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Dante smoothed his thumb over sweet female flesh, lingering at the carotid, where the human’s pulse throbbed the strongest. His own pulse quickened too, responding to the rush of blood flowing beneath the surface of delicate white skin. Dante leaned his dark head in and kissed that tender spot, letting his tongue play over the fluttering race of the female’s heartbeat.


‘Tell me,’ he murmured against the warm skin, his voice a low growl amid the heaving beat of the club’s music, ‘are you a good witch or a bad witch?’


The female squirmed in his lap, her fishnet-clad legs straddling him, black lace-up bustier pushing her breasts up under his chin like a buffet. She twirled her finger in her bright fuchsia wig, then let it trail down suggestively, past a Celtic cross tattoo and into her swelling cleavage. ‘Oh, I’m a very, very bad witch.’


Dante grunted. ‘My favorite.’


He smiled into her drunken gaze, not bothering to hide his fangs. He was one of many vampires in the Boston dance club that Halloween night, although most of them were pretenders. Humans sporting plastic teeth, fake blood, and various ridiculous costumery. A few others – himself and a handful of males from one of the vampire nation’s Darkhaven sanctuaries, hanging out near the dance floor – were the genuine article.


Dante and the others were Breed, a far cry from the pale, gothic vampires of human folklore. Neither undead nor devilspawned, Dante’s kind were a hot-blooded hybrid mix of Homo sapiens and deadly other-worlder. The Breeds’ forebears, a band of alien conquerors who crash-landed on Earth millennia past and who were now long-since extinct, had bred with human females and given their offspring the thirst – the primal need – for blood.


Those alien genes had given the Breed great strengths and shattering weaknesses too. Only the human side of the Breed, those qualities passed down by their mortal mothers, kept the race civilized and adhering to any kind of Order. Even then, a few of the Breed would succumb to their savage side and turn Rogue, a one-way street paved in blood and madness.


Dante despised that element of his kind, and as one of the warrior class, it was his duty to eradicate his Rogue brethren wherever he found them. As a male who enjoyed his pleasures, Dante wasn’t sure what he preferred more: a warm, juicy female vein under his mouth, or the feel of titanium-edged steel in his hand as he sliced into his enemies and dispatched them to dust in the street.


‘Can I touch them?’ The pink-haired witch on his lap was staring at Dante’s mouth with rapt fascination. ‘Dang, but those fangs look wicked real! I just have to feel them.’


‘Be careful,’ he warned as she brought her fingers to his lips. ‘I bite.’


‘Yeah?’ She giggled, gaze widening. ‘I’ll bet you do, sugar.’


Dante sucked her finger into his mouth, contemplating the fastest way he could get the female horizontal. He needed to feed, but he was never opposed to a little sex in the process – prelude or chaser, didn’t matter. It was all good as far as he was concerned.


Chaser, he decided on impulse, letting his fangs puncture the fleshy tip of her finger as she started to withdraw it. She gasped as he suckled from the small wound, refusing to let her leave him just yet. The small taste of blood inflamed him, sharpening his pupils to vertical slits in the middle of his goldhued eyes. Hot need rushed through him, settling into the swelling bulge of his cock, which strained beneath the black leather of his pants.


The female moaned, closing her eyes as she arched catlike on his lap. Dante let go of her finger as he wrapped his hand around the back of her head and pulled her neck closer to him. Taking a Host in a public place wasn’t exactly his style, but he was bored out of his skull and needed the diversion. Besides, he doubted anyone would notice tonight, when the club was rife with faux danger and open sensuality. As for the female on his lap, she would feel only pleasure as he took what he needed from her. Afterward, she’d remember none of it, her memory scrubbed of all recollection of him.


Dante came forward, tipping the female’s head aside, mouth watering in hunger. He glanced past her and saw two Darkhaven vampires, part of the general Breed population, observing him from a few yards away. They looked like kids-current generation, no doubt. They whispered among themselves, clearly recognizing him as one of the warrior class and trying to decide whether or not to approach him.


Bugger off, Dante thought in their direction as he parted his lips and prepared to open his Host’s vein.


But the vampire youths ignored his dark glare. The taller of the two, a blond male in desert camo pants, biker boots, and a black tee-shirt led the way. His companion, tricked out in baggy jeans, high-tops, and an oversize Lakers jersey, strutted along behind him.


‘Shit.’ Dante didn’t mind a small bit of indiscretion, but he sure as hell didn’t need an up-close audience gawking at him while he fed.


‘What’s wrong?’ his would-be Host whined when Dante pulled away from her.


‘Nothing, sweetheart.’ He placed his palm against her forehead, wiping the past half hour from her mind. ‘Go on now and join your friends.’


She obediently got up from his lap and walked away, fading into the press of bodies on the dance floor. The two Darkhaven vampires gave her only a passing look as they approached Dante’s table.


‘What’s up, fellas.’ Dante tossed the greeting out with zero interest in chitchat.


‘Hey.’ Blondie in fatigues nodded, striking a pose with his muscled arms crossed over his chest. Not a single visible dermaglyph on that young skin. Definitely current-generation Breed. Probably not even out of his twenties yet. ‘Sony to interrupt, but we had to tell you, man – that was some kick-ass business you guys dealt the Rogues a few months ago. Everyone’s still talking about the way the Order took out an entire colony of suck-heads in one night. Blew that mofo sky-high. Freakin’ awesome, man.’


‘Yeah,’ added his homeboy companion. ‘So, we was wonderin’ . . . I mean, we heard the Order is looking for new recruits.’


‘Did you, now?’


Dante leaned back in his seat and exhaled a bored sigh. This was hardly the first time he’d been approached by Darkhaven vampires hoping to join up with the warriors. Since the raid on the Rogue lair housed in the old asylum that past summer, the once secretive cadre of Breed warriors had gained a lot of unwanted notoriety. Celebrity, even.


