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Tate

THE CACOPHONY BLARING from downstairs was so loud, I couldn’t stay seated a moment longer. I’d been trying to read by the fireplace, but was unable to concentrate now. 

Rising to my feet, I placed my book on the lamp table and moved to the door, worried for Lexi. Val had her locked up in the guestroom I’d put her in, and it was obvious she needed help. Was all that ruckus about her?

I went to the door and slipped outside. Lexi’s bedroom was up two flights of stairs, so I kept my footfalls quiet and light as I approached her doorway. There was no one around. Not even a guard stationed outside of her bedroom, which was unusual.

Everyone must be down watching the fight or participating. 

The door was cracked open, and as I pushed it wider, it became clear she wasn’t there. I stepped inside and looked around just to make sure, but I couldn’t smell her.

“Lexi?”

When nothing answered my whispered call except silence, I made my way back to the staircase and hurried back down the steps. The noise had died down, and I passed several guards on my way back to the club, greeting them with a nod and half a smile, trying not to let them know that I was beginning to be concerned about the little vampire who may have been the cause of all the commotion.

Where was she?

There was no one in the club except a couple having sex, so I kept moving. A strange smelling smoke, different than the dry ice, lingered in the air. Speckles of blood were soaking into the floorboards. Something big had to have gone down. 

I heard a couple voices having a quiet conversation in the room behind the bar so I listened harder.

“Now what do we do? They took Val,” one said.

My eyes widened. Time to get out of here before Crimson Thirst decided it needed a new leader. Things tended to get messy when a vampire gang lost its structure. Soon, the Master would need to return to end the chaos, and I wasn’t going to stick around for that. The easiest way outside was the spiral staircase to the surface. It was still night, and I was safe to venture up, so following my instinct, I climbed the stairs. If Val was gone, maybe Lexi had gotten away.  

When I finally reached the large door, I pushed on it and stepped outside, into the cool night air. Once again, resounding silence met my ears. I strained to listen, only hearing the faint sounds of cars driving through the city.

Where was she? 

If Lexi wasn’t in her bedroom and wasn’t in the club, I didn’t know where else she would be. The lack of security guards was also worrisome. Crimson Thirst didn’t allow its headquarters to be so badly protected. We had enemies... lots of them.

Where was everyone? Had they gone after whoever had taken Val?

A snarling sound to my right had me turning toward the tree line. There, behind a huge sycamore, was the vampire Lexi had wanted to save. By the way she’d reacted when he was first apprehended, I had to assume he was one of her mates she’d told me about. That meant his name was either Blake or Noah. 

“Hey,” I called out to him. “Are you okay?”

Lexi’s mate came towards me in a stalking manner that indicated he was hungry. His shoulders were hunched, and he swayed from side to side, almost like someone who was drunk.

“I’m fine...” he answered. “Except... except...” He glanced around like an addict looking for a fix.

“You need a drink?” I asked him, staying calm despite the fact this vampire was raising red flags inside my head. 

He was edgy and scared, hungry and agitated. Not a good combination for a vampire.

“Yes... God yes,” he groaned, his fangs descending over his lower lip.

I took a breath, slow and steady. He hadn’t run off into the city to look for a meal, and I wondered if that had something to do with Lexi.

“Hey, Blake.” I took a crack at his name. I had a fifty-fifty chance of getting it right. “Let’s go down to the bar. They’ll get you something to drink.” I indicated to the entryway, and Blake staggered away.

“No, no, no.” He shook his head avidly. “I can’t go down there. Crimson Thirst. They’re evil... What they did to me... How can I ever face her again?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose, having no idea what he was rambling on about. At least I’d gotten his name right. “Blake, listen to me. Lexi is missing. She’s... missing. And we need to find her.”

“Wait. How do you know my name? Who are you?”

“My name is Tate. Lexi told me about you.”

“Lexi?” Blake asked, shuffling his feet in a sign that he couldn’t stand still, not even for a moment. 

“Yes. Lexi. You remember Lexi, right?”

Blake didn’t meet my gaze now, instead looking towards the tree line as if he wanted to take off running.

I tried to stay calm, but time was of the essence. “Listen, mate, let’s get you some blood, then you’ll be able to think clearly.”

I reached out for Blake’s shoulder, but he swung his arm to shake me off. My temper snapped, and I grabbed him by the arm and shook him. 

Blake swung a punch at my head, and I ducked and landed an upper cut to his chin, knocking him backwards. I was full of blood, and had decades of age on him, perhaps even more. 

I grabbed his shirt and shook him. “Blake! Pull it together. We need to find Lexi.”

Blake’s head lolled around, and then he shook himself and looked up at me. His eyebrows drew together, and he met my gaze. “Lexi?”

Finally! “Yes, Lexi. She’s missing.”

Blake’s shoulders were relaxed now, so I let him go but didn’t drop my guard. If he tried to fight me again, I’d be ready. And this time, he’d get more than a little love tap.

He needed blood, and I was going to get him some. But for now, I needed to know what he knew.

“Blake. Talk to me. Who would have taken Lexi?”

“Crimson Thirst... Crimson Thirst...” 

“For fucks sake.” I grabbed him and shook him, hard. “Focus. Lexi is not inside. Crimson Thirst’s headquarters is practically empty. Guards are missing. Where would they take Lexi? Think!”

Blake’s eyes were rolling, but then they came into focus. “Maybe... the Slayers. They were outside. Could they have gotten her?”

“The Slayers?” I repeated, pulling out my whiskey flask from my pocket, my own private stash of the best AB negative around. “Here. Take a sip. It’ll help you think.”

Blake frowned at me but took the flask and threw back his head and drank.

The groan of pleasure that came from his throat was unnerving. “Don’t drink it all.”

I grabbed the flask and snatched it back. “Feeling better?”

Blake rocked on his heels with his eyes closed, licking his lips in an appreciative way. “Oh, yes. I am. And I know exactly who took Lexi.” 
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Lexi

A FAINT, STEADY BEEPING was the first thing I noticed when I regained consciousness. As I awoke further, I reached out with my other senses. There was a mattress beneath my body. It was thin and not as comfortable as my own bed, so I couldn’t be at home. Opening my eyes, the tiled ceiling above me made me wonder if I was in a hospital. I moved my arms and felt my chest. There were no tubes or IV needles connected to me. Then, I remembered... I’m dead. One of the living dead. Cursed to roam this earth as a vampire. The last memory before everything went dark popped into my mind. Gabe’s face was in front of me. I shivered as I remembered the way he’d said “sorry” right before the stabbing pinch in my neck. Right. I’d been at Crimson Thirst’s lair, about to kill Val, when he and the Slayers ruined everything. 

Grinding my teeth, I sat up straight and scanned the room. Other than the bed, which was little more than a cot and a fold-up chair, the space was empty. The beeping continued, and I realized it wasn’t coming from this room. There was a window looking into the room next to mine, so I climbed out of the small bed and wandered over to it. The beeping was louder there. Pressing my hands on the glass, I peered inside. There were little lights coming from a monitor beside a bed like the one I’d been on. That was the source of the beeping. I could make out a body on the bed. I squinted to take a closer look and noticed the blood drip next to the monitor. For a moment, my breath was taken away as I thought it might be Noah, but as my eyes adjusted, hope fled. My hands pressed harder on the glass as the urge to break it consumed me. It wasn’t my mate being kept alive—or as alive as a vampire could be—in the next room. It was my worst enemy. Val. The vampire bitch who’d killed Ana then kept me as a prisoner. 

What the fuck?

“Hey...” I pounded as hard as I could on the glass with my fists. “Hey!”

The glass wouldn’t break no matter how hard I hit it. 

Fury clouding my mind, I flung myself at the door, twisting the knob. It wouldn’t open. Of course, it was locked. I panted hard, my shoulders heaving while I tried to think clearly. That was when I noticed the tiny red light in the corner. A camera. He was watching me. 

I raced toward that corner and screamed, “Gabe! Where are you, you coward? I want answers right now.” I waited a couple heartbeats, listening for the turn of the knob. 

Only silence answered. 

Should I be surprised?

He hadn’t answered any of my calls for help when I was locked away in the castle tower like some damsel in distress. Why would he answer now? It was clear that all he cared about was his sister. I’d been a fool to believe he wanted her dead. Now, here I was. A prisoner again. This time at the Slayer’s headquarters. I wished I would’ve had the chance to kill Val before Gabe stopped me. 

My mind began to race as I paced circles around the cold, barren room. I sniffed then let loose a bitter laugh. The room in the vampire’s lair was preferable to this. The irony of that thought wasn’t lost on me. I’d spent years wanting to take down Crimson Thirst and I’d seen joining the Slayers as my way to do that. 

I was officially a captive of the Slayers. Oh, how the tables had turned.

What did Gabe plan to do with me anyway? Was he going to let Val do what she wanted with me? Why wasn’t I the one being kept alive on a blood drip? Nothing made sense. 

The door clicked open, and I froze like a deer caught in headlights. 

Gabe entered the room and closed the door behind him. He was wearing a faded pair of jeans and a long sleeve, black tee. There were circles under his eyes and his hair was a bit out of place, but it somehow made him look even sexier than usual.  An unexpected heat flooded my core, and made my legs feel like jelly. 

Stop it, I scolded my traitorous body. He’s a fucking traitor.

Remembering my anger, I clenched my jaw and glared. “What the fuck, Gabe?”

He put his hands up in a gesture of surrender. “I know. I know. But hear me out before you leave. I’d like the chance to explain.”

As if he was going to let me go. 

I glanced at the door. He hadn’t locked it behind him. Maybe he was serious about releasing me when we were done with our chat, but I couldn’t leave yet. I needed to figure out if Noah was still here. 

My gaze snapped to his. Back to the question. “Why the fuck would I listen to you? You betrayed me.”

He took a deep breath. “In a sense, yes, but only because you wouldn’t have helped me if you’d known my true intentions for my sister—for Val.”

“Damn right.” I started to move toward the door, but he stopped me. 

“Wait,” he said then turned around and spoke to the camera. “Bring him in.”

After a moment, Lucas opened the door and walked into the room. With him was Noah, my mate, who’d been kept on a blood drip until I fulfilled my promise to help Gabe get Val. I’d thought that meant kill her, not capture her and bring her to headquarters.

Whoops. My bad. I guess Gabe hadn’t wanted her dead like she deserved, after all. 

At the sight of Noah, my face was suddenly leaking. I couldn’t believe it. He was here and he was awake. Wiping the tears from my cheeks, I threw my arms around his neck and buried my face in his chest, inhaling his familiar scent. “I’ve missed you.”

Noah rubbed slow, gentle circles over my back and pressed his cheek against the top of my head. “I’ve missed you too, my love. I’m sorry I was a burden.”

Backing away, I punched him lightly in the chest. “Don’t do that. Don’t ever blame yourself for this.” I pointed my chin at Gabe. “It’s his fault.”

Now holding me at arm’s length as though he wanted to take a better look at me, he gave me one of his mischievous bad boy smiles. “Be that as it may, I think you should hear Gabe out.”

Bottom lip sticking out, I pouted. “But I just want to go home and be with you and... wait—Blake. Oh my God! What happened to Blake?”

Everyone gave me a dumbfounded look except Lucas, who was gone from the room. He must’ve slipped out while I was reuniting with my mate. 

“I was hoping you’d be able to answer that,” Noah said, letting go of me. 

Sinking my fingers into the roots of my hair, I thought back to the last day at the castle. Like a scab being ripped off, my wound began to bleed again, and it took everything not to go and throw myself at the glass that was separating me and Val. “She starved him until he couldn’t control himself,” I said in a shaky voice barely above a whisper.

“Who did?” Noah asked, horrified. I pointed to the vamp lying on the bed on the other side of the glass. His jaw dropped. “Val?”

“Yes. She starved him and then let him feed on a human in front of me. He was like a rabid animal.” I shook my head as if trying to clear the memory. “He wasn’t himself. I tried to get through to him, but he ran away. I don’t know where he is now.”

I saw Gabe’s face before Noah crushed me to his chest. There was a hint of regret there. 

“It’s okay. We’ll find him,” Noah reassured me then let me go with a sigh. “Regardless of what has happened. You should still hear what Gabe has to say. I did, and I think it’s something you’ll want to know.”

Now I was really curious. 

I faced Gabe. “Okay, fine. You’ve got five minutes. Go.”

Gabe’s eyes turned distant for a moment as he tapped his fingertips across his lips. I knew he wasn’t doing it on purpose. But goddamn, why did he have to look so sexy all the time? And how could I be so attracted to someone I hated? 

Obviously, I needed sex. And soon. 

Gabe must have come to some conclusion because he focused on me and crossed his arms, causing his biceps to bulge through his shirt. “You’re the only vampire currently alive who was born half human.”

He gave me a moment to let that sink in, until finally I asked, “So? Why is that important?”

“You didn’t need to drink blood to become a vampire,” he continued, “because the DNA was already in you.”

Noah, who was standing beside me, fidgeted with the buttons on his shirt.  “Tell me something I don’t know.”

Something wavered in Gabe’s expression. There was worry behind his dark brown eyes before he squared his shoulders and pushed it away. “I may as well just say it. I want to use your DNA to turn my sister human again.”

My jaw dropped. Hell no.

I was rendered speechless for the next thirty seconds or so. Rage consumed me, so I sat there, frozen in silence, caged by the fiery bars of my fury.  

Gabe studied my face. It was like he was waiting for me to yell at him, to explode. But I didn’t.

I couldn’t believe it. This whole time, he’d been using me. It shouldn’t have surprised me. I once thought he led the Slayers to make this city a better place, when actually his motives were completely selfish. I never should’ve joined his tournament. 

About to decline, I grabbed hold of Noah’s hand. It was time to go. 

Noticing my intention, Gabe finally broke the silence before I could move. “If it works, you could become human again.”

The world stopped turning for a moment, and I dropped Noah’s hand because Gabe had just said the one thing that might make me stay. Could that be possible? Could I leave my vampirism behind? 

Noah was still as a rock beside me.

The corners of Gabe’s mouth twitched up a little. “The choice is yours, Alexis.” 
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Blake

MY SKULL FELT TOO TIGHT, squashing my brain and making my head pound. At the same time, my thoughts raced like I was on speed or something. The paranoia was a pain in the ass too. I didn’t know where to go or whom to trust. The male vampire standing in front of me felt familiar in some way, but bloodlust had fucked with my brain so badly, I just wasn’t sure that I could trust myself. 

I swallowed hard against the desire to snatch the vampire’s whiskey flask back into my hand. That small taste of blood was enough to stop me from racing off to find a human, but I wanted more. The blood from that woman who’d ended up in the cage with me wasn’t enough. After not drinking for weeks, my thirst was insatiable.

“Ah... who are you?” I asked the vampire in front of me. “And why are you wearing a suit?” Especially one with a brightly colored vest and cufflinks.

Who the hell wore cufflinks in this day and age?

“I’m Tate,” he said, inclining his head in a half bow. “I befriended Lexi when she was inside the Crimson Thirst club, and was trying to help her find a way out once Val locked her up. She told me about you and Noah—that you’re her mates. But she’s missing, and I’m worried about her.”

My gut twisted, and a memory flashed into my mind. “I remember you now.” 

This was the vampire that had been sitting at the table with Lexi, flirting with her and encouraging her to feed from humans as if they were a steak on a plate. I remembered listening to their conversation when I was in the van with the Slayers. Tate was the reason Lexi had drank one of Crimson Thirst’s victims to death. It was something she was going to have difficulty coming to terms with, and I hated him for that.  

I opened my mouth to say something else, but my gaze caught on Tate’s wrist as he flicked his arm out. And it wasn’t the flashy silver cufflink that caught my eye, instead it was the tattoo on the inside of Tate’s wrist.

A symbol of his membership to Crimson Thirst. 

My gaze flicked up to meet Tate’s eyes. “You’re one of them,” I spat. “I’m not going to trust you.”

Tate shook his head and heaved a sigh. “I was never one of them. Did I join them for safety? Yes. But I don’t murder innocents, and I’m not interested in the power play in which they constantly engage. Things are different where I come from.”

By the sound of his accent, I was guessing he meant England. Whatever. It didn’t matter.

I crossed my arms over my chest and raised an eyebrow. “That doesn’t make you any better.”

Tate rolled his eyes, obviously impatient. “Look, I’m not going to stand here and debate this with you. I care for Lexi and I’m worried about her. Are you going to help me find her or not?”

I studied the man in front of me, hearing and seeing nothing that would indicate he was lying. He could just go back inside and slide back into his life with Crimson Thirst, but instead he was out here, in the middle of the night, looking for Lexi.

Everything was still moving too fast. I forced myself to take a deep breath and slow the inner workings of my brain. 

“You care for Lexi?” I asked, gulping down the feelings of jealousy. “What do you mean?”

Tate groaned. “I mean, Lexi is beautiful. And young. And doesn’t deserve to be hurt.”

“She’s mine!” I growled, baring my fangs, and he put up his hands.

“I know. I understand. I just want to help. I promised her I’d help her get you both out of there. I need to make sure she’s okay.”

Reining in the urge to tear out his throat, I put my fangs away. He wasn’t wrong. Lexi was beautiful and didn’t deserve to be hurt.

The blood Tate had given me was slowly working its way into my system, and my thoughts were clearing more each minute. 

Where would Lexi be?

I started pacing and talking. “The Slayers were here, outside, in their cars. Lexi went in to do something... I can’t remember. But if she’s not inside, then maybe the Slayers took her back to their headquarters.”

Why they’d do that, I wasn’t sure. Maybe she’d been hurt? Worry wrapped around my chest and squeezed tightly. “Fuck! What if something bad happened to her!”

Tate grabbed my arm, making me stop pacing and look up at him. “Do you know where their headquarters are? If you think they took Lexi back there, we need to go. Now.”

I shook my head. There was no way I was going back there. Lexi would hate me. She’d seen me in my most basic, disgusting, vampire state.  

Tilting his head in question, he asked, “What do you mean, no?”

“I mean... I can’t follow her to the Slayer headquarters. Lexi won’t love me anymore. She... she saw me down there... like this.”

Tate grabbed my arm once more. “What are you talking about? You two are mates, are you not?”

“Well... yeah.” Though what that had to do with it, I had no idea. 

“Then why are you worried that she won’t accept you for who you truly are? She’s your mate. She’ll accept the good and the bad. You don’t need to worry.”

Could Tate be right? 

I couldn’t see a future with Lexi now that she’d seen the very worst, darkest corners of my vampire self. I was no better than those vermin in that castle when I was starved.

Tate continued, “If Lexi is your mate, she’ll want to see you, Blake. Please, take me to her. I want to make sure she’s safe.”

I stepped away from Tate and ran both hands through my hair, my hands trembling with a fear I’d never experienced before. I didn’t want to lose Lexi, but after the way I’d behaved, she might not take me back.

But what sort of life would I have without Lexi? 

It would be nothing. No life at all. 

“Okay, fine.” I said to Tate. “I’ll tell you where headquarters are, and then we can go together.

I needed Tate’s strength and clear thinking to find Lexi, and then I’d find a way to get rid of him. Tate wanted Lexi, and although I was ashamed to admit it, I was jealous of the sleazy British vamp.

I wasn’t sure how to eliminate Tate from the picture, but I would. One way or another.
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Lexi

I COULD BE HUMAN AGAIN. The impact of that thought had me shaken, and there was a flurry of questions running through my mind. I’d assumed that part of me was dead and gone forever. After all, there’d never been a cure for vampirism before, had there? Surely not, because why would anyone want to stay this way if they had a choice? 

Could I really leave this whole vampire thing behind? Did I even want to? Without Ana, there wasn’t anything for me to return to the human world. And the things I’d done... I wasn’t sure my human self would ever forgive me.

“It’s okay. You don’t have to decide right now,” Gabe said. He pulled his cell out of his pocket and checked it as though looking for the time. “I’ll get you some blood. I know you must be hungry.”

He used his thumbs to tap on the phone, possibly sending a text. 

“Thank you.” I nodded slowly, still inside my own head and not completely present. 

My gums ached at the mention of blood, whereas before I’d thought I was fine. But he was right. I was hungry. Why was he suddenly being so kind? 

Because he needs me, that’s why. 

Shortly after Gabe sent the text, there was a knock on the door. It was Alison. 

“Delivery service,” the cute red-headed Slayer chirped as she popped in and handed a blood bag to Gabe. 

He thanked her and passed the bag to me. “Let me know when you make a decision.” 

With that, the two Slayers left Noah and me alone. 

Noah pulled the chair over to the corner of the room and stood on top of it.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Making sure Gabe can’t spy on this,” he replied as he reached up and disconnected the camera that was there.

“Smart thinking.” I removed the stopper on the blood bag and poured some into my mouth. It was too cold and tasted tangy, not at all appetizing. But as I sat still and checked my body for signs of hunger, I realized that the delivery had at least sated my thirst. After a few more swallows, some of my energy and strength returned. So, I set the rest aside for later, impressed with myself. At least my control was getting better. Though I wasn’t sure that would be the same story if the blood had been fresh. 

Noah let out a long sigh and sat down on the sole chair in the room. “So...”

“So,” I repeated, taking a seat on the end of the bed across from him. 

“Do you want to know what I think?”

I shrugged. “You’re gonna tell me anyway.”

“Damn right I am.” His smirk almost brought tears to my eyes. I’d missed that look so much while he’d been comatose. “I think you should do it.” I opened my mouth to say something, but he continued before I could get any words out, “You don’t have to decide if you want to turn human yet, but at least you’ll have the option.”

My lips tugged into a smile. “Look at you, being all selfless. That sounds like something Blake would say.”

He returned my smile, then looked away and ran his hands down his thighs before meeting my eyes again. “It just that I know how difficult being a vampire has been for you.”

I kicked my dangling legs, considering his words. “It has. But I actually had a little fun while I was undercover with Crimson Thirst.”

Noah’s eyes turned round for a second. “Yes, tell me about everything that happened while I was unconscious. Gabe filled me in—sort of—but I want to hear your side.”

“Gabe,” I scowled. “He left me there for weeks. All to get his precious sister back.”

“You weren’t aware of that part of the plan?”

“He let me believe we were going to kill her! I went in believing I’d only be there until we could get to her. Boy, was a wrong.” I shook my head. “So stupid. I should’ve known.”

“Hey!” Noah was in front of me in a flash. “You’re not stupid. He tricked you. And if you want to leave right now, I’d walk out of here with you, and we’ll never look back. In fact, if you asked me to kill him, I’d do that for you too.”

I considered his offer for half a second before I said, “No. Although, I’d love to see that after all he’s put me through, but I don’t think it’s worth it.”

Running his hands up my arms, he peered deeply into my eyes. “Alright, but if you change your mind, just say the words.”

Unable to resist the lure of his luscious mouth, I leaned forward and planted a kiss on his beautiful lips. He pulled me closer and deepened the kiss, sending a thrill through my body. 

I pulled back. “There’s something else I have to tell you about.”

“What is it, love?”

A little bubble of guilt rose to the surface. “I met a vampire named Tate while I was undercover. I had to play along that I was a lost baby vamp. He was kind though and made everything seem easy.” I noticed Noah’s brow pinch together in concern, so I quickly blurted, “He taught me how to compel someone. I’m sorry. I know you and Blake want to be the ones to be there with me on this journey.”

Noah leaned backward and rested his chin on his fist, thoughtful. 

The bubble of guilt grew. I should’ve told him that I felt the connection with Tate was strong enough that I wondered if he could be one of my mates too. Then again... “You don’t have to worry,” I added. “I doubt I’ll ever see him again. I just wanted you to know he helped me. He was working on getting me out of the castle when Gabe didn’t answer my calls.”

