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            Chapter 1

          

          Josephine

        

      

    

    
      Blood. The only currency valuable enough to trade, whether vampire or human. Worth more than water or diamonds in a world covered with ice. And, unlike the ice, the deposits of red gold had diminished.

      My role in these dire times waited for me a few feet away. The excitement of the mission, a chance of adventure, built inside me. I stood straight, making myself taller, and rapped my knuckles on the solid wood door. Determination pushed any nerves away. Permission not needed, I entered my father's office.

      "Josephine." He smiled from behind the large oak desk. The massive desk should dwarf someone so lean and tall, but it only seemed to create a frame around him. He motioned me forward. Friendly but formal. His tone normal, but his brows pinched together. A hint of fresh blood drifted off his breath.

      I stood across from him and ignored the hollow emptiness formed around my heart. The love he gave harsh compared to my mother's gentle touch. "Hello, Father. You've made a decision?"

      "So eager,” He said, his face grave. "You will be the first expedition team we have sent in thirty years. The last one never came back. Still want the job?"

      As his heir, he expected me to lead, but the risk taking of traveling outside the immediate area delighted me. My prepared list on my mini-tablet in my pocket, I reached in for it. "Yes, I already have a list of team members--"

      "The team members have been chosen. I'm asking you to the lead them."

      My fingers loosened around the mini, and I left it snug in the pouch. Profanities formed. I clamped my teeth down on the inside of my jaw. The obscenities remained safe in my throat, which tightened from the restraint. "May I see the names?" I dropped into the padded chair across from the ostentatious desk he so loved.

      His shoulders relaxed a small fraction. "Of course." He slid his larger tablet across the desk to me.

      I cleared my throat. A knot remained solid, as if grasped by a vampire's hand ready to rip it free. "Vincent Cavanaugh is on the list?" My gut twisted in an awkward dance similar to how bitter wine mixed with old blood tasted. A little anticipation and a lot of pain. The last person I would have chosen for my team. I wouldn't trust him as a poison tester, much less on a life or death mission.

      "Yes, he's the best tracker. You'll need him."

      “What about the tracker on Captain Scott’s team? He’s more than adequate.”

      “He’s not gifted like Vincent.” My father’s eyes shift slightly out of focus. An action only a vampire would see. “No one is as gifted as him.”

      The tablet clanked against his desk where I dropped it.

      Father’s eyes focused back on me. “Knowing what is out there as early as possible is going to help you. Whether or not you admit it, you need him.”

      "Need? He's part of the former military. They aren't the most loyal to the vampire world."

      "His allegiance is with us."

      "How sure are you?"

      His eyes darkened, and his voice lowered. “I’ll tolerate you questioning me in private, but it will not happen in public again. Are we clear?"

      "Yes, we're clear." A good soldier would follow without question. My hands, clasped tight enough to cause a twinge of pain, rested in my lap. The discomfort kept me in the present. "Now, how sure are you?"

      "It's been a hundred years, Josephine. A hundred years since he pledged his allegiance to me. What more evidence do you need?"

      I couldn't argue the point. He'd never given us one reason to doubt his allegiance to the Emperor, my father. His betrayal was personal to me and to me alone. I pursed my lips against the ache in my gut.

      "The blood stores have been increased in anticipation of the journey. You'll be allowed to take as much as you need."

      "That’s dangerous.”

      The blood stores furnished food for our entire territory. Our devoted vampires depended on what we provided. Fewer and fewer donors could be found to replace those lost as their lifespan grew shorter. Blood prized above all else, the price increased each day. With vast stores, our house lived without the hunger many faced in the territory, but it created a delicate cycle between humans and vampires. If the cycle tipped one way or the other, it could mean extinction.

      "We can't afford to increase the extraction. It's too risky. We can ration and make do," I said.

      He turned his head away, and his voice was a low rumble. "No, it is important you complete this mission. Our future depends on it."

      "If you lose your donors, it won't matter if we come back."

      "We're losing them anyway." He leaned his head into his hand. Fingertips rubbed his temple.

      I slid a hand across the table and stopped short in front of him. He had never been affectionate like Mother. "Then we'll find new donors. We will."

      He stood from behind his desk and walked around to the front. His back stiff. Had he sparred this evening? Unusual for his body language to be so rigid when we spoke alone. A hand rested on my shoulder. Fingers a little tighter than normal.

      I assessed his grip. His affection doled in small doses, unlike Mother. My gaze turned to his face. I studied it but did not find answers. Maybe the urgency of the mission put him on edge.

      "You will succeed, or we will all die."

      Every muscle in my body tightened. The death he spoke of, anything but a gentle passing, ended in madness and brutal bloodlust. Rogues. My stomach rolled at the thought. Bile rose and hung in my throat. The worst of vampire kind.

      The weight of the vampire world on my leadership sat heavy on my chest. Skilled and experienced vampires failed before me, but my practice sessions and missions increased in preparation. I can do this. I will do this. My peers called me the most skilled fighter seen in decades. Second only to my friend, Killian, but I'd surpassed him with my agility, as many of the elders had told me. The biggest compliment I could receive.

      I stood and hugged my father. A human gesture, but one we observed.

      His arms wrapped around me to return the gentle embrace.

      The action caught me off guard. Father was never accused of being soft with his touch.