Frankly, it was annoying as hell.


Dante kicked his chair back from the table and stood.


‘I’m not the guy to talk to about that,’ he told the hopefuls. ‘And anyway, recruitment into the Order is by invite only. Sorry.’


He strode away from them, relieved to feel the vibration of his cell phone going off in his jacked pocket. He dug out the device and clicked on to the incoming call from the Breed compound.


‘Yeah.’


‘How’s it going?’ It was Gideon, resident genius of the warrior class. ‘Any topside activity to report?’


‘Not much. Things are pretty dead out here right now.’ Dante scanned the crowded club, noting that the two vampires had decided to move on. They were heading for the exit, taking a couple of costumed human females with them. ‘No Rogues in the vicinity at all so far. And doesn’t that just suck ass? I’m itching for some action here, Gid.’


‘Well, try to cheer up,’ Gideon said, a grin in his voice. ‘The night’s still young.’


Dante chuckled. ‘Tell Lucan I spared him from another couple of wannabes looking to sign on. You know, I liked things a hell of a lot better when we were feared more than revered. Is he making any progress on the recruiting, or is our boy too caught up with that gorgeous Breedmate of his?’


‘Yes to both,’ Gideon replied. ‘As to the recruiting, we’ve got a candidate coming in soon from New York, and Nikolai’s got feelers out to some of his contacts in Detroit. We’ll have to arrange some trial runs for the newbies – you know, take them through the paces before we commit.’


‘You mean, hand them their asses on a platter and see which ones come back looking for more?’


‘Is there any other way?’


‘Count me in,’ Dante drawled as he moved through the club toward the door.


He strolled out into the night, avoiding a group of human clubbers dressed like zombies in tattered clothes and deathwarmed-over face paint. His acute hearing picked up hundreds of sounds – from general traffic noise to the shrieks and laughter of drunken Halloween partygoers clogging the streets and sidewalks.


He heard something else too.


Something that raised the hackles on his warrior senses to high alert.


‘Gotta go,’ he told Gideon on the other end of the line. ‘I’m homing in on a suckhead. Guess the night’s not a total waste, after all.’


‘Check back in after you smoke him.’


‘Right. Later.’ Dante clicked off the call and pocketed the cell phone.


He stole down a side alley, following the low grunt and stale, wafting stench of a prowling Rogue vampire as it stalked its prey. Like the other warriors of the Order, Dante had a deep contempt for members of the Breed who’d gone Rogue. Every vampire thirsted, every vampire had to feed – sometimes kill – in order to survive. But each and every one of them also knew that the line between necessity and gluttony was thin, just a few meager ounces of blood. If a vampire consumed too much, or fed his need too frequently, he ran die risk of addiction, of entering a permanent state of hunger known as Bloodlust. Lost to the disease, he would turn Rogue, becoming a violent junkie who would do anything for his next fix.


The savagery and indiscretion of the Rogues jeopardized all of the Breed to exposure to the human race, a threat that Dante and the rest of the Order would not abide. And there was a larger threat blooming as well: As of a few months ago, it had become apparent that the Rogues were organizing, their numbers increasing, tactics becoming orchestrated toward a goal that seemed nothing short of war. If they weren’t stopped, and stopped soon, both humankind and Breed alike could find themselves at the center of a hellish, blood-soaked battle to rival even the worst Armageddon scenario.


For now, while the Order focused on locating the Rogues’ new command post, the warriors’ mission was simple. Hunt down and eliminate every Rogue possible. Exterminate them like the diseased vermin they were. It was a charge Dante relished, never more at home than when he was on the move, prowling the streets with weapons in hand, looking for a fight. It kept him alive, he was certain; even more, it kept the darkest of his demons at bay.


Dante rounded a corner, then crept into another narrow lane between a couple of old brick buildings. He heard a female scream somewhere ahead of him in the dark. Kicking it into high gear, he sped toward the sound.


And got there hardly a second too soon.


The Rogue had been stalking the two Darkhaven vampires and their female companions. It looked young, tricked out in basic goth garb beneath a long black trench coat. But young or not, it was big and it was strong, fierce with hunger. One of the women was held in a death grip, the Bloodlusting vampire already latched on to her throat while the would-be warriors stood by, shell-shocked and frozen.


Dante pulled a dagger from a sheath on his hip and let it fly. The blade struck hard, embedding between the Rogue’s shoulders. The weapon was specially crafted of steel and titanium, the latter metal being extremely poisonous to the corrupted blood systems and organs of the Rogues. One kiss of that deadly blade and a Rogue vampire would start cooking from the inside out at record speed.


Except this one didn’t.


It flung a savage look at Dante, its eyes glowing amber, fangs bloody as it hissed a vicious warning. But the Rogue weathered the dagger’s assault, holding fast to its prey and swinging its head around to drink with even greater urgency.


What the hell?


Dante ran up on the feeding vampire with another blade in hand. He didn’t waste a second, going for the neck this time, intending to cut it clean through. The blade sank in, slicing deep. But the suckhead spun out of the attack before Dante could finish it off! With a pained roar, it dropped the female and focused all of its fury on Dante.


‘Get the humans out of here!’ Dante shouted to the Darkhaven vampires as he yanked the woman out of the fray and shoved her toward the others. ‘Move it, now! Glean her up, scrub both their memories, and get them the fuck out of here!’


The two young males jolted into action. They grabbed the shrieking women and pulled them away from the scene while Dante considered the strangeness of what he’d just witnessed.


The vampire didn’t disintegrate as it should have from the double dose of titanium Dante had delivered. It wasn’t a Rogue, even though it had been hunting prey and feeding like the worst blood addict.


Dante stared into the transformed face, the extruded fangs and elliptical pupils swimming in irises awash in fiery color. A foul-smelling pink spittle crusted around the vampire’s mouth, turning Dante’s stomach with its stench.


