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Just a little Love Bite: When a vampire’s beloved attempts to kill another’s soul mate, his loyalty is tested.

	 

	 

	Darian Striplan accompanies others in his vampire coven to a secret lab in New York with the intention of shutting it down. They planned to capture the scientists, discover their backers, and free the paranormals trapped there. While inside the facility, Darian scents his beloved—his soul mate—in a human dressed as a guard. Oddly enough, the man also appears to be trying to free the paranormals. Talking to the man, learning his name is Claude Missandel, Darian quickly realizes that there’s something wrong. Claude is confused, believing he is rescuing prisoners of war. Darian uses his vampiric mental manipulation abilities to search his human’s mind and recognizes the touch of magick. After the rescue is complete, Darian takes Claude home with him, hoping their coven’s resident demon, Balthazar, can assist Claude. When the attempt goes horribly awry, and Claude nearly kills his coven master’s beloved, Master Adalric banishes Claude. Darian has a hard choice to make—his coven or his beloved?

	 


 

	 

	Dedication

	 

	 

	In family life, love is the oil that eases friction, the cement that binds closer together, and the music that brings harmony.

	~Friedrich Nietzsche

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Darian Striplan crept down the hall on silent feet, watching his brother Daystrum’s back. As their coven’s second-in-command, Daystrum led their trio of vampires while Gerald, one of the coven’s enforcers, brought up the rear. Their task was to clear the wing of guards and confirm how many paranormals were being held in B-wing so they could be transported out of there.

	The facility’s A-wing was being cleared by a group led by their coven master, Adalric Bachmeier.

	The distinct sound of a muffled scuffle reached Darian’s sensitive ears. Touching Daystrum’s shoulder, he urged his brother to stop. As the lead tracker for his coven, Darian’s sense of hearing and smell exceeded even the master’s.

	“There’s someone to the left,” Darian murmured, indicating the direction at the T-junction they were ten feet away from. “There was a scuffle. I heard the thud of a booted foot on the floor, then the slide of cloth.”

	“That could be a fight or someone getting it on,” Gerald commented just as softly, his thick lips twisting into an amused smile.

	The left side of Daystrum’s mouth curved into a wry smile. “Let’s go see.”

	After pausing at the end of the corridor, Daystrum held up a hand. He flipped up his pointer finger, then added his middle finger, and finally his ring finger. As soon as the third digit popped up, Daystrum sprinted around the corner.

	Having utilized the one-two-three technique for centuries, Darian instantly followed. Relying on his peripheral vision, he saw that Gerald was on his heels. Darian spared a glance to his right, confirming his suspicion that the corridor in that direction was vacant.

	Darian refocused on what lay ahead of him, taking in the situation at a glance. A black-haired guard lay on the ground, and a blond man dressed similarly in camo pants and a black t-shirt crouched next to him. The conscious man appeared to be rummaging through the other man’s pockets.

	The blond’s head snapped up, and his green eyes widened upon spotting them. He shifted to one knee and began to draw the pistol strapped to his right thigh. His intention was clear—shoot them.

	Putting on a burst of speed, Darian surged past his brother. While he could probably dodge a bullet—and even though only one right through his heart or his head would take him down—he didn’t want to chance it. Growing his claws, Darian allowed his eyes to haze in preparation for a lethal strike. His vampiric ability to see a body in what was similar to infrared so that he could track the flow of blood in a person would make it easy.

	Darian was within six feet of the stranger when an intoxicating scent flooded his nostrils. His blood instantly heated in his veins, and his mouth watered. Even his gut clenched, and his groin warmed.

	Holy fucking shit! One of these guys could possibly be my beloved!

	With that knowledge rocking his system, Darian hesitated. Daystrum caught up with him, lifting his claws. “Wait!” The shouted word was out of Darian’s mouth before he could think better of his actions.

	Daystrum didn’t pause, but at least he didn’t go for a killing blow either. His brother retracted his claws and grabbed the human’s wrist. Using his momentum, he rounded the man, forcing him to drop the weapon—probably by squeezing a pressure point. Daystrum pushed the blond’s arm up behind his back—pinning it between their bodies—while wrapping the guy in a headlock.

	Peering over the human’s shoulder, Daystrum scowled at Darian. “Explain yourself fast,” he hissed.

	“I-I—” Darian began.

	At the same time, the blond muttered, “Oh, thank fuck! I didn’t know base was sending reinforcements.” His voice sounded a little raspy, probably from the pressure Daystrum had on his throat, but his words were clear—even if they were confusing. “I haven’t been able to reach them for two days.”

	Huh?

	What the hell is the human talking about?

	“Base?” Darian questioned, revealing his confusion.

	Darian met his brother’s gaze, whose lifted brows revealed that he was equally perplexed. Even Gerald, who was rising from where he had been checking the downed human’s pulse and was shaking his head, had one brow ratcheted higher than the other quizzically. Swallowing hard, Darian prayed to the fates that the intriguing scent came from the blond.

	“Yeah.” The human tried to peer over his shoulder, but the prick of Daystrum’s claws on his throat must have stayed the action. “I saw your knives, so I know you’re not with these guys. You’re here to rescue the POWs, too, right?” He grimaced. “Sorry for tryin’ to shoot ya, but I didn’t know.”

	“You, shut up,” Daystrum ordered, giving the human a narrow-eyed look even as he eased the claws of his left hand away from the man’s neck. Next, he met Darian’s gaze. “You, tell me why.”

	“I smelled something... ball-tingling,” Darian replied before clearing his throat and glancing at the downed human. To his relief, now that he was standing next to them both, he could easily parse their different scents. Darian held his brother’s gaze. “I-I need to taste him.”

	Daystrum groaned even as Gerald snorted. “Make it quick, bro.” His brother released the human, pushing him toward Darian in the process.

	Darian grabbed the human’s upper arm with his left hand as he cradled his neck with his right. He liked the feel of the muscles under his palm as well as the way the human’s nostrils flared. Dipping his head, Darian ignored the shocked gasp that escaped the man when his human finally realized what Darian intended to do.