      "You remind me so much of your mother at times like this." Strange comparison, considering she spent most of her time in the garden. I inherited her build, dark wavy hair, and blue eyes, but I'd never possess the same kindness as her. Her compassion was legendary to those who knew her. I couldn’t entertain the thought I was anything close to the incredible force she radiated.

      He put his hands on either side of my face. "I chose you as my successor, so you must return." To most, he was the Emperor, to a few he was Ezra, but he was my father.

      As Ezra's biological daughter, I'd been the obvious choice for successor but not guaranteed until his announcement a few days ago. Satisfied to lead missions, I hoped it would be a long time before I'd be called on to rule. My exploration days would end when I succeeded Ezra, and I would mourn the loss.

      "I will return. I promise." A vow made to be kept. My honor demanded it.

      Not to look back was our way. The door closed with a soft thud, and I headed for my room.

      The click of my shoes on the marble floor reminded me it might be months before I'd wear heels again. No complaints there. I'd also be in tight quarters with Vin for possibly months. The door to my room in sight, I rushed to the safety it offered, my only sanctuary away from prying eyes and gossip. The toe of my shoe caught on a crack and pitched me forward. My hands planted against the wall to steady me. Thank the gods no one saw that. Clumsy vampires weren't allowed and damn sure didn't lead important missions. A vision flashed of Vin pressing me into a wall on a night when thundersnow drowned out the sounds of our first night together. I clamped my eyes shut and counted backwards from ten.

      My fingers wrapped around the door handle until my nails dug into my palm. The desire to lean against the door until the memory disappeared tried to derail me. I depressed the brass lever with my thumb and slipped inside. No time for personal drama. I pulled the snow boots out of my closet. Our bodies were impervious to the cold, so we didn't really need them. But the humans did, and we needed to look as human as possible. The appearance of being human allowed us to get closer.

      Excitement crept up my spine. We would use my childhood home as the base of operations while we explored. The last place I saw my mother alive. The last trace of decency in our society died there. My elation dwindled. Life for everyone changed in a matter of days. Since then, nothing mattered but blood.

      A soft knock and the door opened. I didn't need to look up to know it was her. "Hello, Agata. I can pack for myself, but thank you." I faced her.

      "Yes, Miss. I understand, but it's my job." Her hair piled on top of her head in the usual bun. It made her look taller than me, but we stood the same height. She wore the casual grey uniform with no adornments today. The dressier uniforms reserved for when visitors were on site, but those had been fewer as the years passed.

      "Very well." I smiled at her. She'd anticipated my every need in the decades since she joined our household. Father hired her in an attempt to replace the goodness we lost when Mother died. Agata's kind demeanor never gave away any resistance to the terrible system.

      She poured a glass of crimson liquid from the carafe on the table and handed it to me.

      I took a long, slow sip. We never hungered in the mansion unlike those in other parts of the compound, but Agata refused to drink with me. It violated one of the many unwritten rules between us. A rule my mother hadn’t allowed at our old home and one I would change when my time to rule came to be.

      In my absence for the mission, she would be required to serve others, and I worried how she would be treated. Some openings in other areas requiring more skill held some promise.

      "Agata, you are smart. Why do you not do something more? You could work in the computer lab. I've seen how well you navigate them."

      "The payment is better here than anywhere else. I provide the blood for my family."

      "You mean the one who created you, and by the pay is better here, you mean they prefer to hire born vampires in the lab." Bitterness filled me at the divide between born and created and how it expanded after the ice covered so much of the world.

      Her eyes focused on the floor. "I have many siblings."

      Selfish of the vampires to sire so many with the knowledge of how the others treated them. The created vampires always treated as lesser than the born. "So, your wage covers the blood for all of them? None of them work?"

      "They do, but it's not enough to sustain them."

      "You're the bloodwinner." She didn’t volunteer any of her life details without me asking. Why hadn't I asked about her more often? Because exploration called me with a constant nag, and I paid little attention to anything else. I'd do better on my return.

      "You are good to me. Better than others treat us."

      While I was thankful for the kind words, it didn’t make up for the ignorance of others. "Even as demanding as I am? Even better than being at home?"

      She paused for a long time and nodded. "You are far from demanding, Miss." A soft smile formed.

      "I've insisted you call me Josie since we met, but you still call me Miss."

      "It's better to follow protocol." She turned back to the suitcase.

      And there it was. The separation between us made by those born to vampirism and those created by others. It had always been so, from what my mother told me. She never believed it should be that way. She died near the start of the new age, and Father insisted I conform into this life of better treatment than those created. Much like my mother, I never understood the division. To me, either you made blood, or you drank it, and all vampires drank it. There should be no difference. Yet, the created ones, considered inferior, weren't born into it and needed more blood to sustain them. Except Vin… He’d always been different.

      Vincent Cavanaugh judged as the exception, created but existed on little blood. A phenomenon among us my father found intriguing. Vin claimed no memories of his creator, which sparked rumors around the compound. No doubt it made him even more interesting to my father. He intrigued most everyone, but my feelings were more. Much more. I’d have to bury them to make it through the trip.

      Solitude to think about the mission beckoned me. "Thank you, Agata."

      I left her to pack and walked to the armory in search of a few quiet moments to clear my head. The crude weapons secured there kept more for the humans to help fight when needed. From a time when there were more humans. We'd take some with us for appearances. I'd always been partial to the swords, but the sunshine sticks proved more effective on Rogues, brutal and mad creatures. Their sensitivity to sun was extreme compared to even the created vampires. A peak of sun through the clouds ignited them like kindling. A sunshine stick accomplished the same task when clouds provided cover for them.

