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Prologue
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The sound of fists striking flesh woke me before the stinging slap burned my cheek. I gasped in a lungful of air before coughing it right back out. I was dying, which wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, considering. I’d had a good run, saved a few lives, pissed off a few people and left as little damage behind as possible. Collateral damage, they called it, but complete and total fuckery is what it really amounted to. 

In my line of work, losing an innocent kid to the sick fucks currently beating the shit out of me had happened on a few occasions. I’d be damned if I let it happen again.

“You awake, sheep-fucker?”

Oh yeah. It had happened again, and now I was stuck with the assholes responsible.

“Fuck you,” I croaked. I didn’t even recognize my own broken voice. They’d starved and beaten me, left me without water or blood for days, then beat me again. 

The vampire before me was a big, beefy fucker with meat-cleaver sized hands. They hurt like fuck when he hit me, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of crying out in pain.

“No thanks. Heard ya like ta fuck sheep. No telling what I might catch.”

He thought that line was not only clever, but fucking hilarious. I watched through swollen eyes as he laughed and reared back to swing again.

“Enough, Marco. We don’t wish him dead... at this time.”

The cultured European accent that had stopped Marco’s fun belonged to the biggest sick fuck of them all, the man I’d been sent in to watch. Some days I wished I wasn’t a cop, so I could do more than just watch men like him. 

“Yes, sir,” Marco said, stepping back.

Jonathan Crosby, the leader of the Blood Martyr’s southern division, stepped forward into the ring of light given off by the single harsh bulb hanging from the ceiling.

“You have no idea what you’ve done, Mr. Parsons, do you?”

“Detective... Parsons... you sick... fuck.”

He smirked before looking over his shoulder at Marco.

“He does have a mouth on him. Perhaps it’s time we did something about that.”

Marco chuckled as Crosby stepped back into the shadows again. They had already whipped me, burned me, shocked me, and tried to drown me. What the fuck else could they possibly do? 

No sooner had the thought crossed my mind than the most glorious scent filled my nostrils. Sweet and fresh, like newly baked bread, I inhaled greedily despite the pain in my chest.

“Ah yeah. Lookit, boss. He’s gettin’ hungry.”

The joy in Marco’s voice couldn’t be a good thing, but I’d been too long without food or blood to care. Blood lust was a distinct possibility and a really bad idea right now. I was hungry, starving to be honest, and whatever they had brought into the room smelled like heaven.

“We’ll see how long this hungry sheep-lover can resist a little human sustenance.”

And then I knew what they’d brought.

Marco moved back into the shadows with Crosby, pushing a bundle of cloth towards the chair I was strapped into. I looked down at the trembling blanket, taking in its sweet scent no matter how hard I fought it. My fangs ached and my stomach cramped. I wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer. 

Crosby leaned forward and snatched back the cloth to reveal a little human girl with bright red hair. Her face was puffy from crying and her eyes were  shut tight.

“There you are, Parsons,” Crosby said. “I know you’re hungry and I know you want to prove your loyalty to the Martyrs. Here’s your chance to satisfy both.”

Hunger crawled through my gut like a snake full of venom until all I could think about was how sweet that first drop of warm blood would taste. I shook my head and breathed through my mouth, trying to escape her enticing scent.

She’s only four and her name is Libby.

I repeated her information in my mind like a mantra as I continued to shake my head back and forth.

“No? No?” Now Crosby was pissed. “How about we make a deal then, hmm? I’ll take this little sheep back to her parents and bring you a bigger catch. Oh, but there’s just one thing. The other treat I have in store isn’t human.”

He cackled like a B-movie villain as the door swung open again. A gasp sounded like a gunshot in the room, but even that brief sound had the hair rising on my arms.

“No. No! Motherfuckers! That better not be my sister, Crosby, or I’ll—”

“You’ll what, Parsons? Run back to the chief of police? Tell the media?” he laughed. “Don’t be an idiot. You’ll drink from one of these offerings to prove your loyalty or your sister dies before we put a bullet in your head. It’s that simple.”