	Sealing his mouth over the human’s, Darian slipped his tongue between the surprised man’s slightly parted lips. He ignored the stranger’s surprised grunt as he explored his mouth. The man’s masculine flavor burst across his tongue, flaring his taste buds to life.

	To Darian’s pleasure, the human got over his shock swiftly and began kissing him back. He eased his body closer as fire coursed through his veins. His blood flowed south, and his dick thickened.

	Unable to help himself, Darian used their tongue-play to slide the blond’s slick appendage along his fang. He felt the human start in his arms just as a heady, iron-rich flavor tantalized his taste buds, and even his cock twitched. Groaning with pleasure at the exquisite taste, Darian tightened his hold as he pressed closer to the man. At the same time, he lowered his left hand and wound it around his beloved’s waist, urging him flush against him.

	Just as Darian felt the exquisite sensation of his human’s erection pressing against his upper thigh, he felt a hand land on his shoulder. He broke the kiss, a growl escaping him as he turned to peer at whoever interrupted him. Meeting Daystrum’s gaze, seeing his brother’s smirk and shake of the head, Darian remembered where they were and more importantly, their mission.

	Right. So not the time.

	Clearing his throat, Darian eased his grip on his strong human even as he grinned unabashedly at him. He admired his broad, fit form, square jaw, and buzzed hair, even going so far as to slide his right hand up to pet the back of it. The soft strands teased his fingertips invitingly. His beloved’s green eyes were widely dilated, and his lips were a bit puffy from the kiss.

	Gorgeous.

	“Got a little carried away, didn’t I?” Darian mused, his voice husky with arousal. “Can’t say as I mind, though.”

	The human blinked several times, obviously attempting to gather some composure. His cheeks darkened as he glanced to Darian’s left and right. He cleared his throat while pressing against Darian’s chest.

	Darian eased his hold, releasing the man, even though it was the last thing he actually wanted to do.

	“Wha—” He paused and cleared his throat again. “Who are you guys? You are here to rescue the prisoners of war, right?” His brows furrowing, he continued, “So, uh, I guess your friends are okay with you, uh”—he waved absently between them—”you and guys.”

	“Yeah,” Daystrum confirmed. “I’m Daystrum. That’s Gerald.” He smirked while keeping watch down the hall to the left. Gerald was doing the same to the right. “The guy you were making out with is my brother, Darian. What’s your name?”

	“Claude Missandel,” he replied, still sounding more than a little confused.

	“Great. Now that we’re acquainted, we need to get back to work,” Daystrum stated. “What were you looking for on the body?”

	Right. The mission.

	“A key card, so I can open this door,” Claude told them. His expression still held a wealth of uncertainty as he looked between them.

	“Yes, we’re here to free the people held here,” Darian assured his beloved, hoping to get his cooperation so he could figure out where the human’s ideas came from. “And shut down this facility, too.”

	“Good. Good,” Claude mumbled. “These guys deserve a chance to go home and heal.”

	As Daystrum made quick work of locating the key card Claude mentioned, Gerald stepped close to Darian. “Congratulations,” he whispered, grinning at him. “He may be a little crazy, but he’s your other half.”

	Darian muttered his thanks, wondering at his beloved’s state of mind.

	I’m gonna have to take a second to peer into his mind. Maybe he hit his head or something.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	His body thrumming with a mixture of arousal and confusion, Claude Missandel tried to rationalize the last ten minutes of his life. The men had been holding knives, right? The red in their eyes he’d thought he’d seen must have been a trick of the light.

	But how did they move so fast? And how the hell could a kiss be so overwhelming?

	Claude also couldn’t figure out how such a facility could have been constructed in the jungles of Cambodia. Also, who would ship POWs there for experimentation? And who was doing the experimenting?

	His information was so full of gaps, but Claude had worked with less. Normally his job consisted of working as a sniper for an incursion. Strictly speaking, he was supposed to be on reconnaissance, but because he hadn’t been able to raise anyone on coms for two days, he’d decided to enter the structure and see if he couldn’t rescue the POWs himself.

	It’d been going damn well, too, until he’d been interrupted by the odd party he now traveled with. What was even stranger was the fact that the two guys didn’t even bat an eyelash when the third man had laid one on Claude. It was almost as if they’d expected it.

	And what do the comments about scenting something intriguing and congratulations and beloveds mean?

	“Calling in five for B-wing,” Daystrum ordered, his focus on his phone. Then his attention shifted to Claude. “Two shifters, two vampires, and a confused human beloved.” His lips curved into a half-smile. “That last one will be sticking with Darian.” After another pause, Daystrum said into his phone, “He seems to be confused. After we move the paranormals to the west exit, we’re going to pick his brain a little bit.”

	Claude glanced around the group, trying to decipher what he was hearing. They had found only four drugged prisoners. Why were they reporting five? And how did Daystrum know one of them was confused?

	Once that question slid through his mind, Claude realized the answer.

	I’m the fifth man. So what the fuck do they think I’m confused about?

	Time would tell.

	Over the next ten minutes, Daystrum led the way back through the wing. While Darian released the metal straps holding the prisoners to the tables—that seemed overkill to Claude—Daystrum and Gerald accessed the computer in each room and downloaded information to a flash drive. The trio worked swiftly together, proving they’d been a team for some time. They hurried from room to room, each picking up an unconscious prisoner and taking them with them. Even with a man draped over their shoulders, they still moved impressively fast.

	And why does that cause a twinge of the green monster in my gut. That’s so stupid. One is the guy’s brother and the other... well... maybe that’s why I’m jealous. Although, Gerald didn’t seem in the least bothered by Darian kissing me, so they’re obviously not together.

	“Claude?”