The line between his brows disappeared as his features softened. “I’m glad you had someone while you were there feeling lost and deserted, even if it was another guy. I wouldn’t have wanted you to face that all alone.”

“Thank you.” The guilt bubble finally burst and became nothing. “There’s one more thing.” His eyes became intense again. “I killed someone.” Surprisingly, this part of the confession came easier. “I was pretending to drink my first taste of blood and—well—it tasted so good I couldn’t stop myself.”

He didn’t say anything for a moment, but his lips parted, and he searched my face. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there to help you stop.” Then he pulled me into his body. “I’m so sorry. Please don’t blame yourself. It’s difficult to control our urges when we’re so new at this.”

“Actually...” I said into his chest in a muffled voice. “I don’t feel bad.”

“You don’t?” He let me go so I could speak properly.

With a shrug, I answered, “No. It’s much easier to just... not care.”

Noah grinned and chuckled, shaking his head. “That’s a dangerous path, my love. One I’ve been down.” He looked to the ceiling before lowering his face again. “I’m going to tell you what Blake once said to me. It may seem easier now, but you’ll likely have regrets later.” 

That wasn’t the reaction I’d expected from him. It pinched a nerve. He was supposed to be the bad boy. 

“I certainly will if I turn human again.”

“Oh, sweetheart. You shouldn’t let what you do as a vamp effect your decision. You aren’t in control of your urges right now. And Blake and I will be here to help you through it.”

“That’s the other thing.” My mouth drew down as a lump lodged itself in my throat. “If I’m not a vamp, we won’t be mates anymore.”

Noah made a face as if he’d just been slapped and then he stood up and ran his fingers gently through my hair. “Lexi, I will always be your mate. I don’t care if you’re human... vampire... werewolf. Whatever.”

I frowned. “Werewolf?” Those were real? Since when?

“It doesn’t matter what you are. You’ll still be you. Our bond runs deep. Only death can break it, and even then, I think we’d still be mates into whatever comes after.”

My eyes glistened. “Promise?”

“Promise.”

While I loved his declaration, it didn’t make this next part any easier. “There’s only one problem.”

“What is it?”

“If I become human, I will grow old and die while you and Blake stay the same. Young and beautiful forever. It would be cruel to put you through that, and I would fucking hate it!” I threw up my arms and marched to the other side of the room.

I was full of anger and worry, but maybe if what Gabe had planned actually worked, they could become human too. I closed my eyes for a moment and blew a breath out my nose. I couldn’t ask that of them. They’d been vampires for so long, surely, they didn’t want to be human again? Not like I did.

Noah came up behind me and lowered his lips to the back of my neck, planting a kiss there. “Agree to help Gabe, and we can figure the rest out later. At least it will be your choice instead of being something that was taken from you. The power will be in your hands.”

My shoulders sagged with the weight of the choice, but I knew he was right, so I turned and kissed his cheek. “Okay. Let’s tell Gabe. Wait. What time is it?”

Noah checked his phone. “Almost 1:00 am.”

“Good. We can go upstairs.” 

I knew Gabe’s room at headquarters was on the top floor, so we headed out into the basement hallway and found the elevator. We rode it up as far as we could, but every room there seemed vacant. When we came to a door that read “Stairs” I realized we weren’t actually on the top floor, rather one below it. 

“Anything I can help you find?” a sweet woman’s voice asked from behind us.

I turned and found Alison standing there with her hand on her hip.

“I need to speak with Gabe,” I replied, lifting my chin a notch. “He’ll want to know my decision.”

And he would, especially since I was giving him exactly what he wanted.

“Just a moment.” Then she tapped on her expensive-looking watch. “Hey, Gabe. Lexi is ready to see you. We’re on the 30th floor, by the stairs.” She tapped on her watch again and lowered her arm. “He’ll be right down.”

“Thanks.” I guessed he didn’t trust anyone on his floor. 

Noah leaned against the wall and tapped his foot. Alison turned and walked away to continue whatever she’d been doing. A few minutes later, Gabe appeared through the door that led to the stairs. 

“So you’ve made your decision?” he asked. His dark eyes pinned me, questioning. 

The way he carried himself now... back straight, lips pulled taught... I’d never seen him wound so tightly. The weight of it all was obviously too much for him, so I came right out with it. “I’ll do it.”

The worry left his face. He even smiled. Truly smiled. I didn’t think I’d ever seen him happy like that. 

“Thank you,” he said, seeming sincere. Then, as if remembering who he was, the smile was wiped from his face, and he became all business once again. “We can begin tomorrow night. I’ll have Alison show you two your room.”

Before I could say anything else, he disappeared back through the door from where he’d come, then Alison returned to lead us back downstairs. 

The Slayer had a brisk almost skip to her step as she took us to the elevator. Noah looked at me with a silent laugh, as if to point out how happy she seemed. I rolled my eyes. I still hadn’t forgiven the Slayers for what they’d done to me. Gabe had his reasons... I was starting to see that. The others, especially Alison, seemed to just blindly follow him, no questions asked. 

“Here we are,” the peppy Slayer announced as we exited the elevator and came to a room at the end of the hall in a wing of the basement I hadn’t seen before. “Gabe had this room made up especially for you,” she stated, as though we should be falling over with gratitude. “There are some clothes in the dresser you two can have.” We wandered into the room together and looked around. I didn’t say anything further, so she left us alone again. 

The room itself wasn’t fancy, but it was different from the others. There was a small sofa on one side and a modern painted black dresser on the other. It was more spacious, and the bed was bigger than the one I’d shared with Blake. And there were a couple of lamps in the corners by the bed, so we didn’t have to use the florescent overhead ones. Thank God for that. I hated the sterile environment of those blinding white lights. 

Right away, I dug through the drawers and found a pair of pajama shorts with cats on them and a plain grey tank to change into. Noah stripped down to his boxers, and we both climbed under the covers.

“I’m so happy you’re awake,” I told him as I laid my head on his bare chest. “I missed you.”

“I’m happy too,” he cooed softly as he traced lines up and down my arm. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you when you needed me.”

I tilted my head to look into his eyes. “Don’t apologize. It wasn’t your fault.”

“Anyway, I’m never leaving you again.” He kissed me, gently at first, but the passion grew until we needed each other to breathe. He tasted so good, I couldn’t stifle the moan that rose in my throat as our tongues danced, igniting a flame within me. 

Noah sprinkled kisses down my neck, causing me to tingle all over. His made his way down between my breasts, tugging my tank top down to swirl his tongue around one of my nipples. 

I slid my fingers into his hair and arched my back on a moan. “More.” I needed him now.

He continued his path of kisses lower, working my shorts down to my ankles with ease. 

“Mmm. You’re so sexy,” he said in a voice made raw with lust as his palms slid up my sides, then landed on my breasts. 

My nipples hardened as soon as he touched them, increasing my need. “Please, Noah.”

“I like it when you say my name,” he growled. Then, in one motion, he tore my underwear off and plunged his face between my legs. 

Undulating my hips like ocean waves, I fucked his mouth. His tongue worked my clit until I couldn’t take it any longer. 

“Oh, God, yes!” I roared as my climax hit me like a tsunami, wave after wave of pleasure swamping me and dragging me under. Once I regained my breath and could open my eyes once more, I pulled him up. I needed more. So much more. “I want to feel you inside me.”

Noah grinned like a wildcat with sharp teeth about to prey on its dinner. “Yes, ma’am.”

He slid up my body, pushing open my thighs with his knee. When he finally set his impressive cock at my entrance, I was ready to scream with need. 

I wrapped my legs around his waist, gripping his shoulders as I pulled him into me. His cock forged inside, filling me up and making me whole. He fucked me in long strokes, building my desire once more.  

He began to move faster, fucking me harder with every thrust. The headboard slammed against the wall, making a loud, rhythmic thumping sound. I didn’t care if anyone heard us. It felt so good to finally have my mate inside me again. When he came, the pulses of heat made me orgasm all over again, taking the last of my energy with him. 

Once we were finally sated, I cleaned myself up, flopped back into the bed, and fell immediately into a dreamless sleep with Noah next to me. 

No one bothered us, and I woke up groggy and a little confused about my whereabouts. 

Noah was already awake, doing something on his phone. Remembering we were in headquarters and what I’d promised Gabe, I rubbed my blurry eyes and groaned. “What time is it?”

Noah found his phone and said, “7:00 p.m.”

“Holy shit. I slept that long?”

“It happens sometimes with us vamps. Some days, we don’t sleep much at all, mostly in the winter months. Other times, we can sleep for an entire day.” He shrugged. “We’ve both been through a lot lately.”

I sat up and stretched. “I suppose.” It made sense, but I’d never slept a whole day away before.

“One of the Slayers dropped this off a while ago.” He grabbed a bag of blood from the top of the dresser and passed it to me. “We’re supposed to meet Gabe on the next floor when you’re ready.”

“Right. May as well get this started.” I guzzled down some of the blood and as soon as I had my fill, I gave the rest to Noah.

My control was getting better, which was a comfort. Then I put on a pair of leggings and a t-shirt from the black dresser. 

Gabe was already waiting near the elevator when we got to the floor above. There were no windows on this level either, so it was possible we were still in the basement.   

“Ready?” Gabe asked me with a reassuring smile. His hair was freshly styled and his clothing pristine. 

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” I said and followed him down the narrow hallway with flickering fluorescent lights that made my eye twitch. 

When we reached the room where it was all about to go down, Gabe turned and said to Noah, “You’ll wait here. Or go back to your room if you want to be more comfortable.”

Noah’s chest puffed, and I felt his stubbornness slam down like a rock. “Hell, no. I’m not leaving her side.”

I stepped forward and put my hand in Noah’s. “Either you let him watch over me, or I leave right now.” 

Noah’s bodily autonomy and control had already been ripped from him by this man. I wasn’t letting Gabe do it a second time.

Gabe tapped his fingers against his thigh, appearing to weigh his options. Finally, he buckled. “Fine. But this isn’t going to be pretty, and you can’t get in the way.”

Noah looked at me, and as our eyes met, I could tell he was saying in his mind, Say the word and we’ll go. 

I gave my mate a smile, or as much of one as I could muster, because I wasn’t suddenly feeling so sure. “It’s okay. I’ll be okay.”

And with my words, that was that. The pissing match ended, and we stepped into the room that looked like a mad scientist’s lab. There was an office with a big glass window that overlooked a bed. Miles was inside the office, staring at a computer screen through his square, thick-framed glasses. As soon as he saw us, the Slayer responsible for the group’s tech came out and joined us by the bed. 

A nurse was there too, dressed in white scrubs. Her face was void of kindness, or any other emotion, for that matter. “Lay down,” she instructed, then began turning on the machines next to the bed. 

“Come,” Gabe said to Noah. “We can watch from there.” He pointed to the office. 

Noah hesitated but went with the Slayer’s leader while the nurse inserted an IV in my arm, and Miles put pads with wires connected to then on my ankles and wrists. 

The nurse pulled out a syringe, then sat on the stool next to me. “You’re going to go to sleep now,” she said in a cool tone.

“Wait. What’s going to happen to me?”

“I’m going to place a micro device into your veins that will go through your body and read your DNA,” Miles explained, holding up a metal contraption.

I swallowed hard. Maybe it was best if I wasn’t awake for this. 

The nurse pressed the needle into my arm and a few seconds later, it was lights out. 

I expected to wake up when it was all over like a person would after surgery, but instead, I was jolted into consciousness by the worst pain I’d ever felt in my life. It felt like my veins were on fire. My muscles contracted, paralyzing every part of me. This made the incapacitator Eve had used on me seem like nothing. 

Death would’ve been welcome with how much this hurt. It needed to stop, so I did the only thing I could do.

I screamed and screamed and screamed.  
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Chapter 5
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Gabe

LEXI’S BODY WASN’T moving, but she was screaming like a banshee, intent on torturing us all with the sound. I couldn’t help the shudder that passed over me. I couldn’t race in there to help her, not yet. No matter how much I wished to stop her torture. 

I dug my nails into my palms and tightened my hands until I was holding two fists.

“You’ve gotta stop this,” Noah said, shaking his head and rolling his shoulders like he was readying himself for a boxing match. 

My heart pounded harder and faster with each second that passed. Every wail of Lexi’s echoed around us like a threatening storm, and my blood pressure shot up another notch. “I can’t. This is what she agreed to.”

And the fact that she didn’t know what was going to happen, nor how painful it was going to be, was a fact that I was deliberately ignoring.

“No, she didn’t,” Noah ground out, marching back to the door that would take him into the hospital room. “She never fucking agreed to this!”

I shot out my arm to him as though I could stop him, “You have to wait for the doctor’s signal. Hang on. I’ll tell him to stop.”

I pressed the button on the side of the intercom system and said, “Miles, you need to stop.”

The doctor nodded but lifted his head to say to us through the glass window, “The micro device needs to work its way out of her body. Give it a moment. Almost done.”

My teeth cracked in my jaw as I ground them together, the next few seconds seeming like eons as Lexi’s screams continues to ring in the rooms around her.

“Fuck.” I turned my back, not able to watch a moment longer.

Then the wailing miraculously stopped, and I raced for the door a moment behind Noah as he barged into the room to run to Lexi’s side.

“Sweetheart... are you all right?” Noah crooned, his hand shaking as he cupped Lexi’s face. 

She’d passed out again, her skin as pale as the white linoleum.  

“What’s happening?” Noah asked, glaring at me and alternating shots of hatred to the doctor, then back to me. 

Miles glanced at the monitors. “She’s just unconscious.”

Noah looked like he was about to start a fight. His eyes flashed with a hatred I hadn’t seen from anyone in a long time.

“How about you go back to your room?” I asked as gently as I could. “I’ll have someone come get you as soon as she’s awake.”

“Not a chance,” Noah said, glancing around the room for somewhere to sit, I assumed. “I’ll stay right here.”

“There’s no advantage to you staying,” I said, a little more firmly this time. “Lexi needs her rest. Go back to your room, and someone will alert us both when she’s awake.”

Noah lifted his chin a fraction. “And where are you going?”

“I’m going to let her rest,” I repeated, walking towards the main door. “My room is up on the next floor. If you need me, call one of my people.”

I walked out the door, leaving Noah alone with Lexi and Miles. The idiot might choose to sit there for hours until she awoke, but I had things to do. I made my way up to the top floor, then unlocked the door to my private staircase. I liked to joke that it was a stairway to heaven, but quite the opposite really. 

I trudged up the stairs before entering my own private floor. There was a bedroom, an office, and a large living room that was sparsely furnished. I paced the floorboards, questioning my current plan.

There was nothing more important to me than getting my sister back, and that meant converting her vampire form back to being human. But did that justify what I’d done recently? Lying to Lexi over and over, putting her in danger, then doing it again. 

Were my intentions as pure as I liked to believe they were? What would Ana think of what I was doing to her precious adoptive daughter? I cringed at the mere thought. 

After an hour of pacing and more than one shot of whiskey, I made my way down to the floor where Lexi was still lying on the hospital bed, fast asleep. 

“Noah leave?” I asked Miles, who was still hovering nearby, checking Lexie’s vitals and adjusting her drip. 

“Yeah, not that long ago.” Miles answered, scanning Lexi’s chart. “But he was exhausted, so I think he went to take a nap.”

Miles shook his head and made an annoyed grunting noise. I could imagine that Noah had more than one choice word to say to the doctor who’d all but tortured his girlfriend.

“When she wakes up, bring her to my quarters.”

Miles looked at me, his eyebrows raised in question.

“I’ll have blood for her,” I said. “And I want to explain some things.”

“Sure thing,” Miles said and returned to his work. 

I walk out of the hospital room and one of my Slayers, Jakob, walked up to me with a grim expression on his face. “We’ve spotted intruders on the security cameras.”

“Show me,” I said, and together we made our way to the security room to find out exactly what we were dealing with.
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Chapter 6 
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Blake

I PUNCHED IN THE CODE on the Slayer Headquarters keypad, anger and vitriol rolling through my veins. The panel made an ugly sound and turned red.

“Fuck!”

“What’s wrong?” Tate asked, sidling up beside me. 

I ran my fingers through my hair, yanking at the strands hard enough the roots hurt. “They must have changed the fucking password. It’s not opening.”

Tate, who was too damn calm for my liking, stared at the red keypad then shrugged. “I’m not surprised. A place like this probably has a constantly changing password. Can you call someone inside? Or get us in another way?”

I stared at Tate, annoyed even more at how reasonable he sounded. I couldn’t think about anything other than the fact that my mate was inside, and the last time she’d seen me, I’d been a raging, starving lunatic. “I don’t know.”

I didn’t have my phone, and my body was shaking with the strain of the last few days. 

Tate wandered off around the side of the building. I followed him, mostly because I didn’t know what else to do.

“There,” Tate said, pointing at a window that was open an inch. “Give me a boost, and I think I can get that open.”

I linked my fingers together and cupped them for the other vampire. He put his shiny leather shoe on my hands and pushed up, grabbing the window, pulling it down, then jumped up and into the building in one smooth move.

I couldn’t help but smile. “Nice.”

“Come on,” Tate said, reaching out an arm for me. I grabbed onto his hand, scaled the wall, and slid inside. 

The alarm sounded the moment my feet hit the ground. “Shit.” 

Of course, breaking in wouldn’t be easy. Whatever. It’s not like I was trying to sneak in. Gabe had probably texted me the new code. I would’ve seen it if I knew where my damn phone was. 

Eve came barreling around the corner, gun drawn and pointed out in front of her. She came to a halt a few feet away from us as she took in the sight of Tate and me calmly standing by the wall.

“What the hell are you doing here?” she asked, sounding more shocked than anything else.

I inhaled sharply and cut to the chase. “I want Lexi.”

Eve sniffed. “She’s busy.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “Where’s Gabe?”

Her lip quivered on a smile. “I’ll take you to him, but I can tell you, he’s not going to be happy about this.” She gestured at Tate with her gun then motioned us to follow.

Another Slayer came running in response to the alarm, but Eve just told him to go turn off the noise and that she was dealing with us.

When we were taken to a meeting room of sorts, I was surprised. There was a two-way mirror on one side and a large table in the middle of the room. I didn’t sit down because I was too agitated. Tate walked over to the plastic black chairs however, and calmly took a seat. 

“Well, isn’t this quaint.”

The door opened, and Gabe marched in, his eyes wide and his lips pulled tight. “What are you trying to pull, Blake? You know you aren’t allowed to bring anyone here that isn’t a member.” He took a closer look at Tate. “Isn’t he the vamp who was with Lexi? I should kill you both right now.”

Tate’s upper lip curled a little, but his voice remained unbothered as he said, “I’d like to see you try.”

I ignored the jibe from the man who’d abandoned me to die. “Where’s Lexi?”

Gabe’s eyebrows flicked up on his forehead at my swift change of topic. “She’s busy,” he said. “She’s helping me.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “She’s helping... you? After you almost killed Noah, abandoned her, and left me to die? I don’t believe you.”

Gabe’s lips turned down into an even more aggressive frown. “That was all part of the plan.”

“Oh, really?” I scoffed. “And letting your fucking sister torture and starve me? That was all part of you fucking plan?”

“I told you not to go in that castle. You disobeyed me and put everyone in more danger. What happened to you was your own fault.”

My hands had tightened into fists, and I was having a difficult time trying to remember why I shouldn’t just bash this guy into next week. He was only human after all, and I was hyped up on blood.

Tate cleared his throat, and I glanced over at him. He didn’t move, but I could almost feel him telling me to calm down.

I took a deep breath, easing the rage inside my chest. 

When I turned back to Gabe, he was looking between Tate and me like we were his enemies, which as vampires, we were.

“I should kick you out of the Slayers for this, Blake. You’re forbidden to bring anyone here who isn’t a Slayer, and you already brought Noah—”

“And look how that turned out,” I shot back.

He continued as though I hadn’t spoken, “And now you’ve brought someone from Crimson Thirst!”

I shrugged. “You want your sister back, don’t you? And she’s Crimson Thirst.”

Gabe’s nostrils flared like a racehorse.

“I want to see Lexi,” I said.

Gabe jerked his head in a nod. “Well, you can’t. She’s busy. I already told you that.”

Tate stood up slowly, walking over to stand beside me. Gabe’s hand moved to the gun at his belt. 

I smirked at him. “Scared of the ancient vampire, Gabe?”

“We’d just like to see her,” Tate said politely. “To make sure she’s all right. We care about her, whether you’d like to believe that or not.”

“They’re fine. Noah’s awake, and Lexi is with him. You don’t need to worry about her.”

I forced out a laugh. “I’m not taking your word for anything, Gabe. Your word isn’t worth shit.” I took a step closer to him, ready to fuck up that stupid face of his, but Tate’s arm went out across my chest like a steel band.

Gabe backed toward the door, his chin jutting out. “I’ll let Lexi know you came here, and she’ll find you when she’s ready.”

“When will she be done?” I fired back.

Gabe didn’t answer, instead saying, “Now get out before I change my mind and put you in our dungeon.”

“You wouldn’t fucking dare,” I hissed.

Tate pulled a letter from the breast pocket of his jacket and slowly stepped toward Gabe, approaching him like one would a timid animal. “Could you give this to Lexi for me please?”

Gabe stared at Tate for a moment before taking the envelope and tilting his head in the direction of the door. “Get these two out of here.”

Gabe disappeared and Eve and Lucas stepped into the room, both armed with incapacitators. “Let’s go.”

They escorted us out the front door this time, slamming it behind us.

Tate shook himself and straightened his jacket. “Well, that was interesting.”

I stared up at the large building. “Do you think she’s okay? Gabe might be holding her prisoner.”

Tate frowned. “She’s your mate. Do you feel anything through the bond?

Concentrating, I dug deep within myself to see if I could feel her. Then I shook my head. “I woke up in a sweat this morning with a feeling of dread. But now? I can’t feel anything.”

“That doesn’t sound good. Maybe it’s the lingering effects of what you went through. If not and it turns out Gabe is lying, we’ll figure out how to get her out. Now... let’s go and find somewhere to sleep. The sun will be up soon.”

I followed the ancient vampire down the steps, and we made our way back into the city. I’d formed a very odd alliance with the vampire that seemed to have an attachment to my mate also, but at this point, he was the only ally I had left. 
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Chapter 7 
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Lexi

I WOKE UP ALONE, SQUINTING at the bright white lights overhead. My body ached like I’d been hit by a big-ass truck, but that was nothing compared to what I’d felt the last time I’d awakened. I moved my arm and noticed the IV had been taken out. The wires that had been attached to me were removed as well. 

Thank God for that.

At the sound of footsteps across the polished concrete floor, I pushed myself up onto my elbows and turned my head to see who it was. 

“You’re awake,” Miles stated as emotionlessly as one would read the weather. He approached the side of the bed, holding a tablet in one hand.  

“Thanks, Captain Obvious.” I sat the rest of the way up and slid my legs off the bed. “Did it work?”

Miles gave me a cool, calculating stare through his glasses. “We’re not finished yet. We had to stop. Unfortunately, we’ll have to do this at least one more time.”

“Fuck me.” I dropped my head into my hands, unsure I could go through that again, especially with the knowledge of what would happen. I’d been lucky the first time, since I’d had no idea what I was getting myself into.

Next time would be different. 

“Gabe has blood waiting for you in his room.” He typed something on his tablet then said, “If you’re ready now, I’ll take you there.”

I slid off the table, testing my strength as I put my weight on my legs. Then his words registered. “Wait. Why do I have to see Gabe to get blood? Where’s Noah?”

Had Gabe done something to my mate?

Miles set the tablet down on the little table beside the bed. “You can go to Noah after you feed. Gabe wants to speak with you first.”