I closed my eyes, though they’d barely been open from all the swelling. My sister sniffed, the scent of her tears acrid in my nose. I had no choice. All I could do was make it as quick and painless for the little human girl as possible. I straightened against the hardwood chair and looked up at Crosby.

“Give her to me.”

He smiled, showing fresh blood on his teeth, and that image followed me through years of nightmares.
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The alarm beeped as the last of the sun’s rays seeped out of my bedroom, but I ignored it. I hadn’t slept well. The nightmares weren’t as bad as when I used to sleep alone, but they had never completely stopped. Beside me, Zaria reached over to shut off the noise, groaning in her sexy, feminine way.

“I don’t know why you insist on keeping it on your side of the bed when I’m the one who has to be up at this ungodly hour,” I whispered into her ear.

She shivered as my warm breath ghosted across her flesh, pulling up small bumps along its path. I enjoyed the view until she smacked me in the face with her pillow.

“Oh, did I hit you? Sorry.”

I chuckled and pushed the pillow away. “I’m sure you weren’t aiming for me.”

“Of course not.”

I leaned over to look into her face, her eyes still closed and perfect pink lips pouting ever so slightly. Her naturally tanned skin defied our forced absence from the sun’s killer rays, and her dark brown locks curled around my fingers in a silken embrace. She was a work of art, and for the moment at least, she was all mine.

“Greg,” she whispered.

“Hmm?”

“I’ll love you forever if you’ll make breakfast.”

I chuckled rather than allow her to know how those words made my chest ache. “Your wish is my command.”

She smiled and rolled away from me, pulling the covers tight around her naked, slender frame.

I rose with a groan, stretching and making as much noise as possible to get her attention. She didn’t even flinch. A glance at the dresser mirror showed my shaggy brown hair sticking out in all directions, my brown eyes puffy from a lack of sleep. I rubbed them with the heels of my hands and scratched at the dark hair on my chest. Vampires didn’t tend to grow a lot of body or facial hair, but being half human, I’d always been an exception. I needed a shave. With a sigh, I dragged on a pair of jeans and headed for the kitchen.

I’ll love you forever...

She’d been saying that for weeks, possibly months, I wasn’t entirely sure when she had started. But she’d made it quite clear from the first time it was just a figure of speech. Kind of like, I’ll be your best friend, or, If you really care about me. It was phrase meant to entice me into doing something for her. Not that she’d ever had to work hard at that. She’d already wrapped me around her finger quite successfully. The usual prejudice about interspecies couples didn’t bother me, given that I was born from one. I would gladly yell from the rooftops that Zaria was mine. 

Unfortunately, I wasn’t always sure she felt the same, but had never pushed for a confession. I was more afraid of what she wouldn’t say.

I pulled the breakfast staples from the refrigerator and got to work. She was the first woman I’d ever tried to live with who wasn’t family. She was also my first fully human girlfriend. So far, it was working. Four months, two weeks, three days and she hadn’t threatened to leave or kill me yet. Probably a damn miracle. It wasn’t just the vampire thing that was problematic. Being a cop’s girlfriend couldn’t be easy, but she did a good job of faking it. 

I smiled at the thought. I had originally feared our relationship was doomed from the start, but she’d seen beyond the violence of our past and given me a chance. Definitely a miracle. 

I broke a few eggs into a bowl as the bacon started to sizzle, and I was so lost in thought I didn’t hear her enter the kitchen. Her cold palm against my lower back made me jump and nearly spill the eggs.

“Jesus!”

“Oh shit. Sorry.”

Her apologetic grin eased my tension and I turned to kiss her nose.

“No problem, beautiful. You just scared the heck out of me, that’s all.”

She snorted, and yet I still found her alluring. “No shit.”