	Darian’s deep voice drew Claude out of his thoughts. Meeting the bigger man’s gaze, he saw that Darian was staring at him with concern in his eyes. The guy even had a hand on Claude’s shoulder, and now that he was aware of it, the gentle weight caused the hairs on his nape to stand on end.

	“Yeah?” Claude stared up the three-inch height difference, which was new. Normally when he hit a bar for a pick-up, he ended up with a twink. His well-muscled frame and obvious military bearing drew them like moths to a flame. Realizing he was sinking into his head again, Claude focused on Darian and noticed he peered at him with concern. “Did I miss something?”

	Daystrum snorted, peering over his shoulder at him where he was standing at the computer. “He only called your name three times. Did you hit your head or get injured by someone before we found you?”

	“Daystrum,” Darian snarled, the man’s name, drawn-out, was a sound of pure warning.

	Scoffing, Daystrum returned his attention to his computer while he answered. “I need to know if he’s a liability to us, Darian.” He growled softly before adding quietly, “And to you, brother.”

	“I—” Claude paused. He was a kickass sniper and a badass martial artist. Still, these men were the good guys, right? “We’re on the same team, so why would I hurt any of you?”

	“Exactly,” Darian immediately replied, giving his shoulder a squeeze. “I’d called your name to see if you were willing to carry this guy, since he’s fairly small, but if you’ve hit your head—” Darian snapped his mouth shut, using the sentence as an implication.

	Was Claude safe to carry an unconscious man?

	Am I?

	Claude mentally did a quick physical assessment. His body felt fine—strong and pain-free. Even though he was confused about his assignment and where these men fit into it, they were getting these guys away from there, so he would go along with it.

	For now, anyway.

	“Yeah, I got him,” Claude assured, sliding his arms under the prone male. Assessing the brown-haired man’s features, he guessed he couldn’t have been more than twenty-two. “Damn, he’s young.”

	“Let’s go,” Daystrum ordered, shoving the flash drive Gerald handed him into his pants pocket. Then he hefted the man he carried off his shoulder so he could cradle him in his arms. “We won’t have much time once we reach the exit.”

	Lifting the soldier into his arms, Claude followed behind the others. The fact that the man was a little small for a soldier pressed into his mind. Maybe some recruiter had been desperate to make his quota.

	Claude traipsed behind the others, finding his gaze sliding to Darian’s ass every few seconds. His boner, which had never completely softened after that hot kiss, began to thicken again. He lifted his gaze to the bigger soldier’s broad back, but that wasn’t much help either.

	This guy is ripped everywhere. Day-am!

	Just then, Darian peered over his shoulder and caught him looking. He grinned as heat filled his eyes. The man even hummed and gave Claude a once-over that appeared almost lecherous.

	Claude felt his prick twitch just from that look alone.

	Geez. Never had that happen before.

	Darian focused forward again, and another thought struck Claude.

	Bet he’s not a bottom.

	His stomach tightened as his asshole clenched. He’d only caught on very rare occasions, but even his groin tingled at the idea of feeling Darian pound into him. He would wager the man was hung.

	“Okay. Let’s lay them out on the floor here,” Daystrum ordered, placing the large, dark-haired man he was carrying on the floor about twenty feet from the emergency exit. “Garner has disconnected the alarms, so we won’t have to worry about the noise.” Daystrum glanced at his watch, then turned to Darian. “We have seven minutes. Get to it.”

	Darian rested the man he carried on the floor. After Claude had done the same, he straightened. Finding Darian easing into his space again, he took a step backward.

	As much as Claude would enjoy another make-out session with Darian, he didn’t think his dick could handle it, and he was not an exhibitionist. “Whoa, wait.” He lifted his hand to ward him off. “Here really isn’t the time, stud.”

	Chuckling, the sound husky, Darian waggled his brows. “I agree in that regard,” he all but purred. Still, he lifted his hands and cradled Claude’s skull, his thumbs teasing along his jawline. “But this is different.” Darian’s expression turned pained. “You’re a little confused, Claude. I need to check your mind for injuries.”

	“What?” Claude stilled, trembling under the broad male’s gentle touch. Lifting his hands, he gripped Darian’s black polo shirt, needing the contact to ground himself. “What do you mean?”

	“Just relax, Claude,” Darian crooned roughly. “I would never hurt you.”

	Then, much to Claude’s shock, the deep brown irises of Darian’s eyes bled to red. His jaw sagged open, but it was the light pressure on his mind that pulled the gasp from his lungs. It was the strangest sensation... as if someone somehow brushed his brain ever-so-lightly.

	You’re okay, Claude.

	Claude heard Darian’s voice, but the man’s lips hadn’t moved. “D-Darian?” he squeaked, a cold sweat breaking out on his skin. “What?”

	Keep breathing, Claude. Slow, deep, and steady.

	For some reason, Claude’s body instantly obeyed.

	That’s the way.

	“H-How are you d-doing this?”

	Claude was a soldier—a down-to-earth fighter for his country. He didn’t—pain stabbed through his forehead, yanking a cry from his throat. His eyes slid closed, and his body shook. Black spots danced across his vision, and in the next instant, his eyes rolled to the back of his head as his brain shut down and his body collapsed.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	“Magick? Are you certain?”

	Darian stood in Master Adalric’s office, having explained how he’d met Claude and what he’d discovered by searching his mind. “I’m not certain what type of magick, but yes. Someone definitely tampered with Claude’s mind. He thinks he’s in Mongolia rescuing prisoners of war.” Rubbing the back of his neck, Darian scowled at the floor. “When I tried to delve deeper, to see if I could undo the damage or even figure out his real memories, the pain was so great that he passed out.”

	The agony Darian had inflicted on his beloved tore at his soul. He desperately wanted to apologize, but he couldn’t do that until the man woke. Knowing he needed to report to his coven master, Darian had left Claude in his bed, and he shifted from foot to foot, wanting to get back there.

