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For my readers


Come along with me. The adventure continues . . .
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JOURNAL ENTRIES


From the private history archives of the Order Washington, D.C., headquarters
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December 26   


The year no longer matters; neither does the date. After what’s happening right now around the world, my guess is history will soon be explained simply in terms of Before and After. Before mankind realized vampires were real, and after. After a power-crazed vampire named Dragos freed scores of the most deadly members of the Breed—savage, blood-addicted Rogues—turning the incarcerated monsters loose on an unsuspecting, and obviously unprepared, human public. Even as I write this, I can hardly believe what I’m seeing.


The carnage is unspeakable. The terror unprecedented. It’s hard to look away from the terrible news broadcasts and Internet video pouring into the Order’s temporary compound in Maine. Every report brings footage of screaming men, women, and children, hysterical crowds stampeding on darkened streets, none of them fast enough to elude the predators in pursuit. Cities glowing bright with flames, vehicles abandoned and smoking in the ruins, gunfire and misery filling the air. Everywhere, there is bloodshed and slaughter.


Lucan and the rest of the warriors of the Order have mobilized for Boston to combat the violence, but they are barely a dozen Breed soldiers against hundreds of Rogues flooding into major cities all over the globe. By the time dawn rises to send the Rogues back into the shadows, the cost in innocent lives could number easily in the thousands. And the damage left in the wake of all this blood-soaked chaos—the mistrust between the humans and the Breed—may never be repaired.


Centuries of secrecy and careful peace, undone in a single night . . .


Day 345, A.F.D.


It’s been almost a year since First Dawn. That’s what everyone calls it now—the morning after the Rogue attacks that changed the world forever. First Dawn. What a hopeful, innocuous term for such a horrific moment in time. But the need for hope is understandable. It’s critical, especially when the wounds from that awful night and the uncertain day that followed are still so fresh.


No one knows the need for hope better than the Order. The warriors have been fighting for twelve hard months to win back some sense of calm, some semblance of peace. Dragos is no more. The Rogues he used as his personal weapons of mass destruction have all been destroyed. The months of carnage and terror have ended. But too much hatred and suspicion still festers on both sides. It’s a volatile time, and even the slightest spark of violence could explode into catastrophe.


In two weeks, Lucan is scheduled to speak on behalf of the Breed before all the nations of the world. Publicly, he will call for peace. Privately, he’s warned all of us in the Order that he dreads man and Breed may instead find themselves swept into war . . .



August 4, 10 A.F.D.



Sometimes it feels as if there’s been a hundred years of spilled blood and lives during the decade that’s passed since First Dawn. The wars continue. Violence escalates around the world. Anarchy reigns in many major cities, spawning criminal activity from bands of rebels and other militants in addition to the relentless killing on both sides of the conflict.


Every day, the Order’s headquarters in D.C. receives sobering reports from the leaders of its district command centers now situated around the world. The war grows worse. Blame for the bloodshed is slung from both directions, deepening the unrest and adding fuel to an already raging fire. Our hope for peace between man and Breed has never seemed further out of reach.


And if this is the state of things ten years into this conflict, I am afraid to guess at what that could mean for the future . . .
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HUMANS.


The night was thick with them.


They choked the dark sidewalks and intersections of Boston’s old North End, overflowed from the open doorways of dance clubs, sim-lounges, and cocktail bars. Strolling, loitering, conversing, they filled the near-midnight streets with too many voices, too many bodies shuffling and sweating in the unseasonable heat of the early June evening.


And damned too little space to avoid the anxious sidelong looks—those countless quick, darting glances from people pretending they hadn’t noticed, and weren’t the least bit terrified, of the four members of the Order who now strode through the middle of the city’s former restricted sector.


Mira, the lone female of the squad of off-duty warriors, scanned the crowd of Homo sapiens civilians with a hard eye. Too bad she and her companions were wearing street clothes and discreetly concealed weapons. She’d have preferred combat gear and an arsenal of heavy firearms. Give the good citizens of Boston a real excuse to stare in mortal terror.


“Twenty years we’ve been outed to mankind, and most of them still gape at us like we’ve come to collect their carotids,” said one of the three Breed males walking alongside her.


Mira shot him a wry look. “Feeding curfew goes into effect at midnight, so don’t expect to see the welcome wagon down here. Besides, fear is a good thing, Bal. Especially when it comes to dealing with their kind.”


Balthazar, a giant wall of olive-skinned thick muscle and ruthless strength, met her gaze with a grim understanding in his hawkish golden eyes. The dark-haired vampire had been with the Order for a long time, coming on board nearly two decades ago, during the dark, early years following First Dawn, the day the humans learned they were not, in fact, the ultimate predator on the planet.


They hadn’t accepted that truth easily. Nor peacefully.


Many lives were lost on both sides in the time that followed. Many long years of death and bloodshed, grief and mistrust. Even now, the truce between the humans and the Breed was tentative. While the governing heads of both global nations—man and vampire—attempted to broker lasting peace for the good of all, private hatreds and suspicions still festered in each camp. The war between mankind and Breed still waged on, but it had gone underground, undeclared and unsanctioned but nonetheless lethal.


A cold ache filled Mira’s chest at the thought of all the pain and suffering she’d witnessed in the years between her childhood under the protection of the Order, through the rigorous training and combat experience that had shaped her into the warrior she was now. She tried to sweep the ache aside, put it behind her, but it was hard to do. Tonight of all nights, it was next to impossible to shut out the hurt.


And the part of this war that was personal, as intimate as anything in her life could be, now gave her voice a raw, biting edge. “Let the humans be afraid. Maybe if they worry more about losing their throats, they’ll be less inclined to tolerate the radicals among them who would like to see all of the Breed reduced to ashes.”