      Distinct steps echoed through the passageway. A faint fragrance of woods and vampire announced his arrival. My mind drifted to a time when his scent brought me joy. My chest ached.

      He made a special trip to get those boots he had altered for him. His lucky boots. It was a ritual for him before every battle or excursion. They'd been repaired a dozen times, at least. Probably not even an original part left on them.

      I slid a sword out of the slot on the wall. " Hi, Vincent." I didn't look up or turn around. I didn't need to see the dark hair my fingers had been through.

      "Josie, I wouldn't have expected to see you here."

      Warmth exploded in me at my pet name on his lips, like an unwelcome bomb he left behind. "I trained with them, too."

      "You don't believe in using them."

      "But you do, because you cling to your human life." I glanced over my shoulder, willing the words to sting with the fierceness of fangs in a savage battle. His blue eyes resembled the ice that covered the empire. The only ice in this world that melted and looked back at me.

      "I enjoy the challenge and skill of each one."

      "That could be said for many of your interests." I tightened my grasp on the sword, hoping it would give me some resolve, and faced him.

      His voice softened. "Josie." He twisted some loose hair and tucked it behind my ear. Strong fingers rested in a caress on my cheek. "If you would just listen to me."

      My mouth went dry with a strong urge to soothe it with venom. His touch chipped open a part of me I’d closed off. I wanted to reach out and run my hand over the stubble of a beard, dark like his hair. Instead, I closed my eyes against him. My unneeded heart pounded in my chest. "No one calls me Josie." The proximity smothered me even though I didn’t breathe. I shuffled back away from him.

      His hand dropped to his side.

      I studied his agonized face.

      "Why don't you believe me?"

      Because I can't. My heart pounded faster. The inside of my throat closed. I cleared it. "If we're going to be on the same team, we need to set some rules."

      He nodded. His eyes crinkled at the corner.

      A tingle sparked in my chest. I tamped it back down. "This is my team. I am the leader, and I expect my commands to be followed without question."

      "Like your father," he said under his breath.

      “Our personal relationship no longer exists. It is strictly an expedition. You will not speak of our previous time together to me or anyone else on the team."

      "Fine, Josie." His voice flat and low.

      The world slowed down each time he used my nickname. The constant reminder interfered with my judgement. Formality needed to be in place. "And you will address me by my name. Josephine."

      Crestfallen, he relented. "You'll always be my Josie, but I will respect your wishes from here on out. When do we leave?"

      I clamped down on the inside of my cheek to keep myself grounded in the moment. So many times, I wished I could be his Josie.

      "Tomorrow at dusk. Father ordered additional stores for us that should be ready by then,” I said.

      "Is that safe?"

      I couldn’t blame him for questioning Father’s choice when I questioned it myself.

      "No, but we are at a critical point where it is only delaying the inevitable. We need to find new resources."

      "Do you think this is the next step in evolution?"

      "Don't be silly, Vincent." I slid the sword back into the sheath on the wall. He liked to listen to the human stories and the theories that we were on the verge of a major evolutionary change brought on by the ice age.

      "I'm being serious. Humans nearly died at the start of the ice age. The way to survive was to become vampire. With so many of us, maybe this is the next natural--"

      "The world changed because humans had no regard for the resources of the planet. They caused the earth to transform from ten percent to ninety percent ice. Vampires do not need to consume the same natural resources to survive."

      His face tightened. "You are looking at it like a vampire."

      "I am a vampire." I studied his face. His dark hair cut in an edgy style the younger vamps liked. Those crystal-like eyes were unusual in a vamp or a human. His good looks probably the reason he was turned. "And so are you."

      He sneered. "I'm an outsider. A lowly created one. Never good enough for the born ones."

      "You know I don't believe in that split. I've felt like an outsider my entire existence, and I was born to it." I looked away and ran my tongue across the point of one of my fangs. The sharp slice leaked blood and venom. A wake up call to settle the sting of memories.

      "But you're not only a vampire or a born one. There's a destiny for you. You'll be a great leader when Ezra relinquishes his time. You don't understand the life of a created one."

      "He'll never relinquish. It will be a true death when he does. We know war is likely. Vampires are eating vampires in other regions. It will not matter who is born and who is created if we can't feed the territory." The blood and venom I'd swallowed rose back up. The horrible cost of a vamp-eat-vamp world would be annihilation of our kind. All of us. Born and created.

      "We eliminated some on our recent mission. Not me specifically, but it was done.” He held up a fist to the wall, but he didn’t punch it. “There has to be another way. Vampires, born and created, are starving. Humans are so scarce. They can't control their thirst to maintain the supply."

      "Yes, they will not last long this way." Neither will we.

      "The vampires or the humans?"

      "Both. Which is why our mission must succeed. Are you able to meet my conditions, Vincent?" If he doesn’t agree, do I have the strength to kick him off the team? Would Father even allow it?

      "Of course, Jos..." He coughed. "Josephine."

      His lack of argument surprised me. "Be packed and ready. We leave as soon as our rations are loaded."

      I brushed past him into the hallway. Weapons clanked together from behind the closed door. My back flattened against the wall.