Offended, he backed off, guessing the vampire to be about the same age as the two Darkhaven youths. A frigging kid. Ignoring the pulsing gash in its neck, the vampire reached back and removed Dante’s dagger from its shoulder. It growled, nostrils flaring as though it would spring at any moment.


But then it ran.


The suckhead bolted away at a fast clip, the hem of its trench coat flapping behind like a sail as it headed deeper into the city on a zigzagging path. Dante didn’t let up for a second. He followed it down one street after another, through alleyways and neighborhoods, then farther out, into the dockyards outside Boston proper, where empty factories and old industrial parks stood like bleak sentinels along the riverfront. The low throb of music pounded from one of the buildings, the heavy bass and intermittent flashes of strobe lights no doubt coming from a rave taking place somewhere nearby.


Ahead of him a few hundred feet, the vampire sped down a dock toward a rickety boathouse. Dead end. Spitting fury through its open jaws, the suckhead swung around and went on the offensive, roaring up on Dante like a lunatic. Fresh blood soaked the front of its clothing from the brutal assault on the human female. The vampire snapped and clawed at him, its large fangs dripping saliva, the gaping maw oozing more of the foul-smelling pinkish foam. Its amber eyes glowed with pure malice.


Dante felt the change come over him as well, battle rage coursing through him, transforming him into a creature not so different from the one he fought. With a snarl, he threw the suckhead down onto the wood planks of the dock. One knee planted in the barrel chest of his opponent, Dante drew his twin malebranche blades. The arced weapons gleamed in the moonlight, lethally beautiful. Even if the titanium proved useless, there was more than one way to kill a vampire, Rogue or not. Dante brought the blades down, first one, then the other, slashing deep into the fleshy throat of the crazed vampire and cleanly severing its head.


Dante kicked the remains off the dock and into the water. The dark river would conceal the corpse until morning, then the UV rays of daylight would take care of the rest.


A wind kicked up off the water, carrying the stench of industrial pollution and something . . . else. Dante heard movement nearby, but it wasn’t until he felt the burn of tearing flesh in his leg that he realized he was under a further attack. He took another piercing hit, this one in his torso.


Jesus Christ.


From somewhere behind him, up near the old factory, someone was firing on him. The gun’s report was silenced but unmistakably that of an automatic rifle.


His dull night was suddenly getting more interesting than he liked.


Dante dropped to the ground as another shot whizzed past him and into the river. He rolled, going for the cover of the boathouse as the sniper let another few rounds fly. One shot bit into the corner of the shingled structure, shattering the old wood like confetti. Dante had a handgun on him, a hefty 9mm backup for the blades he preferred to take into combat. He drew the piece now but knew it would be all but useless against the sniper at this range.


More rounds peppered the boathouse, one of them grazing Dante’s cheek as he peered around to get a sight on his attacker.


Oh, not good.


Four dark shapes were moving down the sloping embankment from the area of the factory, all of them carrying serious hardware. While Breed vampires could live for hundreds of years and withstand severe physical injuries, they were still essentially flesh and bone. Pump enough lead into them, sever major arteries – or worse, their head – and they died, same as any other living being.


But not without one hell of a fight.


Dante kept low and waited for the newcomers to come into range. When they did, he opened fire on them, taking out a knee of one and planting a slug into the head of another. He was oddly relieved to see that they were Rogues, the titanium in the custom-crafted rounds dropping them instantly and sending them into swift cellular meltdown.


The remaining Rogues fired back, and Dante narrowly avoided the spray, moving farther back along the side of the boathouse. Damn. Taking cover meant sacrificing the position of offense. Not to mention the fact that it impeded his ability to track his enemies’ approach. He heard them coming closer as he reloaded a new clip into the pistol.


Then, silence.


He waited for a second, gauging his surroundings.


Something bigger than a bullet flew through the air toward the boathouse. It clattered heavily onto the planks of the dock and rolled to a stop.


Holy Christ.


They’d lobbed a frigging grenade at him.


Dante sucked in a breath and flung himself into the river a mere instant before the thing blew, tossing the boathouse and half the dock into the air with a giant explosion of smoke, flame, and shrapnel. The percussion was like a sonic boom under the murky water. Dante felt his head snap back, his entire body racked with unbearable pressure. Above him, debris rained down onto the surface of the river, backlit by a blinding spray of orange fire.


His vision clouded as the concussion dragged him under. He started sinking, drifting with the strong pull of the current.


Unable to move as the river swept him, unconscious and bleeding, downstream.
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‘Special delivery for Doctor Tess Culver.’


Tess glanced up from a patient’s file and smiled, despite the late hour and her general fatigue. ‘One of these days, I’m going to learn to say no to you.’


‘You think you need more practice? How about if I ask you to marry me again?’


She sighed, shaking her head at the bright blue eyes and dazzling all-American grin that were suddenly turned on her. ‘I’m not talking about us, Ben. And what happened to eight o’clock? It’s fifteen minutes to midnight, for Pete’s sake.’


‘You got plans to turn into a pumpkin or something?’ He pushed off the doorjamb and sauntered into her office. Leaning down, he kissed her cheek. ‘Sorry I’m so late. These things don’t tend to adhere to the clock.’


‘Uh-huh. So, where is it?’


‘Around back, in the van.’


Tess stood, pulling an elastic hair band from her wrist and fastening it around her unbound hair. The mass of blondish-brown curls was unruly, even freshly styled. Sixteen hours into her shift at the clinic left it in a state of total anarchy. She blew a wisp of hair from her eyes and strode past her ex-boyfriend to the hallway outside.


‘Nora, will you prep a syringe of ketamine-xylazine, please? And ready the exam room for me too – the big one.’