From behind her, another of her teammates gave a low purr of a chuckle. “You ever consider a career in public relations, Captain?” She threw a one-fingered salute over her shoulder and kept walking, her long blond braid thumping like a tail against her leather-clad backside. Webb’s laugh deepened. “Right. Didn’t think so.”


If anyone was suited for diplomatic assignment, it was Julian Webb. Adonis handsome, affable, polished, and utterly devastating when he turned on the charm. That Webb was a product of a cultured upbringing among the Breed’s privileged elite went without saying. Not that he ever had. His background—along with his reasons for joining the Order—was a secret he’d shared only with Lucan Thorne, and the Order’s founding elder wasn’t telling.


There were times Mira wondered if that’s why Lucan had personally assigned Webb to her team last year—to keep a close eye on her for him and the Council and to ensure the Order’s mission objectives were being met without any . . . issues. Since her humiliating censure for insubordination by the Council eighteen months ago, it wouldn’t surprise Mira to learn that Lucan had entrusted Webb to smooth out any potential rough patches in her leadership of the unit. But she hadn’t worked her ass off, trained to the brink of killing herself to earn her place with the Order, only to throw it away.


It was highly unusual—all but unheard of, in fact—for a female to come through the ranks with the Order and be awarded a place as captain of a warrior team. Her pride swelled to think on that, even now. She’d lived to prove herself capable, worthy. She’d pushed herself ruthlessly to earn the respect of the Order’s elders and the other warriors she’d trained with—respect she’d eventually won through blood, sweat, and stubborn determination.


Mira wasn’t Breed. She didn’t have their preternatural speed or strength. She didn’t have their immortality either, something she, as a Breedmate—the female offspring of a Homo sapiens mother and a father of as yet undetermined genetic origins—could obtain only through the mated exchange of a blood bond with one of the Breed. Without that bond being activated, Mira and those other rare females born Breedmates would age, and ultimately die, the same as mortals.


At twenty-nine and unmated, she was already beginning to feel the physical and mental fallout of her taxing career choice. The wound she’d been carrying in her heart for these past eight years probably didn’t help either. And her “conduct unbecoming” reprimand a year and a half ago was likely more than enough excuse for Lucan to want to reassign her to desk duty. But he hadn’t yet, and she’d be damned if she gave him further cause to consider it.


“Storm’s coming,” murmured the third member of her team from beside her. Torin wasn’t talking about the weather, Mira knew. Like a lion taking stock of new surroundings, the big vampire tipped his burnished blond head up toward the cloudless night sky and drew in a deep breath. A pair of braids woven with tiny glass seed beads framed razor-sharp cheekbones and finely chiseled features, an unconventional, exotic look for someone as expertly lethal as Torin, one that hinted at his sojourner past. The glittering plaits swayed against the rest of his thick, shoulder-length mane as he exhaled and swiveled his intense gaze toward Mira. “Bad night to be down here. Something dark in the air.”


She felt it too, even without Torin’s unique ability to detect and interpret shifts in energy forces around him.


The storm he sensed was living inside her.


It had a name: Kellan.


The syllables of his name rolled through her mind like thunder. Still raw, even after all this time. Since his death, the storm of emotion left in his wake grew more turbulent inside Mira, particularly around this time of the year. Whether in grief or denial, she clung to Kellan’s memory with a furious hold. Unhealthy to be sure, but hope could be a cruel, tenacious thing.


There was still a part of her that prayed it was all a bad dream. Eventually she’d wake from it. One day, she’d look up and see the young Breed male swaggering in from a mission, whole and healthy. One day, she’d hear his deep voice at her ear, a wicked challenge while they sparred in the training room, a rough growl of barely restrained need when their bouts of mock combat sent them down together in a tangle of limbs on the mats.


She’d feel the formidable strength of his warrior’s body again, big and solid and unbreakable. She’d gaze into his broody hazel eyes, touch the crown of tousled waves that gleamed as copper brown as an old penny and felt as soft as silk in her fingers. She’d smell the leather-and-spice scent of him, feel the kick of his pulse, see the sparks of amber heat fill his irises and the sharp white glint of his emerging fangs, when the desire he held in check so rigidly betrayed itself to her despite his best efforts to contain it.


One day, she would open her eyes and find Kellan Archer sleeping naked beside her again in her bed, as he had been the night he was killed in combat by human rebels.


Hope, she thought caustically. Such a heartless bitch.


Angry at herself for the weakness of her thoughts, she picked up the pace and glanced at the intersection ahead, where half a dozen human couples had stumbled out of a trendy hotel bar and now stood awaiting a traffic signal. Across the street from them, one of the city’s ubiquitous Faceboards took the liberty of scanning the group’s retinas before launching into an obnoxious ad, custom-tailored for the interests of its captive audience trapped at the crosswalk, waiting for the light to change.


Mira groaned when the digitally rendered 3D image of business tycoon Reginald Crowe, one of the wealthiest men on the planet, addressed the couples by name and proceeded to hawk discounted stays at his collection of luxury resorts. Crowe’s face was everywhere this year, in press releases and interview programs, on entertainment blogs and news sites . . . anywhere there was a webcam or a broadcast crew willing to hear him talk about his newly unveiled technology grant—the biggest science award of its kind. It probably irritated him to no end that neither that story nor the announcement that Crowe was helping to champion the upcoming Global Nations Council summit enjoyed the same depth of coverage as the ones concerning the billionaire’s recent divorce from Mrs. Crowe the sixth.


“Come on,” she said, stepping off the curb to avoid the wait at the light.