I could’ve put up a fight, of course, but I was curious about what Gabe had to say so I followed Miles to the pre-planned destination. 

“Why did I wake up during the procedure? I thought I’d be asleep for the whole thing,” I stated on our way up the elevator. 

He scrunched up his mouth. “I suppose the pain was so intense, even the drug we gave you couldn’t keep you under. That and because you’re a vamp, is my guess.”

“Another perk,” I muttered under my breath.

“What?”

“Nothing.” There were so many things that I hated about being a bloodsucker, and the fact they couldn’t work out how to keep me under for a procedure like that was just a something else to add to the list.

The elevator dinged, and the doors opened, releasing us onto the highest floor possible. 

When we reached the door to the stairs, Miles pulled out a key from his pants pocket and unlocked it. “Go all the way up and turn right,” he instructed.

As soon as I began walking up the stairway, the door slammed shut with Miles on the other side. 

The aching in my body was slowly subsiding with each minute that passed. Still, I was super tired for how much sleep I’d had lately. But then again, I’d been through a lot the last few days... the last few weeks, maybe even months, if I were being honest. 

I need a vacation.

I found the door to Gabe’s room and knocked loudly. 

He answered within seconds, as though he’d been waiting for me. “Ah, Alexis. Please come in.” He opened the door wider for me then closed it behind me. 

The pot lights in the ceiling were dim, creating a relaxing ambiance. He took me to the den, where a long fireplace with blue flames burned behind glass encased in black wood. A black glass coffee table sat between the fireplace and a big white leather sectional. An expensive piece of abstract art hung on the taupe painted wall behind it.

“Nice place,” I commented, taking a seat on the sectional.

“I’m glad you like it,” Gabe said, pleased. He walked over to the bar on the far side of the room and poured himself a whiskey on the rocks. “Do you want some of this in your blood?” he asked, holding up the crystal decanter of amber liquid. 

After what I’d just experienced, I appreciated the offer. “That would be wonderful.”

He nodded and then poured some into the glass that was already filled with dark burgundy-colored blood and swirled it around before handing it to me as he sat down in the seat beside mine. 

I sipped the whiskey blood, and as soon as it slid over my tongue, I nearly melted into a puddle. It was exactly what I needed. The blood had been warmed as though it had come straight from a vein. It went down much nicer than the blood bags. The whiskey gave it a hint of warm spice and was enough to take the edge off my frayed nerves. 

The exhaustion in me finally began to ebb. “So...” I started, clutching the glass. 

Gabe studied me, concern in his dark eyes. “So. How are you feeling?”

The blood whisky almost came out my nose as I took another sip. I set it down on the table, and chuckled. “Like you actually care.”

“I do,” he said, and for once, no smug smile followed his words. Unless my eyes were playing tricks on me, there was compassion etched in his face.

What the hell?

I looked down and ran my fingertip along the seam in the leather beside my leg. “I’m okay now, but that was the worst pain I’ve ever felt in my life, and that includes waking up after being killed.”

He stared at me for a moment, and I wish I knew what he was thinking. Then he downed the rest of his whiskey and placed the glass carefully on the coffee table. “That’s why I’ve asked you to come. I wanted to ask if you want to continue.”

My eyebrows shot upward. Was he seriously giving me a choice?

“What about Val?”

“I’ll find another way. Admitedly, it’ll be difficult, maybe even impossible without you. But I don’t want to force you to do this. That’s not the type of man I want to be.”

At a loss of words, my mouth hung open. Ever since I’d become a vamp, I’d thought of Gabe as the enemy—the bad guy. And what he’d done when we were at Crimson Thirst’s lair... saving Val, that had just confirmed for me how vile he was. 

I wanted to hate him for that because Val was evil. She’d killed Ana. But with the way he was behaving right now, I wasn’t so sure anymore. 

“I know you must hate me,” Gabe said as though he could read my thoughts. He leaned back and looked straight ahead, his eyes focusing on nothing but the dancing blue and orange flames in front of us. “When Val and I were little, after our father died, she took care of me. She’s four years older, you see. I was only eight, and she was almost a teen. I had a really hard time accepting that our father was gone. I became quiet, withdrawn. That led the other kids at school to pick on me. One day, this bully named Arthur stole the coin my father had given me after returning from one of his jobs in Europe. He said the coin was ancient and would bring me luck. While I didn’t believe that anymore, it still reminded me of him.

“Anyway, I was distraught when I couldn’t find that coin, and I—I couldn’t control the tears. Everyone saw me crying and laughed and called me names. Someone told my sister about it, and the next day she filled Arthur’s locker with diapers and left a note saying if he didn’t give my coin back and fess up to what he’d done, she was going to tell everyone he still wore diapers. This scared him enough that he did what she’d told him to.”

“So, she was your protector?” I asked, wanting to make sure I understood what he was trying to tell me. As an only child, I’d never had anyone stand up for me except for Ana.

“She was,” he said with a slow nod. “Anytime anyone gave me trouble growing up, she was there. She also helped my mom when she was too depressed to clean or make meals. I know you only know Val as what she is now... a cruel vamp, but she was an outstanding human and the whole reason I am who I am today.”

I blew a breath through my lips. I’d never thought of Val as being anything but an evil bitch. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know anything else about her past. 

Just because she’d been good in her human life didn’t excuse what she’d done to me and many others after she’d turned. She’d given in to the monster inside of her when she could’ve fought against it like I had.

But have I? I killed someone and I don’t even care. 

Another thought occurred to me. I twisted my body toward Gabe. “You know, if we turn Val human, that would make it so much easier for me to kill her.”

Gabe turned to face me again. His gaze fell on mine, and suddenly the air between us became charged. “That would crush me.” 

I’d never seen him so vulnerable. Something inside me changed at this sudden softness in him. 

Without thinking, I leaned forward and my face drifted closer to his. My heartbeat quickened, and his dark lashes lowered as he focused on my mouth, drawing closer to me. Heat surged through me. He smelled divine, and I wasn’t even talking about his blood.

Before I knew it, our lips brushed together, and then he pressed his mouth harder against mine. My tongue found the seam in his lips and his met mine with a fierceness I hadn’t expected. It was as though his passion had been boxed up and locked away and was now finally free. 

I forgot where I was for a moment, and just enjoyed the pleasure coursing through my body. Then...

What am I doing?

Pulling away was like cutting a heartstring, but I managed to whisper against his lips, “I can’t.” 

Gabe looked torn between hurt and understanding, but he didn’t say anything as I scrambled off the couch and flew from his room. 
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Chapter 8 
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Lexi

WHAT JUST HAPPENED? I kissed Gabe? Seriously? Or had he kissed me? Fuck!

It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that it had happened. And to be completely honest, I’d liked it. 

I’d always found Gabe attractive, even after he’d fucked me over not once, but twice. There was definitely a spark between us. One I never thought I’d act on though, and I sure as shit didn’t think he liked me that way. I was only an instrument for him to use, wasn’t I? So what the hell was that?

My thoughts were going a thousand miles a minute. I had no recollection of the elevator ride downstairs. I wasn’t even paying attention to where I was going until I got to the basement. I needed to find Noah, but I’d become turned around. All the halls down here looked the same, and every door I tried to open was locked.

Focus, Lexi, focus.

“Lost?” someone piped up from behind me. 

I spun around and found Alison standing there with an amused sparkle in her ocean-blue eyes. “Spying on me?” I asked, not wanting to admit the truth that I couldn’t think straight, thanks to the kiss Gabe had planted on me. 

One of her coppery eyebrows quirked up. “I noticed you running around like a rat in a maze when I was checking the cameras.”

Part of me was relieved that she’d found me and would hopefully help, but she didn’t need to know that.

“Fine,” I said, throwing my hands up. “You caught me. Now, can you please take me to Noah?”

Hair bouncing with each step, she brushed past me. “Follow me.”

As soon as we entered the hall in which the room I was staying in was located, I knew where I was. 

The paint on the wall halfway down the hall here was chipped off in the shape of a sideways V. I would’ve found it eventually. 

“Here we are,” Alison said as we came upon the door I’d been searching for.

“Thank you,” I forced myself to say, then went inside with my tail between my legs, leaving her to continue whatever she’d been doing before. 

Noah, who was sitting up in the bed, watching a video on his phone, tossed it aside and rushed over to me. His gaze ran over me, inspecting me for any sign of injury. The regret he was feeling hit me hard, like I’d walked into a wall.

“Are you okay?” he asked as he reached for me.  “I wanted to kill them for what they did to you. I was so worried you wouldn’t wake up.”

“I’m fine,” I said as he squeezed me in a tight hug. 

“You don’t seem fine,” he said as he let me go and stared at me with a deep frown. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” I forced myself to smile, not wanting him to know how disturbed I was feeling after my interaction with Gabe. “The procedure just took a lot out of me. But I’m okay now.”

Tell him about the kiss.

No, don’t. It’ll upset him. The kiss didn’t mean anything.

I could tell myself that last part all I wanted, but it did mean something.

“What are you thinking? I can tell something is off. I can feel it through our bond.”

Shit. There’s no hiding this.

“Gabe kissed me.” I slapped a hand over my mouth, surprised by the truth that had just sprung out. 

Noah threw back his head and laughed. Not the reaction I’d been expecting. When he looked at me again, his face fell, and the laughter stopped. “Wait. You’re serious?”

I squeezed my eyes shut. “I’m sorry.”

He didn’t say anything for a moment, but I could feel the anger beginning to boil in him. The heat through our bond washed over me and turned my brain mushy.

Unable to stop myself, I blurted out, “And I think I have another mate too.” Now the dam had burst, the truths were pouring out of me. And while he was already upset with me, I may as well confess all. Clear my conscience. 

The look on Noah’s face... One would’ve thought I’d hit him with one of my throwing knives. Then his eyes narrowed, and he spun around and smacked the cement wall with the palm of his hand. “Really, Lexi? Gabe isn’t even a vamp.”

“No. Not Gabe,” I clarified, forcing myself to take a breath.

He rounded on me. “Then who?” His voice cracked as though he was about to lose it.

I licked my lips, giving myself a second to dampen my emotions. The words were out now, so I had to tell him. “Remember that vamp I told you about?”

“Tate? The one who taught you compulsion?”

“Yes.” 

The rage in his bright blue eyes dimmed a little as a sense of relief washed over him. The relief was short lived though. Noah hung his head and groaned. “It was too good to be true. Having to share you—”

“I doubt I’ll ever see him again,” I cut him off before he could finish the sentence, attempting to assuage his pain. 

Noah sat down on the bed and scrubbed his hands over his face. After a deep sigh, he spoke once he was finally able to rein in his emotions. “You know I want what’s best for you. You’re allowed to have as many mates as you like. Blake and I may not like it at first, but it’s something we’ll need to learn to accept, as difficult as that may be.”

My heart lifted. “Really?”

“Really.” He patted the space beside him. “Now, come here.”

I didn’t need to be told twice. I hurried over and planted my ass beside him and leaned my head against his shoulder. “I didn’t want it to be true. I hated the idea that this would hurt you and Blake. But I can’t deny that there was a connection between Tate and me when we were together. And even now, it’s like some magical force wants me to claim him. I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t apologize.” He rested his head against mine and sighed heavily. “We’ll find him once we’re finished here. Hopefully he’s as cool as me.”

Relieved that his jovial attitude had returned, I laughed and punched him playfully in the shoulder. 

He chuckled and rubbed his shoulder as if I’d actually hurt him. Then he caught my chin and whispered against my lips, “Feeling naughty?”

“Mmm hmm.” I nodded and the next thing I knew, his mouth was on mine. 

It wasn’t just a peck on the lips, he claimed my mouth like a conqueror, sweeping me away in a kiss that showed his desire for me. 

I clutched his shirt as he maneuvered us onto the bed with him on his back and me on top. Annoyed by the layers of material between us, I pulled his shirt over his head and then tore off my tank. I trailed my fingers over the ridges of his abs while he unclasped my bra, freeing my breasts. 

Straddling Noah, I unbuckled his pants and ran my hand down the length of his hard-on. I rubbed the tip of it with my thumb, feeling encouraged by how wet his briefs were. 

When he couldn’t take the teasing any longer, he groaned loudly and hooked his thumbs inside my pants and underwear, sliding them both off easily. I returned the favor, and when we were both finally naked, I climbed back on top of him. 

“Oh, wow,” I moaned, unable to keep the noises inside my throat. The feel of his skin against mine made my whole body tremble with need and my belly clench.

“Mmm. You’re so sexy. How did I get so lucky?” Noah purred from beneath me, stretching up to kiss my mouth.

Feeling empowered in this position, I pushed him back down. Then I leaned forward and kissed his neck, gently biting his throat as I dug my nails into his biceps. 

That move got him going, and I gasped as he moved. He smacked my ass hard, so I rocked my hips, grinding my pussy against his cock, and earning a gasp from him. 

He gave me a brilliant smile. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but I like it.”

“I want to make you feel good,” I said in a voice thick with lust. 

Noah tilted his head to the side. “Really?”

“Yes.”

“Then, how about you let me fuck you in the ass?”

My pussy pulsed at the suggestion as I stared at him through my lashes. Just the idea of it made me more aroused than I already was. “Do it.” 

I climbed off him and got onto my hands and knees close to the end of the mattress. As soon as I was in position, Noah got off the bed and stood behind me and grabbed my hips. 

“Ready?” he asked.

Taking a deep breath to relax my muscles, I answered, “Mhmm.”

He licked his fingers and swiped over my ass, before pressing the tip of his cock against my back opening. Slowly, he entered me. Stretching me. Filling me. The pain I was expecting wasn’t there. 

Another perk to being a vampire I guess.

“Oh, yes,” I moaned as he began to pump slowly, in and out. 

Blissful warmth spread through my body with every thrust of his hips. Our bond hummed in delight at the connection. It was like nothing bad could ever touch me again. I became lost in the sensation. Nothing existed in that moment except the two of us, our spirits melding with heated pleasure. 

The sounds of my breathing turned louder as I panted. I dug my fingers into the mattress, gripping the sheets. Noah pumped harder, moving deeper inside me. Leaning forward, I opened myself up even more for him. 

“Oh, my God!” Noah roared. He reached beneath me and used his fingers to stimulate my clit. 

That final flick was all I needed, and my body hurtled into orgasm. “Yes! Yes! Yes!” Lights flashed behind my eyes as heated bliss convulsed along every nerve.

As I drifted away from the edge of ecstasy, Noah carefully pulled out of the tight opening in my ass and spilled himself all over the small of my back. The heat against my skin roused my already sated body and his groans of completion added to the fire.

I waited while he fetched a towel and cleaned us both up. 

“That was amazing,” he proclaimed.

“The most amazing you’ve ever had?” I questioned, peering over my shoulder at him as he finished with the towel and tossed it in the dirty clothes pile. 

“Definitely.”

Tugging his wrist, I pulled him back onto the bed with me and snuggled up to him. “Good.”

Our heartbeats slowed along with our breaths. I believed he’d fallen asleep until he said, “The next time someone who’s not your mate tries to kiss you, I’ll kill him.”

Pins and needles prickled the back of my neck, and my heartbeat quickened, though this time, it was for a whole different reason. A new weight fell on me. If I didn’t figure my shit with Gabe out, he just might end up dead.
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Chapter 9 
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Gabe

I STILL COULDN’T BELIEVE I’d kissed Lexi. It made absolutely no sense. I’d always found her attractive. How could I not? She was a beautiful woman, not to mention she was badass. An awesome fighter even before she’d turned into a vamp. I admired that about her. But she was a means to an end to get my sister back. She was a Slayer. An employee... of a sort. Right?

“Fuckk...” I ran a hand through my hair as I leaned back in my leather chair. 

It had been obvious that my kiss had surprised Lexi, but it had shocked the shit out of me too. I’d never thought that I’d actually act on the chemistry between us. The chemistry that I was almost certain had been destroyed with all the horrible things I’d done to her lately.

Obviously not.

And what made everything so much more complicated was the fact that I cared for the stubborn little vampire girl now. I didn’t want to. God knew it complicated everything. But watching her in pain while Miles did that medical procedure had all but broken my heart. It forced me to face my feelings toward her.

Enough that I offered her a way out.

After so many years of plotting and planning and working out a way to get my sister back, was I really going to just let Lexi walk away and lose my chance?

I reached into my pocket and pulled out the small folded letter from Tate. I turned it over in my fingers, staring at the paper as though it would disappear before my very eyes. The balls on that guy to give me such a thing. Who wrote letters nowadays anyway?

The main question though was, should I give it to Lexi? I’d had the chance and hadn’t taken it while she’d been here, though Tate had been the last thing on my mind at the time.

I didn’t trust the ancient vampire. So why would I pass on a letter as if we were in elementary school, passing notes?

I got up and left my office, going down the stairs, into the elevator and down to the floor where we were keeping Val. The door was being guarded by Jakob, one of my largest Slayers, and I gave him a nod as I passed by.

The moment I was inside the jail-like hospital room, a chill passed over my skin. Val was unconscious, kept asleep by the same method we’d used on Noah. There was a needle in her arm attached to a blood drip. I made sure the setting was on high, giving her as much blood as she needed, while still keeping her asleep.

I wandered over to her, my shoes squeaking on linoleum floor.

She was pale as death, but she’d always been pale, even when she was human. 

I resisted the urge to brush back the hair on her face, reminding myself that the woman in front of me wasn’t the sister I remembered. She was a powerful, horrible vampire.

The thought made me sick to my stomach, so I walked over to the chair propped up against the wall and dropped into the seat. 

It was my fault that Val was a vampire. 

I’d been young and reckless, out partying when Crimson Thirst had grabbed her. Our mother had lost her mind and lived in a psychiatric hospital, so Val had been the one supporting us, paying the bills and keeping us fed. If I’d been around instead of drinking my trauma away and acting like a fool, they never would’ve gotten her. She’d be safe. She’d be human.

As soon as I’d learned she wasn’t dead and was instead turned, I did everything I could to get revenge for my sister. I’d created the Slayers and made it our mission to rid the city of the monsters who’d destroyed my family, all the while trying to come up with a way to get Val back. 

No one except Alison had known about this... about my goal to get her back safely, and find a way to turn her back to human. I hadn’t even been sure at the time that it was possible, but I hadn’t lost faith. Ever. I couldn’t accept that she was lost to me forever.

But now that I was here, why was I feeling so crappy? I should be celebrating. I finally had my sister under my roof, sedated and ready for whatever solution Miles had. 

The door opened, and Alison stepped inside, facing me. “Can I get you anything boss?”

I shook my head. “No, but thanks.”

She smiled and walked out again without a word. Someone must have told her where I was. We had cameras everywhere in this place, even in here. Alison had been like a sister to me in the years since I’d started the Slayers. She’d never taken Val’s place, but had been a crutch I could lean on when times got hard. 

I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the headrest. I knew why I wasn’t celebrating the win of finally capturing my sister. It meant that the next step was coming. The one in which we would attempt to turn her human once more. And that was the craziest, most dangerous part. 

What if she died? 

The dream of saving my sister had kept me going for all these years, and I just couldn’t imagine living in a world where she didn’t exist. 

Oh, God... am I doing the right thing?

What if I turned Val human and she didn’t make it? Would I be able to live with myself? With the choices I’d made for her and for myself?

Maybe I should have ended her life when she’d first been turned. When she was more human than monster. It would’ve been the honorable thing to do. What Val had done to Lexi was awful. Killing Ana right in front of her, starving her mate. Torturing her. 

Val was just plain cruel now. Was there even a shred of her humanity left? Of the sister I’d loved my whole life?

I’d constructed my whole plan around the idea that she was still the same, deep down. But what if she wasn’t? And would she even be able to cope with all she’d done once she had her humanity back?

I groaned and lifted my head again, opening my eyes so I could stare at the vampire in the room. My sister. I knew why Lexi hated her, and didn’t blame her. Ironically, I felt the same about the vamps who killed my father.

Hanging my head, I silently wished it were possible to back and do things differently. 

If only Lexi wasn’t already with Noah and Blake. She could choose her own man. But she was a vampire, so it made sense for her to be with two other vampires.

As a new thought occurred to me, I lifted my head. What if she wasn’t, though?

If she chose to be human again, it would make sense for her to mate with a man, not a vampire

Then I could have the gorgeous little vixen to myself.

But that was a lot of what ifs...

Even so, would she leave Blake and Noah behind for me?
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Lexi

“TWENTY-ONE!” I EXCLAIMED gleefully, as Noah dealt me the exact card I needed. An ace. 

“You must have a horseshoe up your ass,” he grumbled as he collected the cards and shuffled them for the fifth time. 

He placed two new cards in front of me for another round of Blackjack, and I reached for my hand. There was a knock on the bedroom door, and I glanced up. Who could that be? Leaving my cards on the little table between us, face down so Noah couldn’t see them, I rose to see who’d interrupted our game. 

I opened the door to Alison’s beaming, freckled face. She had on yoga pants and a white tank with a teal graphic reading “Peace”.

How ironic for a Slayer. 

“I come bearing breakfast,” she said, holding up a blood bag like she was delivering me a bacon and egg sandwich. 

“Thanks.” I took the bag from her and went to close the door, but she stuck her black sneaker in the way to prevent me from shutting it. “Is there something else?” I asked, annoyed that she was keeping me from my game with Noah.

“Gabe wanted me to tell you that they’ll be ready to start the procedure again tomorrow.”

My head spun with dizziness, and my stomach tied itself into a knot. Remembering the pain it had caused me last time made me want to run away and never come back. The thought of possibly being human again... It was all I’d wanted before Tate had convinced me to let my emotions go.

Don’t be stupid. You like being a vamp now. 

I’d made a promise though, and I intended on keeping it. 

I didn’t want to show Alison the fear coursing through me, so I held everything inside myself in that moment, then nodded. Hopefully, Miles had something stronger to keep me knocked out this time. 

Oblivious to my inner struggle, Alison flicked her gaze toward the cards on the table before giving me another smile. “It smells musty in here. You must be tired of being cooped up. Want to join me for a workout?”

That didn’t sound like a bad idea. I was getting tired of this room. I glanced over my shoulder at Noah and raised my brows. 

“Go ahead,” he said. “We can finish our game later. I’m going for a walk.”

I didn’t blame him. He was allowed to leave headquarters whenever he pleased. I, on the other hand, was strongly advised to remain here, in case something should happen to me. As I was apparently the only one on this earth who might be able to turn Val, I was being treated like one of those Fabergé eggs that are worth millions. 

I turned my face back toward Alison. “Okay, sure.”

“Great.”

This would give me an opportunity to pick Gabe’s closest ally’s brain. Ever since we shared a kiss the other night, I’d been more curious about him. I couldn’t deny the fact that he made my heart skip a beat when we were close, but hadn’t realized the attraction went both ways. 

Can he even be a mate though? He’s human.

I didn’t know if there was a rule regarding this, and I was too afraid to ask Noah after his threat yesterday. I couldn’t let anything happen with Gabe again unless I was positive he was one of my mates. Maybe I could ask Blake about the mating bonds and rules. He wasn’t quite as hotheaded as Noah. Then again, he was super protective of me as well, and he might feel the same way as Noah. I really didn’t want to be responsible for the death of the Slayers’ leader.

“You’re quiet,” Alison pointed out as we walked to the training room. “What are you thinking about?”

“Hmm? Oh, nothing interesting,” I replied, scrambling to come up with something to say.

She shrugged but gave me a look that told me she didn’t believe me. “If you say so.” 

“I didn’t even know there was a gym here,” I commented, slurping on the bag of blood as I walked with her. 

She gave me a pointed look. “Are you kidding me? Of course, Gabe has a gym here.”

“Right. I guess that should be obvious.” 

We turned a corner, and Alison stepped through a set of doors.