	“Well, since we don’t cast spells, we need someone who can,” Adalric mused slowly, narrowing his eyes. Then he brightened. “Go back to your beloved, Darian. I’ll see if Balthazar is on this plane, and if not, call for him. When Claude wakes, do your best to explain things to him.” Adalric winced as he shook his head. “I can’t imagine that this will be a good way to learn about paranormals, but the mate-pull is intense. I’m sure he’ll come to his senses before too long.”

	Darian could only hope so. He’d watched as friend after friend in their coven had found their beloved. All of them had needed to overcome a speed-bump or two, but they’d all done it. And each time, Darian had hoped he would be next.

	And now I am.

	Rising, Darian murmured, “Thank you, Master.”

	Adalric nodded, already lifting his phone to his ear.

	Taking advantage of the dismissal, Darian strode swiftly from the room. He hurried to the central staircase and made his way down it, taking the steps two at a time. Upon reaching the bottom, he headed to the kitchen.

	“Hey, Darian,” Patrick greeted, glancing up from whatever he was mixing in the bowl. “Didn’t expect to see you here.” Continuing to stir the contents, Patrick cast a cheeky grin his way. “The rumor mill is working fast. You found your beloved on that raid?”

	Darian nodded. “I did. He’s”—after a second of hesitation, he decided on—”not feeling well. Do you have anything savory that would be easy on the stomach?”

	“Does he have any allergies?” Patrick asked as he turned off the mixer and set it down. Then he began moonwalking toward a large refrigerator that Darian knew from experience contained oodles and oodles of prepared meals and snacks. “Favorite foods? Things he hates?”

	Shaking his head, Darian admitted, “We haven’t actually had much of a chance to talk about that kind of stuff, yet.” He lifted his hands as he shrugged abashedly. “Not a clue.”

	“All right.” Patrick did a spin, then stuck out his foot and undulated his hips. At the same time, he pulled open the refrigerator while mumbling, “Let’s see what we got.”

	Humming a song Darian didn’t recognize, Patrick pulled out a covered bowl with each hand. He set them on the counter, then grabbed a large blue and white serving dish. It was divided into five different compartments around the outer ring with a round section in the middle.

	As Darian watched, Patrick filled a couple of the slots with what was in the bowls. He put them away and pulled out two plates, doing the same with the items on it. Finally, he pulled out another plate and bowl. After Patrick had put those away, he brought the full plate to the bar, setting it before Darian. Then he grabbed two rolls of fabric-napkin-wrapped utensils and placed those next to the plate.

	“That’s red Jello with banana and strawberry chunks in it,” Patrick began, pointing to a red mass. “Here is potato salad. These are California rolls with a tub of soy sauce next to ‘em.”

	Darian realized he must have blinked at some point, because there was indeed a small plastic container of brown liquid next to the five rice-covered rolls sitting in that section.

	Patrick must have scented his confusion for he laughed before telling him, “I have these soy-filled containers tucked in with that dish of spring rolls in the fridge for convenience.”

	“Ah,” Darian hummed. “Nice.”

	Nodding, Patrick continued his explanation of the food. “These are turkey and cheese wraps with lettuce and tomato. Then prosciutto and cheese roll-ups, and finally some raw veggies with a cup of ranch.”

	“Damn, thanks, man.” Darian grinned at the coven chef. “I owe you one.”

	“Naw,” Patrick replied glibly, executing a slide-step so he was back in front of where he’d been mixing. “It’s my job, Darian.” He winked at him. “Helps that I enjoy it.”

	A low growl sounded behind Darian, causing him to peer over his shoulder. Upon seeing Patrick’s beloved, Allen, stalking into the room, he fought back a snicker.

	Allen glared at Darian, but his features softened when he slid his focus to Patrick. “You wanna tell me why you’re winking at someone other than me, baby?” he questioned, annoyance in his tone. As Allen rounded the end of the counter, he added, “And what do you enjoy, hmm?”

	Instead of responding, Patrick licked his lips and offered his lover a saucy come-hither look.

	As soon as Allen was close enough, the human wrapped his arms around Patrick from behind. He growled low in his throat and began nibbling up his neck. “You’re not going to get any work done until I get my answers,” he vowed.

	Rolling his eyes, Darian grabbed his food and napkin rolls. He quickly left the kitchen, having no desire to be a voyeur to the chef and his beloved’s shenanigans. After all, with a glance down at the massive amount of food in his hands, he reminded himself that he had his own beloved to care for.

	Darian would forever deny the bounce in his step as he made his way back upstairs to the wing housing those in the inner circle. He was the head tracker. He did not bounce—ever.

	Except maybe today.

	Smirking at his own thoughts, Darian shoved the rolls of utensils under his arm, giving him a free hand to open the door. He slipped into his room, closing the door behind himself. After toeing off his house shoes, Darian crossed his front room and turned left into the bedroom of his suite of rooms.

	To Darian’s pleasure, Claude lay right where he’d left him. Except, now however, the human’s eyes were open. Darian moved slowly toward him, pasting a warm smile on his face. He noted the way Claude’s brows were furrowed, and his scent of confusion filled the room.

	“Hey, Claude,” Darian murmured, revealing that he knew the man’s name and hoping that jogged his beloved’s memory. Even as he placed the platter on his nightstand, he continued to glance Claude’s way. “How are you feeling?”

	Claude swallowed hard enough to cause his Adam’s apple to bob. As he slowly levered himself into a sitting position, he muttered in a rough voice, “Like I got hit by a Mack truck. Darian, right? What the hell happened?”

	Seeing Claude struggling, Darian eased an arm under his upper back and helped him. Pleasure filled him that his human remembered him. He placed an extra pillow behind his beloved’s back, then parked his ass on the side of the bed so he was facing him. Unable to resist touching, Darian took Claude’s hand between his own.

	“Yeah, I’m Darian. You’re in my home because you passed out when I tried to remove the block someone put on your mind.” Seeing Claude’s throat working and how he narrowed his eyes, Darian reached over and grabbed the glass of water he’d left on the nightstand for him before leaving the room earlier. “Here. Take a sip.”