She led her team across the street, heading up the block toward Asylum, a local watering hole that in recent years had become an unofficial neutral ground for its mix of vampire and human clientele. Another squad from the Order was meeting them tonight. Mira hadn’t been much in the mood to socialize—least of all in this city, on this night—but the teams deserved to celebrate. They’d worked hard together for the past five months on a joint mission—black ops stuff, the kind of covert, specialized assignments that had become the Order’s stock-in-trade over the past two decades.


Thanks to the combined effort of Mira’s squad and the one she spotted at a back table as she entered Asylum, the GNC had one less international militant group to contend with. It was a victory that couldn’t have come at a better time: Just a week from now, government leaders, dignitaries, and VIPs from all over the world, representing Breed and humankind alike, were scheduled to gather in Washington, D.C., in a much-publicized show of peace and solidarity. All of the Order elders would be in attendance, including Mira’s adoptive parents, Nikolai and Renata.


Back home in Montreal, the mated pair were still waiting for her to confirm whether she’d be going with them too. Although neither had said anything, she knew their invitation was given in the hope that she might expand her social circle, maybe meet someone she might consider bonding with someday. It was also their well-meaning but none-too-subtle attempt to take her off the battlefield, even for a little while.


She must have been scowling when she arrived at the table with her team, because as she sat down, the captain of the other squad narrowed a concerned look on her.


“You all right?” Nathan’s voice was level and unreadable beneath the thump of music and the din of noise rising up from Asylum’s bar and dance floor. His greenish blue eyes were steady and unblinking beneath the military-short cut of his jet-black hair. “I wasn’t sure you’d be up for this.”


Not sure she’d be able to handle being back in Boston. Especially on the anniversary of Kellan’s death.


She caught his meaning, even though he didn’t specifically say the words. He knew her too well, had been one of her dearest friends for almost as long as Kellan had. Longer, now that Kellan had been gone eight years. Nathan had been there that night too. He’d been right next to Mira, holding her back from the flames and falling debris when the riverfront warehouse exploded into the dark sky. And he’d been standing at her infirmary bedside days later, when she woke up and learned there’d been no trace left of Kellan or the human rebel scum he’d pursued inside the booby-trapped building.


Mira cleared her throat, still tasting ash and smoke all these years later. “No, it’s fine. I’m good.” He didn’t believe her, not at all. She looked away from his probing stare and took in the rest of the warriors gathered around the table. “In case I didn’t say it already, nice work, all of you. We kicked some serious ass out there together.”


Torin and Webb nodded in agreement, while Bal shot a crooked grin at the three members of Nathan’s crew. “Captain’s right. Damn good working with you ladies. After all, every skilled surgeon needs someone to mop up the spilled blood and guts or hand him the right tool when he calls for it.”


“I got a tool for you right here,” quipped Elijah, Nathan’s second in command, a brown-haired Breed warrior with cowboy rugged looks, a quicksilver smile, and a slow Texas drawl. “And if you want to talk surgical precision, we’ve got you beat in spades. My man Jax over here? Poetry in motion. Two of those rebel bastards had the bad judgment to open fire on us, but Jax took them both out with a single toss of his hira-shuriken.” Eli made a low whistling sound as he drew his finger across his neck and that of Rafe, his teammate seated next to him. “Thing of fucking beauty, Jax.”


Jax gave a mild bow of his dark head at the praise. Half Asian and 100 percent lethal, the big, ebony-haired vampire was renowned for his deadly grace, and for his skill with the razor-edged throwing stars he handcrafted and carried with him wherever he went. Mira knew without checking that Jax likely had half a dozen of his hira-shuriken on his person now.


She carried her own pair of custom blades too, daggers she’d had since she first learned how to use one properly. They were always within her reach, even though it was illegal to discharge weapons of any kind in civilian sectors of the city. Only uniformed officials with the Joint Urban Security Taskforce Initiative Squad, a government-directed police detail comprised of hand-picked Breed and human officers, were licensed to carry unconcealed arms or use deadly force in nonmilitary situations.


Reflecting back on the success of their completed mission, Mira nodded to Nathan’s other squad member, blond, blue-eyed Xander Raphael. “Good job providing the cover we needed to breach the rebel’s compound,” she told him. “You’ve got serious skills, kid.”


“Thanks.” Though hardly a child, Mira had known Rafe since he was an infant. Of the group seated around the table now, he was the newest recruit, fresh out of training ten months ago. Mira was almost a decade older than he, but the young Breed warrior was capable and wise well beyond his years. He was also the son of an Order elder, Dante, and his mate, Tess. Like all Breed offspring, Rafe had been gifted with his mother’s unique extrasensory talent. Tess’s ability to heal with her touch was a conflict for her son, who had also been born with his father’s innate courage and virtually unmatched fighting skills.


Rafe’s other gift from his mother was his fair hair and eye color. On Tess, the honeyed waves and aquamarine gaze was stunning, infinitely feminine. On Rafe, six foot six and wrapped in lean, hard muscle, the combination turned every female head in his vicinity.


One such female, a twenty-something brunette who’d been watching their table from the bar with a gaggle of her friends, was doing everything she could to catch Rafe’s eye. He’d noticed. And there was no doubt he knew what the pretty girl would be offering him too; Mira saw that spark of male arrogance lift the corner of the warrior’s mouth in the moment before he and a few other males at the table swiveled their heads to greet her.


“Hey,” the young woman said, eyes on Rafe for the longest. She’d made her choice, no question.


“Hey, yourself,” Eli answered for the rest of the table. “What’s your name, beautiful?”


“I’m Britney.” A smiling glance at him and the other males, then back to stay on Rafe. “My friends have been daring me to come over here and talk to you.”