I rolled my eyes but said nothing as I continued to cook. We had a deal. She curbed her language outside the house, but when it was just the two of us at home, all bets were off. I secretly hoped I’d cure her of the bad language before getting her pregnant but was much too smart to mention that.

“I forgot to tell you when you got home, your sister called last night,” she said quietly.

Something in her voice warned me to tread carefully. “Oh? How annoying was she? On a scale of one to ten?”

She laughed, and the mood in the room brightened. “Oh... maybe a four or five. She let me know the big bridal shop downtown is having a blow-out sale before they close their doors forever. Dresses are like, seventy-five percent off or something.”

This time I snorted and shook my head, keeping my eyes on the food. “No bugging you about a date this time?”

“No.”

Was that annoyance or wistfulness in her voice? Marriage was a taboo subject in our house most days. I’d bought the ring after our first month living together and hid it in my sock drawer. A week later, when I was still trying to decide on the perfect proposal, I found a note on the box that said, not yet. Neither of us had mentioned it in the months since and it was a subject we had silently agreed to shelve for now. I’d been waiting for some sign she was ready but had no clue what to look for. She hadn’t said a word.

“Was that all she wanted?” I asked.

The sound of the coffee machine took precedence for a few minutes, and I finished cooking our food. When I turned to grab the plates, she was watching me.

“She asked for a loan.”

I tried to keep my face expressionless, but knew I’d failed when her shoulders dropped and she set her hands on her hips. The motion drew my large t-shirt up her small frame, the only clothing she seemed to have on, and I had to fight to keep my attention focused.

“Zaria—”

“It’s just a small loan, Greg. Not like she’ll owe me for the rest of her life, and you know I won’t charge her interest.”

“You should. She needs to learn responsibility, just like any other twenty-two-year-old.”

“She’s trying. She’s had her job for almost a month.”

I gave her the look that statement deserved and grabbed the plates from a cabinet above her head. We were a breath apart, normally something that got my blood pumping. Right now, it was pumping for an entirely different reason.

“You know how I feel about this,” I grumbled.

I stayed in place as I looked into her beautiful brown eyes.

“I know, but it isn’t like we don’t have the money,” she replied.

I closed my eyes and bit my tongue to keep the usual retort unspoken but needn’t have bothered. She already knew what I was thinking.

“Yes, we, Greg. You and I. The money is in a joint bank account—”

“Only because you insisted. And don’t think I haven’t noticed you adding to it.”

She sighed loudly as I turned away to dish our food onto the plates.

Many men would love to be pampered by their rich girlfriends, but not me. Part of it was an ego thing. I’ll admit. It sucked knowing she didn’t need me to take care of her. But an even bigger part was how she had come into so much damn money. It had been left to her by her ex-husband, Ivan, the man I’d killed a year ago.

“Of course I’ve added to it. I already have plenty invested, and it’s not like it hurts to have some accessible.”

She plopped into a chair at the table in her haphazard way, but I could tell she was upset. I hated making her feel that way over money. I set both plates on the table and stood next to her chair, leaning over to kiss her temple. She looked up at me with annoyance. I sighed and got each of us a cup of coffee. When I returned and placed them on the table, she hadn’t started eating yet.

“Babe, it’s basically your money, so of course you can do whatever you want with it.” When she opened her mouth to argue, I placed a finger on it. “But I’m not about to let my sister or anyone else take advantage of you. If you want to, give her the loan with or without interest. Just please have your lawyer draw up a contract first. Let her know it’s official.”

She closed her lips to press a kiss to my finger, and I replaced it with my mouth. I didn’t move away until my back protested the position. She smiled.

“Fine. I’ll have that crackhead lawyer of Joe’s draw up a contract, but no interest. I really think this is the boost she needs to get her shit together.”

I smiled back and took a seat beside her. Our kitchen table could easily sit six, but I always sat right beside her. 

“Thank you. I’ve tried to teach Eleanor to be a responsible adult since she insisted on moving out of mom’s house. I don’t think making it easy on her would be in her best interest.”