‘You bet,’ chirped her assistant. ‘Hi, Ben. Happy Halloween.’


He shot her a wink and a crooked smile that would have melted the knees of any red-blooded woman. ‘Nice costume, Nora. The Swiss Miss braids and lederhosen are a great look for you.’


‘Danke schön,’ she replied, beaming at his attention as she skirted the reception station and headed for the clinic pharmacy.


‘Where’s your costume, Tess?’


‘I’m wearing it.’ Walking ahead of him through the kennel area, past half a dozen sleepy dogs and nervous cats peering at them through their cage bars, Tess rolled her eyes. ‘It’s called the Super Vet Who’s Probably Going to Get Arrested for This One Day costume.’


‘I won’t let you get into any trouble. I haven’t yet, have I?’


‘What about you?’ She pushed open the door to the back storage room of the small clinic and walked through with him. ‘This is a dangerous business you’re in, Ben. You take too many risks.’


‘You worried about me, Doc?’


‘Of course I worry. I love you. You know that.’


‘Yeah,’ he said, a bit sulkily. ‘Like a brother.’


The rear door of the place opened out onto a narrow alley that was seldom occupied, except by the occasional homeless person using the wall of her low-rent animal clinic near the riverfront as a backrest. Tonight Ben’s black VW van was parked there. Low growls and snuffles sounded from within the vehicle, and there was a gentle rocking of its shocks, as if something big was pacing back and forth inside.


Which, of course, was exactly what was happening.


‘It’s contained inside there, right?’


‘Yeah. Don’t worry. Besides, it’s as docile as a kitten, I promise you.’


Tess slid him a look of doubt as she stepped off the concrete stoop and walked around to the back doors of the van. ‘Do I want to know where you got this one?’


‘Probably not.’


For the past five years or so, Ben Sullivan had been acting as a personal crusader for the well-being and protection of abused exotic animals. He researched his rescue missions case by case, as cleverly as the most covert government spy. Then, like a one-man SWAT team, he moved in, liberating mistreated, malnourished, or endangered and illegal animals from their abusive caretakers and turning them over to legitimate sanctuaries that were equipped to properly care for the creatures. Sometimes, he made an emergency pit stop at Tess’s clinic to get treatment for various animal wounds and injuries that needed immediate care.


It was actually how they’d met two years ago. Ben had brought in an abused serval with an intestinal blockage. The small exotic cat was recovered from a drug dealer’s house, where it had chewed up and swallowed a rubber dog toy, and it needed to have the blockage surgically removed. It was a painstaking, lengthy procedure, but Ben had stayed the entire time. The next thing Tess knew, they were dating exclusively.


She wasn’t sure how they’d gone from fooling around to falling in love, but somewhere along the way it had happened. For Ben, at any rate. Tess loved him back – adored him, really – but she just didn’t see them going past the stage of good friends who happened to sleep together from time to time. Even that had cooled off lately, by her own initiative.


‘Would you like to do the honors?’ she asked him.


He reached out and grabbed the handle of the double doors, carefully swinging them wide.


‘My God,’ Tess breathed, utterly awed.


The Bengal tiger was emaciated and mangy, with an open sore oozing on its front leg from an apparent shackle burn, but even haggard as it was, it was the most majestic thing she’d ever seen. It stared back at them, its mouth slack, tongue out and panting, fear dilating its pupils until they were nearly full black. The tiger grunted, knocking its head against the bars of Ben’s containment cage.


Tess cautiously moved closer. ‘I know, poor baby. You’ve seen better days, haven’t you?’


She frowned, noting the odd shape of its front paws, the lack of definition near the toes. ‘Declawed?’ she asked Ben, unable to mask the scorn in her voice.


‘Yep. Defanged too.’


‘Jesus. If they thought they needed to own a beautiful animal like this, why’d they mutilate it so badly?’


‘Can’t have your advertising mascot shredding your customers or their little brats, now, can you?’


Tess glanced at him. ‘Advertising mascot? You don’t mean the gun shop out on—’ She broke off, shaking her head. ‘Never mind. I really don’t want to know. Let’s get this big kitty inside so I can have a look.’


Ben pulled down a custom-fitted ramp from the back of the van. ‘Hop in and take the back of the cage. I’ll hold the front, since it will be heaviest on the way down.’


Tess did as instructed, helping him unload the wheeled container from the van down onto the pavement. When they reached the clinic door, Nora was there waiting. She gasped and cooed at the big cat, then gazed adoringly at Ben.


‘Omigod. That’s Shiva, isn’t it? For years, I’ve been hoping he’d break out and run away from that place. You totally stole Shiva!’


Ben grinned. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, liebchen. This cat is just a stray who showed up on my doorstep tonight. I thought Wonder Doc could patch him up a bit before I find him a good home.’


‘Oh, you are bad, Ben Sullivan! And so totally my hero right now.’


Tess gestured to her enamored assistant. ‘Nora, could you take this end with me, please? We need to lift it up over the stoop.’


Nora came around to Tess’s side, and the three of them hefted the cage up and into the clinic’s back room. They wheeled the tiger into the prepped exam room, which had recently been outfitted with an oversize hydraulic lift table, courtesy of Ben. It was a luxury Tess couldn’t have afforded on her own. Although she had a small, devoted clientele, she wasn’t exactly operating in the wealthy end of town. She’d priced her services well below their value, even for the area, feeling it was more important to make a difference than make a profit.


Unfortunately, her landlord and suppliers didn’t agree. Her desk was weighted down with a pile of past-due notices that she wasn’t going to be able to put off for much longer. She’d have to hit her meager personal savings to cover them, and after that was gone . . .?


‘Tranquilizer’s on the counter,’ Nora said, breaking into her thoughts.