Rafe smiled. “That right?” His voice was smooth and unrushed, that of a male totally at home with his effect on the opposite sex. Or another species, in this case.


“I told them I wasn’t afraid,” Rafe’s admirer went on. “I told them I was curious what it was like—” She gave a quick toss of her head, flustered but flirtatious. “I mean, I was curious what you were like . . .”


Fang-girls, Mira thought with an amused roll of her eyes. Despite the ongoing civil unrest between human and Breed, there was never a shortage of women—and a large number of men—looking to donate their fresh red cells in exchange for the sensual high of a vampire’s bite.


Balthazar chuckled. “Very brave of you to come over all by yourself, Whitney.”


“It’s Britney.” She giggled, nervous but determined. “Anyway, they said I should do this, so . . . here I am.” Licking her lips as she inched closer to Rafe, she pushed her long brown hair back over her shoulder. The adjustment bared the delicate white column of her neck, and Mira felt the air go sharp with the instinctual reactions of more than one Breed male at the table.


“No reason for your friends to be shy.” Torin’s voice was a smoky, dark invitation that made even Mira’s dormant senses prickle with awareness. He drew in a breath through parted lips that didn’t quite hide the pearly white points of his fangs. “Call them over and let’s see if they’re as daring as you are, Britney.”


When the girl excitedly motioned for the others to join her, Mira got up from the table. Fresh off a mission and deserving some kind of reward, the warriors had a right to accept the indecent proposal being extended to them here. But that didn’t mean she wanted to watch.


“Feeding time ends at midnight, boys. That’s ten minutes from now, in case any of you were worried about breaking curfew laws.”


Nathan stood now too, the only one of the vampires seemingly unfazed by the approach of several warm, pretty females willing to play blood Hosts to them tonight. “What are you doing?”


“Getting out of the way. I’ll be back in a few.”


He frowned. “I should go with you—”


“No, stay.” She held up a hand, gestured with a nod toward the arriving women. “God knows these fools can’t be trusted without adult supervision.”


The taunt got the anticipated rise out of Eli, Bal, and the others, but Nathan’s gaze remained solemn. When his broad mouth went flat in disapproval, she reached out and cupped his jaw in her palm. She felt him tense at the contact and suddenly wished she could take back the tender gesture. Nathan may have spent more than half of his thirty-three years of life with the Order, but the scars of his dark childhood might never be buried. Touch and tenderness always put the former assassin on edge, made him twitch like no amount of bloodshed and battle ever did.


“Have some fun, Nathan. You earned it too, you know.” Mira started walking away from the table. “Ten minutes,” she called over her shoulder. “Somebody be nice and have a drink waiting for me when I get back.”


She was fine until she reached the exit. Then the weight she’d been holding off all night settled on her chest and brought hot tears like needles in the backs of her eyes.


“Shit. Kellan . . .” She let his name escape her lips on a rasped breath as she leaned against the brick exterior wall several yards away from Asylum’s crowded entrance. God, she hated how much it hurt to think of him. Hated that she hadn’t been able to find her way free of the hold his memory still had on her. No, his death had killed something in her too. It had broken her somewhere deep inside, in a place no one but he had reached, before or since.


Mira hung her head, not bothering to sweep aside the loose blond tendrils that had escaped her braid and now swung into her face like a veil. She cursed under her breath, struggled to pull herself together. Her fingers were trembling as she wiped the moisture from her cheeks. She blew out a frustrated sigh. “Damn it. Get a grip, warrior.”


The angry self-rebuke worked well enough for her to lift her head and square her shoulders. But it was the high-pitched, human chortle from within the nearby throng that really snapped her out of her sulk. Mira would know that barnyard hoot anywhere. Just the sound of it made her veins go hot with contempt.


She spied the young man’s head—his ridiculous red mohawk—bobbing along in a group of petty thieves and troublemakers now walking past the crowd that waited to get into Asylum. That upright comb of bright scarlet hair, along with his distinctive laugh, had helped earn the delinquent his street name of Rooster.


Son of a bitch.


She hadn’t seen the bastard in years. Her blood boiled to spot him now. A known rebel sympathizer, strutting around with his repeat-offender friends when he should be rotting in a prison somewhere. Better yet, dead from choking on the business end of her blades.


When the top of his red mohawk turned the corner up the block with his four pals, Mira hissed a curse. Not her concern what Rooster was up to. Not her damn jurisdiction, even if it turned out he was up to his usual no good.


Still . . .


Impulse propelled her into motion, even against her better judgment. Rooster was an occasional supplier to human militant groups and rebel factions. And that occasional alliance made him Mira’s permanent enemy. She fell in behind him and his friends at a covert distance, her lug-soled boots silent as they devoured the pavement in stealth pursuit.


The men shuffled up the block and entered an alleyway door of another place, one that had long ago been a popular dance club in the North End. The former neo-Gothic church was far from holy now, and far less reputable than it had been even a decade ago. Graffiti and old shelling scars from the wars all but obscured the fading “La Notte” sign painted on the side of the old redbrick building. No longer pulsing with silky trance and synth music, the current proprietor favored hardcore industrial bands with screaming vocals in the street-level club.


All the better to drown out the raucous shouting and blood-thirsty cheers of the customers taking part in the establishment’s underground arena.


It was to that part of the club that Rooster and his pals now descended. Mira followed. The stench of smoke and spilled liquor hung like fog in the air. The crowd was thick at the bottom of the steep stairwell, thicker still in the space between the entrance and the large, caged-in, steel-reinforced fighting arena at the center of the room.