My jaw dropped at the sight of the gym. Against one wall stood a row of treadmills. Across from them were almost as many exercise bikes. Another section was all weight benches, racks and rowing machines. There were mats in the far left corner with weights of all sizes on the rack next to them. The place looked like one of those fancy gyms that required memberships. 

Alison strode to a fridge I hadn’t noticed near the door and took out a water bottle. She was about to offer me one but then shook her head. “Sorry. I guess you wouldn’t want this.”

“Nope,” I replied, taking another sip of blood before setting it on the table next to the fridge.

“Well, I feel like working on legs today,” she said. “Feel free to work on whatever you like.”

“Legs sound great.” I plopped down on the bike beside the one she claimed. 

Neither of us spoke as we began our workout. 

The cycling started off easy, both of us keeping up a steady pace. The last time I was on one of these machines, my heart felt like it was beating out of my chest, and sweat had pooled in every crevice by the end of the session. But I’d been human then. I was excited to see how long and hard I could go as a vampire. 

“So,” I began as I kept my legs moving. “You and Gabe... what’s the story there? Were you two ever a thing?”

Alison’s ponytail swung back and forth with her motion. We were side-by-side, so I couldn’t see her expression, but I could tell by her high pitched “Ha!” that my question had surprised her. “God, no! Never. He’s like my older brother.”

Interesting. 

“You’ve known each other a long time though?” I pressed. 

Her breaths were becoming heavier as she increased her speed. “You could say that.” I thought she might end the conversation there, but then she added, “I was his first Slayer. Gabe found me when I was living on the streets at the ripe age of sixteen. Took me under his wing and gave me a purpose.”

A dull pain started in the back of my head. It was becoming sharper with each push of the pedals, so I slowed down a little. “That was nice of him.”

“Yeah. If it weren’t for him, I’d probably still be a thief, surviving on whatever scraps I could find. Either that, or dead.”

The pain in my head increased. Little dots formed in my vision, and my muscles were turning sluggish, like all the energy was being sucked out of me.

Something isn’t right.

Alison didn’t seem to notice my state. “He’s a really good guy. Even if he is an ass some days.”

“Uh-huh,” was all I could manage to say.

I suddenly felt weak with nausea, so I stopped peddling and hung my head. 

“Hey. Are you okay?”

“I just need a mo—” I couldn’t finish the last word because my tongue stopped working. 

Shit. Am I having a stroke? Is that even possible?

“Lexi!”

Alison’s alarmed voice was the last thing I heard before I hit the floor. 
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Chapter 11 
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Blake

I LEANED MY HEAD BACK against the couch cushion and sighed. “You know you’re wasting your time here. You should just move on.”

“I can’t,” Tate repeated for what felt like the tenth time. “I can’t leave the city until I see Lexi.”

I’d told Tate that he may as well move on. He’d burned his bridges with Crimson Thirst, and the Slayers would never allow him to join them, even if they put up with Lexi, Noah and me. 

But the ancient vamp didn’t want to leave the city in which he’d lived for the last couple years, and I didn’t blame him. But it wasn’t nostalgia keeping him here, it was Lexi, and for some reason I knew there was more. He wasn’t telling me something. And I had to work out what it was.

“You want some blood? We have a stash in the basement.”

I lifted my head to look at Tate, who was perched on the edge of the chair, his suit still pressed and perfect despite the amount of time that had passed.

He nodded his head once. “That would be great. Thank you.”

I hauled myself to my feet, climbing out of the sunken cushions of the couch and plodding to the door that would lead to the basement. Despite the fact I was super annoyed that the Slayers were keeping Lexi from me, I really should use this time with Tate to get to know him better. There was a chance, albeit slim, that Lexi would take him as a mate as well.

I wasn’t sure why I thought that, but I had a feeling, and my instincts weren’t often wrong.  How did I feel about that? I didn’t really know. I didn’t like it and certainly wouldn’t choose to share Lexi with yet another man, but I’d accept it, if necessary. It was her right to take as many mates as she chose. If she felt that connection with another, it would be difficult for her to deny it.

The blood bags were hanging in the fridge, so I grabbed one and made my way back up the stairs, stopping by the kitchen for two glasses. I had the feeling Tate was a vamp who preferred his blood straight from a vein, but he’d have to make do while he was here.  

I set the glasses on the counter, cut open the bag, and poured Tate and myself a drink.

He didn’t wait for me to bring the glasses back to the den we’d been sitting in, instead he walked up beside me and said, “Thank you, Blake.”

I lifted my own blood-filled cup in the air, and Tate clinked our glasses together before we both drank. After a few sips of the unnaturally blood, we walked back to the sofas and sat down.

Tate didn’t say anything about the drink, though I could see his grimace.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Not the right blood type?”

Some vampires, especially the older ones, had tastebuds that could distinguish between the human blood groups. Noah and I had never been that fussy, though an O-negative did tickle me in the best way.

Tate shrugged as he sat back down on the sofa. “I have been spoiled recently, but that doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate the sustenance. Thank you.” He lifted his glass again in salute and took another sip.

The grimace was less noticeable this time.

“You aren’t from around here, are you?” I asked the vampire who had a very obvious English accent.

Tate shook his head. “No. I’m originally from London.”

I made a circular hand gesture that meant, “Go on”, but Tate just tilted his head as though he didn’t know what I meant.

I took another sip of the blood and urged, “Tell me more. We may as well talk, since we can’t go anywhere until Lexi calls.”

Tate nodded slowly, and I waited, relaxing back into the sofa cushions once more. If there was even a chance that Tate would end up mated to Lexi, I wanted to get to know him a bit more.

“All right,” Tate said, sliding back on the sofa as though he were also trying to relax. “Where to start...”

I shrugged. “Anywhere you want.”

Long moments ticked by before Tate finally said, “I lived in London for many years. I owned a vineyard in England that was quite sought after and famous in its own right.”

“A vineyard?” I repeated, “That’s cool.”

Tate’s lips quirked into a smile, “Yes. Yes, it was.”

We sat quiet for a moment again, and then he began to talk more. “I was turned while in London and managed to maintain my holdings for many years.”

“No one suspected anything?” I asked, surprised that his lack of aging had never been noticed.

“Obviously, I stopped going to functions and seeing people throughout the day, but I owned the business, so if anyone suspected me, they didn’t say anything.”

“So why come here,” I asked, “if you had such a great life in London?”

Tate’s lips thinned as he pressed them together. “I needed a change of scenery, and part of me did wonder what would happen when they worked out what I was. It became too dangerous.”

He stopped, and I could tell there was more to the story, so I prompted, “And you ended up with Crimson Thirst how?”

Tate forced another sip of blood down his throat. “That was unintentional. I flew here on an overnight flight, and when I arrived, I was ravenous. I hadn’t realized that being jammed into a tin can in the sky with two hundred humans would cause me to become so... out of control.”

“What happened?” I asked, knowing where this was going.

“It was stupid, really,” Tate said, shaking his head and placing the now half empty glass down on the coffee table. “I didn’t feed for a day or so before getting on the plane, so by the time I arrived, I made it out of the airport, but ended up grabbing a woman who was walking by.”

Tate swallowed hard, his throat working as guilt flashed across his face.

“What happened?” I asked.

“She died, and the police came. A few members of Crimson Thirst saw what was going on and saved me. They cleaned everything up and kept me from being incarcerated. I owe them.”

I snorted. “I understand that, but how long ago was that?”

“Many years ago.”

“Then you don’t owe them anything,” I said. “I’d say your debt is paid.”

I didn’t want Tate to feel indebted to a group like Crimson Thirst. That wasn’t a vampire I could trust. Not with my mate, nor with my own safety. The Slayers were bad enough... but Crimson Thirst? I shuddered at the memory.

I continued, “So, what? You’ve lived with them ever since?”

He nodded. “Pretty much.”

“So, what do you do all day?” I asked, surprised that a man who’d run a successful business for so long was now just wasting away in a den of iniquity.

Tate reached forward, picked up his drink, and took another sip before sliding back in the chair. “I’ve been developing blood wines, actually. Different flavors.”

I stared at him, then at the glass of cold, donor blood on the coffee table. I couldn’t stop the laugh that bubbled up out of my throat. “You’re creating wines for vampires?”

He grinned at me. “Yes, of course. It made sense to meld my old passion into my new life.”

I nodded my head while still chuckling away. “True... true. So, this...” I indicated to the glass of blood. “Isn’t to your liking?”

Tate wrinkled his nose, “If I’m honest? I find it unnatural and disgusting.”

I raised my eyebrows at him in surprise. “A moment ago, you were thanking me.”

Tate shrugged and sat up further. “I was being polite. This doesn’t quite hit the spot. How about we go out and find someone to drink from? We could share.”

I couldn’t suppress the shudder that passed over me. “We don’t do that. And neither does Lexi.”

Tate raised a single eyebrow at me. “I beg to differ. When I was with Lexi, she quite enjoyed feeding from a vein.”

Anger surged within me, and I sat up straighter. “Listen, Tate, if you don’t like the way we do things around here, you’re welcome to go back to Crimson Thirst. You may have lost your humanity, but we’re holding onto ours as tightly as we can, and we’re going to make sure that Lexi does too.”

Tate frowned and shifted in his seat. “You don’t need to be like that, Blake. I’m sure we can come to a compromise. Perhaps we should hunt down a criminal in your area and drink from him. We would be doing the police and the world a favor.”

I slid to the edge of the couch and leaned forward, staring daggers at Tate. “Listen here—”

My cell phone began to buzz, and I glanced down to the coffee table where I’d left it to see Noah’s name flashing.

“Thank God.” I grabbed it and opened the call without thinking. “Noah! Are you okay?” The last time I’d seen my best friend, he’d been unconscious, thanks to that prick, Gabe.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m okay. But Lexi isn’t doing so well.”

I inhaled sharply, pain hurting around my chest. “What do you mean?”

“I’ll explain everything when I get home. I’m on my way.”

Noah hung up, and I ran a frazzled hand through my hair. Forgetting about our discussion, I said, “I’ll show you to the extra bedroom, assuming you want to stay?”

Tate picked up his glass and took another big gulp. “Thank you. Yes, I’m not leaving until Lexi is okay.”

I showed him to the spare room and went to rest myself as we waited for Noah’s return. Nothing mattered except Lexi. I hated being without my mate and knowing that she wasn’t well made everything so much worse.
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Chapter 12 
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Lexi

THE SOOTHING SOUND of waves crashing over the golden sand soothed my soul. Ana’s face crinkled with lines of laughter as though someone had just said something funny to her. She placed her hand on my arm, a comforting touch. I hadn’t seen her like this since that time she took the two of us on vacation. Carefree. Happy. 

The sun warmed my face as it shined its brilliance down on the shimmering sapphire sea. The sun...

Wait.

My eyes popped open, and I realized what I’d thought was the sun was really a bright, artificial light shining over the top of me. And it wasn’t Ana who touched my arm, it was Noah. He sat in a chair next to the bed I lay in. Gabe was there too, staring as me from the foot of the bed with lines of concern etched on his forehead. The scene by the sea had been nothing but a dream. Too bad. It’d felt so real. Like Ana was really with me. 

I missed her so much. If I decided to stay a vampire, I would have to live centuries, if not longer, without knowing if I’d meet her again in an afterlife. Maybe I’d never find out.  

“What happened?” I asked as I tried to get up and realized I was hooked to a blood drip. Frowning, I pulled the IV needle from my arm. Blood seeped from where I’d been punctured, but it quickly stopped as my body healed the wound.

“You passed out in the gym,” Noah answered.

I rubbed my temples, the memory slowly returning. That’s right, I’d been with Alison when I’d started feeling off. 

“I think you need to go home and get some rest,” Gabe said, crossing his thick forearms over his chest. 

“What? Seriously?” My brows rose. I couldn’t believe he was willing to let me leave. “What about the experiment?”

Gabe sighed and scrubbed his hands over his face. “Miles ran some tests. The procedure caused your veins to constrict in defense to the DNA reader we’d placed in them. You should recover. With time.”

“Excuse me. Should? I’m a vampire. I should already be recovered by now. What have you done to me?”

Unable to meet my eyes, he looked away as he said quietly, “There are already signs of repair. There’s no reason you wouldn’t heal.”

I licked my lips then glanced at Noah. He was fuming. I could feel it as well as see the fiery smolder in his eyes. I didn’t want him to explode so I shoved my fear and anger aside. “Okay, you’re probably right. I’ll go home and rest until I’m feeling better.”

“I’ve already packed our stuff,” Noah said, picking up the bag I hadn’t noticed by his feet. He had already been planning on taking me home before I’d even woken up. 

“Great.” I slid off the bed and followed him to the door, even though my legs trembled under the strain of my weight. I still felt a little woozy too, which was strange. 

“Alexis.” Gabe’s voice made me turn around and look at him before I stepped out of the room. “I’m sorry.” His deep brown eyes were watery with unshed tears. “If you don’t wish to continue, I’ll understand.”

I nodded as he wandered closer to me, close enough to place his thumb under my chin and lift it a little. 

“This is difficult for you,” I said without thinking about who was around to hear me speak. “Letting me go.” I knew how badly he wanted Val back.

His gaze fell to my lips. My stomach did a flip. He was going to kiss me again, and I couldn’t deny I wanted him to. But Noah... Gabe lifted his gaze, and I saw pain there. “Not as difficult as watching you suffer.”

A sob threatened to surface from deep in my chest, like a bubble under water. Apparently, the emotions I’d shut off had worked their way back without me noticing. I turned away before he could see the sadness on my face. This could be the last time I ever saw him. I could give up my hope of ever being human again. Or I could continue the experiment and possibly die. 

At least I’d get to see if there was an afterlife if I died as a human. I didn’t know what my decision was yet. I supposed it would depend on how well I healed from what they’d done already.  

“Come on, Lexi,” Noah ground out, annoyed by whatever he’d witnessed between Gabe and me. 

His temper was slipping. If we didn’t leave now, I had no doubt he would tear Gabe apart with his bare hands. And nothing, not even an incapacitator, would stop him this time. It would be done before Gabe could even get his hands on a weapon. 

So I left with my mate. An Uber was waiting for us outside when we exited the building. Noah must have set our ride up as soon as I’d agreed to leave. 

I could tell he was still stewing as he sat stiffly, staring out the window, watching the streetlamps pass by. My exhaustion was overwhelming, so wanting to end the tension, I put my hand on his thigh. “Hey. I’m sorry. You don’t have to worry about Gabe. You’re my mate. You and Blake.” 

Noah made a garbled sound, his body crumpling as he twisted toward me and cupped my cheek. “No. I’m sorry. I’m the one who convinced you to do this, and it could’ve gotten you killed!”

“Don’t do that. Don’t blame yourself. You were right. I should be able to decide my own fate.”

“I can’t lose you.”

Closing my eyes, I pressed my forehead to his. “You’ll never lose me. We’re bonded. Forever.”

He sniffed loudly and planted a kiss between my eyes. “You’re right. But promise me you won’t go back unless you fully heal. Even then, I want you to consider if it’s worth it.”

“I promise.” Grinning, I shoved him away playfully. “Oh my God. Were you crying?”

“No!” He blinked a few times then smiled back. “Maybe.”

I scooted back on the seat, leaning my head on his shoulder. “I’ve never seen your softer side. I think I like it.”

We rode the rest of the way like that in silence, happy to just be together. 

As soon as the Uber pulled up to the house I shared with my mates on the edge of the city, a wave of gratitude washed over me. I’d made it back, alive. Or unalive as the case may be. Hopefully, Blake was here. I couldn’t wait to see him either. 

I hummed a light tune as I opened the front door. Nothing could have prepared me for what happened next.  Blake was there, all right, but he wasn’t alone. 

As soon as I saw the familiar face in the kitchen next to him, I gasped, “Tate!”

Noah had his hackles up as soon as he saw the other vamp. I touched his arm, attempting to comfort him, but couldn’t keep the delight from my tone. “What are you doing here?” I thought I’d never see him again. 

Now that he was here, I felt that invisible pull again, like some kind of magnetic force tugging me toward him. I wouldn’t be surprised if a beam of light had burst from my heart. 

Shit. 

“Good evening, love. I found your mate,” Tate said in that melodious accent of his. “And he just showed me the spare bedroom.”

“We tried to see you at headquarters, but Gabe wouldn’t let us in,” Blake explained.

“But you’re technically still a Slayer,” I said to Blake with a frown, confused. Why would Gabe have stopped him? 

“But he’s not,” Blake pointed to Tate.

“Right.” I rubbed my forehead. This was all too much for me at the moment. I needed to lie down again.

“Did Gabe give you my letter?” Tate asked me.

I frowned at him, “You wrote me a letter?”

Tate cursed under his breath. “Bastard.”

“He probably doesn’t trust you,” Blake pointed out.

“That or he wants her for himself,” Noah grumbled.

Blake and Tate’s heads both swiveled toward him.

“Excuse me?” Blake exclaimed.

I shook my head. “Never mind.” I knew I needed to tell him what happened, but I didn’t have the energy right now. “I’m tired. It’s been a crazy week.”

Blake looked hurt by my dismissal. “I understand. I’ll leave you alone.” 

“No... wait.” I tried to stop him, but he was already on the way to his bedroom. Dammit. I hadn’t wanted him to leave me... quite the opposite. Usually, he wasn’t so sensitive. 

Tate blew out a long breath and stared pointedly at me. “You better go talk with him. He’s been having a hard time.”

About to ask why, I stopped myself after remembering what had happened the last time I saw him. He’d been caged and starved until he’d lost his humanity. Then he’d all but attacked me and ran away.

Ugh! Why had I been so rude?

“Oh, shit. I didn’t even think,” I said.

“Here. Take this.” Noah passed me a cup of blood he’d filled from a blood bag in the fridge. “You need your strength.”

I accepted the glass and headed to Blake’s room and let myself inside. “Hey. Can we talk?”

Blake, who was sitting in bed scrolling through his tablet, set it aside. “Are you sure?”

Taking a couple of sips of blood, I set the cup down on the bedside table. “Of course. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be short with you. I just... my brain’s a bit screwed up, and I’m not thinking straight. But I wasn’t lying. It has been a crazy time, but I guess that’s true for both of us. I know you’ve been through a lot too.”

“You don’t have to apologize. I’m the one who should be sorry. What I did in that castle...” His voice broke with raw emotion. 

I climbed onto the bed and wrapped my arms around him in a tight embrace. “Don’t. It wasn’t your fault.”

He pulled away enough to pierce me with his jade-green gaze. “I never wanted you to see that side of me. I’m not that type of vamp anymore. That I let myself act like that...” He hung his head. “I’m no better than an animal.”

“Hey,” I said softly as I touched the side of his face. “I almost killed myself for the exact same thing. Remember?”

“Turns out I’m a hypocrite,” he managed to say before gulping loudly.

“Blake, that’s not true. You made me realize that we are more than the blood-sucking part of ourselves. What Val did to you wasn’t fair. You never would have lost control if she didn’t almost starve you to death. She did it to drive a wedge between us. Don’t let her win. Please.”

Blake pinched his lips together then his features softened. I could tell he was taking my words to heart, but he still wasn’t saying anything. 

Finally, his lips lifted into a small smile, and then he asked, “Is she dead? Val?”

I pressed the back of my head into the headboard and groaned. “I’ve got a lot to tell you. So much.”

“You don’t have to right now if you’re too tired.”

It didn’t matter how tired I was, I had to catch Blake up on all the craziness. 

“No. I’ll tell you this part, so you know what happened to me.” I inhaled deeply, giving myself a moment’s pause. “I was just about to kill the bitch when Gabe and the Slayers showed up and stopped me. Next thing I knew, I was waking up at headquarters with Val in the room next to me, alive! She’d been knocked out and hooked to a blood drip like Noah had been.”

Which, despite everything else that had happened, I was still kinda mad about.

“Are you serious?” Blake tensed as if he was about to jump into action right then and there. 

Afraid he might get up and go kill Gabe, I held onto his arm. “Yes, but wait until you hear what happened next. Don’t do anything or go anywhere until I’ve told you everything.”

His brows pinched together. “Okay, but now I’m really worried.”

“Obviously, I wanted to kill Gabe as soon as I saw him. He totally betrayed me. But Noah was there and he was awake, which kinda threw me for a six. He was the one who convinced me to calm down and hear Gabe out, so I did.” I paused to take a long drink of blood then continued, “Gabe has a plan, and I think he’s been working on it for a while. He wants to use me to figure out how to turn Val—his only sister—human again.” Blake opened his mouth, but I cut him off before he could speak. “I’m the only person he knows of who was born half vampire, therefore I’m the only one who might be able to help. But there’s a cool catch to the deal, which is what sort of sold me on the idea of trying to help. If it works, I could become human too. If I decide I want to.”

Blake waited a moment to make sure I was done speaking, and then he blew a puff of air through his lips, making them flap loudly. “And? Have you decided?”

“No.” Hot, tired tears stung my eyes, so I blinked them away. “It would be nice to have the choice, but I don’t know what it would mean for us. So no, I haven’t made up my mind. However, I did agree to let Gabe start the experiment so that maybe my fate can be in my own hands this time.”

“So it’s started then?”

I bit my bottom lip and nodded, trying not to shudder as I re-lived the pain inside my own head. “There was a procedure that was started to read my DNA. We had to stop though, because I was in too much pain. And now, I’ve been told that my veins have constricted in defense to the procedure. So that’s why I’m here. I need to recover before we can continue.”

Like a twig beginning to bend until it was almost ready to break, I could feel his anger through the bond. “Will you let him continue? You know you’re not some lab rat, right? What if you don’t recover?”

His questions, sharp and angry, on top of his intense emotions I could feel through the bond, were too much. I couldn’t handle any more.

“I don’t know yet. I’m just tired.” I still hadn’t told him about the kiss I’d shared with Gabe, but I would once I felt better. 

“It’s okay.” He pulled me in with his deliciously muscular arms and kissed the top of my head. “Sleep. We can figure it out later.”

Happy to be home and in the arms of my lover, I snuggled into his body warmth. Before long, I felt Noah join us in bed and press into my other side. I glanced at the clock. It was 5:45 am. I closed my eyes and sighed. It was so comfy sandwiched between my two mates, I easily drifted into a dreamless sleep.  

By the time I got up early the next evening, Noah had already gone out to buy us more blood bags. 

I’d just finished showering and braiding my wet hair when Tate met me in the hallway.

“Care to go for a walk with me?” he suggested. “It’s a nice clear, warm evening.”

“Hmm. Sure. That sounds nice. I’ll just tell Blake.”

I found Blake in the office checking the stock market. 

“Good evening, sexy.” Blake greeted me with a kiss. 

“Good evening. I’m going for a walk with Tate. I won’t be long.”

He caught my hand and squeezed it gently. “Are you sure that’s wise? He’s still a member of Crimson Thirst.”

“I know.” I said, squeezing my fingers against his. “But he won’t hurt me. He put his neck out to help me at the castle. Plus, he got you back here safely. I’ll be fine.”

I had faith in Tate, even though I knew that in reality, I shouldn’t trust him so easily. 

Blake held my hand a few seconds longer then released me. “All right, but be careful.”

“Yeah, yeah.” I waved off his worry then strode to the front door to meet Tate.

“There’s a park nearby,” I told him after we’d stepped outside. “Let’s go there.”

“If it pleases my lady,” he replied in that old world way he had of speaking, smiling at me as he bowed his head.

He was such a gentleman all the time, I couldn’t help but smile at him. It was refreshing to have such a different personality around. Not that I didn’t love Blake and Noah, but they could be intense sometimes.

The street was quiet, with most people having supper around this time, and the light pollution from the city was far enough away we could appreciate the night sky out here.  The crescent moon was nestled in amongst a splash of stars, casting a silvery glow over the landscape. 