‘Thanks.’ Tess slipped the capped syringe into her lab-coat pocket, guessing that she probably wasn’t going to need it after all, based on the docility and general lethargy of her patient. Besides, she wasn’t going to do anything but a visual exam tonight, take a few notes on the animal’s overall condition, and get a feel for what needed to be done in order to facilitate safe transportation to its new home.


‘Think we can get Shiva – or whatever this stray’s name is – to hop up on the table on his own, or should we use the lift?’ Tess asked, watching as Ben worked the locks on the cage.


‘Worth a shot. Come on, big guy.’


The tiger hesitated for a moment, head low as it glanced around the brightly lit exam room. Then, with Ben’s encouragement, it stepped out of the cage and leaped fluidly onto the metal table. While Tess spoke softly to it and stroked its large head, the animal sat down, sphinxlike, more patient than the most well-behaved house cat.


‘So,’ Nora said, ‘do you need anything else right now, or can I take off?’


Tess shook her head. ‘Sure, you can go. Thank you for staying so late tonight. I really appreciate it.’


‘No prob. The party I’m going to won’t even get started until after midnight, anyway.’ She flipped her long blond braids over her shoulders. ‘Okay, so, I’m off, then. I’ll lock up on my way out. ‘Night, you guys.’


‘Good night,’ they answered in unison.


‘She’s a great kid,’ Ben said after Nora had left.


‘Nora’s the best,’ Tess agreed, petting Shiva and feeling for skin lesions, lumps, or other problems beneath its thick fur. ‘And she’s not a kid, Ben. She’s twenty-one, about to start her degree in veterinary medicine after she finishes up her last semester at the university. She’s going to make a great doctor.’


‘No one’s as good as you. Got a magic touch, Doc.’


Tess shrugged off the compliment, but there was a bit of truth in it. Just how much, she doubted Ben really knew. Tess hardly understood it herself, and what she did understand, she wished she could blot out completely. Self-consciously, she crossed her arms, concealing her hands from view.


‘You don’t have to stay either, Ben. I’d like to keep Shi—’ She cleared her throat, arching a brow at him. ‘My patient, that is, for observation tonight. I won’t start any procedures until tomorrow, and I’ll call you with my findings before I do any work.’


‘Dismissing me already? Here I thought I might be able to talk you into dinner.’


‘I ate dinner hours ago.’


‘Breakfast, then. My place or yours, you can call it.’


‘Ben,’ she said, hedging as he came over and stroked her cheek. His touch was warm and tender, comfortably familiar. ‘We’ve been through this already, more than once. I just don’t think it’s a good idea. . . .’


He groaned, and it was an entirely too sexual sound, low and throaty. There was a time when that sound turned her self-control into butter, but not tonight. Not ever again, if she had any hope of maintaining her personal integrity. It just seemed wrong to go to bed with Ben, knowing he wanted something from her that she couldn’t give him.


‘I could stay until you wrap up,’ he suggested, backing off now. ‘I don’t like the idea of you being here all by yourself. This area of town isn’t exactly the safest.’


‘I’ll be fine. I’m just going to finish my examination here, then do a bit of paperwork and close up shop. No big deal.’


Ben scowled, on the verge of arguing until Tess blew out a sigh and gave him the look. She knew he read it clearly, since he’d seen it more than once during their two years of couplehood. ‘All right,’ he agreed finally. ‘But don’t stay too much longer. And you call me first thing in the morning, promise?’


‘I promise.’


‘You sure you’re comfortable handling Shiva by yourself?’


Tess glanced down at the haggard beast, which immediately began licking her hand again as soon as she put it near him. ‘I think I’ll be safe with him.’


‘What’d I tell ya, Doc? Magic touch. Looks like he’s already in love with you too.’ Ben ran his fingers through his golden-blond hair, giving her a defeated look. ‘I guess if I want to win your heart, I’ll need to grow some fur and fangs, is that it?’


Tess smiled and rolled her eyes. ‘Go home, Ben. I’ll call you tomorrow.’
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Tess came awake with a start.


Shit. How long had she been dozing? She was in her office, Shiva’s case file open beneath her cheek on the desk. Last she recalled, she’d fed the malnourished tiger and put it back in its containment so she could begin writing up her findings. That was – she glanced at her watch – two and a half hours ago? It was now a few minutes before three A.M. She was due back in the clinic at seven o’clock.


Tess groaned around a big yawn and a stretch of her cramped arms.


Good thing she woke up before Nora reported back to work, or she’d never hear the end of—


A loud bump sounded from somewhere in the back of the clinic.


What the hell?


Had she been jolted out of her sleep by a similar noise a minute ago?


Oh, jeez. Of course. Ben must have driven past and seen the lights on in the clinic. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d come around on a late-night drive-by to check in on her. She really didn’t feel like getting a lecture on her crazy hours or her stubborn streak of independence.


The noise came again, another clumsy bump, followed by an abrupt clatter of metal as something got knocked off a shelf.


Which meant someone was in the back storage room.


Tess rose from her desk and took a few tentative steps toward her office door, ears tuned to any disturbance at all. In the kennels off the reception area, the handful of post-op cats and dogs were restless. Some of them were whining; others were issuing low warning growls.


‘Hello?’ Tess called into the empty space. ‘Is someone here? Ben, is that you? Nora?’


Nobody answered. And now the noises she’d heard before had gone still as well.


Great. She’d just announced her presence to an intruder. Brilliant, Culver. Absolutely frigging brilliant.


She tried to console herself with some fast logic. Maybe it was just a homeless person looking for shelter who’d found his or her way into the clinic from the back alley. Not an intruder. Nothing dangerous at all.


Yeah? So why were the hairs on the back of her neck tingling with dread?


Tess shoved her hands into the pockets of her lab coat, feeling suddenly very vulnerable. She felt her ball-point pen knock against her fingers. Something else was in there as well.