	Claude obeyed, using his free hand to drink deeply. Lowering the glass, he rested it on his knee. After licking his lips, he asked, “Block on my mind? What does that mean? What are you talking about?”

	Darian sighed, wondering the best way to explain. Hearing Claude’s stomach grumble, he released him and leaned over. He grabbed the platter and placed it on Claude’s lap.

	“Eat,” Darian urged, picking up the roll of napkins next and handing one to Claude. “Everything is always better on a full stomach.”

	Even though he was obviously confused, Claude did as he was told. He placed the water glass on the nightstand, unrolled the napkin so he could place it on his lap, and chose the spoon. Then he took a bite of Jello.

	Smiling at his choice, Darian spread his own napkin before popping the top off the soy sauce. He peered at Claude through his lashes as he snagged a California roll, then dipped it in the dark liquid. Using his napkin to catch drips, Darian popped it into his mouth.

	Darian watched his beloved eat steadily for several minutes. It seemed he enjoyed all the items on the platter, for he tried some of each. His favorite was definitely the cheese-wrapped prosciutto, since he ate all of it. The wait gave Darian time to decide where to start, and that was with the basics, seeing as the man was in a scientific facility that experimented on shifters and vampires.

	Taking another California roll, Darian asked, “Have you ever heard the term paranormal, shifter, or vampire?” Then he took a bite and waited.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	Claude opened his mouth, intending to scoff. Who believes in shit like—except. Wait. He did recognize those terms.

	But where have I heard them before?

	“I-I have.”

	Claude struggled to sort through memories that were oddly murky. Had he hit his head? If so, when? Images flashed through his mind—him dressed similar to the guards he’d just taken out sitting in a conference room. There was a man and woman dressed in suits, as well as a half dozen others wearing lab coats. Information was being presented on a screen.

	They were sharing information about... different kinds of paranormals.

	But when would this have taken place?

	A sharp pang spiked through his temple, yanking a hiss from Claude. Pressing his forefingers to the side of his head, he rubbed. Taking a couple of slow deep breaths, he felt the pain ease.

	“You okay?”

	Upon hearing Darian’s deep concerned voice, Claude opened eyes he didn’t remember closing. He hated appearing weak, so he forced a smile as he shrugged. “Yeah. Just a bit of a headache.” Peering side-eyed at the big, handsome man, Claude grabbed a turkey wrap. “So, uh, tell me about these paranormals, will ya?” Before popping it into his mouth, he indicated the food. “Thanks for your help and for this.”

	“The building you were in wasn’t actually a prisoner of war camp,” Darian told him slowly. “It was a building utilized by scientists. They were holding different paranormals. The men we pulled out were vampires and shifters.”

	“But, my information—”

	Darian lifted his empty hand, stalling Claude’s denial. “I told you there was a block on your mind. Someone implanted the idea that it was a POW facility into your brain. That’s why it hurts your head when you struggle with certain memories.” His serious expression remained even as he picked up his fork and slid it through the Jello. Darian’s deep brown eyes held commiseration as he told him, “I’m a vampire, Claude. So I have a few abilities in mental manipulation, but what was done to you is far beyond my skills. Fortunately, we have a demon living at the edges of the coven. His name is Balthazar, and he’s very well versed in spell-casting.”

	As if he needed food in his mouth to shut up his rambling, Darian shoved the forkful into it. Then his lips curved into a half-smile, and he hummed. He obviously enjoyed the Jello, too.

	Listening to the big, handsome man’s explanation, Darian couldn’t stop the way his jaw sagged open. His brows ratcheted higher and higher. He felt his heart rate spike as he swept his gaze over Darian’s face and torso.

	Darian set down his fork and grabbed a turkey wrap. He held Claude’s gaze, his expression appearing calm. With his serene brown eyes and handsome features, he looked... normal.

	“V-Vampire?” Claude finally managed to stammer. Tension thrummed through him. “Y-You’re a... a vampire?”

	Darian nodded once. “I am.” Reaching out with his free hand, he rested it on Claude’s blanket-covered thigh. “You’re completely safe here. No one will hurt you.”

	Claude’s thigh clenched under Darian’s palm, but it wasn’t from revulsion at being touched by a paranormal creature. Instead, tingles of desire flowed up his leg and spread to his groin. His gut clenched as blood flooded his prick, and his dick began to plump and thicken.

	“H-Holy shit,” Claude whispered, shock filling him. “What?” He wasn’t certain what he needed to ask.

	“It’s okay,” Darian rumbled huskily. “What you feel is natural. You’re my beloved. My soul mate.” He rubbed his hand up and down Claude’s thigh, squeezing and massaging. “I feel the same for you, Claude.”

	With his mind reeling and his senses on edge, Claude struggled to assimilate everything he’d just been told. His head pounded, and he gasped for breath. Black spots danced across his vision.

	“Easy, Claude,” Darian crooned. His hands slid over Claude’s hair, then down his neck to his shoulders. “You’re okay. Take a deep breath for me.”

	Claude tried, but he found his lungs didn’t seem to want to work. He cast about for a means of escape. Realizing Darian must have moved the platter at some point, Claude shoved the blankets aside and tried to flee.

	Darian’s arms came around him, drawing him against his chest. “Breathe in my scent, Claude.” He slid one hand up to cradle his jaw and urged him to press his face against his neck. “It’ll help calm you. Breathe, handsome.”

	As soon as Darian’s earthy, masculine scent touched his senses, Claude finally managed to get his lungs to work. He sucked in a deep breath, and to his surprise, his pulse began to slow. Tucking his nose against Darian’s flesh, Claude groaned softly as his pulse slowed even more.

	“That’s the way, Claude.” Darian rubbed his left hand up and down his back soothingly. “You’re safe.”

	Claude gripped Darian’s upper arms, using the hold to ground himself. “Why the hell did that work?”