How romantic, I thought, as my stomach fluttered in soft panic. What did Tate want to tell me? Surely there was a reason he wanted alone time with me.

It didn’t take long to get to the park. It was maybe around ten minutes before we stepped onto the path that wound through the grass. We walked a few more feet, then took a seat on a bench under a weeping willow tree. 

“So,” Tate started, clasping his hands together. “Your mates seem nice.”

A wide grin spread over my face because I couldn’t imagine he’d received a warm welcome. “They’re great once you get to know them. Overly protective, but they mean well.”

“Oh, yes. I would be too, if I was your mate,” he said softer, leaning closer to brush a strand of loose hair off my check.

His touch sent a thrill through my body. “If you were my mate...” I repeated in a whisper. I couldn’t deny that a part of me longed for that to be true.

“I feel there’s something strong between us,” Tate said, pushing forward with what felt like a planned speech. “More than just simple attraction. You make me want to be a better vampire.”

My jaw dropped. That hadn’t been what I’d been expecting him to say. 

“I—I don’t know what to say.” My brain had suddenly stopped working. 

I wanted to throw myself at him, but I refrained because of how it would make Blake and Noah feel.

“Do you feel it too?” Tate asked, captivating me with his ice-blue eyes that reminded me of a Husky.

Unable to lie, I answered, “Yes.”

He tilted his head and put his hand over mine, which rested on the bench between us. This simple move completely disarmed me. 

He continued, “We could have so much fun together, Lexi. We could drink from more than just blood bags.”

My lips parted on a soft gasp. The very notion of truly letting myself go and being able to drink fresh blood with him whenever I felt like it made a shiver of delight course over my body. Then, what remained of my human conscience threw a wet blanket over the idea, and I pulled my hand out from under his. “I don’t want to hurt people.”

“Ah.” Tate smiled, though there was disappointment in his tone. “You’ve let your emotions return.”

“How can I not?” I snapped. He wanted me to let go of my humanity completely? No fucking way. “Without my emotions, I’d be nothing but a shell of the true me. Is that what you want?”

He couldn’t think that, surely? Look what had happened to Val. If Gabe was to be believed, his sister had been an empathetic, kind human. Now, she was a psychopath. If that was the path that Tate wanted me to follow, then he didn’t know me at all. 

“No,” Tate whispered. “That’s not what I mean. You can still feel things, of course. I just don’t want you to let them control you.”

I sat back and stared straight ahead at the shadowy forest on the other side of the park. “I’ve gotten better at that, but I still don’t want to hurt people.”

Tate tipped his head back and gazed up at the stars for a moment and then replied, “There are other monsters besides us vampires, you know? We could drink from those while doing the world some good.”

“Like murderers, you mean?” I asked, because the thought had occurred to me before. I’d always enjoyed my assassin job and being a vampire vigilante definitely appealed to me. 

“And other creatures. Like werewolves.” 

My head snapped around and I gaped at him. “Werewolves are real?”

Tate laughed, a sound I decided I could listen to all night. “They’re as real as we are. Is that so hard to believe?”

Now that he mentioned it...

“Hmm.” I wrinkled my nose. “I guess not.” When I realized he was still waiting for an answer, I put my chin on my fist and studied him for a few seconds. He wasn’t joking, so I said, “I’ll consider it.”

“You are so gorgeous,” he purred, drifting closer until my heart melted inside my chest. 

I couldn’t help but blush under his heated gaze. “So are you.”

And you smell sooo good.

Without thinking about what it would mean for the future, I placed my hands on his shoulders and pulled his face to mine. He kissed me, gently at first, so painfully gently, I couldn’t take it. I deepened the kiss, wanting more. To feel the passion I suspected was simmering beneath the calm surface. His smooth palm pressed against my neck then ran down my back. 

Yes. Yes. Yes! Something inside of me said as he repositioned us so I was laying on the bench with him over me. 

Heat surged through me. Desire rippled between us, making me open my thighs for him. Oh, how I wanted to know what he felt like. Every inch of him.

I slipped my hand inside his jacket in order to feel his abs and was pleasantly surprised at the tough ridges beneath his shirt. He obviously worked out a lot, though he was leaner than my mates. 

My mates... 

“Wait. I can’t.” I froze, and he instantly pulled back to let me sit up straight once more. “I’m sorry. I-I think we might be mates...” There was no other explanation for my unbelievable lack of control around this man. “But I’m not ready yet. The guys...” I put my face in my hands. They both knew I suspected I might share a bond with Tate, and they’d have to accept my decision. But I needed to give them more time. I needed to figure out what the fuck I was doing first.

“It’s okay,” Tate reassured me, fixing his jacket. “I understand.”

“So you’ll wait for me?” I asked, fearing the answer. 

“Forever if I have to,” he said, offering me another one of his beautiful smiles. 

I hugged him and held on for a minute, grateful he’d come into my life, because I was sure now that the bond between us was real. “Thank you.”

“Shall we head back?” Tate suggested.

“We probably should before Blake and Noah come looking for me.” 

On the way back to the house, thanks to our growing bond, I summoned the courage to ask him more about Crimson Thirst. “So, do you know who the master of this city’s Crimson Thirst is? The one Val answers to?”

Tate almost tripped over the pavement at our feet. He grabbed my hand to stop me from walking. “Why do you want to know about Sigrus?”

“Oh, so you do know who he is.”

“Yes, Lexi. He’s one of the three vampire masters who created Crimson Thirst. They’re the most powerful vampires in the world.”

The fear in his voice was obvious, but I tried not to empathize with him. Fear served no one but itself.

“Hmmm.” I mused without answering, and continued walking.

“Why do you want to know about him?” he repeated, sounding worried. 

“Well.” I swung my arms with each step. “There’s something about me you don’t know yet.”

“I’m sure there are many things I have yet to learn about you. I won’t pressure you to tell me unless you’re ready, but if it’s to do with Master Sigrus, I feel I should know. For your own sake.”

I scoffed. He wasn’t even my mate yet and he was already being protective. I decided to stop beating around the bush and just tell him. “I was born half vampire.” 

Tate stopped walking again. “Wait. How?”

The gravel crunched beneath my boots as I pivoted to face him. “My mother was human.”

“But only masters have the ability to impregnate humans. Oh!” His eyes went wide. “Bloody hell! Master Sigrus is your father.”

“Apparently,” I said, trying to keep my cool. “That’s why I’d like to meet him.”

I’d like to ask him a million questions and probably threaten to kill him for my mother, but I’d work that out when the time got closer.

Tate looked like he was going to be sick as he managed to choke out his next words. “He’s in London.”

Perfect. Then our next steps were easy. “Well, I guess we’re going to London.”
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Chapter 13
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Noah

I CARRIED THE TWO COOLER bags filled with donor blood into the house and made my way down to the basement where our extra fridge was located. One by one, I loaded the bags inside, having bought more than double what Blake and I would usually purchase. With Lexi’s appetite and now Tate added to the family, at least for now, we still had to keep everyone fed.

“Hey, Noah, that you?” Blake called down the staircase.

“Yep. I’ll be up in a minute.”

I finished unpacking the coolers and closed the refridgerator doors before trotting back up the stairs and onto the main floor.

Blake was standing in the kitchen with his arms crossed over his chest.

I tilted my head and listened to the quiet around us. “Where’s Lexi?”

Blake’s lips pressed into a thin, angry line before he said, “They went for a walk. Together.”

I frowned at him. “Why would they do that? What for? And why did you let them?” I’d gone out for blood, so surely Tate wouldn’t be trying to feed on humans in our area?

The front door opened before he could answer, and I turned to greet Lexi as she walked into the house. She stepped straight into my arms and gave me a quick kiss before stepping back again. I tried not to let her see my disappointment as she moved away so fast.

Tate followed her inside, his expression grim. Something had happened on their walk.

Instead of letting my temper grow hot like my protective instinct craved, I gave him the benefit of the doubt, seeing as how Lexi was unharmed. “What’s up?” I asked her, feeling her agitation and excitement through our bond. A weird combination. “I want to go to London.” Lexi proclaimed, her gaze moving from me to Blake, then back again. 

“London?” I repeated, glancing at Tate for answers and seeing nothing in his polite features. His fingers were interlocked together tightly though, which told me something was stressing him out. “Can I ask why?”

Intercontinental travel wasn’t easy for vamps, since we needed darkness at all times and timing plane flights to only be at night could be difficult, and deadly if a mistake was made.

“My father is there,” Lexi announced, rocking back on her heels. “And I want to meet him.”

My jaw hit the floor.

“Your... father?” Blake repeated. “The one we told you must be very powerful to have impregnated a human?”

She nodded. “Yes. Tate knows where we can find him.”

I clenched my teeth together tightly. 

Oh, Tate knew who he was and how to find him, huh? Did he also realize meeting him might get Lexi killed? 

I glanced at Blake, then back at Lexi. Blake and I were on the same page when it came to our mate. Whatever she wanted was fine by us. Come hell or high water, we’d find a way to get her what she wanted.

But this?

“Lexi, we’ll take you to London,” I said. “That’s not the issue.”

“What is the issue?” she asked, her eyebrows flicking up on her face.

Blake stepped forward, standing beside me. “We’re just worried about you.”

“And this is going to be dangerous,” I added, not even knowing exactly what we’d be walking into. Was this yet another step into Crimson Thirst peril?

“More than you know,” Tate said, stepping into the conversation for the first time to back Blake and me up. “I’m not sure how much you guys know about half vampire children?”

I didn’t want to admit it but said, “Not much at all. It’s rare.”

“It is, very,” Tate replied with a nod. “And that’s because only vampire masters can procreate with humans and make children like Lexi.”

Long moments passed while we absorbed that information, the enormity of the situation hitting me like wave after wave of a pounding pressure. I knew her father would have to be powerful, but a master?

Fuuuck.

“So,” Blake said, gulping loudly. “Who is Lexi’s father, then?”

There were only three vampire masters, so the list wasn’t long.

“His name is Sigrus,” Tate answered. “And he lives in London.”

I glanced toward Lexi, chills coursing through my veins. “So, your father is one of the most powerful vampires in the world.”

Lexi nodded to confirm, even though my question had been redundant. I shared another look with Blake, who appeared as shocked as I felt. 

No wonder Tate had looked like he’d just been told he was about to lose his fortune. 

My tongue felt swollen in my mouth, and my throat had tightened like an invisible hand squeezed my vocal cords. I coughed to clear my throat and swallowed hard. 

Finally, I seemed to find my voice. “Well, I think I speak for Blake and myself when I say that we’ll follow you anywhere, Lexi. Even into the fiery depths of Hell itself.” 

Which could very well happen if we went after a vampire master. Blake and I were no match for him in strength or speed. We’d need to play this smart. 

“Does the master know?” Blake asked, his voice sounding as strained as mine felt. “That he has a daughter and where she is?”

“I doubt it,” Tate said, answering Blake’s question. “The masters tend to keep an eye on their children if they know of their existence. They’re very vain that way.”

I wasn’t sure what vanity had to do with it, but at this mind-blowing point, I didn’t have the bandwidth to ask any more questions. Or receive any more answers. 

Tate stepped closer to us, forming a conversational circle of sorts. “And I didn’t want to say anything before, Lexi, but there is a possibility that once the master learns of you, he may want you dead.”

She frowned at Tate then ran her fingers through the tangles of her long, dark hair. “Why would he want that?”

Tate reached out for her as though to grab her hand, but Lexi crossed her arms over her chest, avoiding his touch.

I frowned at the interaction, unsure of what to read from that.

“I’m not sure,” Tate answered. “But if your blood is the key to reverse vampirism, perhaps that is something the masters have always known or feared.”

Lexi shook herself and walked toward the living room. She didn’t sit down, but simply paced back and forth. Her irritation was obvious, but the three of us simply stared after her. I couldn’t even imagine what she was feeling or what she was going through.

Blake moved a little closer, leaning against the back of the sofa. “What are you thinking, beautiful?”

She growled a little, not at Blake I didn’t think, but more in frustration at the situation. “I know things could go horribly wrong if I meet my... sperm donor. But I need to meet him. I need answers. And he’s the only one who can give them to me.”

“What sort of answers?” Blake pressed her. “What do you need to know?”

“I want to know if he loved my mother, or if he forced himself on her,” Lexi replied, shocking all three of us.

I glanced at Tate, whose eyes were comically wide, then back at Lexi. “Well, what if it’s the worst possible case? What then?”

What was she going to do if the vampire master admitted to having raped her mother to conceive Lexi? How would that make our mate feel? The answer wouldn’t change the past. This seemed like a bad idea. I didn’t understand why she wanted to put herself through this.

Lexi stopped pacing and put both hands on her hips, facing me to say, “Then I’ll be the one to avenge her. I’ll kill him. I’ll kill them all.”

And as her mates, we had no choice but to follow her into battle. 
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Lexi

“I NEED TO SEE GABE,” I said to the camera by the front door of the Slayers’ headquarters. They had changed the door code so I couldn’t let myself in this time, probably because Blake had broken one of the rules when he brought Tate here. 

Either way, I didn’t have to wait long before Alison opened the door and let me inside. 

“How are you feeling?” she asked on the way to Gabe’s office.

I scoffed at her, “Like you care.”

“Actually, I do,” she replied, tucking her hair behind her ear. “I thought we were on better terms now. I enjoyed working out with you before you collapsed.”

She thought that because we’d sweated a little alongside each other, then everything was forgotten? Hardly.

“I appreciated our chat, but that doesn’t mean I’ve forgiven you for your part in knocking me out so I couldn’t kill Val.”

Alison scrunched up her face then turned her head away. “I was following orders.”

“Right. So, I guess you aren’t partly to blame for the evil bitch lying in a room downstairs? Someone who gets a second chance at a nice, normal life now, even though she definitely doesn’t deserve it.”

“Okay. I get it.” She threw up her hands. “You’re still bitter about the way things went down.”

“Wouldn’t you be?” I challenged. 

Alison opened her mouth, then closed it before opening it again like a goldfish, but nothing came out. She’d obviously failed to come up with an explanation that would fly with me. Lucky for her though, we’d arrived at Gabe’s office, and the door opened as soon as I knocked. 

“And to answer your original question, I’m feeling great,” I finally answered as I stepped into the office, and Gabe closed the door behind me, leaving her in the hall. 

“Did you say you’re feeling great?” Gabe asked with piqued interest as he offered me a seat in one of his leather chairs. 

“I did, but that’s not why I’m here.”

Instead of taking the seat on the other side of the big oak desk, Gabe sat in the chair next to mine. He wore a deep blue suit without a tie, and the top button of his shirt was undone, making him appear slightly more casual. My gaze fell on that open button. What I wouldn’t give to undo a few more...

Focus, Lexi! Focus. 

Gabe’s brow furrowed. “That sounds ominous.”

“I’m going to look for my father,” I admitted before he could come to another conclusion. When his mouth dropped open, I took the opportunity to elaborate before I lost my nerve. “Apparently, he’s currently in London, so that’s where I’m going. I think it might give me some peace and help me make my decision on whether or not I want to become human again.”

Gabe shut his mouth with a snap of his teeth.

“I... Wow. Okay, so you don’t know if you want to continue with the procedure or not.” He nodded to himself as he put the pieces together in his brilliant mind. 

It was difficult to keep myself from rolling my eyes. Of course, all he cared about was his experiment. “Anyway,” I said, trying not to let my annoyance show. “I just thought you should know before I leave the city.”

I was about to get up, but he put his hand on my knee, his gaze focused on mine. There was a sort of longing within that warm stare. “I know this is selfish of me to say, but I don’t want you to go.” 

My lips pressed tightly together, annoyance warring with desire. I wanted to pull my knee away, but I also didn’t want to break contact. It wasn’t often I felt his touch. “It doesn’t matter what you want,” I replied. 

All he cared about was his sister, and I had to stop forgetting that.

A muscle in Gabe’s cheek twitched. “Will you promise to return?”

This time, I jerked my knee away from his grip and shot to my feet. I needed to get away from this guy. He wasn’t good for me. “Sorry your little experiment hasn’t worked out. I know that all you care about is saving Val. But you know what? I don’t give a damn what happens to her! She killed the only mother I knew, and she doesn’t deserve a second chance at life. Why can’t you understand that?”

Gabe’s stood now too, his composure slipping a little. The warmth in his eyes turned into fire. “Hold on, Alexis.” There was that commanding tone I knew so well. The one he used to lead his Slayers. I waited to hear what he had to say. Once he seemed to gather himself and the fire in him dampened to a smolder, he put his hand to his forehead. “That’s not what I meant.”

“Oh, no?” I tipped my head to capture his gaze again so he had to give me his full attention. “What do you mean then?” His Faberge egg was getting away, and it scared him. I was more than just some precious item though. 

“I...” He licked his lips then huffed, clearly conflicted. “I don’t even know if I should turn Val human, so some time would be good for me too.”

Stunned, I had to pick my proverbial jaw off the floor. I never in a million years thought he’d agree with me that Val didn’t deserve saving. “Um. What?” 

The tough armor melted away as Gabe stepped closer to me. He moved his hand to touch my face, then he dropped it as though he’d changed his mind. “I’m worried about you going because I care about you.”

A range of emotions crashed over me in alternating waves of hot and cold. I couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe for fear it would shatter this moment. 

Gabe studied my face. He was obviously searching for something, maybe a hint that I felt the same, but I could only stand there gawking like an idiot. 

Finally, he let out a breath and smiled softly, but there was sadness in his eyes. “I’m falling in love with you, so yes, you should go.”

Oh my god! Why would you say that now? 

I wanted to scream. It wasn’t fair. Now that I was leaving to go do the most dangerous thing I’d ever done, he’d confessed he’s falling for me. I should’ve been bursting with joy. Instead, there was an ache inside my chest mixed with an immeasurable amount of frustration. This was not what I’d expected when I’d come to inform him of my plans.  

“I don’t know what to say.” It was the truth. It wasn’t often something rendered me speechless, but he’d caught me off guard. 

“It’s okay. You don’t need to say anything.” He squared his shoulders, slipping on a mask of nonchalance. 

“I’ll let you know when I return,” I said, holding back both tears and the urge to laugh like a lunatic. 

“Thank you.” He moved to his desk, releasing me from our conversation.

I left without another word. 

My three guys were waiting in the car for me outside. 

“How did that go?” Noah asked as I slid into the front seat beside Blake, who was driving.

“Fine,” I answered as we drove off. 

Deep in thought, I didn’t say another word all the way to the airport. 

The way I’d left things with Gabe... wasn’t right. My heart hurt. I’d known there was an attraction between us for some time now, but love?

Did I care for him the way he cared for me? What if that was the last time I ever saw him? I couldn’t help but wonder if I was making a huge mistake.  
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Lexi

I’D NEVER BEEN ON A private jet before. Apparently, Tate had more money than I’d realized. But I had to be grateful. My brain hadn’t really thought about the logistics of flying as a vampire, dealing with the sunshine and the time zone changes.

Blake sat in the luxury seat next to mine as we flew above the moonlit clouds en route to London. Tate was listening to music across from me, and Noah had fallen asleep right after we took off. Turns out planes made him sleepy. 

Blake had his arm draped across my shoulders. “So, you never did tell me about what happened while you were gone,” he said deciding to take the opportunity to ask me more about my stay at headquarters.

“Oh, right. That.” I shifted in my seat and drew in a long breath. “Brace yourself.”

“Now you have me worried.” He straightened a little, removing his arm from my shoulders.

Should I tell him Gabe had professed his love for me? I didn’t even know how I felt about that yet. Best to take the baby steps type of approach to that topic. 

“Gabe kissed me.” The words fell right out of my mouth, and they felt as heavy as hammers. 

Blake’s arm muscles stiffened against mine. The corners of his mouth drew down as he looked at the plane’s ceiling. There was a spark of anger through our bond, but there was something else there too I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

For a moment, I thought he might yell. Then, he looked at me. “Did you want him to?” 

“I—uh—I don’t know. Sort of.” The question was unexpected. His reaction was so different from Noah’s.

His fingers curled into tight fists. “The idea that he touched you...”

“I know.” I hung my head and closed my eyes. “I’m sorry.” 

Sorry for hurting my mates when that was the last thing in the world I wanted to do.

“Do you like him like that?” His words sounded as though he’d had to choke them out. He was battling for control, I could hear it. 

“I used to hate him. But now... I don’t know,” I whispered, even though I knew I was being a coward by not admitting how I felt. 

Blake’s gasp stabbed at my heart. “After everything he’s done?”

Hot tears of frustration blurred my vision. “I said I don’t know!”

I knew I was attracted to him, that wasn’t the problem. The issue was that Gabe had, at every turn, proven to be someone untrustworthy.

Noah popped one eye open and stared at us from across the plane. How much had he heard? I didn’t want to have to deal with both of their wrath at once. 

Taking the hint that he wasn’t going to get any other answer from me than the one I’d given, Blake crossed his arms and fixed his gaze straight ahead. “Let’s just get to London. We’ll talk more about this later.”

Talking about this again was the last thing I wanted, but I was grateful for the reprieve. My nerves and feelings were still super raw from what I’d been through the last week.

“Okay.” Relief caused some of the tension in my body to seep away. I needed to figure out exactly how I felt before the subject of Gabe came up again. All I knew was there was something between us. Was it a true bond, though? How would that even work with him being human?

I watched Tate bob his head along to whatever tune played in his earbuds. A surge of desire crackled through me as my gaze settled on his chiseled features. 

As though he felt the same surge of lust, his eyes met mine, and he winked suddenly. The bond with him was real. At least the guys would have an easier time accepting him into our group. Tate was a vampire, and although he was Crimson Thirst, he’d never harmed any of us.

Gabe on the other hand... he may not have laid his own hands on me, but he had wronged in so many ways. And his issues with his sister were deep-seated and complicated.

So why had I felt sparks when Gabe had kissed me? Why did it hurt when he told me he was falling for me? 

Because you left him behind, a little voice at the back of my mind said.  

With Noah awake, Blake decided to pretend that the conversation between us hadn’t happened. I was grateful he let the matter drop. 

On the way to our destination, Tate told us that he owned a flat in London, and in about six hours, we arrived. 

We got there in style, and as I walked in the front door, my eyes widened. I couldn’t believe how big the flat was. “You don’t usually see apartments this big in the UK. This is more like a penthouse!” I exclaimed as I wandered from room to room, marveling at all the space. 

“Yes, well, my wine business does quite well for me,” Tate replied with a smile as I finished my tour and joined the guys in the living room. 

Blake nodded, admiring a shelf of artifacts from the 18th century. “This is quite the collection.”

“Thank you. I’ve managed to get my hands on some interesting pieces over the years.”

Noah stood with his hands behind his back, staring up at the wine rack that went almost floor to ceiling. “These all yours?”

Tate walked up behind him and took a bottle off the middle of the rack. “They are.”

“You’ve done a lot.” Noah peeled his eyes away from the rack and faced him. “I’m impressed.”

“Care to share a bottle?” Tate tilted the dark green bottle with a fancy gold label, and we all nodded. 

“Are they all blood wine?” I asked as we ventured into the kitchen and took our seats around the white granite island. 

“About half of them are. This one is,” he answered, grabbing four glasses out of the tall cupboard and pouring us each a drink.

“This is how you pay for everything?” I asked, raising my glass.

Tate finished filling his own glass and then put a stopper in the bottle. “Indeed. I sell to Crimson Thirst chapters all over the world.”

“I didn’t realize there was more than the one.” I eyed Blake and Noah. “It would have been nice if someone had informed me.

Noah stared into his wine glass and pretended not to notice me.

Blake cleared his throat. “You had enough to deal with back at home.”