She started to eat but nodded her agreement. The crease between her eyes had eased and she seemed to have relaxed. That was all I needed to see before attacking my own breakfast. We ate in companionable silence for a few minutes, but it turned out the conversation wasn’t over.

“Just so you know, I convinced her to take a course at the community college.”

I’m sure I looked as shocked as I felt. “You’re kidding.”

She grinned. “Nope. I actually kinda made it a stipulation for me to consider the loan.”

“So, you haven’t told her yes on the money yet?”

“Of course not. We still had to talk about it.”

I couldn’t help but grin at her logic. It was firmly set in her mind that her money was our money. Part of me thought she was just so overwhelmed by the unexpected inheritance that she needed someone to share it with to ease her mind. With her gold-digging dad finally gone and her brother in prison, that left me. I tried to be cool with it, really I did. But there was no hiding the fact it was Ivan’s money, and I hated Ivan. 

He might’ve been a cool guy once, back when creating one of the most popular comic book characters was his main focus. Unfortunately, drugs and greed had turned him into a monster who thought nothing of orchestrating murders for his muse. I had zero regrets about killing him.

“Thanks, babe. I appreciate you encouraging her like this.”

She shrugged but couldn’t hide the satisfied smile that spread across her mouth. I finished my coffee and stood to clear the table.

“You going in at your regular time tonight?” she asked.

I groaned and looked at the clock. “Yep. Captain Norman says he’s got a new lead for me on that robbery from two days ago. I’ll probably be pounding the pavement all night chasing ghosts.”

She stood, leaving the kitchen to go to the living room. She hated my job, but I was currently on a fairly tame assignment. There wasn’t much more I could do to stay safe and remain a part of the Houston Police Department. I absolutely refused to live off her.

The sound of her disarming the alarm caught my ears as I walked into the living room. She had slipped on a pair of shorts but remained barefoot.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

She smiled as she headed back into the kitchen. “I left a couple of dishes on the back patio last night. Just gonna grab them and clean the kitchen.”

I followed her like a devoted puppy. The cool evening air brushed against my skin as I stood on the back porch watching dusk fade into darkness. This was always one of my favorite times of day. Zaria picked up a small plate and a coffee mug from the table we kept outside and turned to walk back in, but I blocked the way.

“You gonna let me in?” she asked playfully.

I grinned and wrapped my arms around her waist. “That depends. What’s in it for me?”

“Hmm, how much time before you have to leave for work?”

I sighed dramatically. “Not enough, babe.”

She just tsked and brushed past me. I stepped back and closed the door, clicking the lock into place.

“I think I’ll take a shower before I tackle the dishes,” she said as she added the ones in her hand to those in the sink. “Want to join me?”

I almost laughed. “Are you kidding?”

“Is that a yes?”

“Not a yes, but a hell yes.”

She laughed, clicked off the light, and sauntered out of the room.

I was just about to follow her from the kitchen when a loud crash scared a scream from her throat. I spun around but saw only darkness. Zaria’s warmth was immediately plastered to my back, and her trembling only fed my anger at whatever had caused it. Cooler air invaded our home as I inched closer to the doorway, wishing I had something at hand to use as a weapon, but there wasn’t so much as a shoe lying on the floor.

“Damn,” I mumbled under my breath.

Every horror movie I’ve ever seen ran through my mind, making me painfully aware we were both in very little clothing with no way to defend ourselves if something large or heavily armed had jumped through the sliding glass door. For a second I thought to retreat, but there was no way I’d willingly turn my back on a possible threat. Being a cop, I stayed in shape for my job. Hopefully, it would be enough to protect us both.

Common sense told me to order Zaria out of the room, but I knew better than to think she’d listen. Then anger surged at the thought of our broken glass doors. Those damn things were expensive. 

