal squeaked
outside the window.



CHAPTER 4


Nathan set his stake down and stalked over
to the wall to retrieve an ax from the pile of weapons. The honed
edge of the blade gleamed in the light when he hefted it against
his shoulder.

Vicky slid her stake back into her pocket
and lifted the crossbow from her side. Removing a bolt from inside
her coat, she loaded the weapon.

The garbage stench increased when Nathan
stopped before the window. Lowering the ax from his shoulder, he
used the tip of it to push the blind aside. Blood red eyes clashed
with his through the pane of glass. Whereas Vicky’s red eyes
charmed him, these made his lips pull back in a sneer, and he
twisted the ax on his shoulder.

The Savage scampered out of view, but metal
clinked and clattered as more of them jumped onto the escape.

“They’ve started hunting in packs,” she
murmured, the realization opening a pit of dread in her stomach.
“Probably Joseph’s doing.”

“Yes,” Nathan agreed.

“Duke knew I was in the Garden tonight. He
called his friends. He lured me in.” The realization pissed her
off. She’d walked right into his trap.

“Who is this Duke to you?” he
inquired.

“What does it matter?”

“Because he and his cohorts seem extremely
eager to get at you. Give me the crossbow.” He held his palm out to
her.

Vicky glared at him, but she gave him the
weapon and took the ax when he handed it over to her.

“So?” he prodded when she didn’t answer.

“Ex-boyfriend,” she replied.

It wasn’t the answer he’d anticipated, but
then he didn’t know what he expected from her. His future wife
would be a virgin, but many of his past bedmates were more
experienced than him. Of course, Vicky would have a history, but
the idea of her with another man caused jealousy to burn through
him.

“So you’re trying to kill him because he
dumped you, or cheated on you, or something?” he asked, unable to
keep the ire from his voice.

“Yes, that’s exactly why!” she retorted.
“I’m such a spiteful bitch that I plan to kill my ex, who has
become a Savage since we parted ways, simply because he cheated on
and dumped me.”

Nathan noted the way she hefted the ax as if
she were contemplating braining him with it. “So, he wasn’t
a Savage while you were dating?”

“I’m not in the habit of boning guys who
smell like landfills. It’s a turnoff, you know?”

Nathan resisted driving his fist through the
wall as her words conjured a picture of her with another man. He
almost told her she shouldn’t speak like that, but she might smash
him with the ax if he did, and he had to admit, as much as her
words provoked jealousy, he enjoyed her candor. He didn’t get that
from the women in the stronghold, and he hadn’t been with his
sexual partners long enough to know them better.

His first time had been with a widowed
hunter. Despite the woman’s willingness to have sex outside the
bonds of marriage, and with a blundering nineteen-year-old, she was
still reserved and respectful in her speech.

Vicky’s gaze flickered to the window as
something on the escape clattered. She didn’t want to show any fear
of Duke or those bastards out there, but knowing they were there,
stalking her, brought forth memories of her time in the
warehouse.

The warmth of the apartment vanished as her
skin chilled like she was locked in a tomb with thousands of
spiders. Breathing became laborious when the pressure in her chest
grew to the point where she felt she was being buried alive. She
tugged at the collar of her sweater as she struggled to remain
focused on the now while one of the Savages tapped their finger on
the window.

Tick. Tick. Tick. Tick.
Squeeeee.

Vicky’s nerves frayed further when the
finger stopped ticking to slide down the glass in one protracted
swipe.

She was prepared to fight a Savage. She
wasn’t as trained as Ronan’s Defenders or some of the other
Defender trainees, but she was far more prepared than last October
when the vampires Duke sold her to took her away. Physically, she
was better prepared, but she wasn’t as emotionally ready as she’d
believed.

She hadn’t loved Duke, far from. She’d liked
him; they had fun together. The sex, though okay, was better than
she’d experienced with anyone else. She always knew their
relationship would end and been fine with it. But his betrayal had
struck deep, and seeing him again was bringing that back as well as
the memories of her captivity.

“What did he do to you?” Nathan bit out. The
devastated look on her face pushed him toward a murderous rage.

“There are no words for what he did to me,”
she murmured, and her eyelid twitched when the ticking started
again. “Duke wasn’t a Savage when we were together. At least not in
the way he is now, but he was definitely savage.”