	Darian chuckled softly. This time he used the hold he still had on Claude’s neck to urge him to lift his chin. When Claude met Darian’s gaze, he saw hunger in the man’s dark brown eyes.

	“Because you are my beloved, Claude.” Darian pressed his lips to the corner of Claude’s mouth before adding, “I am yours, and you are mine. Soul mates.”

	“I-I’d never believed in such a thing,” Claude admitted, cocking his head. “Except, if vampires are real...” He allowed his voice to trail off as he peered at Darian in silent question.

	“Definitely real.” Darian grinned broadly, revealing a sharp set of fangs. “Although the myths got most everything wrong,” he added with a wink. “I happen to love garlic, and the sun doesn’t bother me in the least.”

	“Damn, those look sharp.” Claude lifted a hand, intending to reach out and touch. Except, right then, the sound of knocking on the outer door filled the room.

	Sighing, Darian released him as he eased off the bed. “That’ll be my coven master and hopefully Balthazar.”

	“The demon.” Claude couldn’t help the slight hitch as he spoke the words.

	Darian paused in the doorway and looked back at him. “You’re safe here.” Then he disappeared.

	As Claude waited for his return, he realized Darian was telling him that a lot. For good reason I suppose. Not wanting to meet guests while in bed, Claude slid to the side of the mattress.

	At least I’m still fully clothed.

	Claude spotted his boots under a chair to the left of the bed, but he had no idea where his socks had ended up. Pushing to his feet, he thought about raiding Darian’s drawers to find a clean pair.

	Claude didn’t get the chance. Darian reappeared, and he wasn’t alone. The first man seemed normal other than the dominant presence he exuded. The second guy—creature—being... that could only be the demon—Balthazar.

	The demon was, in a word, massive—six-foot-six of solid muscle. He sported swarthy black skin and hypnotic black eyes. It was the huge black, bat-like wings that caused his mouth to sag open.

	“Oh, fuck me,” he muttered. Even though he stared like a slack-jawed yokel, he couldn’t seem to get his mouth to close.

	Balthazar rumbled a low, amused laugh. “No thanks. My amina wouldn’t care for that.”

	Claude glanced in confusion at Darian, watching the big vampire return to his side.

	“An amina is a demon’s beloved,” Darian explained, slinging his arm around Claude’s shoulders. He smiled down at him, then waved at the smaller male. “This is Master Adalric Bachmeier, leader of our coven. Master, this is my beloved, Claude Missandel.”

	“N-Nice to meet you,” Claude murmured.

	“Same to you, Claude,” Master Adalric replied, just a hint of a smile curving his thin lips. “We’ll see if we can’t get you sorted.” Then he turned his attention to Balthazar and lifted one brow.

	“Let’s go out to the front room,” Balthazar stated. “Where we can all get comfortable.”

	Claude nodded. That sounded good to him. As he followed the new arrivals, he couldn’t resist pressing into Darian’s hold a little. There was definitely something to all the soul mate, beloved crap, because Claude certainly felt more at ease with Darian at his side.

	And his smell. The feel of his hands on me. His—damn it. Focus!

	For some reason, probably because Claude had known about paranormals for some time, even if he didn’t remember the how or the why of when he’d learned about them, Claude found himself accepting his new reality pretty easily.

	Of course, that meant he needed to get his brain back on track.

	Claude cautiously took a seat on the small sofa where Balthazar indicated. To his relief, Darian settled next to him. “What will this entail?” Claude asked cautiously as he watched Balthazar pull the coffee table closer, then sit on it so he was directly in front of him.

	“Just look into my eyes and relax,” Balthazar told him, resting his forearms on his thighs and leaning close. “You shouldn’t feel a thing.”

	Famous last words.

	Still, Claude did as he was told. He stared in wonder as Balthazar’s black eyes appeared to swirl hypnotically.

	Claude didn’t remember anything after that.

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	Darian watched as Claude’s eyes glazed over. His beloved’s body swayed a little. He rested his hand on the back of Claude’s neck in an attempt to steady him.

	Claude jolted. His eyes widened. Then he leaped to his feet. With a panicked look, Claude swept his gaze around the room.

	“Easy, Claude,” Darian murmured, slowly rising to his feet. He lifted his hands in a placating manner as he took a step toward his clearly spooked beloved. “You’re okay. You’re safe here.”

	“Gotta save ‘em,” Claude muttered. Then he pivoted and bolted for the door.

	Glaring at Balthazar, Darian snarled, “What the fuck did you do?” even as he started after Claude.

	“Nothing,” Balthazar denied, also rising. “It’s—”

	“We’ll discuss it later,” Adalric cut in. “Let’s find Claude first.”

	Nodding, Darian sprinted out the open door. He followed his beloved’s scent and rushed down the hallway to the right. Reaching the main stairway, Darian hustled down them three at a time, all the while sweeping his gaze over the area in search of his beloved.

	Damn. He can sure move fast.

	Darian heard Adalric and Balthazar behind him as he turned to the right and headed deeper into the house. Rushing through the massive formal dining room, he shot through the rear swinging door and into a small, much more informal dining space.

	Skidding to a stop, Darian whispered, “Oh fuck.”

	Taking in the scene, Darian felt his heart skip a beat. Claude stood in the middle of the kitchen. He held a chef’s knife in his right hand, and his left arm was wound around the waist of Seth Goodwin—Master Adalric’s beloved. Claude pressed the knife to Seth’s throat as he stared at Allen.

	“If you don’t tell me what I want to know right now,” Claude was demanding, “your friend gets it. Where is the compound?”

	A feral snarl echoed through the room from behind Darian, and he knew that Adalric had arrived. While concern for Seth filled him, it was the spike of fear for his own beloved that got him moving. Injuring the beloved of a vampire carried a serious penalty, and killing one was a death sentence.