      Months with him. Closed up in tight quarters. My only choice to channel the pain into the mission.
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          Josie

        

      

    

    
      Helicopters, snowmobiles, and the multipurpose tundra vehicles took up the majority of the space in the hangar. The tundras were designed to be snow tanks capable of carrying humans, but they were more like a luxury ship with holding areas. The snow tires could be retracted into a continuous track depending on the surface. Vampires had used them to gather donors. Four soldiers would be in the second tundra. Two others planned to join Killian, Vincent, and me in the lead vehicle. The gear for the team stood near a large track of the latter, along with the blood. Excessive. Way more than we should need.

      "We can travel faster on foot than the tundra vehicles," Vincent said.

      Ezra clasped Vincent's shoulder. "Humans will know you are vampires if you do not take them. It makes you somewhat more approachable."

      "Few humans can afford transportation capable of traversing the ice and snow."

      "The wealthy do," Ezra replied before I could. "The infrastructure we maintained has helped."

      Wealthy humans traded in blood just like wealthy vampires. Although humans found a harder time holding on to it. The business became more lucrative as more donors died off. A lot of outlying areas lost all their donors. Vampire skills were better at detecting the purest of blood, and the wealthy humans would employ created ones to find blood for a portion of the recovery. The traders sold it for a premium to those areas. More and more human traders ended up as donors instead of dealers. The ice age broke the cycle and made it an ever-tightening circle. Ezra shut down attempts to question it. I hated what the frozen world had done to our world.

      "We'll take the tundra vehicles," I said. The instruments on board would be helpful if we encountered white out conditions. "Everyone load up."

      Vincent grabbed my elbow and pulled me aside. "You're bringing Killian?"

      I jerked my elbow free. My body reacted to the smallest touch from him, and I didn’t need that distraction. "Yes." Not divulging Father had assembled the team.

      "Killer Killian's personality isn't exactly inviting."

      "No, but he's strong." I ignored the reference to the nickname from the younger vampires. Other vampires referred to Killian as the tall blonde powerhouse. His good looks and strength won him much favor in our community, including with my father.

      "And he has made it no secret he wants you."

      "None of your business, Vincent." Killian had been a loyal friend to me in some of the worst days of my existence.

      "As you wish." He bowed and spun towards the ramp. His normally quiet steps pounded the metal.

      Jealous? He had no right if he was. How in the hell am I going to deal with this for months?

      The last inside, we secured the vehicle. The final step sealed the compartment airtight. Our scent concealed, for the most part, to prevent outsiders finding us.

      Large hangar doors parted to expose the sparse green surroundings, and the clock started on our mission. I glanced at Vin. Venom leaked into my mouth. No. Don’t even think it. I faced ahead at the terrain in front of us.

      The small amount of vegetation around the compound expanded only a short distance over decades. It took mere minutes before we were in the permafrost. Our patrols covered this distance easily, but we were headed past the regular limits. The vehicles jostled us around so hard there were no naps. Not that we needed them, but the time passed slower without one. I trained my eyes out the window. The ice and snow already deep only a few hours into the journey. A drastic change from the green fields we left.

      "What's the temperature here?"

      "Still hovering around freezing but barely," Vincent said. "It's already dropping. Are you going to tell us our precise destination?"

      "North," I said, eyes still on the frozen ground.

      "That's not exactly what I meant, Princess."

      "I'm not a princess. I'm the daughter of the Emperor."

      "That's kind of a princess," Vincent said.

      "Not really. He's not a king."

      "But he is a ruler."

      "Why do you have to challenge everything? Just let it go." I spun the seat and narrowed my eyes on him.

      "I thought we were talking." He smirked.

      "I don't feel like idle chatter." My hand found the lever and spun the chair to face the instrument room. I walked over to the radar panels and leaned on Killian’s chair. "Anything out there?"

      He kept his eyes on the monitors and his voice low, so the others couldn't hear. "No, nothing yet. Are we headed where I think we are?"

      I lowered my voice to match his. "If we can get that far. Father insisted we use it as our base." The green we enjoyed at the Southern Compound contrasted in a harsh extreme to the deep levels of ice and snow we encountered here. Some animals survived, some died off, and some moved south when we did. Some vampires turned to animal blood to survive. Father refused to do so. The land covered with small trees, but otherwise as baron as the born vampires had become.

      "Do any of the others know?"

      "No, and let's keep it that way." The Northern Compound lived in the memories of most as a time of an unlimited food source. I didn’t want to get their hopes up tit would be anything like we left, especially given none of the earlier missions made it back to the Southern Compound.

      "Of course," he paused. "You shouldn't torture him." Killian inclined his head in Vin's direction.

      It wasn’t torture. Was it? I swatted his arm. "Out of everyone, I thought you'd be on my side."

      "I love you, Josephine. We've known each other our entire existence. If you loved me, I'd fight for you."

      My heart nor my head could return the love the way he wanted, but I did care for him. "I do love you, my friend."

      "In a vampire family sort of way,” Killian said.

      "I will never live those words down. Will I?" I gave him a half smile. Friends from our youth, Killian and I dated during our early twenties. My father's strong desire for us to be together caused me to push away. We both moved on to other relationships. By the time he made his feelings known years later, I had grown past our puppy love. We became the closest confidants, and he took the position of the head of my personal guard. When Vin showed up, things changed. Our friendship was strained for a while, but we got past it. He even tried to take the blame for Vin's betrayal.