Oh, that’s right. The tranq syringe, full of enough anesthetic to knock a four-hundred-pound animal out cold.


‘Is someone back there?’ she asked, trying to keep her voice firm and steady. She paused at the reception station and reached for the phone. The damn thing wasn’t cordless – she’d gotten it cheap on closeout – and the receiver barely reached to her ear from over the counter. Tess went around the big U-shaped desk, glancing nervously over her shoulder as she started punching 911 on the keypad. ‘You’d better get out of here right now, because I’m calling the cops.’


‘No . . . please . . . don’t be afraid. . . .’


The deep voice was so quiet, it shouldn’t have reached her ears, but it did. She heard it as surely as if the words had been whispered right up next to her head. Inside her head, strange as that seemed.


There was a dry croak and a violent, racking cough, definitely coming from the storage room. And whomever the voice belonged to sounded like he was in a world of hurt. Life and death kind of hurt.


‘Damn it.’


Tess held her breath and hung up the phone before her call connected. She walked slowly toward the back of the clinic, uncertain what she was going to find and really wishing she didn’t have to look at all.


‘Hello? What are you doing in here? Are you hurt?’


She spoke to the intruder as she pushed open the door and stepped inside. She heard labored breathing, smelled smoke and the briny stench of the river. She smelled blood too. Lots of it.


Tess flicked the light on.


Harsh fluorescent tubes buzzed to life overhead, illuminating the incredible bulk of a drenched, badly injured man slumped on the floor near one of the supply shelves. He was dressed all in black, like some kind of goth nightmare – black leather jacket, tee-shirt, fatigues, and lace-up combat boots. Even his hair was black, the wet strands plastered to his head, shielding his down-turned face from view. An ugly smudge of blood and river water traveled from the back door, partially opened onto the alley, to where the man lay in Tess’s storeroom. He had evidently dragged himself inside, maybe unable to walk.


If she hadn’t been so accustomed to seeing the grisly aftermath of car accidents, beatings, and other bodily trauma in her animal patients, the sight of this man’s injuries might have turned Tess’s stomach inside out.


Instead, her mind switched from alarm and the instinctual fight-or-flight mode she’d been feeling out in the reception area to that of the physician she was trained to be. Clinical, calm, and concerned.


‘What happened to you?’


The man grunted, gave a vague shake of his dark head like he wasn’t going to tell her anything about it. Perhaps he couldn’t.


‘You’re covered in burns and wounds. My God, there must be hundreds of them. Were you in some kind of accident?’ She glanced down to where one of his hands was resting on his abdomen. Blood was seeping through his fingers from a fresh, deep puncture. ‘Your gut is bleeding – and your leg too. Jesus, have you been shot?’


‘Need . . . blood.’


He was probably right about that. The floor beneath him was slick, and dark from what he’d lost just since his arrival at the clinic. He’d likely lost a good deal more before he got there. Nearly every patch of his exposed skin bore multiple lacerations – his face and neck, his hands, everywhere Tess looked, she saw bleeding cuts and contusions. His cheeks and mouth were pale white, ghostly.


‘You need an ambulance,’ she told him, not wanting to upset him, but, damn, the guy was in bad shape. ‘Just relax now. I’m going to go call 911 for you.’


‘No!’ He lurched from his slump on the floor, thrusting his hand out to her in alarm. ‘No hospitals! Can’t . . . can’t go there. . . . They won’t . . . can’t help me.’


Despite his protest, Tess started to run for the phone in the other room. But then she remembered the stolen tiger hanging out in one of her exam rooms. Hard to explain that to the EMTs or, God forbid, the police. The gun shop had probably already called in the theft of the animal, or would by the time the store opened that morning, just a few short hours away.


‘Please,’ gasped the huge man bleeding all over her clinic. ‘No doctors.’


Tess paused, regarding him in silence. He needed help in a big way, and he needed it now. Unfortunately, she looked like his best chance at the moment. She wasn’t sure what she could do for him here, but maybe she could patch him up temporarily, get him on his feet, and get him the hell out of there.


‘Okay,’ she said. ‘No ambulances for now. Listen, I’m, uh – I’m actually a doctor. Well, more or less. This is my veterinary clinic. Would it be all right if I come a little closer and have a look at you?’


She took the quirk of his mouth and ragged exhaled sigh as a yes.


Tess inched down beside him on the floor. He had seemed big from across the room, but crouched next to him, she realized that he was immense, easily six and a half feet and two hundred fifty-plus pounds of heavy bone and solid muscle. Was he some kind of bodybuilder? One of those macho meatheads who spent his life in the gym? Something about him didn’t quite fit that mold. With the grim cut of his face, he looked like the kind of guy who could tear a gym rat to pieces with his teeth.


She moved her hands lightly over his face, feeling for trauma. His skull was intact, but her touch told her that he’d suffered a mild concussion in some fashion. Probably was still in a state of shock.


‘I’m just going to check your eyes,’ she informed him gently, then lifted one of his lids.


Holy shit.


The slitted pupil cutting through the center of a large, bright amber iris took her aback. She recoiled, freaked out by the unexpected presentation.


‘What the—’


Then the explanation hit her, and she instantly felt like an idiot for losing her cool.


Costume contacts.


Chill out, she told herself. She was getting jumpy for no good reason. The guy must have been at a Halloween party that got out of hand or something. Not much she could tell from his eyes so long as he was wearing those ridiculous lenses.


Maybe he’d been partying with a rough crowd; he certainly looked big and dangerous enough to be part of some kind of gang. If he’d been rolling with gang-bangers tonight, she didn’t detect any evidence of drugs on him. She didn’t smell alcohol on him either. Just some heavy-duty smoke, and not from cigarettes.


He smelled like he’d walked through fire. Just before he took a dive into the Mystic River.