I inched closer to the doorway but heard nothing other than trees rustling outside. Zaria stayed on my heels, one hand clinging to my arm. The wind was gusting stronger than before, and I absently wondered if a storm was brewing. I was back at the doorway, just barely out of sight of the glass doors, and could see part of the kitchen floor where broken glass littered the tiles like black diamonds strewn haphazardly.

I took a deep breath and listened for any hint of sound. Still nothing. After a mental ass-kicking for behaving like every too-stupid-to-live horror movie character I’d ever seen, I leaned far enough to peek around the wall. Shadows danced around the room, freezing my breath in my lungs for a moment. Then I realized it was no more than the shadows of tree branches playing in the moonlight, and my fight or flight reflex ebbed a little.

Other than jagged glass fragments still stuck in the metal frame, there was little to see. No one stood in our kitchen. I swallowed down the last of my apprehension and stepped fully into the room. The door would have to be replaced, but there was no sign of what had broken it. I finally remembered to hit the light switch and looked around again. Zaria was shaking like a leaf and remained barefoot like me. I pulled her into my arms for a brief embrace.

“I want you to go upstairs and get my pistol, okay? There’s no one here, but I want to have it on me just in case.”

She swallowed loudly and nodded, then ran out of the room. That was my girl. She was tough as nails when she needed to be. I turned my attention back to the kitchen in the hopes of determining what the hell had just happened.

I nearly missed the small block of wood settled between a chair and the wall. It was no bigger than my cell phone, but heavy for its size. The dark wood was carved into a perfect rectangle with rounded corners and polished to a high gloss. The auburn finish almost made it a work of art. Then I flipped it over. 

Glaring back at me in dark maroon paint was a symbol I recognized all too well, a black star patterned from a Celtic knot and tilted so it rested on a single prong. A deep crimson drop fell from the prong, identifying the unique symbol as the tattoo I wore on one arm. It was the mark of the Blood Martyrs and one of the most frightening things I’d seen in my life.

I nearly threw the damn thing across the room, but stopped myself. The message was loud, but not entirely clear. Was this a warning or a question? My first impulse was to call it in, but for all I knew, the captain was aware of it already. I moved to the pantry and found a plastic baggy to store the object in. Fingerprints were unlikely. The Martyrs weren’t known to be sloppy or idiotic. However, I didn’t want anyone to accuse me of mishandling evidence. I set the cursed thing on the counter and was still staring at it when Zaria returned.

“I brought your shoes too, honey.”

The endearment was so unexpected my head shot up in attention. She wasn’t looking at me. Her gaze had already found the wood block, and she was studying it as she approached.

“Thanks, babe.”

I took my Glock and shoes from her outstretched hands, but she didn’t even seem to notice. I checked my pistol to be sure the chamber was empty, then tucked it into the back of my waistband.

“This...this has the symbol on it,” she whispered.

I nodded with a sigh and put on my shoes. She was freaking out on the inside and I sure as hell couldn’t blame her. The question was, now what? I didn’t want to admit to her how unsure I was about my own department. I considered my options.

“I’m gonna make a couple of calls. Why don’t you go upstairs and relax? I won’t go into work until we get these doors fixed.”

She frowned and tilted her chin stubbornly. I crossed my arms, ready for a fight.

“I’m not made of glass, nor am I stupid, Greg. Just tell me what the fuck is going on.”

I ran a hand through my hair to keep from grabbing her. She was still trembling.

“I don’t know. I’m not on assignment for the Martyrs right now, but you know they never really let me go.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“I wish I knew what this means, but I really don’t.”

“What the fuck are we gonna do?”

She crossed her arms, hugging herself in a way that pulled all my protective instincts to the fore. I fought them for the moment, slipping my hands into my pockets.

“First, I’m going to call Woodrow and have him come take a look. He’ll also cover for me with the Captain so I can go in later.”

I patted the pockets of my jeans and realized I didn’t have my phone. 

She rolled her eyes and handed hers over. “Here. I’ll go get you a shirt and your phone.”

“Thanks.” 