      He laughed the warm Killian laugh others rarely heard. "No, never." He cleared his throat. "All young vampires make mistakes. I'm sure it's very overwhelming turning from a human to one of us."

      Mistakes, yes, but we have consequences for those mistakes too. "I don't understand why everyone is so supportive of him. Even Father, who would have never been for me marrying a created, wants me to forgive him.”

      "Ezra wants you to be happy. Something that was denied him twice."

      "I’m not sure that second one counts. My mother was the love of his life.” They had the love story we all wanted. The kind that never relented and never wavered. That wasn’t Vincent and me. “I don't know what makes him think I'd be happy with someone who can't be faithful." A pit formed in my abdomen. Gut punch, saying it aloud. Damn. Every time.

      "You should at least let him explain."

      "Careful, Killian. The others might find out how sensitive you are." My heart couldn’t take an explanation. It broke every time I was in the same room with him.

      "I can ruin that impression easily."

      "I have no doubts." I laughed and patted his shoulder.

      The monitors turned red and flashed in front of us. My stomach tightened.

      "Go buckle up. We might need to run,” Killian said.

      My hands shook as I buckled the crisscrossed straps. "Vincent, do you see anything?"

      "Not yet." His chair now faced forward to the direction the alarms warned us to.

      Killian stood between the driver and Vincent.

      Two figures formed in front of us. Our first encounter already. My muscles tightened. "Are they?"

      "I'm not sure," Vincent said. He stood. Hands on the dash, he leaned in close to the window.

      I wrestled to unbuckle the straps and stood next to him. "Children? There haven't been any born vampires in close to a century." What if they are?

      "I don't think they were born. Look at their eyes."

      "It's forbidden to turn human children." I grabbed my stomach. "They endanger their kind." Bile rose to the top of my throat. I didn't dare swallow; afraid it would come right back.

      "My kind, you mean." Vincent glanced at me for only a second. "They're starving. Look at how hollow their faces are."

      "They've fed on other vampires. See how their eyes glow. They aren't just red. The illumination is like a light on our instrument panel." They'd become my worst nightmare, mindless, out of control, and lost in their thirst. My heart beat fast in my chest. Each thump pounded painfully against my chest cavity.

      "Stop here. We need to release them," Killian said.

      The crunched ice noise from the tread ceased. The tundra vehicle stopped to a short distance away. I jostled forward with the motion.

      "You mean end them." Vincent stiffened.

      "Yes, they will never grow and will always want vampire blood now."

      "I can't kill a child," Vincent said.

      "They are no longer children."

      "I can't." Vincent's head dropped.

      It wasn’t in me to ask him to do it, but it needed to be done. "Killian, radio the other vehicles. We need someone to eliminate them."

      "I'll do it," Killian said.

      "I know you can, but take some of the others with you for my peace of mind. The Rogues might not be alone."

      "Done."

      Killian took three of the soldiers from the second tundra with him. The two female created cannibals cocked their heads to the side.

      "I can't watch them murder two young girls," Vincent said. He turned his back and moved to the rear of the vehicle.

      "They are not humans any longer, nor are they young girls." Even as I said the words I knew to be true, I knew he was right, too. These creatures didn’t ask to become this, but the people they once were no longer existed. My eyes stung as I fought to keep the liquid from spilling out the corners, but I knew nothing would save them at this point, either.

      "So you said. I still see kids."

      "Because you were human, and you see human first." My thoughts clouded.

      His voice grew louder. "And you're a vampire and only ever see vampire."

      I stepped backwards. Father raised me to view everything through a vampire lens. Was I too jaded to see all sides? How could I see it from a human view when all I'd ever known was vampire? Vincent might be right. "It's incredibly sad, Vin, but they haven't been human in a very long time. There is no saving them. No turning back to human. They will never have a thought other than of vampire blood." The idea of ending them was hard to swallow for me too, but I couldn't say that to him. A leader shouldn’t acknowledge weakness.

      A flash of light illuminated the tundra and drew my attention. The bodies burst into flames.

      "It's wrong, Josie." His hands covered his face. "It's callous and wrong."

      "No, it's survival, and more importantly, it's a release for them from the pain. We will likely need to end more Rogues on this mission. Are you sure you are up for it?" Although, I wouldn’t say it out loud. I wanted him here, but I wouldn’t force him to stay.

      “I—” A shuffle outside the tundra interrupted Vin.

      Killian opened the door. His clothes soiled with the dark blood of a vampire who'd fed on others for quite some time.

      “Was there a fight?”

      “No more than usual,” Killian said. “We didn’t use sunshine sticks, because I noticed something interesting.”

      "Did they give you any information?" Any knowledge from their crazed minds would need scrutiny, but we might glean something useful.

      "They'd lost their minds long ago. Probably years. They had these marks on them. Do you know what it is?" Killian held up a piece of flesh.

      I looked at Vin. My stomach tightened.

      "It's a military tattoo," Vincent said.

      I met his eyes. His eyes held concern. I’d seen the tattoo before, and it always raised questions with few answers.

      He slipped his jacket off and pulled his sleeve up. His mark a little lighter, but the same stamp.

      I gripped the chair. "Vampires can't get tattoos. We heal--"

      "Too quickly. Which means they got them before they became vampire," Killian said.

      My chest tightened. Only a monster would brand children. "They were too young. The military was disbanded." I looked to Vincent for confirmation.