“Did he hurt you?” Nathan demanded.

Vicky’s annoyance with him eased when she
saw the concern on his face. “He didn’t beat me, if that’s what
you’re thinking. Even before I started training with Ronan’s men,
Duke wasn’t strong enough to beat me, and he didn’t break my heart
or cheat on me.”

Despite her words, the sorrow in her eyes
and the tremor in her hands caused Nathan’s fury to simmer toward a
boiling point. He pulled the blind back again to reveal the Savage
outside the pane. It wasn’t the same one as before.

The monster leered at him as it tapped the
window. Knowing the Savage would most likely move before he could
kill it, Nathan lifted his crossbow and fired. The Savage darted to
the side as the impact of the bolt left a perfect hole in the
center of the window.

Then, the pane wobbled before collapsing.
Shards crunched under Nathan’s feet when he stepped closer to the
window.

From its hiding spot next to the brick wall,
the Savage laughed as it reappeared in front of the window. “You
missed,” it taunted.

“I meant to.” Nathan’s hand shot out, and he
seized the creature by the throat. “Come on in,” he said as he
dragged it through the window and threw it on the floor.

The Savage lay like a turtle on its back for
a second, too dazed to react to the sudden change of events. Nathan
lifted the stake he’d set on the counter earlier as the Savage
threw out his feet. The vampire shoved upright in one smooth
motion. As the monster regained its feet, Nathan stabbed the stake
into its heart.

“I didn’t miss that time,” Nathan told him
with a wink.

The vampire’s mouth parted in an O of
horror. Its hand swung out, but Nathan leaned back to dodge the
blow. Nathan smiled, placed his foot on the monster’s stomach, and
shoved it back to tear the stake free. The Savage hit the ground,
its feet kicking against the carpet for a minute before stilling.
Then, its arms flopped out, and its head lulled to the side.

Vicky lifted her gaze from the dead Savage
to Nathan, then to the window before returning to Nathan. He wiped
the bloody stake casually on his jeans before setting it on the
counter again.

“Impressive,” she murmured, not sure if she
meant the kill or him. She’d never seen anything quite like
it, and despite her unease over this situation, she couldn’t deny
it had been sexy as hell.

She was in so much shit with this
hunter.

Another Savage materialized in the window.
It gazed into the apartment before spotting the body of its friend
and recoiling. Turning, it gripped the railing of the fire escape
and swung over the side to land silently below.

Nathan stepped closer to the window as the
rest of the Savages fled the fire escape. On the street, the group
of Savages loped around the side of the building. They could enter
through the front door, but he suspected they would come in through
the basement if they discovered the side door in the alley on the
opposite side of the building. Entering through the basement would
keep them hidden for longer and give them more time to flush him
and Vicky from this apartment.

“They’ll come in through the basement,”
Nathan said.

“They’ll make noise, and someone will call
the police.”

Nathan stepped away from the window and
strode over to the stockpile of weapons to search through them.
“This isn’t the type of place where the occupants invite the police
to stop by. That’s why I picked it.”

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Going after the Savages before they come
after us. They’re not making it out of this building alive.”

He reloaded the crossbow, stocked up on more
stakes, and lifted an assault rifle. “It’s difficult to hit the
heart with the wooden bullets in this thing,” he told her, “but it
will slow them down and might take some of them out.”

Vicky stepped away from the weapon and eyed
it like it would come to life and kill her.

“What if the bullets go astray and kill
someone else?” she inquired.

“I’ll be careful.”

“You don’t think gunfire will make someone
call the cops?”

“Probably not, but if it does, we’ll be
gone, or dead, before the police arrive.”

The nonchalant way he said it reminded her
of the way she felt about life now, almost half deadened or perhaps
just tired of it all. She was too young to feel that way,
especially with an eternity looming before her, but she couldn’t
deny the emotion festering within her since her captivity.

“Besides, worse comes to worst, you can
always change the memories of the witnesses,” he continued.

“True.”

Vicky set the ax down to lift another
crossbow and more stakes before she hefted a small hatchet into her
hand. Testing the weight of it, she deemed it suitable for throwing
if necessary. Nathan opened the door and checked out the hall
before stepping outside.