She nodded silently and turned to leave, but I grabbed her elbows and pulled her back to my chest. 

“Don’t worry. We’ll figure this out and I’ll make whoever did this pay.”

She sighed as her slender body relaxed into my embrace. “Okay. Just... be careful.”

I kissed her neck, causing a shiver that made me grin. “I will.”

I released her to make the call as she headed upstairs. A glance through her contacts showed the first name after mine was my sometimes partner, Detective Dan Woodrow. He was a human cop who didn’t seem to like me very much. I’d been dealing with a lot of attitude since moving in with my human lover, but hadn’t expected it from someone who actually worked with me. Too damn bad for Woodrow.

I was still getting used to the double standard society had in place when it came to vampire/human relationships. If a male human was lucky enough to snag a female vamp’s attention, more power to him. However, only the lowest rung of human females would be with vampire men. It made no sense to me before I found Zaria and certainly less once I decided to move in with her. Luckily, other people’s opinions didn’t matter to either of us.

I dialed Woodrow’s cell and he picked up on the third ring. “Woodrow.”

“Hey man, it’s Parsons.” I waited a heartbeat for some sort of acknowledgment and got only silence. Oookay, that didn’t bode well. “I’m calling from Zaria’s phone. I have a small issue.”

“I’m not in the habit of running errands for—”

“A Blood Martyr symbol came flying through my glass doors, shattering one all over my kitchen. Can you come over or not?”

“Shit!”

His expletive was followed by a few other choice words I chose to ignore as I paced around the kitchen with glass crunching under my feet.

“You coming over or not?” I asked again.

“Yeah, yeah. I’m already in the car. Don’t touch a fucking thing.”

I looked at the baggie on the counter. “I know the drill.”

I hung up before he did. What a crappy way to start the night.
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Detective Woodrow had to be in his late thirties, but either I’d woken him from a sound sleep or he was having a bad evening because he easily looked a decade older. His rumpled suit was clean but hung limp on his tall, thin frame. He towered over Zaria but met me eye to eye at just over six-feet tall. Dark circles marred the skin beneath his blue eyes and he hadn’t shaved in days. His blond hair was longer than the last time I’d seen him, about a month before due to his last undercover assignment, and appeared to have been finger-combed at best. Overall, he looked terrible.

“You look like shit,” Zaria said.

Woodrow raised a brow and one corner of his mouth rose slightly as if he fought a grin. “Thanks, Zaria, you sweet talker.”

I closed the front door behind him. “This way.”

He’d never been in our house before. Few people had, and none of them had been from HPD. 

Woodrow followed me into the kitchen with Zaria trailing behind. I kicked aside the glass fragments in annoyance. 

“Tell me exactly what happened,” he said.

I recalled every second of the brief ordeal, right up to dialing his number. 

He grunted and looked around the room. “Where’s the wood block?”

I pointed to the counter. He lifted the baggie and arched a brow in question.

“I didn’t want to get any more fingerprints on it,” I said.

“Any more? You know better than to touch the fucking thing.”

“I already had by the time I called you. Get off it.” 

The tension between us had Zaria looking at him suspiciously, and I wanted to kick myself for even calling him. He just grunted again and stuck the bag in his jacket pocket. I stood next to Zaria while he proceeded to check every corner of the kitchen, looking for anything else of interest. He carefully slid the broken doorframe open, pulled a flashlight from his pocket, and stepped onto our back porch.

I wrapped one arm around Zaria as Woodrow stared at the backyard for a minute. Dusk had faded into complete darkness. It matched my mood too well.

“Huh.”

His softly muttered word startled Zaria, who jumped slightly against me. I hugged her to me and glanced up to find Woodrow facing us, his flashlight beam illuminating the area around the door where we stood.

“What?” I asked.

He motioned with his light, indicating the wall around the door. “You didn’t see any of this earlier?”