	“Claude.” Darian called his beloved’s name in a soft, firm voice. “Put the knife down, Claude,” he urged. To his relief, Claude turned his attention to him, but the feeling was short-lived. His beloved’s gaze appeared vacant, and no recognition lingered there. Still, Darian had to try, for both men’s sakes. Easing forward a step, Darian stated, “Remember what I told you? There is no compound. There are no POWs. It’s all in your head. Look around you. This is a kitchen in a mansion.”

	Claude blinked once, twice... and for just a second, Darian thought he saw a spark of recognition. Then he shook his head, backing up a step and taking Seth with him. “No. No, you’re just trying to confuse me. You’re—”

	Patrick leaped through the pantry doorway, which was only a couple of feet to Claude’s left. Even as Claude began to swing the blade toward the small vampire in an attempt to defend himself, the chef brought the frying pan he held down on Claude’s head. The sharp thud rang through the kitchen, and Claude began to drop.

	Lunging forward, Darian attempted to reach his falling beloved. Fortunately, Patrick caught him. With a pained smile, the chef eased the unconscious Claude into Darian’s arms.

	“Sorry about hitting your beloved,” Patrick offered, a concerned expression on his face. He curled into Allen’s embrace, since his human had quickly rounded the counter to reach him. “What’s wrong with him?”

	“A demon messed with his mind.” It was Balthazar who answered. “If I had to guess, I’d say it was Lindemere.”

	Darian winced as he glanced from where Balthazar leaned against the kitchen counter to where Adalric held Seth. His master growled softly as he glared at Claude. Seth rubbed his back and chest, murmuring platitudes and assuring him that he was fine.

	It was probably only Seth’s soothing that kept Claude’s head attached.

	“Can you fix it?” Darian asked, focusing on Balthazar. He knew that Lindemere was a demon under the Horseman of Death, too. He was the one who’d brought them the information on the scientists’ facility in the first place.

	The thousand-year-old demon let out a long sigh as he shook his head. “No. I’m sorry. I don’t even know if Lindemere could correct what he did.”

	While slowly rubbing his left hand up and down Claude’s back, Darian kept his beloved pressed against his body with his right. “So, what are you saying? That there’s no hope for my beloved to lead a normal life?” Just the idea caused a spike of anxiety to fill him.

	Balthazar lifted both hands in an I don’t know gesture. “You saw what happened when I tried to repair his mind. If you want to tie him to a bed, I could try again.” A grimace twisted his features as he shook his head. “But it could permanently damage his mind. Otherwise, my suggestion would be to keep him away from magick.”

	“How—” Darian began, but Master Adalric cut him off.

	“If his mind cannot be mended, he cannot stay here.”

	Sucking in a sharp breath, Darian gaped at his master. He took in the hard expression on his leader’s face. Darian’s mind whirled at the implications.

	“You would... you would have me deny my beloved?”

	“I’m sorry, Darian,” Adalric stated, the cold glint in his eyes easing just a little. “I have to think of all our beloveds.” His focus shifted to Claude, who was beginning to stir in Darian’s arms. “It’s obvious that when Claude is under the influence of whatever Lindemere did, he considers humans the threat. Not paranormals.”

	“It’s actually an ingenious altered state of mind,” Balthazar commented, sounding impressed. “He turned a human guard against the scientists, which gives the guard access to the inside. It could create havoc from within.”

	A thought hit Darian, and he swallowed hard. “Lindemere never expected Claude to live, did he?”

	Balthazar chuckled—fucking chuckled! “I’m sure he expected him to be gunned down at some point.” He jerked his chin in Claude’s direction. “Your beloved is quite skilled... military speaking.”

	Master Adalric growled. “Exactly why he can’t stay. Two minutes out of your sight, and he had a knife to Seth’s throat!” he roared.

	Claude stiffened, having obviously returned to consciousness.

	Darian kept his right arm’s grip tight on Claude, uncertain what frame of mind he would be in. Sliding his left hand up his back to his neck, he cradled the silky flesh he longed to sink his fangs into. He used his thumb under Claude’s chin to urge his beloved to peer up at him.

	Once their gazes clashed, Darian smiled warmly. “Hi, handsome.” He couldn’t quite keep the sadness out of his tone, even though he was flooded with relief, too. Darian saw the recognition in Claude’s eyes. “How’re you feeling?”

	With his brows furrowed, Claude peered back at him. He then swept his gaze around the room. When he returned his focus back to Darian, there was a definite hint of fear there.

	“Darian? What happened?”

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	 

	Claude settled on the sofa in Darian’s room while rubbing his palms over his face. Staring at the floor, he tried to put together the last five minutes. Unfortunately, everything was a blank.

	And an aching head.

	Sliding his hand to the back of his skull, Claude felt around the goose egg there.

	“Here’s an icepack,” Darian stated quietly, drawing his attention.

	Claude lifted his focus and took the offered item—a hand towel wrapped around something. Palming the item, he realized it was a half-dozen ice cubes. He moved it to the back of his head.

	Feeling the coolness, even through the cloth and his hair, Claude let out a relieved sigh. He spotted the pensive gleam in the vampire’s eyes and grimaced. “I can’t remember what happened after I sat down across from that demon.” Seeing the wince on Darian’s face, Claude felt his own heart rate spike. “I fucked up, didn’t I?”

	Surely that was why his head hurt, and he didn’t remember going to the kitchen.

	Hell, I don’t even know how I found the kitchen.

	“It wasn’t your fault,” Darian told him. He opened his mouth, probably to say more, but the knock on the door made him pause. Offering a growl, he grumbled, “Now what?”

	Claude watched as Darian headed to his door. Uneasiness thrummed through him with each beat of his heart. He didn’t know what the fuck had happened, but he hated the discomfort he saw in the bigger man’s expression. Somehow, he knew he was the cause of it.

	“Daystrum,” Darian greeted, his voice deep and rough. “Hey.”

	“Brother,” Daystrum responded, entering the suite.

	Claude straightened, recognizing the man. He’d been part of the rescue team. Since Darian was a vampire, it made sense that Daystrum was, too. How easily the trio carried the unconscious men also suddenly made sense.