‘Can you move your arms or legs?’ she asked him, moving on to inspect his limbs. ‘Do you think you have any broken bones?’


She skimmed her hands over his thick arms, feeling no obvious fractures. His legs were solid too, no real damage beyond the bullet wound in his left calf. From the look of it, the round appeared to have passed clean through. Same with the one that hit him in the torso. Luckily for him.


‘I’d like to move you to one of my exam rooms. Do you think you can walk if I help hold you up?’


‘Blood,’ he gasped, his voice thready. ‘Need it . . . now.’


‘Well, I’m sorry, but I can’t help you there. You’ll need a hospital for that. Right now, we have to get you off this floor and out of those ruined clothes. God knows what kind of bacteria you picked up in that water out there.’


She put her hands under his armpits and started to lift, encouraging him to stand. He growled, something deep and animalistic. As the sound left his mouth, Tess caught a glimpse of his teeth behind his curled upper lip.


Whoa. That’s weird.


Were those monstrous canines actually . . . fangs?


His eyes came open as if he had sensed her awareness. Her unease. Tess was instantly blasted by piercing bright amber light, the glowing irises sending a bolt of panic straight into her chest. Those sure as hell weren’t contacts.


Good Lord. Something wasn’t right with this guy at all.


He grabbed her upper arms. Tess cried out in alarm. She tried to pull out of his grasp, but he was too strong. Hands as unyielding as iron bands clamped tighter around her and brought her closer. Tess shrieked, wide-eyed, frozen in fear as he drew her right up against him.


‘Oh, God. No!’


He turned his bloodied, battered face toward her throat. Sucked in a sharp breath as he neared her, his lips brushing her skin.


‘Shhh.’ Warm air skated across her neck as he spoke in a low, pained rasp. ‘I won’t . . . not going to . . . hurt you. I promise. . . .’


Tess heard the words.


She almost believed them.


Until that split second of terror, when he parted his lips and sank his teeth deep into her flesh.
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Blood surged into Dante’s mouth from the twin punctures in the female’s neck. He drew from her with deep, urgent pulls, unable to curb the feral part of him that knew only need and desperation. It was life pulsing over his tongue and down his parched throat, silky, cinnamon-sweet, and so very warm.


Maybe it was the severity of his need that made her taste so incredible, so indescribably perfect to him. Whatever it was, he didn’t care. He drank more of her, needing her heat when he was chilled to his marrow.


‘Oh, God. No!’ The woman’s voice was thready with shock. ‘Please! Let me go!’


She clutched at his shoulders reflexively, fingers digging into his muscles. But the rest of her body was slowly going still in his arms, lulled to a boneless sort of trance by the hypnotic power of Dante’s bite. She sighed a long gasp of breath, sagging limply as he eased her down onto the floor beneath him and took the nourishment he so badly needed.


There was no pain for her now, not since the initial penetration of his fangs, which would have been sharp but fleeting. The only pain here was Dante’s own. His body shuddered from the depth of its trauma, his head splitting from a concussion, his torso and limbs laced open in too many places to count.


It’s okay. Don’t be afraid.


You are safe. I promise.


He sent the reassurances into her mind, even as he held her tighter, brought her more firmly into the cage of his arms, his mouth still drawing hard from the wound at her throat.


Despite the ferocity of his thirst, a need amplified by the severity of his injuries, Dante’s word was good. Beyond the bite that startled her, he would not harm the female.


I’ll take only what I need. Then I’ll be gone, and you will forget all about me.


Already his strength was returning. Torn flesh was mending from the inside out. Bullet and shrapnel wounds were healing over.


Burns cooling.


Pain fading.


He eased up on the female, willing himself to slow, even though the taste of her was beyond enticing. He’d registered the exotic note of her blood scent on his first draw, but now that his body was rejuvenating, his senses coming back online-fully, Dante couldn’t help but savor the sweetness of his unwilling Host.


And her body.


Beneath the shapeless white lab coat, she was strong, lean muscle and long, graceful limbs. Curvy in all the right places. Dante felt the mash of her breasts pressing against his chest where he pinned her on the storeroom floor, her legs tangled with his. Her hands were still gripped hard on his shoulders, no longer pushing against him but simply holding on to him as he took a final sip of her life-giving blood.


God, she was so exquisite he could drink from her all night.


He could do a hell of a lot more than that, he thought, suddenly aware of the erection that was wedged hard and demanding at her pelvis. She felt too good beneath him. His blessed angel of mercy, even if she’d come into the role by force.


Dante breathed in her spicy-sweet scent, gently dropping a kiss on the wound that had fed him a second chance at life.


‘Thank you,’ he whispered against her warm, velvet-soft skin. ‘I think you saved my life tonight.’


He smoothed his tongue over the small punctures, sealing them closed and erasing all traces of his bite. The female moaned, stirring from her temporary thrall. She moved under him, the subtle shifting of her body only heightening Dante’s desire to be inside her.


But he’d already taken enough from her tonight. In spite of the fact that she would remember none of what had occurred, it seemed less than sporting to seduce her in a puddle of stale river water and spilled blood. Particularly after going at her neck like an animal.


He moved slightly off her and brought his right hand up near her face. She flinched, understandably wary. Her eyes were open now – mesmerizing eyes, the color of flawless aquamarine.


‘My God, you are beautiful,’ he murmured, words he’d casually tossed out to numerous females in the past but surprisingly never meant more than he did now.


‘Please,’ she whispered. ‘Please, don’t hurt me.’


‘No,’ Dante said gently. ‘I’m not going to hurt you. Just close your eyes now, angel. It’s almost over.’


A brief press of his palm against her brow, and she would forget all about him.


‘Everything’s all right,’ he told her as she shrank back from him on the floor, her eyes locked on to his as if she waited for him to strike her. Dared him to. Dante smoothed her hair off her cheek with the tenderness of a lover. Her felt her tension ratchet a little tighter. ‘Relax now. You can trust—’


Something sharp stuck him in the thigh.