I rolled my eyes but dropped the subject and swiveled toward Tate, who was sitting beside me. “So, the Crimson Thirst here was the one who took you in? Not the one where I met you?” 

“That’s right, and after seeing the way Val and her gang treated you, I won’t be doing business with that one again.”

Pausing to taste my wine, which had notes of cherries and chocolate with only a hint of blood, I felt soothed by his words. He had more class than I’d first thought. And he knew how to have fun. 

“If you don’t condone the behavior of those vamps, why did you stay with them?” Blake challenged.

Tate turned up his palms. “I didn’t realize they’d treat our own kind the way they did. Sorry, but I don’t generally question things. I was just there to sell my product and enjoy myself.”

“The way they get their blood though...” I started, then shook my head. “Is that how Crimson Thirst in London obtains their victims too? By abducting young women and men and compelling them until they’re drained?”

He must’ve heard the disgust in my voice because he pinched his lips together and explained, “Look. Every Crimson Thirst is run differently, depending on their leader. To answer your question, I don’t believe they kidnap people here. But like I said, I don’t generally ask questions.”

“Maybe you should start,” Noah advised, swirling his wine around in his glass, then finishing it.

“I agree,” I added, giving him a pointed stare that said if you don’t, we can’t be mates.

To my relief, Tate’s eyes filled with sincerity. “I will. I told you. You make me want to be better. That wasn’t a lie. I’ve never felt my life since I’d been turned had much meaning... until I met you.”

“Hmm.” I tapped the tip of my fingernail against my glass. “Okay. I can accept that.”

And with that, the conversation turned lighter. Blake and Noah asked Tate all sorts of questions about the decades during which they hadn’t been around. Tate was quite a bit older than all of us, so he had a lot of cool stories. We finished off the bottle of blood wine and started a new one. As a vampire, the alcohol didn’t affect me like it had when I was human. I didn’t actually get drunk. It did, however, make me feel warm and more relaxed. I assumed it was the same for other vamps, because the guys never acted intoxicated either. 

As I sat there, happily listening to the men and sharing laughs with them, I felt that invisible pull with Tate tighten. The desire to claim him had almost become unbearable. My pulse beat between my legs and my skin felt hot. When his arm accidently brushed against mine, my fangs dropped of their own accord. 

It was time to quit feeling guilty. 

“Um, Lexi, are you all right?” Blake asked cautiously.

That’s when I realized I was basically panting and getting feverish.

“No, but I will be.” I threw myself at Tate before anyone could lift a finger, toppling my empty glass onto the counter. 

For a second, Tate froze, then he opened himself up to receive my kiss. Our lips locked and our tongues danced while our limbs were tangled. 

“Wait a second,” Blake said, though I barely heard him. “Did you put something in her wine?”

Tate lifted his head and scowled. “What? No! I would never.”

I locked eyes with Blake and shook my head. “No, this is real. I’ve felt it for a while.” I wasn’t going to apologize this time. I was a powerful vampire, and deserved to have what was mine. 

Noah smiled lazily. He knew. He knew this was coming. 

Returning my attention to Tate, I nearly knocked him off his stool. 

“Oy!” He chuckled. “Do you want to take this to the bedroom?”

I bit my bottom lip and nodded. 

Tate led the way while I beckoned for the others to follow. “Come,” I commanded. 

The king size bed was like a cloud as I sank onto the duvet. I pulled Tate down on top of me, kissing his neck and pulling at his button up shirt, eager to get it off. Blake and Noah lay on the bed on either side of us. Tate broke our kiss to take off his pants, so I took the time to get onto my knees and steal a kiss from Noah. I tugged on his shirt, letting him know he should strip too. Blake didn’t need me to tell him what to do. He took the hint and was already undressing. 

Returning to Tate, I helped him pull off my shirt while Noah worked on my pants so all that was left were my thong and bra. Tate had left his briefs on, which made me giddy because as I slowly slid them down his hips, it was like unwrapping a present. When his cock sprang free, I moaned with approval. 

I lifted my arms and hooked them around Tate’s neck, giving him access to the clasps on my bra. My breasts ached for his touch as he freed them, but he took his time, only running his palms down my ribs. His thumbs reached my hips, and he hooked them into the elastic of my thong and then pulled it down. 

“Bloody hell,” Tate whispered against my lips. “You’re incredible.”

Smiling so my fangs showed, I looked at Blake then at Noah watching us and asked them, “Does this make you hot?”

“Uh-huh,” Noah confirmed at the same time as Blake moaned, “Mmm.”

Running my tongue over my lips, I let my gaze fall to each of their cocks. “Show me.”

I waited until they both had their dicks in their hands and began pumping, and then I returned to Tate. 

Aroused at being watched by my mates, wet heat pooled between my legs. I ran my fangs along the flesh of Tate’s neck as he pulled me to the edge of the bed and thrust two fingers into me. I shivered with pleasure as he moved them in and out, his hard cock pressing against my stomach. 

“I want to taste you,” he purred as he removed his fingers and replaced them with the tip of his cock. 

It took me a moment to realize that he didn’t mean my pussy. He wanted to taste my blood, and a thrill shot through my veins.

“Please,” I begged, because I needed him more than anything right now. 

Granting my wish, Tate entered me with one long thrust. I arched my back and gasped at the feeling at my third mate finally filling me, and at the same time, he bit into my neck with his sharp fangs. Euphoria ripped through me as his cock filled my pussy and my blood flooded his mouth. I closed my eyes and rocked my hips against his, needing more. 

Tate lifted his head and kissed me with bloodstained lips. The taste of my own blood made the monster inside me ravenous. 

Unable to hold back any longer, I sank my fangs into his flesh as he pushed me closer toward the edge of ecstasy. My body hummed. The bond between us sparked to life and intertwined with the other two I’d already claimed. I caught glimpses of Blake and Noah coming in my peripheral as I flew off the edge into sweet oblivion. Tate shuddered over me as he reached his own climax, the groans of my other mates signaling their releases sounding in the air around us. 

We were all connected now, and Tate was loyal to me. I could feel it. 

The four of us collapsed onto the bed in silent bliss. As I lay there afterward feeling like the luckiest woman on earth, I wondered if it were too good to be true. 

I was about to meet my father, one of the most powerful vampires to ever exist. What would happen to my mates if I didn’t make it out alive?
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Lexi

I COULDN’T STOP FIDGETING in my seat as we pulled up in front of some castle ruins outside of London in Tate’s fancy sports car. I sat in the front, next to Tate, running my fingers over one of the seams on the leather seat. 

“Maybe I should go in by myself,” I suggested, biting my lip. “He’s my father, after all.”

“Not a chance,” Tate replied, throwing the car into Park as Noah laughed in the backseat like I’d just told a joke. 

Blake glowered at me from beside Noah. “Too right, not a chance.”

“Okay.” I laughed nervously and unbuckled my seatbelt. I was worried for myself, of course, but my mates had already gone through so much because of me. Putting them in harm’s way was unacceptable.

“You don’t have to do this,” Blake pointed out. “I would actually prefer it if you didn’t. I’m sure all of us would.”

The other two nodded in agreement. 

As much as I wanted to take him up on the offer to back out, I couldn’t. Not when we’d come so far already. “I just have cold feet,” I assured him, opening my door before I could change my mind. “I need to do this.”

I’d regret it forever if I didn’t. It was critical to know what kind of vampire my father was. I just had to make sure that my mates weren’t harmed because of me. 

Blake’s eyebrows rose as he gave me a measuring look. “Are you sure?”

“Yes!” His questioning only made me more eager to do this. 

I needed to see the vampire who’d gotten my mother pregnant and put me on this earth. It might help with the identity crisis I’d been struggling with my whole life. Ana had loved me the best way she could, and as my adoptive mother, she’d kept me safe. But I’d always wanted to know where I’d come from. 

Then and only then, I would decide if turning human again was right for me. If my sire was as big of an asshole as Tate had suggested, it was my responsibility to take care of him because there was a chance I was the only one who could. That thought scared me more than anything. If he was a shitty father, whatever. I could handle that. I had a feeling it was worse than that though. 

The guys are going to kill me when they find out what I’m thinking.

We all got out of the car and faced the castle ruins that looked like nothing but crumbling stone, a ghost of what was once an incredibly grand place. 

Noah cracked his knuckles. “All right. Let’s go kill some evil vamps.”

“Whoa! Whoa! Whoa!” Tate stopped him. “We won’t be doing any of that. Things are different here.” He started off toward the Crimson Thirst lair. “Follow my lead.”

A shadow of doubt crossed Noah’s face, but he shrugged and didn’t argue with Tate. I knew if it came down to it, he wouldn’t hesitate to go into full killing mode. The question of whether or not he could handle the ancient vamps inside this building was one I didn’t want to learn the answer to.  

The four of us passed through the broken doorways and crumbling walls and came to a staircase leading below ground. 

A muscly bouncer, who looked big enough he could snap any of us in two, guarded the entryway. As soon as he saw Tate, his expression changed. He uncrossed his arms, gave us a nod, and waved us through, no questions asked. 

“They must think highly of you,” I commented as we started the descent into the lair. “He didn’t even check us for weapons.”

“He didn’t need to.” Tate pointed at the thin line on the wall. “That’s a scanner. It would’ve sounded an alarm if any of us carried anything they might find threatening.”

“High tech,” Noah said, impressed. 

I was struck with awe as we stepped into a space with twisting gold columns and black marble floors. From the looks of things, the Crimson Thirst chapter here had to be dripping in riches. Vampires dressed in silk and velvet watched us as we walked into the club playing catchy music low enough it didn’t hurt my ears. Some of the vamps held wine glasses filled with what I guessed was some of Tate’s creations. Chandeliers hung over booths upholstered with red leather. The low lighting made everyone look sexy. Sounds of pleasure floated from private rooms off to each side of the big space. A circular bar with racks of blood wine sat at the center of the room, where two beautiful male vampires stood serving patrons. Both servers looked like high profile models with their chiseled jaws and black-lined eyes.  

A third server with a bare chest behind his suspenders came around with a tray and offered us glasses of blood wine, which we all accepted. I’d never been to such a place. It was truly incredible.

Tate had a bright smile pasted on his face as he nodded at each vampire we passed. Everyone here seemed to like him, and I understood why. He was the type who lit up a room when he walked in. 

A snobby-looking female vamp with a high ponytail and black lipstick attempted to walk past us, but Tate stopped her. “Where’s Claire?”

The vampire flicked her hand toward a leather couch and continued on her way. 

I looked in the direction the vamp had indicated, and I narrowed my eyes. There, a vampire with a blonde bob haircut sat on one end of the couch in a shadowy corner, typing on a tablet. She was dressed in all black and had an earpiece as if she worked security or something. It was obvious she was part of Crimson Thirst, and probably a key member. 

The British version of Val maybe. Her attention focused solely on her tablet, she didn’t even look up at us as we approached her. 

Apparently, she didn’t have to because she said, “Hello, Tate,” without taking her eyes off the screen.

“Claire.” Tate greeted her with a grin that she couldn’t have seen and sank onto the couch next to her while the rest of us stayed standing. “It’s been too long.”

My gaze darted between them. Did they know each other in the carnal sense? 

She set the tablet down. “What do you want?”

Her tone made relief wing through my heart. It appeared not.

Tate chuckled and spread out his palms. “What makes you think I want something?”

“Our accounts are in good order, and it’s not me you come to when you have a new wine to sell.”

“That’s fair.” Tate sipped on his wine then set it on the stone and glass table beside the couch. “Maybe I thought we could have some fun.”

Claire let out an exasperated sigh. “I don’t have time for fun.” She reached for her tablet but stopped at his next words. 

“You’re right. I do need something. Where’s Master Sigrus?”

For the first time, Claire seemed to notice the rest of us. She studied us then faced Tate with a shrug. “He’s busy.”

Tate made a funny expression, like he’d been expecting this answer and was eager to offer her a piece of juicy information. He licked his lips and leaned in, then whispered something into her ear. 

The boss vamp’s eyes popped open wider, and she looked straight at me. “Right. Come with me.”

Something dawned on me as we followed Claire from the main part of the club that hadn’t occurred to me before.  The hallway was illuminated with red lights and decorated with paintings of sexy vampires wearing lingerie or nothing at all. It was distracting but not so much as to make me forget my question.

“You’ve met my father,” I whispered to Tate out this side of my mouth. 

“Once or twice,” he confirmed.

I stewed a little over the fact he hadn’t mentioned it before, and then I pushed my anger aside and asked, “What’s he like?”

“He’s”—Tate rubbed his chin in thought—“Unpredictable.” His mouth quirked. “And charming! Much like yourself.”

Unamused, I groaned. 

Blake and Noah were silent as they walked behind me, but I could feel their emotions through our link. Their guards were up, and they were ready to snap into action at any sign of danger. Their apprehension felt like a sort of tightness that was making my own fuse short. Tate tried to give off an air of nonchalance and that everything would be fine. I could tell it was an act to distract me from my nervousness. The bond with him shook like an autumn leaf about to fall from its tree on a blustery day. 

I pushed down my fears and secretly wished I’d done this alone. The emotions of my three mates around me were too much to deal with. Swallowing down the sick feeling rising from my stomach, I tried my best to block them out. Without a doubt, all three of them would die for me, but that was the last thing I wanted. This was my father. It was my choice to meet him. They would not pay the price for my choices. 

That’s why, when Claire stopped and knocked on one of the closed doors, I faced my mates and said, “Wait here.”

My stern tone left no room for argument. Besides, they would be able to feel if I was in trouble, and I had no doubt they wouldn’t hesitate to cross the killing edge. 

An annoyed voice called, “What?” from the other side of the door. 

Claire opened the door, and I stepped in from behind her. In the darkened interior, a vampire who appeared no older than thirty looked up at us, annoyed.

He had dark, slicked-back hair and sat in the middle of a big round bed with two women, one on each side of him. Human women. Their pulses beat steadily like the hands on an old clock. The smell of fresh blood lingered in the air, though the sheets were black, hiding the stains I knew were there. Both women seemed happy though. One held the vampire master’s arm and leaned her head against his shoulder while the other had her breasts hanging out of her half-unlaced bodice, unbothered by our entrance. 

Both women had blood decorating their ivory dresses and bite marks were obvious on their flesh. I searched their eyes for some sign that their behavior was drug-induced, but their pupils were normal, and there was a clarity in their gazes that indicated that they were doing this of their own free will. 

“How dare you interrupt me!” Master Sigrus shouted, and right away, I decided I didn’t like him. 

“So sorry, Master.” Claire bowed deeply. “But I thought you’d wish to meet your daughter.”

His gaze drifted from hers to meet mine, the same shade of cerulean, and ice slid through my veins. 

Lifting his finger to point at the door, Master Sigrus—my father—commanded, “Everyone but her, out. Now.”
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Chapter 17 
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Blake

AFTER THE DOOR HAD shut on Master Sigrus’ room, and Claire along with the two floozies disappeared down the hallway, we’d paced for a few minutes before Tate encouraged us back to the main area.

“We’ll be able sense if she’s scared or in any danger,” Tate said, walking back the way we’d come.

I glanced at Noah, whose flared nostrils told me he was as angry as I was.

Finally, I shrugged. “What can we do from here?” I felt like an impotent asshat, standing about, wishing I was inside that room.

Noah nodded, a mere jerk of his head, then we both headed back along the hallway and into the bar.

“This is bullshit,” I swore under my breath.

“Come. Sit,” Tate called from a couch that he’d commandeered. 

I meandered over, my arms shaking from the leeching away of adrenaline. I couldn’t believe that after everything, Lexi had dumped us at the doorstep, forbidding us to be with her through this life-altering moment. As much as I wanted to refuse, I wouldn’t disobey my mate. But if she came to harm, I would have a hard time forgiving her for not allowing me the chance to stop it.

Noah sat down on the sofa opposite Tate, who was speaking to a waiter. I fell down on the cushion next to Noah, sighing with annoyance. “I can’t believe she ditched us.”

We’d flown all the way here with her, to help her, to support her. And we’d been tossed out like last week’s laundry.

Tate cast me a disgusted look. “Don’t sulk, it’s unseemly.” 

I rolled my eyes at him, but before I could tell him where to shove his opinion, the waiter arrived with a bottle and three glasses. “Here you go, sir.”

“Sir, huh?” Noah asked, smirking at Tate.

Tate poured the red wine into all three glasses and picked two up, offering them to us. “Here. Try it. 2004 was a particularly good year. One of my favorites.”

Noah reached out and took a glass, so I sighed and did the same. Tate was right about one thing. Sulking wasn’t going to help anything.

“Thanks,” I said, lifting my glass and taking a long gulp of the wine. 

The blood content was especially strong in this one, and my veins immediately warmed to the flavor. I sank back into the cushions and sighed, this time happily. “That’s nice.”

“Hmm.... It is,” Noah agreed, drinking half his glass in a few swallows.

Tate smiled, swirling the wine around his glass before taking a large sip himself. “Oh, yes. I think this truly might be in my top three.”

I drank more of the wine, then Tate leaned forward with the bottle in hand, topping off all our glasses. 

My whole body was beginning to relax, so I took a moment and glanced around the room, taking stock of where I was. Who I was with. When we’d first charged through here, I’d been focused on Lexi, not letting her out of my sight.

Now that she was... I may as well enjoy the scenery. I lifted my glass and pointed my finger at the booths surrounding us. “There’s a lot of humans here.”

A lot more than any vampire bar or club I’d ever seen before. And they weren’t dressed like sex workers. Everything about this place was more refined. Much classier than the lair back at home.

“You’re right,” Noah said, setting his glass down on the table between the two sofas. “And they don’t seem afraid or unwilling.”

Tate chuckled. “Quite the opposite, I assure you.”

I glanced around, expecting to see limp bodies and terrified stares, but Tate was correct, the opposite was true. The many women, and a few men, wore sated smiles as vampires fed from them, as though it pleased these humans to give their blood.

“They don’t kill here?” I asked, sitting up straighter so that I could take in the whole scene. 

Tate shook his head. “Not usually, no. The humans enjoy coming here, feeding us. No one is forced, deaths are rare.”

“But... how?” I asked. “Why?”

Tate shrugged, “It’s different here.”

Noah snorted. “Well, that’s damn obvious.”

“We haven’t bred fear into the humans,” Tate added, tilting his head as he admired the scenery with a sense of pride, then he took a sip of his wine, licking his lips as though to savor the flavor as long as possible. “Crimson Thirst have been operating out of these premises for centuries. The humans want to offer their blood, it gives them pleasure, and they aren’t harmed.”

“Pleasure,” I repeated, shaking my head and glancing around. But despite what I thought, the evidence was clear. Everyone in the bar that looked more like a mix between a ballroom and a club, appeared to be here of their own volition.  

We sat in companionable silence for a while, enjoying the beat of the music around us and the sounds of pleasure emanating from the human inhabitants. But there was a question I needed to ask Tate, and it wouldn’t stay quiet in my mind any longer. 

“Hey... what do you think is gonna happen?”

Tate stilled for a moment, his lips pinching before he set his glass down and stared straight at me. “And by that you mean... what is going to happen to Lexi? What do I think her father will do?”

I nodded, my knee beginning to shake now. “Yeah. I hate that we left her in there. He could be doing anything to her.”

He could be fucking the human women and making Lexi watch for all we knew. The options were limitless.

Tate shifted in his seat, brushing an imaginary piece of lint off his sleeve. “Master Sigrus will either embrace Lexi as vampire royalty. Or—”

“Or?” Noah asked. 

Tate lifted his gaze to meet with Noah’s. “Or... he’ll kill her.”

The air whistled between my teeth as the impact of his words hit me like a knife to the heart. No!

I got to my feet. “And you let her go in there alone? We need to go and get her. We shouldn’t have let her talk us into trusting that asshole.”

“Lower your voice,” Tate hissed at me, flapping his hand. “And sit down. We can’t do anything. Lexi made her choice, and we must respect her wishes.”

My jaw dropped at Tate’s words, and I looked toward Noah.

Noah’s eyebrows were sky high as he said, “Are you serious? And what if he kills her?”

I turned my attention back to Tate. That was my question too.

Tate heaved a sigh that I felt all the way down to my toes. 

His next words chilled me, but they were the same words my own soul whispered. 

“Then we’ll have to kill one of the most powerful vampires on Earth.”
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Chapter 18- Lexi
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SIGRUS CIRCLED ME LIKE a vulture before stopping in front of me. I was determined not to flinch under his gaze despite feeling small and insignificant beneath it. His power radiated from him like the sun’s rays, and I had no doubt that if I made one wrong move, I’d become nothing but ash. 

Swallowing my fear, I lifted my chin and asked, “Were you in the city of Rainham in the spring of 2053?”

“I was,” he confirmed, nodding sharply.

My lower lip quivered, but I raised my chin. “Is there a chance you impregnated a mortal woman there?”

As though in a daze, he reached out to touch my face but then stopped and appeared to think better of it. “Yes. You look just like Isabella, except you have my eyes.” The smile he offered me was soft, and his eyes held a deep sadness. “I loved your mother. It broke my heart when I learned vampire hunters had killed her.”

My jaw dropped open, “Excuse me?”

“You didn’t know?” His frown made his violet eyes seem darker. 

That couldn’t be true. Ana wouldn’t have lied to me about how my mother had died. “You’re lying. Vampires killed my mother.”

My father’s mouth turned downward, and he didn’t look away. “Is that what they told you? I am many things, but a liar is not one of them.”

I couldn’t believe it. No. That would mean everything I’d built my life on... my career, every action I’d ever taken, had been built on a lie.

As I sifted through my own feelings of disbelief and hurt, something else came at me. Like the bond I had with my mates... but different. It was my father’s feelings, and his anger hit me like a shockwave, hard and heavy. Why would he be so angry if his words weren’t true? And despite the fact I didn’t want to believe it, my intuition was telling me to believe him.

I stumbled forward, nearly losing my balance. “You were there?”

He nodded slowly, beginning to move around once more. “I got there too late to save her, but I was told by my comrade who survived the attack that your mother was killed by the vampire hunters. It was an accident, of course. They thought she was one of us. It doesn’t matter now though. You were lied to. They killed her and then they stole you.”

My mind whirled like a twister, and I squeezed my eyes shut. Had Ana really lied to me from the beginning? There was no one left alive to confirm or deny his words, and I found this answer difficult to accept, coming from a vampire master. Bile rose in my throat, and I had to fight not to hurl. 

“Dear daughter, I have been waiting for you.”

My eyes popped open. “Lexi.”

“Pardon?”

“My name’s Lexi.” My shock began to ebb, and anger took over as I realized something. “Why didn’t you come for me?” I demanded. “If the person who took me killed my mother, why did you leave me with her?” I wasn’t sure if it’d been Ana or Gabe’s dad who’d delivered the killing blow to my birth mother, but it didn’t matter.

Everything I’d believed about my life was a lie.

Master Sigrus turned to look at me from where he stood near the bed. “I looked for you for a long time, but they hid you too well, and by the time I discovered where you were, I knew you were being raised human and would not do well with vampires. But I am immortal, and time was on my side. So I waited, hoping that you would turn one day. Now you are here and you are a vampire. This is a gift to us—to both of us. Come. We must celebrate.”

Shaking my head, I took a step backward. I wasn’t so sure I could believe anything he said. If he’d truly wanted me, surely, he would’ve taken me from Ana. 

But then again, I doubted he had any time or patience for a baby. Likely, he’d thought it a blessing that he hadn’t had to deal with me then. A female vamp of his choosing probably would’ve raised me.

Before I could protest, my father took me by the arm and swept us from the room. He marched us down the hall and back into the main area of the club, where my mates waited for me. Blake, Noah and Tate jumped to their feet on seeing me, and I felt their wave of relief through our bond.