Vicky followed him as he stalked down the
hall to the stairs. From behind the closed doors, more humans made
noise as they went about their night, utterly unaware that death
lurked outside their homes. She briefly envied them their oblivion
as Nathan stopped at the entrance to the stairwell.

Taking a deep breath, she strove to control
the adrenaline rushing through her as Nathan entered the stairwell.
She was so close to possibly ending this with Duke, but concern
over Nathan’s safety almost made her grab him and run back to his
apartment with him. However, they wouldn’t be safe in this building
for much longer. She stayed close to Nathan while they descended to
the first floor without encountering any Savages.

Nathan crept to the end of the hall and
stopped outside the metal door leading to the basement. Sniffing
the air, he detected Vicky’s sweet scent mingling with the
disgusting human aromas. When he glanced back at Vicky, her eyes
were wide, but she looked resolved for battle.

He hesitated, not wanting to put her in this
situation. He didn’t have much choice though; there were many he
could call, but he doubted any of them would arrive before the
Savages set fire to this place, flooded it with carbon monoxide, or
came up with some other way to force the two of them outside.

“You ready?” he asked.

“Yes.”

Slinging the rifle over his shoulder, he
gripped the knob and twisted it slowly to keep it from making any
noise. When he first established a base here, he made sure to
explore as much of it as he could. He’d memorized the layout of the
basement.

He pulled the door open and stepped to the
side in case one of the Savages rushed out at him. When none of
them ran into the hallway, he poked his head around the doorway to
take in the wooden steps leading into the bowels of the old
basement. Either someone had forgotten to turn off the light at the
bottom of the stairwell, or the Savages were already below and
turned it on when they entered through the other door.

Vicky almost drew Nathan back to tell him
she should go first, she was immortal after all, but he had more
experience in these situations than she did. Her immortality didn’t
guarantee her life, and she sensed a lot of power in this
hunter.

Still, it took all she had not to stop him
from descending ahead of her. He stayed on the edge of the steps,
keeping his back to the wall, and she did the same. If the Savages
were already in the basement, they could have heard the door
opening, but if they weren’t, then the two of them might get the
drop on the creatures.

Stopping at the bottom of the stairs, Nathan
listened for anything approaching. He could see a piece of the
concrete basement floor that had accumulated a thick layer of grime
over the years. The acrid stench of the oil furnace mingled with
the potent aroma of mildew and mold. All those smells should keep
Vicky’s scent dulled down at least enough that Duke couldn’t
pinpoint her location in the building.

From across the room, a door creaked, and a
subtle step hit the dirt. Nathan counted ten beats of his heart
before another footstep sounded, then another, as more Savages
crept cautiously into the room.

He hadn’t expected their caution; he’d
expected them to be emboldened by their numbers, but he and Vicky
already killed three of them. The Savages probably expected to win,
but none of them wanted to die to achieve that victory.



CHAPTER 5


Vicky touched his arm, drawing his attention
to her. His skin heated beneath her fingers as little currents of
power ran from her to him and back again.

“Duke is mine,” she mouthed to
him.

“If it’s possible,” he agreed.

She hesitated before reluctantly removing
her hand from his arm. The break in contact opened an acute sense
of loss within her. What happens if he gets killed tonight
because of me?

Vicky recoiled at the thought and shut it
down. She’d never get through this if she focused on the
what-ifs.

The Savages were halfway into the basement
now, and it sounded as if all of them had entered. Nathan counted
his breaths as he waited for them to get closer before he started
shooting.

Then, one of them turned the corner, and
Nathan opened fire.

Unprepared for Nathan to be there, or for a
gun, the Savage didn’t get out of the way, and the first bullet
struck him in the heart. As the Savage fell back, Nathan continued
shooting, taking out at least three more of them. Squeals filled
the air as he wounded three more before the gun emptied and he
tossed it aside.

Stepping out from behind him, Vicky hefted
the hatchet, took aim, and let it fly. It struck the one charging
at Nathan in the center of his forehead. The Savage screeched, its
hands flying to its head as blood streaked down its face.

Vicky covered the four feet separating them
in less than a second, sank her stake into the Savage’s heart, and
tore the hatchet free before he crumpled to the ground. The
remaining six Savages exchanged wary glances as they grouped
closer.
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