Inside the cage, two huge Breed males circled each other in bloody combat. Outside, gathered around the perimeter and standing a dozen rows deep, the crowd of human spectators cheered and hollered, bets placed on their favorite. This match had been going on for some time, based on the amount of blood in the ring and the fevered pitch of the crowd outside of it. Mira had seen the outlawed games before and hardly flinched at the sight of the two powerful vampires wearing only gladiator-style leather shorts and U-shape steel torcs around their necks. Titanium spikes rode the knuckles of their fingerless leather gloves, making each blow a savage shredding of flesh and muscle.


Rooster and his friends paused to watch one of the fighters take a hard strike to the sternum. His hooting laughter shot up through the crowd as the combatant crashed backward into the bars. The downed vampire was already in bad shape, pitted against an undefeated fighter who never failed to bring in the big crowds and heavy purses. Now, spitting blood, heaving under the force of this last blow, the losing male scrabbled to reach the mercy button inside the cage. Rooster and the rest of the spectators hissed and booed as the call for mercy temporarily halted the match and delivered a punishing jolt of electricity to the wounded combatant’s dark-haired opponent. Unfazed, the immense Breed fighter took the hit as if it were no more than a bee sting, fangs bared in a cold smile that promised yet another win for his record.


The cage thundered with violence as the fight resumed, but Mira ignored the spectacle of the arena. Her sights were locked on her target. Her own need to punish boiled like acid in her veins as she stalked Rooster through the throng.


She thought of Kellan’s final moments as she watched the rebel sympathizer cackle and hoot, he and the other humans cheering each terrible strike, frothing for more Breed bloodshed.


She didn’t know at what point she’d drawn her blades from their sheaths at her back. She felt the chill of custom-tooled metal in her hands, her fingertips light on the scrollwork of the daggers’ hilts. Felt her instincts itching to let the blades fly as Rooster shot a sudden glance in her direction.


He saw her, realized she was coming for him. Something flashed in his eyes as they met hers. Panic, certainly. But Mira saw guilt in that worried gaze too. In fact, his oh-shit look seemed to say that she was the last person he expected or wanted to see. He shrank back behind one of his hoodlum pals, as if that fiery shock of upright hair wouldn’t give him away.


Mira felt a snarl curl up from the back of her throat. Son of a bitch was going to bolt. And sure enough, he did.


“Damn it!” She shouldered her way through the thick crowd, trying not to lose sight of her quarry as she maneuvered for a clear shot at him with her blades.


Someone saw her drawn weapons and a scream of warning went up. People scrambled out of her way—just long enough that she saw her chance at nailing Rooster. She took it without a hint of hesitation. Her twin blades flew. They arrowed on an unerring path that hit her moving target and skewered him to the far wall, one dagger buried to the hilt in each of the human’s thin biceps.


He howled, no longer amused now that he was on the receiving end of a little pain. Mira shoved a few gawking stragglers aside as she closed in on him, venom hot in her veins. She’d already broken one law here tonight; looking at the rebel ally just beyond arm’s reach from her, she was tempted to add aggravated homicide to the tab.


A strong hand came down on her shoulder.


“Don’t do it, Mira.” Nathan. He and the rest of the warriors stood behind her now, disapproval on each hard face.


She realized suddenly how hushed the club had gone. The illegal contest in the cage was over, the spectators now watching the new one Mira had started. The human proprietor of the place and some of his Breed fighters moved in from other areas of the club, their mere presence threatening added trouble if things got any further out of hand.


Shit. Mira knew she’d stepped in it this time, but her blood was still on a hard boil and all she could think about was settling the score for Kellan. One less rebel bastard tonight was a good place to start.


“Let it go,” Nathan said, his voice soldier-cool and emotionless, the way she’d heard him speak a thousand times before, even under heavy combat fire. “This is not the way you were trained. You know that.”


She did. She knew it, and yet she still threw off Nathan’s grip and took a hard lunge toward Rooster, who yowled like a banshee, writhing where he was pinned to the wall. Nathan blocked her. He moved faster than she could track him, placing himself between her and the human.


“Get out of my way, Nathan. You know who this scum hangs with—rebel pigs. Way I see it, that makes him one of them.”


“Somebody help me!” Rooster howled. “Somebody call the cops! I’m innocent!”


Mira shook her head, meeting her teammate’s disapproving gaze. “He’s lying. He knows something, Nathan. I can see it in him. I can feel it. He knows who’s responsible for Kellan’s death. Damn it, I want someone to pay for what happened to him!”


Nathan’s curse was an airless growl. “For fuck’s sake, Mira.” His eyes were intense but tender. Holding her with a pity that she’d never seen before and hated to acknowledge now. “The only one you’re making pay for what happened to Kellan is yourself.”


The truth in his words hit her like a slap. She absorbed the blow in a stunned kind of silence, watching as the rest of her squad and Nathan’s moved in around the two of them.


“Probably not a good idea to linger down here,” Webb remarked to Mira and Nathan when neither had relaxed from their unspoken standoff. “If we don’t clean this up quick, things could turn ugly.”


Bal swore low under his breath. “Too late for that.”


Pouring into the underground club from the street outside came twenty black-clad officers from Joint Urban Security. The JUSTIS detail stormed in, heavily armed, dressed in full riot gear. Mira could only watch—and blame no one but herself—as the law enforcers surrounded them, their automatic weapons trained on her and her teammates.
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LUCAN THORNE COULD THINK OF A HUNDRED OTHER things he’d rather be doing at a little after 1:00 A.M. than sitting idle at his desk in the Order’s global headquarters in Washington, D.C., pushing papers and sifting through video mail. Not the least of those preferred other things being the craving to seek out his Breedmate, Gabrielle, and feel her warm, soft curves beneath him in their bed.