I smiled at them to reassure all was okay, but they didn’t relax. Instead, they stood side by side, ready and waiting like soldiers.

The whole club had gone silent as Master Sigrus took us onto the platform I hadn’t noticed before. There, a rather creepy throne made of bones sat. 

“Here, here!” my father called out to the room. “Everyone, I’m pleased to announce that I have been reunited with my scion. I bid you all to welcome Lexi!”

Fangs flashed white in the dim light as grinning vampires cheered and glasses of blood wine clinked.

I shrunk back, wishing I could sink into the shadows, but my father stood right behind me as though he feared I might try to flee. 

The weight of what this meant fell upon me like an anvil. Scion. I was a vampire princess. What the fuck?

My father beckoned to someone in the crowd, and then a tall Prince Charming-type with white-blond shoulder-length hair and a pulse ascended to the platform. 

“Drink, my daughter,” my father said, quietly enough that only I could hear him.

As the human took his place beside me, my spine stiffened, and my hands turned numb. He stared at me with such admiration, it made me feel weirdly awkward. He was young and vibrant, his eyes full of life. His shoulders were relaxed, and his head was held high, showing off his neck and the little twitch in there every time his heart beat. 

Lowering my eyes, I found my mates in the crowd. Blake and Noah were rushing to the platform with worry pinching their expressions. Tate wandered up behind them, but his face was softer, almost as though he were pleased for me. 

“I-I can’t,” I said, stepping away from my father’s gift. 

The beautiful human had the audacity to look offended. 

“What do you mean, you can’t?” my father snapped.

Throat tightening, I forced a slow inhale. The last time I drank fresh blood, I couldn’t stop. “I might kill him,” I said barely above a whisper, as though voicing my fear was too difficult. Somewhere between my imprisonment and finding out Ana may have lied to me, I’d started to care again. I hadn’t even realized it until now. The memory of a life fading beneath my grasp clawed its way to the surface of my mind, devastating and shaming whatever shred of humanity I had left. 

“That would be a problem?” my father asked, incredulous. His expression looked as if I’d just told him the most ridiculous thing in the world.

I rounded on him. “Of course, it is!”

“Why?”

“Because life is precious, and I don’t want to kill.”

He was either about to laugh uncontrollably or strangle me, I couldn’t tell which. He did neither and instead curled his upper lip in disgust. “That’s preposterous. Humans are beneath us. It is an honorable sacrifice for them to give their lives for us. We are higher beings. Only gods are above us.”

“You forget,” I hissed at him.  “I was one of them.” 

The human crossed his arms and glared at me, obviously disgruntled that I’d refused his blood. What led him here to agree to be a sacrifice? Maybe he hadn’t been recently compelled, but someone surely must have fucked with his head. 

Gasps and nervous chatter erupted from the crowd at my revelation. 

My father’s eyes turned hard, his lips pressed together. “You’ve embarrassed me, and you are weak if you think you’re like him.” He pointed his chin at the human. “No daughter of mine can be weak. If you don’t drink, I will have to vanquish your mates.”

Before I could react, Blake, Noah, and Tate were hoisted into the air by an invisible force. My father—or Sigrus, as it turned out he didn’t deserve that title—held his hand up in a clutched position like he was holding them by their throats.

Eyes on my mates, Sigrus declared, “Obey or watch as your mates’ heads get ripped from their bodies.”

That was the moment I realized I’d fucked up. Coming here had been a mistake.  
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Lexi

I DIDN’T HAVE A CHOICE. I couldn’t let Sigrus kill my mates. 

Three dead vamps that I loved or one dead human. There was no question, really. If you’d asked me a few months ago if I’d choose a human over three vampires, I would’ve saved the human. But I was as selfish as anyone in this circumstance. I couldn’t let my mates die. 

Stop caring, I told myself, remembering Tate’s advice. Embrace your true nature. 

The little piece of my humanity wailed and beat against the cage in which I imprisoned it. They’d switched places when I was in the vampire lair back home, the monster and my humanity. 

The human I’d killed when I was with Tate had started a change in me. But no one else had witnessed what I’d done, so I’d been able to ignore it. This time, a whole room of Crimson Thirst vampires were bearing witness to what I was about to do, and I knew once I started drinking, I wouldn’t be able to stop. 

I would no longer be able to deny what I was always meant to be. What I’d been born to be. A monster. 

The human tilted his neck and bared his throat. He closed his eyes as I approached him, as though preparing for a kiss. He truly wanted me to drink from him. 

Sigrus lowered them onto the platform with us, releasing them from the air. If I’d known he had the power to move things with his mind, I probably wouldn’t have let them come here with me. Not that they would’ve allowed me to come alone. 

“Lexi, you don’t have to do this,” Blake said, his voice stern.

“Shut up or I’ll turn you to dust,” Sigrus threatened. 

“You don’t have to drain him,” Noah reminded me, ignoring the vampire master.

Right. I can control myself. I will not drain him.

But as I closed the gap between myself and the human and sank my fangs into his delicate flesh, my words became a lie. His blood tasted so sweet, and the way he gave himself to me was such a rush. 

“Lexaaaugh!” Blake’s warning was cut off with a strangled cry. 

It didn’t matter though. I could barely hear him above the insatiable thirst burning my throat. 

The tall human went limp in my arms, as if he were no more than a rag doll. He never once fought to stop me, which made the pleasure so much more intense. Barely noticing his weight, I guided us to the floor as if we were in a dance, never taking my mouth from his delicious flesh. I could feel his life force filling me as it drained out of him, giving me more strength. It was like I’d grown wings and soared alongside the stars. 

Is this what heroin feels like?

By the time I lifted my head, my mouth full of blood, the human’s spirit was gone. His life snuffed out thanks, to my insatiable thirst. 

Another piece of my humanity withered and died inside my soul. There wasn’t much left now. Guilt slammed into me as I licked my lips. If I wanted to take Gabe up on his offer to turn mortal, I better act soon, or it would be too late to turn back. 

Grinning from cheek to cheek, my father took my bloody hand and lifted my arm in the air as if I’d won a championship. The vampires around us erupted into cheers, and a blossom of pride began to bud inside my chest. 

“I hope you’ll come back soon,” my father whispered warmly into my ear. 

I turned and stared up at him, new and foreign feelings growing inside me.

Being wanted by a parent was never something I thought I’d have in this lifetime. Now that he was offering it, I craved more. 

I couldn’t help but wonder if I embraced this new life, would I be happy?

I barely remembered the walk to the car or the ride home, for that matter. Draining a human was the greatest high of my life. I was drunk and stoned, there was no other way to describe it. There were no words as we drove through the lamp lit streets of London. I was too sated and still blissed out on blood, so I leaned my head against the window and watched the glowing buildings zoom by. 

When we got back to Tate’s flat, Blake led me to the cream-colored leather sofa. Shortly after, Noah handed me a glass of whiskey and plopped down on the matching chair next to us. 

“I know how guilty you’re feeling right now, and I want you to know that wasn’t your fault,” Blake said, staring intently into my eyes.

Taking a sip of whiskey to try and bring myself back to earth, I let the warmth of it travel down my throat before answering, “I don’t feel guilty.”

Blake and Noah exchanged a worried look while Tate stretched out his legs on the other side of me like an unconcerned cat. The contrast in my mates’ behaviors was a little jarring, but I was grateful for it. Tate brought something to the group I thought we needed. 

Nostrils flaring as he blew a breath out through his nose, Blake said, “Maybe not right now, but I know you, and you’re going to beat yourself up about it.”

I waved my hand, dismissing his worries. I couldn’t imagine feeling bad about it when I felt so good. “Honestly, I’m starting to think I should let nature take over. I am a predator now, and I need blood.”

“Mmm hmm,” Tate agreed, languishing like a tiger next to me. 

Blake shot him a look, while Noah pointed out, “You can drink blood without killing, sweetheart.”

“Obviously,” I said rolling my eyes. “But that guy was happy to give his life to me. I could feel it.” And that felt so good. The sacrifice. The enthusiasm. It was amazing.

“Doesn’t make it right,” Blake argued.

I groaned and ignored him. No point fighting them on this now. They were totally trying to kill my buzz, and I wasn’t having it.

Oh, how the tables have turned.

Tate sat up and rested his elbows on his knees. “You guys need to stop shaming her. This is how a vampire is supposed to be.”

“Thank you!” I exclaimed, then drank more whiskey, appreciating that at least someone was taking my side. “Do you want to know something funny?” I swirled the liquor around in my glass and laughed as they wait for me to continue. “Apparently, vampire hunters killed my mother. Isn’t that interesting?”

“Lexi, I...” Blake started, but it seemed he didn’t know what to say.

“My whole life is a lie. This is the life I was supposed to live.” Oddly, that didn’t upset me at this current moment. Oh, I could still feel the betrayal deep down beneath the surface. But it was a drop in a bucket compared to the euphoria I was experiencing right now.

Blake got up off the sofa and strode to the balcony door. “Can we have a word with you alone?” 

At first, I thought he meant me, and I was definitely going to tell him no. They wanted to ruin this night for me, and I didn’t want them to. But I was wrong. His eyes were pinned on Tate. 

The corners of Tate’s mouth twitched up as he unfolded himself and rose. “Sure.”

Blake beckoned Noah, who’d been off in deep thought. “You too.”

“Oh. Yup.” Noah stood slowly and tromped out the balcony door after the other two. 

Fine. Let them talk. I wasn’t going to let any of them sour my mood right now. As I sat there finishing my alcohol, I thought about all the possibilities that came with being a Master’s scion and all the power that came with it. 

A thought that both pleased and terrified me right to my core. 
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Chapter 20  
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Blake

THE CHILL OF THE WIND bit into my skin as I stepped out onto the balcony, and I was grateful for the feeling. My gut was churning, and I couldn’t stop the roll of anger that moved over me again and again. The only thing worse that could’ve happened tonight was Lexi or one of us ending up dead. This was a close second though. 

The door slid open further as Noah and Tate stepped out with me, then closed it behind us. Lexi wouldn’t be able to hear us out here, and thanks to Tate’s wealth, this apartment and the balcony were bloody huge. If I weren’t so damn angry, I’d be admiring the spectacular view.

I began to pace, my hands behind my back as I marched back and forth. “Tate, I understand that you’ve lived your life very differently from us, and you have no problem killing humans whenever you please. But Lexi isn’t like you. She’s going to regret what happened here tonight.”

Noah nodded at me. “I agree. Once she comes down from the blood high, her guilt will eat her alive.”

Tate moved over to a nearby chair and sat down, stretching his legs out casually in front of him. “I don’t think so,” he answered. “Lexi is basically a vampire princess, so it makes sense that her thirst is insatiable. She should feed on whoever she wishes, whenever she wants. As royalty, it’s her right.”

“That’s ridiculous,” I said, reaching the edge of the balcony and turning around to march back to the two other men sharing Lexi’s bed. “She spent her life fighting against vampires. Fighting against us. She’s always protected humans.”

Tate snorted. “Her life as a Slayer was built on a lie. She was born to be a vampire, to be at Master Sigrus’ side. Fighting for human rights... well, that goes against her very nature.”

Bullshit.

Noah crossed his arms over his chest and looked toward Tate. “Lexi’s mom, her biological one, was human. And Ana, the one who raised her, she was human. Even Lexi herself up until recently, was human. It would be impossible for her to forget all of that in one single night.”

Tate shrugged. “The past. Nothing more. You heard her yourself. She was meant for this kind of life.”

I threw my hands up in the air. “Ah... not the past. That was like... a month ago.”

“You have to admit that Lexi is always going to have a soft spot for humans,” Noah added.

Tate sighed heavily. “Fine. I will admit that Lexi’s human ties are many and varied. Her situation is complex. But that doesn’t mean that she won’t adjust to being a vampire princess. Her humanity will be left in the dust once she embraces her true self.”

I tugged at my hair and growled, my frustration building now. “Am I speaking gibberish? What don’t you understand? Lexi hated vampires when we met her. We almost lost her when she found out we weren’t human. She is going to hate herself when she sobers up, and as her mates, we must lessen the effect the best we can.”

Tate sat up straighter, and I saw understanding dawning in his eyes. Finally. 

He didn’t speak for long moments, then slowly he began to nod. “Well, I certainly don’t want her tormented by her choices. That’s not ideal, not at all.”

“I’m glad you’re finally getting it,” I said, sharing a nod with Noah. Hopefully Tate and we would finally be on the same page. 

Tate shifted on his seat, crossing his arms over his chest. “But I’m not about to stop her from feeding on live humans. You two should know that.”

I gaped at him. So much for being on the same page.

I shared an incredulous look with Noah, then said, “We need to get her back to Gabe so he can turn her human again. It’s what she wants.”

Noah made a strangled noise then wandered closer to Tate. The move was unconscious, but the meaning was clear. He was siding with Tate on this one.

“Is there a problem?” I asked, gesturing at Noah.

Noah glanced at Tate, then said, “I don’t think that’s a good idea. What Gabe’s trying to do is dangerous, not to mention fucking selfish on his part. He doesn’t care about Lexi. He’s using her to get his sister back.”

Tate finally stood up, hauling himself to his feet in a slow, deliberate move. “Noah’s right. Gabe’s offer is selfish, but it’s also contingent on his being able to achieve his objective. And all he’s done so far is torture Lexi and almost kill her.”

Noah nodded and gulped loudly. “Exactly. The last thing we want to do is lose her.”

My chest ached at the very idea of that happening. Losing our mate would kill us. “Yeah, but it’s what she wants.”

Tate frowned at me and took a step forward. “You do realize that if Lexi chooses to return to being human, we can’t be her mates any longer? The bond will break.”

I frowned back at him, then turned away, thoughts whirling in my mind. Everything inside me denied Tate’s words. We’d been destined to be her mates before she turned. Or her lovers, anyway. Maybe that was because she was half vampire? If she became purely human...

A deep sadness washed over me at the thought of Lexi regaining her humanity only to turn her back on us three when the bond broke. Would we in turn choose to turn back as well? Was that possible? And a choice we’d want anyway?

I walked back to the edge of the balcony and stared down at the streets far below. The darkness moved and shimmied like a snake in the garden. So many dangers in the dark, and only some of them had fangs.

I gripped the railing and squeezed the cold metal tight, my emotions in turmoil. I wanted Lexi more than anything. I wanted her today, tomorrow, forever. She was my mate, our mate, and she was meant to be with us.

But life as a vampire wasn’t what Lexi would want for herself. Especially not one who took the lives of helpless humans in the same way humans bought cows for consumption.

The Lexi I knew, the one I’d trained with as a Slayer, would be devastated to know what she’d become. And I didn’t know what I was going to do about that.
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Lexi

I WOKE TO THE SOFT sound of rain pitter-pattering against the window the next evening. Blake was sprawled out beside me, snoring softly, and Noah had his back pressed against my other side. I had a vague recollection of Tate saying that he was going to take the guest room as there wasn’t enough space for all four of us in his bed. I hadn’t liked it at the time but had been too blood drunk to care.

We’d definitely needed to buy a bigger one once we arrived home.

Stretching my arms above my head, I yawned and settled in deeper against the pillows, enjoying the comfort of the mattress a little longer. The remnants of euphoria from my kill last night lingered in my veins, causing my limbs to feel as though they were made of jelly. 

Not long after I’d opened my eyes, the door creaked open, and Tate stuck his head into the room. He greeted us in a soft, sweet voice. “Good evening, sleepy heads.” 

Noah groaned, stirring awake, while Blake continued to snore. I tapped his arm gently, and in response, he lifted his head and looked at me with raised brows and bleary eyes. 

“I barely remember going to bed,” I confessed, pushing myself back and into a sitting position. 

“You were already in bed when we got back inside,” Noah informed me in a gravelly voice as he scrubbed his eyes with his fists. 

“What were you three talking about out there for so long anyway?” I asked, shuffling my butt to the end of the bed so I could get up. 

Blake swung his legs off the side of the mattress. “Not much. Just that we think it’s time to get back home.”

I wrinkled my nose. I didn’t think we should hurry home straight away, but surely that wasn’t all they’d discussed. I decided to play along as if I believed them. “What’s the rush?”

The guys exchanged a look, and then Blake answered, “I think you need to decide if you want to become human again or not.”

I blinked at him, getting annoyed now. This was what they wanted to say to me, moments after waking?

“What? Right now?” I asked, picking my brush up off the dresser and running it through my hair.

“There’s no rush. You can stay as long as you like,” Tate said, ignoring Blake’s words.

Blake and Noah both scowled at him, which made me smile.

I set the hairbrush down. “Okay, what’s going on? What did you guys really talk about last night?” 

All three stayed silent, eyes adverted. 

Finally, Blake spoke up. “Gee, thanks guys. Why do I always have to be the bearer of bad news?” He moved to stand in front of me. “I’m afraid you’ll cross the point of no return soon, Lexi. If you remain a vampire any longer, drinking human blood and killing without thought... the part of you that I know wants to become human will disappear forever.”

The remnants of the euphoria that had been clinging to me this morning disappeared in a puff of smoke. With each word, reality punched me in the gut. Last night felt like a dream. Or maybe a nightmare. What was I doing? I thought I was in control. How could this happen?

It’s not your fault. 

“But you told me you could help me be good like you and Noah.” I searched his face for the truth and found a wound there. I’d struck a chord that hurt him.

He looked away for a second. “I’m worried that’s not possible with your father around.” His words came out tight. “He’s going to want you to be like him. The only way to save you is to make you human again.”

Not liking his answer, I looked across at Noah, who sat on the edge of the bed now with his head in his hands. He didn’t like this either. Tate’s jaw was clenched like he had to fight to keep his mouth shut. He swallowed hard when our eyes met.

I turned my attention back to Blake. “Will I lose you?” He didn’t say anything, so I repeated louder to everyone, “If I turn human, will I lose all of you?” When none of them spoke, I nodded. “That’s what I thought.”

Blaze stood frozen like an ice sculpture. Noah punched the pillows on the bed. 

Tate’s glacial blue eyes held such sadness as he shook his head. “I can’t lose you. I’ve only just found you.”

I couldn’t lose any of them either. It wasn’t an option. They were my heart. Pieces of my soul. If that meant that I had to fight to choose the life that I wanted, then I would.

The choice suddenly became clear. There was no way we could just leave. Sigrus wouldn’t let me go, I was sure. Not now. I’d never be free of him, and he knew that all he had to do was threaten one of my mates and I’d do anything he asked of me.

It wasn’t fair to them or me. We couldn’t stay, and being under Sigrus’ thumb would be just as bad.

“Well, it sounds like we only have one option,” I said rolling my shoulders and stretching my neck like I was preparing for battle. “I just need to know one thing.”

“Yes?” Blake asked, worry deepening in the lines on his face and somehow making him even more handsome. “What is it you need to know?” 

I gave my mates each a pointed stare then shrugged. “How do we kill a master?”
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Gabe

A KNOCK I WASN’T EXPECTING sounded on the door. I glanced up from the paperwork in front of me, weapons orders and staff rosters. It was the only work I could manage at the moment. “Come in.”

Markus stepped into the room. “Miles wants to speak to you. It’s about the procedure.”

I waved my hand at him in a dismissive way. “Tell him I’ll be there in ten minutes. I just need to finish this.”

Markus nodded his head and stepped away, shutting the door behind him. 

Alone again, I closed my eyes and leaned back in my chair, a deep sigh rolling through my vocal cords. Everyone had been avoiding me for the last day or so. Ever since Lexi had left, I knew I’d been a complete bear.

Dropping the pen on the desk, I pressed my palms to my eye sockets, attempting to alleviate the headache thumping behind my hands. 

“What have I done?” I couldn’t help but whisper aloud. 

I got to my feet, pulled open the drawer, and grabbed a bottle of ADVIL. Palming two of them, I threw the bottle back in the drawer and swallowed them with the help of a glass of water on my desk.

There was no reason to keep working since my brain was a jangled mess. I couldn’t stop wondering about Lexi, about where she was and if she were alive and well.

Would she ever come back?

“Fuck...” I ran a hand through my hair and stomped over to the bar. The whiskey sloshed into my glass, and I lifted it to my lips, sipping on the fire water to calm the words in my mind.

In my heart.

Had I done the right thing with Alexis? Had I ever done the right thing by her? I’d coaxed her into fighting for the Slayers, and I’d wanted her to die. To become a vampire. To be a weapon in my fight against Crimson Thirst in my goal to get my sister back.

But along the way, she’d become so much more. She’d become a Slayer, a friend, my hope for the future. More than that... I cared about her.

“Jezzus...” 

Had I done anything right by her? I certainly hadn’t planned to fall for her. 

And I hadn’t been the one to kill her. In fact, I’d withdrawn the order to do so. It wasn’t my fault that Crimson Thirst vamp had found her after the tournament. 

Closing my eyes, I rocked on my heels as a wave of fatigue washed over me. If Lexi came back, I’d do anything for her. Anything at all. I owed it to her.

I had so much to apologize for. I wasn’t even sure where to start. Groaning, I marched over to the door, pulling it open so that I could go to Miles. I’d asked him to figure out if we had enough data from Lexi’s DNA to move on without her help.

Before I could even take two steps, my cell phone began to ring in my jeans pocket. I pulled it out and stopped dead in my tracks.

My finger slid the answer button sideways, and I put the cell phone to my ear. “Blake.” 

“Hey, Gabe, how’re you doing?”

“I’m fine,” I managed to say, impatience eating at me now. “What’s happening with you guys? How’s Lexi? Is everything okay?”

There was a pause before Blake spoke, too long a pause as far as I was concerned. Panic began to eat away at me. If she were dead...

“Yeah... she’s fine. Kind of.”

I turned around and marched back to the privacy of my office. “What’s going on?”

“Well, we need some help, and since you know more about killing vampires than most, we thought we’d give you a call.”

Killing vampires?

“I’ll help however I can,” I said, “What do you need to know?”

“We need help killing a master.”

My jaw dropped as the implications of what he was saying sunk in. 

“Gabe? You still there?”

I nodded, even though Blake couldn’t see me. “Yeah, I’m here. I’m on my way. Send me the address, and I’ll catch the first flight out.”

We hung up, and I began grabbing all the ancient texts I had on vampire lore. If Lexi and her men wanted to kill her father, they were definitely going to need my help.
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Lexi

WATCHING THE VAMPS below drink and mingle while I sat beside Sigrus on top of the platform, I asked, “So where do you keep the human victims?”

“We don’t do that here,” he replied from his morbid throne made of bone and silver. “They either come here of their own volition because they want to be bitten, or they’re compelled. They’re never caged.”

It was a comfort knowing my mates were somewhere close, mingling among the crowd, waiting for Gabe’s arrival. How strange it was to be relying on the man who’d betrayed me. The man who’d spent decades of his life hunting and killing the very creature I currently was. That my three mates all were and had been for a long time. Especially Tate.

My feelings toward Gabe had changed. The attraction between us had always been there, I couldn’t deny that. I’d had hated him for keeping the truth from me for so long. More than once, in fact. But that hatred had turned into something else now. Something more complicated. I had wondered if anything could’ve happened between us besides just a kiss. But he was human, and I was a vampire. And I was pretty sure I’d break him if we tried anything more.

I peered over the twisted iron railing and spotted Tate chatting up a storm with a group of vamps on one of the couches. Noah danced to a slow beat with a heavy bass, a glass of blood wine in his hand. Blake was the only one I didn’t see.

Stepping back, I rested my arm on the side of the throne and smiled at the vampire master. “I’m glad my mates have decided to embrace this new life.”

“And you, my daughter? Have you accepted your fate?” he asked, keeping his gaze on the crowd.