      "Maybe they turned a long time ago." Vincent shrugged.

      "A hundred years?"

      "Definitely not." Killian said.

      "Someone branded them and left them here using the military brand?" I reached my hand up to my throat. Someone, likely a vampire, branded and turned children under the guise of a military unit that no longer existed.

      "Why is the question." Vincent moved to the front and examined the pieces of flesh. "My guess would be they were used for watch dogs. Tell me they covered the seals on the vehicles. The last thing we need is an attack for the high value target on board."

      "We're supposed to look human from a distance. Can't very well do that if we have the Emperor's seal announcing who we are." Killian slid into the driver's seat and sent the soldier to the back.

      "We need to get out of here." Vincent sat on the edge of the co-pilot seat and stared out at the ice.

      “Something else out there?” I asked.

      Vin rolled his shoulder. “It doesn’t feel right.”

      "Do it." I nodded to Killian. When I tracker focused and became intense, you trusted their instincts. "Get us out of here."

      "Killian, can we go helio?" Vin asked.

      "No, the temperature has dropped too low for it to fly,” Killian said.

      "Fuck. I don't like this.” Vin grabbed his shoulder and shook his arm.

      I whipped my head around to look at Vincent. The shock of a profanity from his mouth caught me off guard. "Are you sensing something?"

      His tracking skills more powerful than any tracker in Ezra's empire. My senses went on alert.

      "I don't know." He scratched at his arm. Nails dug at the mark on his shoulder. Red beads formed. "I feel ill."

      "Killian, we need to get out of here." Vin’s skills weren’t the cause of this. I’d seen this happen before in many created ones, and the more distance from the source, the better. I rejected the outcome I’d seen most often. Ending. This will not be his ending.

      I hoisted Vincent up out of the seat.

      His nails scraped deep against the tattoo. Blood covered the sleeve. His steps froze two away from the chair at the back of the vehicle.

      Vincent's body stiffened in my arms. His full weight now in my control. Small twitches led to a full seizure.

      I held back a sob and eased him down to the ground. My throat tightened. His symptoms progressed faster than I’d witnessed with others. My heart broke into a thousand pieces, and I turned to the gods Vin believed in. Please.

      He coughed up blood. His last meal. Not good. A later stage reaction. Damn. Damn. Damn.

      My fingers wrapped around his hand while I slipped his head into my lap. "You're going to be all right. Focus on my voice."

      His body thrashed. The force lifted his shoulders off the ground and crimson erupted from his lips. It bubbled up and over his mouth like a fountain. A terrible red geyser. The eruption grew in strength and shot the length of his body.

      My voice echoed off the walls of the tundra. "Killian, get us as far away from here as you can. Now." If he dies in my arms… No. He’s going to live.

      "We can't leave the others. They are cleaning up outside."

      "It's an order."

      I stroked Vin's forehead and leaned in close so my lips touched his ear. "You have to live. This existence isn't done with you. I haven't had a chance to forgive you yet."

      His eyes rolled back. Blood streamed from the corners. Arms and legs thrashed in a painful dance. He coughed and gagged red fluid.

      I held him as still as possible, which didn’t help. Even with my vision blurred, I realized it pooled around us. Too much blood. Way too much.

      I closed my eyes. Pure hell. This is Hell. I focused on what I knew. Distance helped break the bond. Each second took us further away, but this bond didn’t relent.

      Vin's eyes remained closed. Blood stopped pouring out of him. His body stilled.

      Too still.

      My forehead pressed against his, I whispered. "Don't die." A stupid thing to say. We didn't die. Not like humans. Our kind simply ceased to exist. This can’t be happening. Not now.

      Awareness came to me. The tundra wasn't moving. "Killian? Why have we stopped?"

      "The others will not be able to catch up if we go further." He knelt beside me. "Gods, that's a lot of blood."

      I closed my eyes tight against the tears. "I know."

      "Most do not survive the call," Killian said. "What can we do?" Killian squeezed my shoulders.

      I wiped at the blood on his face and made a smeared mess. "Wait. It’s up to him now.”
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      My hand found my throat. The inside burned like I'd eaten fresh coals from a kiln. "Thirsty," I croaked.

      A blood bag. In my hand. I ripped it open with my teeth and sucked the contents down. "More." A delicate blood covered hand passed me another one. Josie. I slurped the second back deep into my mouth. It coated my throat and slid down to my gut. The burn reduced to an irritation.

      She handed me another bag.

      I downed it in three quick gulps. Conscious of our limited stores, I declined another one despite the ache for it.

      My hunger under control, I sat up and my back protested. My neck stiff and tight, I rubbed my throat. "What happened?"

      Josie's forehead wrinkled. Her voice soft. "Your creator called you."

      "Now? After a hundred years?" What an asshole. Who the fuck does that? I'd witnessed it a few times, but the created vampires couldn’t resist it. Some never returned. It looked different from the other side, and I thought it would feel different. More of a draw. It was pain. Sharp twisted pain. I ran a hand through my hair, and it came back wet. Red. Blood.

      "My thoughts too." Her hands and clothes streaked with crimson stains. Her cheeks, blotted with dried vampire tears, chipped a piece off my heart.

      "Gods. You're covered in blood. Is it mine or yours or..."

      "All yours. You power puked it on me." Her forehead creased.