No, that was a craving he hadn’t been able to shake in all the time she’d been his. A short twenty-plus years with his woman, and she owned him like nothing else had in more than nine centuries of living.


His body eagerly agreed, responding to just the thought of his beautiful mate. Lucan groaned low in his throat and shifted to adjust the sudden tightness in his groin. His pen scraped across the paper as he signed off on what seemed an endless pile of classified Global Nations Council documents and agreements, most pertaining to the world peace summit taking place in the city in less than a week’s time.


The pre-summit meetings with other GNC heads—an equal mix of human and Breed world leaders—had been anything but peaceful. But at least the saber-rattling and firefighting had been kept behind closed doors. To their credit, the Council members seemed to understand that letting their personal agendas, political egos, and private mistrust of one another leak out to a wary public would serve no one well. The summit had become as much about putting a shiny, friendly face on human–Breed relations as it was about negotiating true accord between the heads of state who ultimately would be responsible for enforcing that peaceful future for the generations to come.


Lucan could only hope it didn’t all crumble down around him before it even began.


He scrawled his signature onto a GNC security briefing and added it to the stack of assorted other approvals he’d already reviewed and cleared for implementation. As he reached for the remaining sheaf of reports, his tablet chimed with an incoming, top-clearance message. He tapped the receive button on-screen and paused to enter the password required to play the v-mail. It was from one of the GNC’s senior officials, an elderly human statesman named Charles Benson. The man was also among the more moderate-minded on the Council, an ally Lucan felt would be sorely needed as talks to forge stronger relations between man and Breed continued long after the pomp and flash of the over-hyped peace summit had faded into the grit and mundanity of daily reality.


Lucan set down his pen and watched, guessing that the message must be important for Benson to have contacted him privately and under high-security clearance, besides.


“My apologies for disturbing you with this request at home, Chairman Thorne.” The wrinkled face appeared anxious in the recorded video message, thin lips pressing into a flatter line as the old man cleared his throat. “I have a favor to ask of you, if I may. Of the Order, that is. It’s of a personal nature, you see.”


Lucan scowled at the monitor as the hemming went on. “It’s about my nephew. Perhaps you’re aware that Jeremy is to receive a very important award from Reginald Crowe’s foundation on the eve of the summit gathering.”


Lucan’s scowl deepened with mounting suspicion. He knew who Benson’s genius nephew was. Knew that Jeremy Ackmeyer’s work was respected around the world and that the human was regarded as one of the most gifted minds of all time—a recognition that had recently earned the young scientist a sizable cash prize to be presented personally by one of the world’s wealthiest men. “I’m afraid Jeremy is somewhat . . . eccentric,” Benson’s message went on. “My sister’s boy. From the day the child was born, I warned her not to coddle him.” A dismissive wave of a thin, bony hand before the councilman finally got to his point. “I’m embarrassed to say that Jeremy has refused to appear at the summit gala. He’s a fearful boy, an irrational shut-in, if I’m to be perfectly frank with you. He refuses to travel for fear of dying from one cause or another. I suppose I was hoping I might convince you to provide some means of escort for him to Washington—”


“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” Lucan cut the message off with a stab of his finger on the end button and a low, muttered curse.


Since when had the Order become a personal chauffeur and security detail for hermit eggheads?


Politically ill-advised or not, he glared at the tablet, ready to tell Councilman Benson that his paranoid nephew would have to make other arrangements. But as his finger hovered over the record button on the screen, the sound of rising voices outside drew his attention toward the tall, curtained windows of his private study.


Protesters.


Lucan stalked to the window and drew open the long drapes. Apparently the graveyard shift had reported for duty. He counted fifteen human men and women—Christ, even a sign-carrying, shouting little girl—standing on the other side of the towering iron gates at the street. The signs bore the same tired vitriol that had been hurled at the Breed for two decades now: Go Back Where You Came From! Earth Is for Man, Not Monsters! You Can’t Make Peace with Predators!


Since the announcement of the summit, picketers and chanting protests representing both human and Breed dissent were hardly uncommon outside the GNC building near the Capitol or at the Order’s heavily secured D.C. headquarters. Tonight, with a headache from hours spent poring over Council rulings and the now-throbbing ache of his molars as he ground his teeth in outrage over the ridiculous request from someone he’d been counting on for political support down the line, the thought of a mob of hate-spewing rabble-rousers annoyed Lucan more than usual.


At least it was only picket signs and shouting, not the all-out street combat and acts of terror that had occurred on both sides in the months and years following the Breed’s discovery by mankind. War had been inevitable then, even though Lucan had hoped to avoid it. There’d been too much blood spilled, too much fear and suspicion. While the Breed had lived alongside man in secret for thousands of years, all it took to undo centuries of care and discretion was the unspeakable act of one Breed male two decades ago, who, in his villainous lust for power, had freed scores of incarcerated, blood-addicted vampires, loosing them onto an unsuspecting human population.


It had fallen to the Order to help clean up the carnage and stop the Rogues who were cutting a bloody, horrific swath across the entire globe. But Lucan and his warriors couldn’t act swiftly enough to curb the violence that broke out in the wake of the attacks. Whole cities were razed, buildings tumbled, governments dissolved by anarchy and rebel uprisings. The Breed’s civilian communities suffered daytime raids that left the Darkhavens in shambles, families slaughtered or exposed to the killing rays of the sun.


Then, when it seemed the fighting between man and Breed couldn’t possibly get worse, a massive chemical weapon was deployed in the Russian interior, rendering hundreds of thousands of acres of wilderness an uninhabitable wasteland. It was a catastrophic move, one that neither humans nor Breed had admitted responsibility for to this day.