“Yes,” I answered quickly. “I was always meant to be a vampire. I know that now.” 

It was the truth. 

“Good, because with Valerie missing from Crimson Thirst, I might need you to take care of things there for me.”

“Valerie?” I decided to play dumb. He couldn’t know that I knew all about Crimson Thirst in Rainhart.

“She was the head vampire in Rainhart. I had her search for you at one point, but she’d never been able to find you.”

Both my brows rose in surprise. So Val had lied to the master because she sure as hell had found me. This raised some interesting questions. Had she worried I would threaten her position? Did she refrain from killing me in case Sigrus found out and punished her? Or was she planning to groom me into becoming the type of vamp she thought I should be, before offering me up to her master? She had tried to convince me to join her. 

“You’re deep in thought. What troubles you, daughter?”

Clenching my teeth, I resisted the urge to snap at him to stop calling me that and use my name.

Instead, I forced myself to relax my shoulders and played along. I let my gaze drift below as I replied, “I’m just imagining what it would be like to lead my own gang, that’s all. I’d be like Claire, right?”

“Correct.” He smoothed a seam on his tailored black jacket. 

My eyes landed on a familiar face, and my heart dropped to my stomach, both out of fear and excitement. 

Gabe had entered the club and now stood with Tate.

It wouldn’t be long now, and I’d be free of this prison. 

I breathed in deeply through my nose. 

You’ve got this, Lexi.

“Hmm,” I said, tilting my head. “I’ll think about it.” I wandered close to the edge of the platform and pointed directly at Gabe. “Him!” My voice carried over the music. “I want him.”

Tate immediately started speaking to Gabe, his eyes holding the Slayers’ leader’s as he compelled him. I almost giggled at this part of our plan. It was sneaky. He was compelling Gabe to look compelled. We knew we couldn’t fool Sigrus, so Tate had come up with this idea to leave Gabe with his free will while still looking like he was under his influence. 

The vampires continued to enjoy themselves as Tate brought Gabe up onto the platform. Blake and Noah lingered near the steps at the base. 

As Gabe stepped onto the platform and came to stand before me, I caught a whiff of his cologne. Warm, woodsy vanilla. It made me want to tuck my face into the collar of his shirt and inhale. His brown eyes were a little glazed over, thanks to the compulsion, his usually sharp mouth relaxed. There wasn’t one sign he was happy to see me. He didn’t even appear to recognize me. It made me wonder if Tate had done that or if he was that good an actor. I suspected the latter. Either way—good.

“My lady, you desire this human?” Tate asked politely, bowing his head.

“Yes.” I trailed my fingertips over Gabe’s bicep, which was twice the size of Tate’s. “This one looks like he has a lot to offer. I’d like to share him with my father.” I almost thought I felt Gabe shiver beneath my touch.

“You’ve come to terms with your true nature,” Sigrus mused, rising from his throne. “This pleases me.”

“The way I felt, after that human sacrificed his life for me the last time I was here... It was truly incredible. Better than anything I’d ever felt before. I know what you mean now, Father. We are more than human.”

Sigrus’ smile was wide, showing off his fangs. Fangs that never descended into his gums like mine. “Now you understand. We are more god than human.”

It sickened me how highly he thought of himself, but I forced a smile onto my face. If we were getting technical here, Sigrus was more demon than god, but I didn’t correct him. I simply pushed Gabe toward him and said, “You first.”

My heart quickened for a second as I worried he might insist that I take the first bite. If he did that, the whole plan would be ruined. 

It turned out that vampires’ hearts did beat after all. It just wasn’t our blood that pumped through our veins.  

Luckily, Sigrus’ bloodlust won out over any pleasantries he might have felt in making me go first. 

The vampire master grabbed hold of Gabe’s shoulders, and just as his head dipped to bite into the Slayers’ leader’s neck, a laser shot out of the gold ring on Gabe’s middle finger. A weapon that looked like an innocent piece of jewelry, undetected by any sort of scanner. 

Sigrus’ head snapped up. He let out a crippling roar as the laser cut into his chest. His eyes turned toward me, an accusatory tone in his scream. “What have you done?”

Gabe’s eyes cleared, his mouth twisting in delight. The muscles in his arm flexed as he grabbed the master, shoved his hand inside the gaping hole in Sigrus’ chest, and tore out his heart. 

Thick, red blood coated Gabe’s hand and dripped onto the floor. The whole club was silent. All eyes were on us, but no one moved. 

The vampire master howled like a wounded beast. His flesh began to harden and flake away. His body was turning to ash, slowly crumbling to pieces before our eyes. Before he turned into a pile of dust, he reached out and swiped at Gabe with one of his long claws.

And then Sigrus was gone, as if he’d never been.

Our plan had worked. It had actually worked!

I was so happy we’d gotten away with it, I was about to celebrate as Blake and Noah rushed up the steps to join us on the stage. 

That was until I saw the blood gushing from Gabe’s throat. Blood that wouldn’t stop no matter how hard Tate pressed his hand against the wound. Sigrus had given the Slayers’ leader a parting gift... 

With that final strike, he’d handed Gabe a death sentence. 
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Lexi

“SHIT. SHIT. Shit! Come on, Gabe. Don’t die on me now.” 

Gabe tried to nod, but his throat gurgled with blood, and he couldn’t speak.

Tate had given me his shirt to press against the wound on Gabe’s neck, but the blood was quickly seeping through and staining the blue fabric. I needed to stop the bleeding before it attracted the whole club of vamps below the platform. 

Gabe looked at me with heavy lidded eyes, his throat working as he fought to speak. “I’m sorry.” 

His voice sounded so thin and weak. My hands started shaking. “No! Don’t say that.”

“I’m sorry.” He placed his hand over mine, which was soaked in his blood. “For everything.” His eyes closed, and I wouldn’t have heard his last three whispered words if not for my heightened vampire senses. “I love you.”

My heart shattered in that moment because I loved him too. And now that I finally realized it, he was dying. 

“No.” I bent my head forward, squeezed my eyes closed, rocking back and forth. I could hear his heartbeat fading. “No, no. no.”

“Lexi...” Tate’s tone was full of sympathy. I barely heard it. My pain was so loud, it drowned out everything around me. He gently touched my shoulder, grabbing a tiny portion of my attention. “You can save him if you wish.”

“Now hold on a second,” Noah protested.

Eyes snapping open, I lifted my head. “We don’t have a second.” Tate was right. I could save Gabe. Being this close to losing him made me certain that I loved him. And since I loved him, I simply couldn’t lose him. Not now. Not if I could save him.

I brought my wrist to my lips and bit into it with my fangs. My blood ran in little rivulets down my palm as I lowered it. I stopped a couple of inches from his mouth, hesitating. 

What if Gabe didn’t want to become a vampire? He was unconscious, so I was making the choice for him. Then I remembered I didn’t get to choose either. Most vampires didn’t. Yes, it was selfish that I wanted to turn him so we could become mates, but if I let him die, I would never be able to think of my father’s death as a victory. 

So, I grabbed onto Gabe’s jaw, forcing his mouth open, and let some of my blood trickle onto his tongue. 

As I watched Gabe, nothing happened. And then I heard his heart cease. The color drained from his face, and I knew his human life had officially ended. “Did it work?” I asked whoever was listening.

“It worked,” Tate confirmed. “His body will continue to fully shut down before he turns so we won’t see any changed for a couple of hours. 

Of course, nothing would happen instantly. I didn’t know what I’d expected. How long had I lain there bleeding before I’d been resurrected as a vampire? I’d never asked Blake or Noah. 

My chest ached, and my gut twisted with worry. I couldn’t lose Gabe, but what if he woke up and hated me for what I’d done to him?

“Are you sure we can’t burn this thing?” Blake asked, pulling our attention away from Gabe’s lifeless body. He clutched the vampire master’s bright red heart in one hand, the only piece of Sigrus that hadn’t disintegrated. 

“You can try,” Tate said. “But as I told you before, it won’t work. And if that heart should ever find its way into a body that’s then given blood, a new vampire master will be born.”

“Seriously?” I asked incredulous. I hadn’t been a part of this conversation. “It can’t be destroyed even in sunlight?”

“Aye, it’s said that his heart was created by a dark god,” Tate replied, stepping closer to inspect the organ like it was some sort of rare jewel. 

I believed Tate. He had been a vampire a lot longer than the rest of us. He also knew a lot more about the Crimson Thirst’s history. 

Frowning, Noah walked up and snatched the heart from Blake. “Let me see this thing.” He held up the heart and called out to the vampires, who stood watching with wide eyes. “Anyone have a knife?” 

The vamps continued to stare, no one saying a word until Claire ascended the stairs.

“Here,” the blonde vamp said as she held out a dagger. 

Holding his tongue between his teeth, Noah sliced the heart like one would slice off a chunk of an apple.

We all watched in awe as the heart regenerated the part it’d lost. 

Noah’s brows twitched upward. “Fascinating.” Then, he chucked the thing back to Blake like it was a tennis ball. “All yours.” 

Blake caught it and frowned. I could see his mind ticking over from where I stood.

“What are you going to do with it?” I asked Blake, glancing around to make sure we weren’t about to be rushed by an angry mob of vampires. At this point, they all seemed in shock and weren’t reacting past that. 

Blake turned the heart around in his hand and smirked. “I’m going to put it in a metal box, lock it, and throw the key into the Thames.”

“I know a witch who can cast a spell on the box to make sure it stays secured.” Claire offered, brushing a piece of her blonde bob behind her ear. 

She looked like a lawyer in her black blazer, the type I didn’t totally trust, so I said, “Perfect. Give us her contact information, and we’ll see about meeting with her.”

Claire narrowed her eyes at me. “I’m glad Sigrus is gone, Mistress.”

Did she just call me Mistress? That was odd, but maybe I’d heard wrong. I bent down and cupped Gabe’s face, pale and as still as the grave. “Please don’t hate me when you wake up.”

“Let’s get him back to my flat,” Tate suggested, reaching down and taking Gabe by the shoulders.

“Right,” Noah replied grabbing Gabe’s feet and hoisting him up. 

As I made my way down the steps with my mates behind me, a weight lifted from my shoulders. We’d done what we’d set out to do. Goal accomplished. We’d killed one of the most powerful vampires in the world. Without a leader, Crimson Thirst would crumble. Maybe I could have a happily ever after with my mates. 

As my feet hit the expensive marble tile floor, my breath was taken away. Every vampire in the club bowed in unison like some sort of horrible dictator movie. At first, I thought they were bowing to Claire, and I glanced behind me, but as I spun around, I saw even she was bent forward with her head down. 

“Wha...?” I was at a loss for words. 

Tate knew what I was trying to ask and stepped forward to answer my unspoken question and answered with a radiant smile, “You were the scion, my love. You are now their queen.”
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Gabe

MY HEAD WAS KILLING me, worse than any hangover I’d ever known. I must have hit the booze way too hard last night, but I didn’t have any memories of a party gone wrong.

I raised my arm to sink my fingers into my hair and pressed my fingertips into my skull. Everything was sore, even my hands. What on earth was going on? My throat was burning as though I’d picked up a nasty infection, and I swallowed hard, trying to appease the pain.

“Gabe, it’s me, Lexi,” came a sweet voice to my right. “Can you open your eyes?”

Could I? I wasn’t sure. 

The sound of her voice stirred something within me, so I had to try.

My eyelids felt as though they were weighed down with lead, but I fought and blinked until I eventually opened my eyes fully. 

I glanced around to get my bearings and found that I was lying on a bed, in a darkened room. And Lexi was sitting beside me in a chair, looking forlorn.

“Hi...” I managed to croak out, trying to sit up but finding my stomach muscles didn’t seem to want to work.

“Just lie still,” Lexi said, pressing a soft hand to my chest. “You need to rest.”

“Rest?” I managed to repeat, “What happened? Where am I?”

I couldn’t remember the last thing I’d done. Or why I’d be lying in bed with Lexi hovering over me. 

In bed with Lexi... 

Is this a dream?

Lexi reached out and grabbed my hand, squeezing tightly. “You died. My asshole of a sire slit your throat as he was turning to ash.”

I tried to laugh, but the sound just turned garbled in my throat. “I couldn’t have died.... I’m here. I’m alive.”

I certainly wouldn’t be in so much pain if I was dead, surely?

“I couldn’t let you die,” Lexi sobbed. “You said you loved me, and I couldn’t... please forgive me.”

I’d said I loved her? Shit. I must have been dying. But how? I shook my head. What she was saying wasn’t making any sense. “What do you mean?” I struggled into a seated position and Lexi shoved a stack of pillows behind me so that I collapsed back onto them.

She whispered, “I’m so sorry. Please don’t hate me.” 

“I could never hate you, but could I get a glass of water? My throat is killing me.”

A tear welled in Lexi’s eyes and slid down her cheek. “Ah... No. You can’t have water. It’ll make you sick. Trust me. But I’ll get you some whiskey.” 

She got up and ran over to an antique looking sideboard. There, she grabbed a glass and sloshed some alcohol into it and came back to the bed.

I reached out and took it, because how could I fault her hospitality? “Thanks, sweetheart, but I really need some water.”

The pain in my throat had changed now, from a burning scratchy pain into something more. 

“You can’t,” she said again. “Drink that, and afterwards we’ll get you some... some...”

“Some what?” I asked, lifting the whiskey to my lips and taking a sip.

The whiskey slid down my throat much smoother than I’d expected, and I moaned at the taste. “Damn, that’s nice stuff.” It sort of tasted like it had a hint of blood in it, which was strange... even stranger that I enjoyed the flavor. 

“Yeah, Tate likes expensive things.”

Tate... the old vamp. The memories started coming back to me. They were blurry, but if I focused hard enough, they became clearer. I was in London. Blake had called for my help in killing a master. I’d ripped his heart out, I remembered now, and then... and then...

I lifted my hand and stared down at the pale skin there. “Oh. Fuck. Alexis, what did you do?”

“I turned you,” she gulped, “I had to. I couldn’t let you die.”

I set the whiskey aside on the bedside table and took hold of Lexi’s hand once more. If she’d been expecting me to be angry, I wasn’t. “I’m glad I’m alive.”

Lexi’s eyes went wide, then she pounced on me, wrapping her arms around my neck. “Oh my God, thank you! I was so terrified that you’d never forgive me for this.”

I wrapped my arms around her and held her tight, relishing in her warm weight on me. I’d spent years hating vampires and putting all my energy into trying to bring Val back, but now that I’d become the one thing I’d despised, all I could feel was gratitude for not being dead. Not only that, Lexi cared enough for me that she hadn’t let me die.

Finally, Lexi pulled back a little, and I twisted her toward the middle of the bed. “Lie with me for a while.”

She rearranged the pillows and lay beside me, staring at me with stars in her eyes. “I thought you’d hate me.”

I shrugged softly, pretty sure I’d have feelings to process later, but for now... “I would have done the same thing to save you.”

She smiled, the ghost of terror long gone. “I’m glad. I know the transition isn’t going to be easy. The bloodlust can be tough to control sometimes, but I’m here for you.”

“We can worry about that later,” I said, brushing off her concern. “Everything else I’m feeling right now dims in comparison to my desire for you.”

Blushing, Lexi replied, “I’m so happy I saved you.”

“So,” I said, reaching out to tuck some of her long, dark hair behind her ear. “Have you made a decision about whether you want to turn human or not?”

I held my breath as I waited for her to answer. It would break me if she’d turned me only to leave me behind, but I had to know.

She nodded slowly. “I have.”

“Tell me,” I said, staring at her lips and wishing I had the luxury of being able to kiss her whenever I liked.

“I want to stay a vampire,” she said slowly, erasing my fear.

I would’ve been happy with that answer alone, but her next words shocked me.

“And when you’re feeling better from transitioning, I want you to be my mate.”

Her mate? Well then, why wait?

I quirked an eyebrow at her. “Was that a proposal?”

She let out a giggle in surprise. “Well... yeah, I guess.”

“Well, I accept,” I said, leaning forward to capture her lips with mine. She tasted like a rich wine, and I moaned against her lips. “But why wait?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why wait?” I repeated, my voice deeper, almost a growl. “I’d mate with you right now.” The burning in my throat and pain in my body were less now, thanks to the whiskey. The feeling was deeper. More intense and yet manageable somehow. Yes, my body craved blood, but I hungered for her more.

“Really?” she asked, reaching up to cup my face, her eyes wide with surprise.

I chuckled as I rolled on top of her slowly, breathing in her scent. “Damn, you feel so good.”

She kissed me harder and faster this time, and I sank my fingers into her thick hair, tasting her tongue with my own. 

Lexie rolled us again in the huge bed, landing on top once more. “I’m getting us some blood to share. Give me a moment.”

She disappeared, opening the door then coming back in within a few moments. This time, as she shut the door behind her, she had two wine glasses filled to the brim with red wine. 

“This is one of Tate’s special brews,” she said, handing me a glass. “Try it.”

I took the glass and had a sip, the initial revulsion at the fact there was blood within the wine quickly replaced by the way my ravenous tongue lapped up the taste.

“Oh, wow,” I managed to say, my eyes rolling back in my head before I downed the whole glass in a few swallows.

The wine slid into my belly, making me feel warm all over. Warm, sated and a little intoxicated. 

Lexi set her wine glass down and said, “Stand up.”

I jumped to my feet, and she attacked my clothes, ripping the shirt from my body and grabbing hold of my belt buckle. “I need you.”

I needed her just as much, and now that she’d given consent, I released the lock I had over my desires and ripped at her clothes also. In moments, we were both naked, and I couldn’t help but stare at her incredible beauty. The swell of her breasts, the lushness of her thighs.

“Lie back,” Lexi said, nodding at the bed. “I want to drink this off you.” She picked up the wine glass, and I did as she demanded, jumping back onto the bed and rolling onto my back.

Lexi could do whatever she wanted to do to me. 

She poured the wine onto my belly, and the smell of the blood in the wine made my hunger rise. Lexi lay down on the bed and began licking the wine from my abs before pouring more onto my chest and swirling her tongue around my nipples. The sensation of her tongue on my flesh fed into my desire.

I slid my fingers into her hair and groaned as she began to move down my body once more. She sat up, drank the rest of the wine, then threw the glass across the room.

The sound of glass shattering against a wall hit me just as Lexi lips wrapped around my cock. 

“Oh my God.” I gasped as she grabbed hold of the shaft and squeezed. 

She moved up and down on me, making me harden in record time. 

“Come here,” I demanded, grabbing hold of her arms and pulling her up. “Sit on my face. I want to get you ready too.”

Wasting no time, Lexi threw her leg over my shoulders and grabbed onto the headboard. Her pussy was glistening, wet, and pink. I cupped her ass cheeks and buried my head between her thighs. 

She cried out as my lips encircled her clit, sucking on the plump flesh. Her legs shook as I made love to her body, licking and flicking her clit until she was shivering and gasping for air.

When she fell back onto my chest, I was so hard, I was afraid I wouldn’t last when I was finally inside her. But Lexi didn’t waste any time. She slid down my body, grabbed my cock like a pole, and slid her perfect pussy down the shaft.

“Fucking hell,” I groaned out, grabbing onto her hips and thrusting up into her. “You feel like heaven.”

Her tight, wet heat gripped me as she began to ride me. Up and down she slid, gyrating her hips with precision. With every moan, my arousal grew until I couldn’t stand the torment anymore and lifted my legs. I planted my feet on the mattress and began fucking up into her.

“I want to taste you,” Lexi said between breaths. 

At first, I thought she meant my cock, but then she lowered her face, and her fangs dropped. I could feel them against the sensitive flesh at my throat. I braced myself as she pierced my skin. Pained mixed with pleasure, and I drove myself harder into her pussy as she drank my blood. 

My gums began to ache as she pulled her face away and licked my blood from her lips.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “Your fangs will come out soon. For now...” She lifted her wrist to her mouth and opened a vein. “Here. You need to drink to complete the bond.”

I didn’t need to be told twice. I pressed my lips to her wrist and sucked. She tasted sweet with a touch of salt. As her blood trickled down my throat, my whole body felt weightless. Our bond formed, twisting our souls together as I continued to fuck her.

She pulled her wrist away to grab onto my shoulders and screamed out, arching her back as she began to come. I saw white lights flashing inside my head as her pussy rippled around me, wringing my orgasm from the depths of my soul.

I sat up and wrapped my arms around her as my climax hit. I cried out, burying my head in her neck. 

Her teeth sinking into my shoulder, I groaned as she licked at my flesh while my seed coursed inside her.

Finally, we collapsed in a pile of sweaty limbs, our chests heaving for breath as the taste of blood still lingered on our tongues.

“Whoa,” I said, kissing her sweaty forehead and pulling her to lay her head on my chest. “That was the most incredible thing I’ve ever experienced.”

We lay like that for long enough that our bodies cooled, and I felt the need to warm her up again. “Come on, let’s go shower.”

*
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WHEN WE GOT BACK INTO the bedroom, warm and clean and wrapped in fluffy white robes, the other three guys were all waiting for us. Blake and Tate sat nearby the bed in armchairs while Noah stood by the sideboard pouring drinks.

“Umm... Hello,” I managed to say, a twist in my gut making me wonder how vampires dealt with this sort of thing. 

Would they be jealous that I’d been with Lexi? Or annoyed that I hadn’t waited for them to join in? How did this work?

Lexi climbed onto the bed, her hair wet and her cheeks flushed with heat. 

“Hey, guys. What’s up?”

Noah walked closer to the bed. “We were wondering what your next move is, Lexi?”

Her raised eyebrows were surprised more than anything else.

“Uh... in regards to what?”

“Well, you’re a mistress now,” Tate answered, moving over to sit beside Lexi and lay his hand on her thigh, a move that could be seen as possessive. “Crimson Thirst will follow your lead, wherever that might be.”

Lexi’s mouth opened and closed a few times before a huge smile lit up her face. “I hadn’t really thought about it like that before.”

But from the looks of her smile, she liked the idea. “Mistress?” I asked, not sure I understood the reference.

Tate glanced up at me. “Since you’ve killed Master Sigrus, all power moves to his scion, Lexi.”

My jaw dropped. I’d known that such things existed, of course, but stupidly I hadn’t put it together until now. Or how that affected Lexi. 

“That’s a lot of responsibility,” I managed to say.

“Yes, but Lexi’s up for it, I’m sure.” Tate said with a grin. 

“Only if she wants the role,” Noah added, frowning at Tate. 

I couldn’t help but smile at the different roles Lexi’s men seemed to play around her. 

“Oh, I’m up for it,” Lexi said. “But I’m going to run things differently.”

“How so?” Blake asked, speaking up for the first time. 

“Well, first of all, I don’t want innocent, stupid humans giving themselves up to us vampires,” she said, her features becoming hard at the thought.

“Okay then, who should we drink?” Tate asked, still gripping her thigh.

“Bad guys,” Lexi said, “And not the I stole something to feed my family ones. The real bad guys. The ones the police miss. Hell, the ones they catch. Start with the prisons. The murderers and rapists. The guys who go for kids... them especially.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and let my own lips stretch into a huge grin. “So far, I’m all for this new plan.” It wasn’t much different than my own goal with the Slayers had been, save for the part that had to do with Val.

Speaking of my sister...

“What are we going to do about Val?” I asked. As my mistress and my mate, I would hear her out on this. If she wanted Val dead though, that might be a problem. 

Lexi’s gaze swung up and connected with mine. “When we get back home, I’m going to wake Val up and make her my bitch.”

I swallowed hard, trying not to react in a visible way. “So you’re not going to kill her.”

“No,” Lexi said with a slow smile then shrugged. “Not yet, anyway.”

Lexi looked around the room, her eyes shining with love, and said, “I finally have everything I’ve ever wanted.”
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