	They have increased strength and speed, so be damn careful. If they see you, you won’t be able to make the shot.

	Frowning, Claude tried to remember who’d said such a thing... and why.

	“I just talked to Master Adalric. What are you gonna do?”

	Daystrum’s comment drew Claude out of his thoughts. He focused on the pair, glancing between them. While both men were big and broad, standing six-foot-three, Claude found Darian’s wider shoulders and rugged good looks made him much more stunning. Recalling the feel of Darian’s brawny arms around Claude, heat began to swim through his veins.

	“He’s my beloved, Daystrum. You know I can’t walk away from him.”

	“Then you’ll leave the coven?”

	“Wait. What?” Lowering the icepack, Claude rose to his feet. His vision swam for an instant, so he rested his hand on the arm of the sofa. While still blinking, trying to clear his gaze, Claude felt an arm slide around his waist, supporting him. Instinctively, he knew it was Darian. “Why would you need to leave your home?” Meeting the bigger man’s gaze, Claude saw the warmth, the need and lust, simmering in their depths. “Because of me. I fucked up that bad?”

	Daystrum sighed deeply as he flopped onto the reclining chair to the right. “This isn’t something you have control over, but it is something dangerous,” he stated flatly. His dark eyes glittered with annoyance. “The demon Lindemere played in your head because you were helping the bad guys. Now, you have these... episodes.”

	When Daystrum paused, stumbling over his words, Darian picked up the explanation. “You’ve heard how some soldiers develop PTSD, right? Do you know much about it?”

	Swallowing hard, Claude rubbed at his chest. “Are you talking about the flashbacks where they think they’re back on the battlefield?” He glanced between them, racking his brain for any information he’d picked up along the way. It wasn’t something he’d really looked into. “Or maybe the panic attacks or the night terrors?”

	Darian sat down next to Claude, taking the icepack from him. “The first, actually. When Balthazar probed your mind, you reverted right back to thinking you had to find the facility holding prisoners of war,” he told him quietly as he lifted the dish towel full of ice cubes. He placed it against Claude’s head while stating, “You raced out of here and made your way to the kitchen where you ran into a couple of humans who were beloveds to vampires in the coven. You, uh—” Darian paused, heaving a big sigh.

	“You accosted them, Claude,” Daystrum told him bluntly. “It seems that, somehow, Lindemere gave you the ability to differentiate between humans and paranormals, so you left them alone, but you targeted the humans.”

	“Shit.” Claude fought his urge to lean into Darian’s chest. He did give in and rest his hand on the big man’s thigh. Just that simple touch calmed something inside him, allowing his pulse to slow. “Is just magick the trigger?”

	“We don’t know,” Darian replied, obviously being honest. He rested his free hand over Claude’s where it was on his leg, threading their fingers together. “That’s why there’s an issue.”

	“And it can’t be fixed,” Claude guessed.

	Daystrum shook his head. “Afraid not.”

	Claude sighed deeply. Even as he squeezed Darian’s fingers, holding tighter, he muttered, “Then I should go. I’m a danger to the people here. I—”

	“And we will,” Darian cut in. “We’ll find somewhere safe.”

	His eyes widening, Claude shook his head. “You can’t walk away from your coven just for me! That’s crazy!” No matter how much he wanted to experience being a beloved like Darian had offered, Claude couldn’t allow the vampire to throw his life away for him. They’d just met, after all. “If you guys could tell me who my contact in the military is at this point, I’ll check-in, and maybe I can utilize their medical services to fight this. I—”

	“No fucking way,” Darian snarled, his grip on Claude’s hand tightening. “You are my beloved. My soul mate. You will not leave me, and I sure as hell am not allowing you to try to deal with this on your own when it was a paranormal that did it to you.”

	“I... but—” While Claude’s pulse spiked and his body warmed at Darian’s vehemence, he worried the vampire would come to despise him for turning his ordered life upside down. “Why would you give up everything for me?”

	“Do you mean other than the fact that my brother will die if you walk away from him?” Daystrum commented coldly, giving him a narrow-eyed scowl.

	“Daystrum!” Darian snapped, glaring at his brother.

	Claude gaped as he glanced between them. He saw the way Darian sneered at Daystrum and how Daystrum shrugged one shoulder in a so what gesture. Realizing he hadn’t been given all the information—hell, Claude figured he’d been given hardly any information—he squeezed Darian’s hand. When that didn’t get the vampire’s immediate response, he lifted their twined fingers to his mouth and nipped Darian’s knuckle.

	Darian’s sneer fell away as he snapped his attention back to Claude. He glanced from Claude’s face to their clasped hands, and back to his face. His cheeks took on a pinkish hue as his nostrils flared.

	“Tell me,” Claude demanded. “Die?”

	While Darian’s cheeks lost their color, he muttered, “It’s a closely guarded secret of our kind. If a beloved walks away from a vampire, or a vampire is kept away from his beloved by someone for any length of time, we’ll die.” Claude’s confusion must have shown clearly on his face, for Darian explained, “Even if we never bonded, the blood of other donors would sour, and we would eventually no longer be able to drink it. We would weaken and die.” The corners of Darian’s lips kicked up a bit as he stated in a dry tone, “Fate likes to get her way, and she punishes those who thwart her.”

	“Wow!” Claude swallowed hard, a little wigged out by the idea of some mystical invisible goddess having so much control over people. Pushing that thought aside, he offered Darian a cheeky grin. “So, how does bonding work?”

	Daystrum chuckled. “While you explain that, I’m gonna make a call.” Rising to his feet, he grinned at them. “You guys have fun.” Then his mirth faded, his expression filling with remorse. “While I will miss you brother, I understand why you have to leave, and I have an idea of where you can go.”

	Darian rose to his feet, tugging lightly on Claude’s hand. As Claude rose, Darian asked, “What are you thinking, bro?”

	“I’m gonna give Spieron a call,” Daystrum stated as he headed toward the door. While his smile
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