      How will I get that memory of me out of her head? I contemplated my chances of fitting into the storage compartment for the remainder of the trip. "What better way to let someone know you care?" I shrugged.

      She smiled and wiped at her eyes. Pink smeared across her pale skin.

      She’s upset. She does care. I can’t have her worrying about me on this mission, but maybe this will open a door between us. "Hey. I'm ok." I touched her face with my own blood coated hand.

      She covered it with her own. Her mouth opened and closed. Maybe she will talk to me now. And if my creator calls again, I might not survive. I have to try.

      "So you're ready to listen to what I have to say?" I leaned closer to her.

      Her smile faded. "Get cleaned up. Humans won't come near you with all that blood, and you smell like death." She slumped against the chair right outside the small bathroom.

      "You could come shower with me. Cleaning you up is the least I could do." I wagged my eyebrows at her. I recognized the straight-faced look. She’d already closed the door on the moment.

      A shadow lurked behind her. Killian. Always there. Always in the way.

      She arched a perfect eyebrow. "I'll take care of myself."

      "Are you going to wait here for me?"

      "I don't have anything better to do."

      "You could wash my back."

      The corners of her mouth curved up, but she smashed her lips together. "Go wash that blood off, or I'm going to tell them to take off while you're still in there." She smiled. Maybe the door isn’t completely closed. Or maybe she just thought it was funny.

      "No way am I going to fit in that." I stared at the hobbit sized shower.

      "Killian has gone weeks in these rovers. You'll fit."

      I shut the door and muttered. "Killian doesn't shower, obviously."

      Josie's laughter bubbled through the door. Vampirism. No privacy as usual. I missed that laugh, though. I missed the softness of her dark hair flowing through my fingers. I missed the way her perfect ass fit in my hand when she relinquished control.

      Damn it. Let her go Cavanaugh. She's never going to believe you anyway.

      That was a straight up pecker punch.

      I looked at myself in the mirror. Red crust formed around my mouth from the dried blood. My reflection resembled a murder victim more than a killer. I hadn't taken a human life, that I knew of anyway, but I didn't turn down the supplies provided by Ezra either. Humans died in servitude to him, so I couldn't deny my own culpability. I wanted to hate this life, but even one night with Josie was worth it. Even almost facing my ending like a created vampire with an asshole of a creator.

      Water steamed in the sink. I pulled the bloodied shirt up over my head and threw it in the corner. Josie was right. I stunk like death. Nothing like the rotted flesh odor of vampire puke as a reminder I am undead. The waterlogged washcloth dissolved the blood from my face, neck, and chest. The heat reminded me of humanity. I dunked my head into the sink. Not going to work.

      I sighed and turned the shower on full blast. Steam filled the small closet of a room. Pealed the rest of my clothes off and stepped in. I hunched over so my head would fit under the showerhead.

      Most of my memories from the brief time I lived were unrecognizable. So vague they could be any created vampire's from a time before ice covered most of the Earth. Before becoming vampire was the only option for survival. Before blood became a commodity more valuable than diamonds or platinum. My creator, whoever that was, had jumbled my brain up like scrambled eggs before they dumped me in Dallas. There had to be a reason for calling me now. My gut twisted tight like barbed wire around tender flesh. Whatever the reason, it couldn’t be a coincidence it happened on this mission. I'd fight it to protect the team. To protect Josie.

      "Is pretty boy getting beautiful for you?" Killian's voice travelled through the door.

      "Evidently, I don't look human covered in blood, jackass," I said in my normal voice.

      "Whatever. We can't stay here much longer. Put your junk in your pants already."

      I swung the door open with the towel hung around my hips.

      Josephine's eyes settled on my chest. Her tongue passed across her lips. Eyes traveled down.

      I dropped the towel into a lower a drape . A feeble attempt to cover my reaction. "Where did they put our packs? I need a clean shirt."

      "And pants." Josephine shook her head slightly and turned to one of bins on the wall. "You still wear a large, right?" She handed me a black t-shirt and jeans.

      All in my size. "Whose stuff is this?"

      "They are just some basics kept in case we need them for humans. Like the bottles of water in the other rover. Our stuff is in the storage compartment." She turned her back to me and walked to the front.

      I tugged on the pants and pulled on the shirt. My boots had blood on them. First time it was mine. The floor cleaned to the point in almost sparkled while I was in the shower.

      "Buckle up bitches," Killian said. "And Josephine." He took the driver's seat.

      Josie sat in the instrument room.

      I settled in the co-pilot seat. "We have a lot of ground to make up."

      "Thanks to your blood vomit," he said. "You're not a very good vampire."

      "Tell me something I don't already know, fucker."

      "You owe me for having to clean up your buckets of guts off the floor." Killian flipped me the bird.

      "How about you both shut up?" Josephine's authority did the job.

      I glanced around. "Where is the rest of our crew?"

      "You're upchucking scared them off." Killian chuckled.

      "Dickhead," I said.

      Josie's voice louder and harsher. "For gods' sake, children! I sent them to the other tundra. It seemed like it should be a private moment. Next time, we will all make barf jokes when someone nearly dies."

      Killian and I exchanged side eye and smirks, but we shut our damn mouths.

      I searched the white abyss in front of us. Trees blackened as if they had been burned, but others survived the permanent freeze. They stood lush and green among the remnants. The beauty once here long dead like us. Except for Josie. Her beauty never changed.