It could have been worse. To think what might have been, if the weapon of that size and power had been unleashed on a major city instead.


Still, the impact of the damage had been felt around the world. And it had prompted Lucan to send the Order in swiftly and in full force to destroy all of the nuclear silos and chemical weapons facilities in every corner of the globe.


Although it had been the right thing to do—the only sane thing to do—there were individuals of both races who held Lucan in contempt for the heavy-handed tactic. Some feared he would not hesitate to appoint himself sole judge and jury for the world once more, if the strife between man and Breed were to escalate.


Goddamn right he would.


Lucan only hoped it was a decision he’d never have to make.


A knock sounded on his study door, a welcome intrusion on the grim path of his thoughts.


“Enter,” he called, more growl than invitation. Letting the drape fall back into place, he turned away from the window.


He’d been expecting Gideon, the Breed warrior who had long been the technical genius of the Order’s complicated operations center and compound. Gideon was currently on task to provide Lucan with security updates on the summit meeting facility, so that Order assets could be assigned to cover the multiday event.


But it wasn’t Gideon at the door.


“Darion.”


“Am I interrupting your work, Father?”


“Not at all.” He gestured for Darion to join him inside.


Just the sight of his boy—the tall, muscular nineteen-year-old man bearing a dark chestnut shade of his mother’s auburn hair and her same soulful brown eyes—made the weight of Lucan’s current burdens fall away. It was the other traits Darion bore—Lucan’s angular facial structure and strong jaw, coupled with an inflexible iron will inherited from both parents—that usually put father and son at odds. Apart from Gabrielle’s coloring and her extrasensory ability, both passed down to her son, for Lucan, being around Dare was like looking in a mirror.


Darion was too much like his father in many ways, a recognition that unsettled Lucan more than he cared to admit. But where Lucan had struggled with his natural tendency to lead others, Dare had no such qualms. Too bold, more often than not. Fearless in anything he attempted. These were qualities that made Lucan’s blood run cold with a father’s fear when he pictured his son eventually dressed for combat as a warrior of the Order and charging out to battle.


If Lucan had his way, that moment he’d been dreading would never come.


Darion strode into the study, casual in dark jeans and a black shirt with rolled-up sleeves, unbuttoned at the collar. “More protesters tonight,” he remarked, lifting his squared chin in the direction of the windows, where the din of voices outside was rising. “Seems like the numbers are increasing the closer we get to the date of the summit.”


Lucan grunted, gave a curt nod. “For all their bleating, it’s only background noise to bigger problems, unfortunately.”


“I take it today’s meetings did not go well?”


“No better or worse than any other these past few weeks.” Lucan indicated a chair on the other side of his desk, then walked around to take his own seat as Darion sat down. “More and more, this summit is becoming a mockery. How can we expect to bridge the gap of mistrust between the races when the GNC’s own Council members can’t agree on the most basic principles?”


“That bad?” Darion asked, his deep voice as grim as Lucan’s thoughts.


“Yes,” Lucan said. “And then some. The politicians are using the summit as their personal campaign rallies. Corporations are seeing gold, turning the whole event into a media and advertising sponsorship circus. And let’s not forget moneyed clowns like Reginald Crowe who’re gilding every stage and pavilion with huge donations in exchange for seeing their names in lights around the world.” Lucan muttered a ripe curse. “This summit should have been held sacrosanct from any exploitation. Instead, it’s become a goddamned joke. Too much palm-greasing and favor-currying on both sides. Too many people—human and Breed alike—looking to cash in or use the summit as a platform on which to build their personal empires.”


“So shut it down,” Dare replied, dark brows flat over his serious gaze. He leaned forward, resting his strong forearms on his spread thighs. “Yank the plug on the whole bloody thing. Then set a new course, a better one, that you control. Let the other GNC members get in line behind you or get out of the way.”


Lucan smiled with wry amusement, hearing a younger version of himself in Dare’s decisive, black-or-white approach. “Tempting, Dare. I’ll be honest with you on that. But it’s hardly been twenty years since the last time I brought my fist down on human–Breed relations. To do it again now, in the middle of a high-visibility celebration of our so-called peace and optimistic plans for the future?” He shook his head, considering the idea for what hadn’t been the first time. He was a warrior, and had been for most of his long life. He was accustomed to the feel of a weapon in his hand, the blood of his fallen enemies pooling at his feet. He was a hard man, not well suited to the diplomacy his new role required of him, let alone gifted with an iota of tolerance for reckless fools or oily opportunists. “Disrupting the summit would undo all the good strides we’ve made so far—few though they may be. Worse, there are those on both sides who would be all too eager to call it an act of treason by the leader of the Order. War, even.”


Lucan felt too confined suddenly, and rose to pace behind his desk. “I tell you, Darion. More and more, I fear that true peace between mankind and Breed is sitting on a keg of gunpowder. All it will take is one spark to blow all hope for our shared future sky-high.”


Darion listened, still and contemplative, while Lucan wore a track in the floor across from him. When he spoke, his deep voice was grave. “If someone were to light that spark, be they rebels or other malcontents, what better place to incite a war than at a peace summit? We need to be prepared for that, be ready to act on even the smallest threat.”


Lucan’s answering curse hissed through his teeth and emerging fangs. He’d thought the same thing, of course. Gideon and he had been taking every precaution to ensure the summit was nailed down and secure on every conceivable level. If he had to personally pat down every dignitary who entered the event, by God, he would do it.


He glanced at Darion, reflecting on how easily he slipped into confiding in his only son as his equal. He respected Dare as a man. Marveled at his keen intellect and the strength of his convictions. Darion, the squalling, helpless infant who had somehow become a man, seemingly overnight to someone like Lucan, whose life spanned nearly a thousand years.