With a vicious snarl, Dante rolled away, flipping onto his back. ‘What the hell?’


Heat spread from that stabbing point of contact, burning through him like acid. A bitter taste gathered at the back of his throat, just before his vision began to swim crazily. Dante tried to heave himself upright from the floor but fell back again, his body as uncooperative as a lead slab.


Panting rapidly, those bright blue-green eyes wide with panic, Dante’s angel of mercy peered over him. Her pretty face warped in and out of his vision. One slender hand was pressed to her neck, where he’d bitten her. The other was raised up at shoulder level, holding an empty syringe in a white-knuckled grip.


Holy Christ.


She’d drugged him.


But as bad as that news was, Dante registered something even worse as his blurring gaze struggled to hold on to the small hand that had managed to fell him with one blow. Between her thumb and forefinger, in that fleshy juncture of soft skin, the female bore a small birthmark.


Deep scarlet, smaller than a dime, the image of a teardrop falling into the bowl of a crescent moon seared into Dante’s brain.


It was a rare mark, a genetic stamp that proclaimed the female sacred to those of Dante’s kind.


She was a Breedmate.


And with her blood now pulsing within him, Dante had just completed one half of a solemn bond.


By vampire law, she was his.


Irrevocably.


Eternally.


The very last thing he wanted or needed.


In his mind, Dante roared, but all he heard was a low, wordless growl. He blinked dully, reaching out for the woman, missing her by an easy foot. His arm dropped like it was weighted down with irons. His eyelids were too heavy to lift more than a fraction. He moaned, watching his erstwhile savioress’s features blur before his eyes.


She glared down at him, her voice edged with defiant fury.


‘Sleep tight, you psychotic son of a bitch!’


Tess leaped back from her attacker, breath heaving out of her in a raw, rapid pant. She could hardly believe what had just happened to her. Or that she had managed to escape the crazed intruder at all.


Thank God for the tranquilizer, she thought, relieved that she’d had the presence of mind to remember the syringe in her pocket. Not to mention the opportunity to use it. She glanced at the spent needle, still clutched tightly in her hand, and winced.


Shit. She’d plugged him with the entire dose.


No wonder he dropped like a ton of bricks. He wasn’t going to be waking up anytime soon either. Eighteen hundred milligrams of animal tranq was one long kiss good night, even for a massive guy like him.


A sudden pang of worry stabbed her. What if she’d killed him?


Unsure why she should be concerned about someone who seemed bent on tearing her throat out with his teeth just a few minutes ago, Tess inched her way back to where the man lay.


He wasn’t moving.


But he was breathing, she was relieved to note.


He was sprawled flat on his back, his muscular arms flung out on the floor where they’d fallen. His hands – those large mitts of brutal strength that had held her in a vise grip as he’d attacked her – were slack and still now. His face, which had been concealed by the fall of his dark hair, was almost handsome at rest.


No, not handsome, because even unconscious, his features held their stark angles and knife-edge planes. Straight black brows cut dark slashes over his closed eyes. His cheekbones were razor sharp, giving the slope of his face a lean, feral quality. His nose might have been perfect at one time, but the strong line of its bridge had a faint jag in it from an old break. Maybe more than one.


There was something strangely compelling about him, although she was certain she didn’t know him. He wasn’t exactly the kind of guy she’d associate with, and trying to picture him coming into the clinic for pet care seemed absurd.


No, she had never seen him before tonight. She could only pray that once she called the cops to come and collect him, she’d never see him again either.


Tess glanced down, and her gaze caught on the glint of metal concealed beneath his sodden jacket. She moved the leather aside and drew in her breath to see a curved blade of steel sheathed under his arm. An empty holster on the other side seemed to be missing a gun. Other hand-to-hand implements studded a wide black belt that wrapped around his slim hips.


This man was a menace, no doubt about that. Some kind of thug, who made the hard-asses down here on the riverfront look like rank poseurs. This man was hard and deadly, everything about him throwing off an air of violence.


His mouth was the only bit of softness on him. Wide and sensual, lips parted slightly in his drugged state, his mouth was profanely beautiful. The kind of mouth that could wreak havoc on a woman from about a hundred different angles.


Not that Tess was counting.


And she hadn’t forgotten about those wicked canines either.


Moving cautiously around him despite the heavy dosage of tranquilizer that was swimming through his system, Tess reached out and lifted his upper lip to get a better look at him.


No fangs.


Just a row of perfect pearly whites. If he’d been sporting costume teeth when he attacked her, they’d been pretty damn convincing. Now those huge fangs seemed to have vanished into thin air.


A fact that made no sense at all.


A quick visual scan of the area around her came up empty. He hadn’t spat them out somewhere. And she sure as hell hadn’t been imagining them.


How else would he have been able to pop her throat open like a soda can? Tess brought her hand up to the bite wound in her neck. The skin felt smooth beneath her fingertips. No blood or stickiness, no trace of the holes he’d chewed into her jugular. She probed the whole side of her neck with her fingers. The area wasn’t even tender.


‘That’s impossible.’


Tess got up and hurried into the nearest exam room, flipping on all the lights. Smoothing her hair away from her neck, she walked up to a mounted paper-towel dispenser and peered at her reflection in the polished stainless steel. The skin on her neck was clear, intact.


Like the terrifying attack had never happened.


‘No way,’ she told her stricken expression. ‘How can that be?’


Tess stepped back from the makeshift mirror, astonished.


Thoroughly confused.


Not more than a half hour ago, she was fearing for her life, feeling her blood being drained from her neck by the heavily armed, black-clad stranger she’d found lying unconscious near the clinic’s back door.


It had happened.


So how on earth could her skin show zero trace of the assault?
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