I frowned as I stepped outside with Zaria right behind me. We hadn’t thought to check the outside walls. She gasped at what she saw, and my blood ran cold. The area framing the glass door was covered in what appeared to be blood-splatter. I prayed it was red spray paint. Written within the splatter in white, blocky letters was a message.

Humans are sheep to feed the worthy.

I cursed under my breath as Zaria ran into the kitchen and threw up in the sink.

“Humans are sheep to feed the worthy. Huh.”

I was getting really sick of that innocuous three letter word. Woodrow seemed to like hearing himself say it whenever he felt stumped. 

“It’s a quote,” I said.

“Yeah, yeah, I know. Humans are sheep to feed the worthy and only the worthy shall live into the next generation. Book of Blood Truth by Herman T. Stone.”

It was my turn to feel stumped, and apparently Zaria felt the same. 

“Huh,” she said.

Woodrow chuckled. “Didn’t think a human cop like me knows how to read?”

She snorted and shook her head. “That’s not it at all. Stone isn’t exactly popular with humans. I’d have pegged you as more of a Melville fan.”

“Steinbeck. I started reading Stone about ten years ago, when these sick fucks got on my radar.”

He was fiddling with something in his pocket as he paced across my kitchen. I suspected it was the wood block and suddenly wished I hadn’t shown it to him. After a minor debate, we’d agreed to call it in since it appeared to be a hate crime. Now we just had to wait for a crime scene tech to show up.

“What do you know of the Blood Martyrs?” I asked.

He shrugged and kept pacing. “Not as much as you, I’m sure. Like I said, they’re sick fucks. Have a holier-than-thou complex, as if we’re nothing but cattle to them. Kinda funny, if you ask me, considering humans run most of the industry in the civilized world.”

“Well, of course. They can’t be bothered with such menial tasks,” Zaria said.

Woodrow snorted at her sarcasm and kept pacing, but the whole conversation was a bit disconcerting. We’d successfully gotten past me being a vampire as far as her fears were concerned, but did she still think of me as having a holier-than-thou attitude? I frowned, but she was nodding her head, paying attention to something Woodrow was saying.

“Yeah, they wouldn’t be any different from most of the upper-crust vamps in that attitude, except a few years back they decided to do something stupid,” he said.

“Make their secret society public?” she asked.

“That was pretty stupid, but not the stupidest thing. The stupidest thing was when they started a movement to incarcerate homeless humans solely for their feeding.”

“What the fuck? Are you kidding?”

He shook his head, disgust on his face. 

“Don’t I wish,” I said, moving to stand behind Zaria’s chair. “When Stone was the leader of the group, he tried to push a bill through Congress that, with very clever wording, would’ve given them full authority to snatch homeless humans off the street. What would happen to them after that was left very vague. Luckily, President Heavener didn’t go for it, but an alarmingly high number of congressmen did. That’s when a few more humans were voted into the house. When President Vardin was elected the bill seemed to disappear.”

“Jesus,” Zaria replied.

I started massaging her shoulders until she relaxed against me. Woodrow watched us for a second before resuming his route around the kitchen. All it would take was one derogatory comment before I kicked him out of the house. I prayed he kept his big mouth shut in front of Zaria.

“Why do you think your boyfriend got himself involved?” Woodrow continued. “We needed vamps on the inside to figure out what they’re up to. They had the humans all distracted with that vagrant bill, but that isn’t the worst of what they’re up to.”

His heavy words had conspiracy theory written all over them and I knew he didn’t exactly like vampires. However, there was also the unmistakable ring of truth there. I knew firsthand the Martyrs didn’t allow everything to be known in the media. 

He opened his mouth to say more when a hard knock sounded on the front door. 

Woodrow beat me to it and opened the door without bothering to check the peephole. “Anders. ‘Bout damn time.”

I waited for Woodrow to move away from my door before stepping forward and holding out my hand. “Hey, Anders. Thanks for coming so quick.”

Looking every bit like a twenty-something surfer dude with pale blond hair resting in a careless wave
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