Lucan had hoped that Dare might one day take a seat beside him on the GNC, despite the exemplary skill that the young male had demonstrated during his training in weapons and combat. That hope died a little as he met his son’s intense gaze. The gaze of a warrior, though his father was loath to admit it. As a parent, he wanted to keep his son close. Keep him safe.


“I can help,” Darion said. “You know I want to help. You know I’m ready.”


Lucan dropped back into his chair and reached for the pile of documents still awaiting his approval. “Don’t wish for war, boy. You’re too young to remember the hell of that word.”


“I was six when the wars were at their worst. I heard enough. I learned enough in my studies at the Order’s compound and at university. I’ve listened to you talk about battles and fighting for most of my life. I understand what war means, and I understand what it takes to be a warrior.”


Lucan’s pulse spiked, more from concern than anger. He aggressively scrawled his name on one of the GNC agreements, then grabbed for another set of documents. “Reading and talking about war doesn’t make you a warrior. It doesn’t prepare you to witness or be part of the things people do to one another under the banners of war. As your father, I hope you never know those things.”


Darion’s temper was a palpable thing, a force of power rolling from across the desk. “You still see me as a child in need of your protection.”


Lucan set his pen down. “That’s not true,” he replied, sober now. Regretful that his conversations with Darion always seemed to end up in this same place. At this same cold impasse.


His son’s jaw was clenched tight, a tendon ticking in his cheek. He scoffed, holding Lucan’s stare, unblinking. “I trained under Tegan from the time I was twelve years old, because he is—in your own words—one of the best warriors you’ve ever known. Why send me to learn from the best, if you never intended to give me a place within the Order?”


Lucan couldn’t tell him that he’d sent him to Tegan because of all the warriors ever to serve the Order, it was under Tegan’s hard, merciless training that Dare stood the best chance of breaking. But Darion hadn’t broken. No, far from it. He’d excelled. Smashed all expectations.


“You have your place here.”


Dare grunted. “Advising on tactical stratagems and mapping out ops I’ll never be part of in the field.” He leaned back now, a negligent sprawl, with his long legs outstretched and one muscled, dermaglyph-covered arm draped along the back of the chair. His frustration was evident in the pulsing color that had begun to seep into the flourishes and arcs of his Breed skin markings. “Just once, I’d like to put my training to a true test, on a true mission, not mocked up in a computer program or scribbled on the walls of the war room. I could do more, if you’d only give me the chance.”


“Your role with the Order is no less important than any other.” Lucan picked up his pen again and calmly began to sign his name to the rest of the documents littering his desk. “I don’t imagine you came here at this hour to reopen our same old argument. If you did, it will have to wait.”


“No. That’s not why I’m here.” Darion took out his comm unit and touched the screen of the slim device. “I wanted to ask you about something I ran across in the headquarters’ private archives today.”


Lucan looked up at the mention of the chamber in the D.C. compound that housed a large and ever-growing history of the Breed and its otherworldly origins. A history the Order had been collecting for the past two decades through the sole efforts of an extraordinary woman. “You’ve been reading Jenna’s journals?”


Dare’s smile was dry. “I have a lot of free time. Not like I’m spending it all on Facebook.”


Lucan chuckled, glad their conversation wouldn’t end in a heated stalemate after all. “Tell me what you’ve found.”


No sooner had he said it when Gideon arrived in the open doorway of Lucan’s study. The Breed male’s spiky blond hair was more disheveled than usual, raked up in all directions as though Gideon had just repeatedly run his hands through it, as he often did when faced with a problem he couldn’t solve in three seconds flat. Or when he found himself appointed the bearer of disturbing news.


The look in Gideon’s blue eyes as he peered over the tops of wireless silver shades told Lucan that nothing good was coming his way right now.


“Trouble with the security schematics?” he guessed, rising to face the other warrior as Gideon entered the room.


“Trouble in Boston a short while ago.” Gideon gave Darion a slight nod in acknowledgment, then looked to Lucan for permission to speak of Order business in front of the younger male.


Lucan inclined his chin, a scowl furrowing deep in his brow. “Tell me what happened.”


Lucan listened as Gideon gave a rundown of the incident at the club that had landed two of the Order’s most decorated teams in JUSTIS custody. “She discharged deadly weapons to attack an unarmed civilian. Unprovoked. In a public establishment.


“Not that Mira needs me to make excuses for her,” Gideon interjected, “but apparently the human she chased into the place has ties to rebel groups in the area.”


“No, she doesn’t need anyone’s excuses,” Lucan replied, his blood rolling toward a boil. “And you know as well as I do that she’s got a hard-on for anything with a whiff of rebel involvement. That doesn’t give her license to break half a dozen laws and defy my command.”


Neither Gideon nor Dare said anything in the quiet that fell over the room while Lucan considered the female captain’s fate. “Where is she now?”


“There have been no charges pressed, so both teams were released shortly after JUSTIS officers cleared out La Notte. They’re all cooling their heels with Chase at the Boston Op Center.”


Lucan grunted. “She’s lucky this shit went down where it did. La Notte’s proprietor probably forked over a good chunk of payola to JUSTIS so they’d forget the whole thing. As for the human Mira tried to shish-kebob, who knows why he let her slide. Doesn’t matter.”

OEBPS/images/line.png





OEBPS/images/linef.png





OEBPS/images/pub.png
G





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘The New York Times bestselling Midnight Breed series

LARA ADRIAN

!

™
‘EVOCATIVE, ENTICING, EROTIC.” J. R.WARD





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