      "We'll be in Dallas by the morning,” I said. The path confirmed my suspicions.

      "They don't call it that anymore," Josephine said.

      I smiled. "So that is where we're headed. It will always be Dallas to me." I glanced over my shoulder at the instrument room.

      She smiled back for a moment. She focused down on her shoes, and I saw blood spatters. A reminder of my near ending. The words she'd said while I was vulnerable came back to me. Good enough for now.

      Oblivious to the rough ride, she headed towards the rear of the vehicle. I followed her actions. She tossed my bloody clothes from the bathroom. The door shut. Water sounds bounced through the air. Her balance had always been good, especially in bed. I tried not to think about the wetness flowing over her bare breasts. Get it together, Cavanaugh.

      I needed her forgiveness, but not for what she thought I'd done. I needed her forgiveness for letting her go without a fight. It'd been too long. Too much time had passed for me to expect it. But she'd said she hadn't had a chance to do it. She said it when she thought my existence was ending. But maybe if I could get some time alone with her...

      She and Killian were a better match. Both born to vampirism. He understood the lifestyle in a way I never would. The women on the compound followed him. His girlfriends had to like rough play, or so the rumors went, and I'd never be okay with anyone inflicting pain on Josephine.

      "Hey, tracker ass," Killian said. "Aren't you supposed to be tracking instead of drooling over your future Empress?"

      I shook my head and faced front. How long had I been checked out? I looked over my shoulder to find Josie back in the seat.

      Her hair still damp. She drummed her fingers across her lips, but her smile showed through. "Vampires don't drool. It's a waste of venom."

      "Maybe we could start a new business with your boyfriend." Killian smirked.

      "He's not my boyfriend." Josie spun the chair around.

      She could shut it all off in the time a human took a breath. A born vampire trait. Created vampires carried their emotions forward. Hell, I took breaths as if I still needed them. Her chest never made the rise and fall except to taste the air. The subtle differences a reminder of our origins.

      No, I wasn't her boyfriend, and it was best for her. It didn't matter how long I existed. I'd never be able to change how I became vampire, and she'd never believe I'd been faithful no matter if I had proof or not.

      My stomach hardened into a knot. "Ugghhh."

      "Please tell me you’re not going to blood vomit again," Killian said.

      "I'd swear a knife stabbed my gut." I rubbed the spot.

      Josie appeared at my side. "He's checking to see if you are still there."

      "She," I said. "She's wondering if she killed me."

      "She?" Josie's eyes widened. "I thought you didn't know who created you."

      "I don't." I paused. Somehow, I knew my creator was a woman. It wasn’t a memory but more of a confirmation. "But I do."

      Josie and Killian exchanged a look. It must be more than a stomachache by those looks. They knew what it meant.

      "Tell me already."

      "Your creator is a born vampire," Josephine said. She stared at me like she waited for the answer to click. "Your creator can communicate with you."

      "But didn't for all these years. Why would a born reach out to a created one after this long?" When I’d seen it happen before, the vampires were in close proximity, and usually a created vampire had called another created. Born didn’t usually call their discarded, created children, but the ones they kept close had a stronger connection. “The connection had strength to it. How is that possible?

      "There's a reason she is now. She wants something from you," Killian said.

      I could go if she summoned me again, but I’d sensed danger. "If I don't respond and she keeps summoning me, it will kill me."

      "You're already dead, dumbass," Killian said.

      "Yes, for all intents and purposes, it will kill you." Josie sank back into the seat and stared into the open space of the tundra. “This born vampire is strong. That’s why your connection was powerful.”

      "So what can I do? What are my options?"

      "Nothing," Josephine said. She gazed out at the frozen scene outside the window.

      I faced Killian.

      His jaw set. "Answer the summons, die, or kill the creator.”

      "Killing a born vampire is against our laws," Josie said. “You’d face judgement, with a certain sentence of ending.”

      "I'm screwed."

      "Answer the call," Josie said. "It's the only option."

      "It's his choice.” Killian shrugged.

      I sunk down into the seat. Fucking hell.

      Maybe he hoped I wouldn't go, so I'd die, and he'd have Josie for himself. Not that I had her now.

      Stay or leave the mission? No question. I'd stay if for no other reason than Josie.
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      I’d never considered Vincent’s creator could be a born vampire. Definitely not one as powerful as this one must be. My assumption had always been it was a created one who didn’t know what they were doing. I’d assumed he’d been left at the compound gates out of desperation. A hundred years my assumption had been wrong. He’d been left for a purpose.

      “Are we going to the old compound first?” Killian jarred me from my thoughts.

      “Yes, to try to get the network back up,” I said. “If the servers are still functional and the generators have power, we can establish communication.”

      “They pinged them before we left,” Killian said.

      “I see lights.” Vincent’s eyes glued to the horizon. “The sun will be up soon.” I was the only one in our vehicle who couldn’t be in the daylight.

      Could one of the previous missions have made it? Could they have the compound up and running?

      “Doesn’t matter to me,” Killian said.” I’m not going to turn to ash.”

      “Don’t be an ass, Killian.” I slapped his shoulder. “Get to the compound.”

      He laughed. “We don’t know what’s waiting there for us. No one has been there in decades.”

      “Then they’re probably not there now,” I said. A small part of me hoped we would find some of them there, but with no contact, it wasn’t likely.

      Killian snorted.

      Vincent sat still, like he
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