
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Things are gonna get messy...

	 

	 

	An illegal union, a banned birth, a Great Lie, and now, genocide. Vampire lawyer Donovan Trait and his wife, chemically-turned Judge Shirley Magnusen, are battling for their lives and the lives of their children. The Vampire Coalition wants them dead, but now the despots have also decided to expand their net, targeting any vampire whose blood is mixed with human or Were. Half-bloods are already treated like dirt by the Vampire Nation. They have been subjected to centuries of discrimination and cruelty at the Nation’s hands. As the Coalition embarks on a campaign of terror, destruction, and slaughter, millions of half-bloods emerge from the shadows, ready and willing to reclaim their place in the Vampire Nation. The problem is, war cannot be unleashed out in the open in the human world. Battles must be fought in other ways. Even with an island of highly-skilled vampire nuns and a few Weres and humans at their side, it appears the Traits may be fighting an unwinnable war. Their only option may be to sacrifice their own lives in the hopes of setting all other half-bloods free.
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Chapter One: Troubled Waters

	 

	 

	Donovan Trait’s eyes swept the newly-organized War Room.

	It should not have come to this—a war, a revolution. As a lawyer, he was skilled in the art of compromise. Unfortunately, the Vampire Coalition was not. He and his wife, Shirley, had set forth their best legal arguments, but ancient vampire law was mired in stone and the Vampire Coalition had been unmoved. What should have been celebrated—the birth of vampire twins—had been condemned. It didn’t matter that the Vampire Nation had not seen a birth of their own kind for over a century. It didn’t matter that his children were born of a pure-blood, royal vampire and a recently-turned human. No, the Coalition, suspended in the past, refused to see reason.

	All that mattered to them was that the pregnancy and birth had not occurred as agreed—under the strict supervision of the Coalition. Donovan now suspected that under the Coalition’s supervision, no birth would have occurred at all.

	For centuries, the Coalition had engendered fear, prejudice, and outright discrimination against half-blood vampires. They prohibited the mating of vampires with humans, claiming a vampire fetus would sprout fangs in utero and shred a human female’s womb, causing miscarriage at best, and death at worst. But it had been a lie. A Great Lie, one perpetrated to prevent vampires from impregnating humans and creating half or mixed-bloods.

	In reality, all vampires had descended from humans, even the ancient ones. The Vampire Genesis proved that. The history books told of vampire bats who craved the blood of bovines, biting them as they slept, lapping up their blood, and sucking them dry, ensuring their death. A simple farmer, seeking to protect his livestock, had battled with a bat and wound up covered in bites. The melding of his blood with that of a bat transformed him into an otherworldly being, with fangs, sensitivity to light, an unquenchable thirst for blood, and most of all, supernatural powers—enhanced hearing, vision, and strength, a refined sense of taste and smell, and eternal life. And as time passed and more humans received the bite of the bat or the bite of the newly created vampire, the farmer was no longer alone. The vampire population grew and congregated in tribes and colonies, emerging only to satisfy the need to feed. They intermarried, extinguishing the blood of the human, and eventually, produced children with only vampire fluids. Pure-bloods. The strongest of the strong.

	The Coalition ignored that history, instead choosing to grant power only to the pure-bloods, relegating half-bloods to inferior status. Half-bloods were scorned and the targets of discrimination, cruelty, and all sorts of unfairness. As a pure-blood, it was a reality Donovan had never faced—until his wife, his beloved Shirley, and his children, had become the targets of the Coalition’s wrath. The Coalition wanted his family dead, their existence buried, to hide their Great Lie. Squelching that lie had been essential to retaining the power they wielded over all vampires.

	Donovan studied the missive that had been sent to his wife, Judge Shirley Magnusen Trait. It was as insulting as it was infuriating, so infuriating that it caused Donovan to see red, his rage reflected in the color of his eyes. He had learned hundreds of years ago to control that rage, to refrain from eviscerating humans, but he now found himself incapable of containing his desire to destroy the vampires that comprised the Coalition.

	The letter had been appalling—

	 

	Dear Lord and Mrs. Trait—After an extensive interview with Lord Hannigan and Lord Bengotten and their admissions of guilt, we have suspended them from their duties on the Vampire Coalition for a period of one year.

	However, this decision has not been shared with the Vampire Nation and shall remain confidential. Disclosure of said decision and the reasons behind is prohibited under Vampire Coalition decree and carries the force of law.

	Please be advised that all pending charges against you remain. We believe firmly in your guilt and your intention to defy this Coalition. Your utter disrespect for this governing body and our laws is unacceptable. It reveals a lack of civility and adherence to the vampire moral code.

	Until your children are surrendered to the proper authorities, the warrant for your arrest and incarceration remains in full force, with the additional charges of sedition as stated below. In addition, Lord Jonathan Trait, his wife, Gwendolyn, and daughter, Marilyn, are also charged with sedition, punishable by exile or death.

	At this time, we respectfully request that all parties peacefully surrender to the Vampire Coalition for further prosecution and sentencing.

	 

	With that, the Coalition had laid down the gauntlet and the Traits had responded in kind. They had declared war.

	Shirley approached, the sweet smell of vanilla embracing him far before she hugged him from behind, her hands running along his chest. She kissed his neck. Her voice was soft and loving. “Have you calmed down yet?”

	Donovan gazed at her lush body, her sweet face. She was beautiful by all standards. Curly blonde hair framed a heart-shaped face. Her deep blue eyes and sexy pink lips added to her beauty. He had been told that Shirley resembled a pin-up girl from the second world war, but to him, she was simply one hell of a woman—strong, intelligent, compassionate, and extraordinarily sensual. Best of all, she was all his, his wife for eternity. “Ye Gods, Shirley. I won’t calm down until this is over. Until you and our children are truly safe.”

	Shirley chuckled and moved to stand in front of him. “All that fury is motivating, but your children are mere infants. They don’t understand a grouchy, angry father. Take pride in what we are doing, but leave the anger behind when you go home to Lilabeth and Alex. They will sense your anger and fear it. I don’t want them afraid of their father. I know it’s a new emotion to you, but children need to feel your love.”

	“The last communication from one of our supporters contains photos of a guillotine. Already stained with blood. And a trough overflowing with heads that are being sprayed with formaldehyde.”

	Shirley’s thin blonde eyebrows rose. “Have the photos been authenticated? That is something that could have easily been photoshopped. You really can’t trust most photos these days. You need it to be verified by someone who has seen it with their own eyes. Maybe the Coalition wants you to share those photos to make you look foolish.”

	Donovan stretched his spine and grunted. “I guess that’s a possibility, but I have a hard time giving the Coalition that much credit. They are not that creative. But you’re right, I should not assume the accuracy of the photos, because the Coalition would enjoy making an ass out of me. However, if that is how the Coalition is dealing with the opposition, they are doing more than harassing the half-bloods. They are also killing them.” Donovan blinked, his eyes misting. Dammit. What was this emotion that had overtaken his senses? He buried his head in his hands. “This defies all logic. Have we learned nothing from human history?”

	Shirley paled. “It is barbaric.” She grabbed Donovan and hugged him fiercely. “But darling, that is why we must fight. We can win this War. This isn’t about just us and our babies. It’s about everyone with an ounce of vampire within them. The Coalition has launched a brutal and unacceptable campaign against half-bloods. It must be stopped.” Her expression grew determined. “I fear that is up to us.”

	Despite vampire lore, extinguishing the life of a vampire was actually quite difficult. Silver bullets, garlic, and stakes to the heart were a myth. Vampires could die in only one of two ways. The first was by physically separating a vampire’s brain from its body and depositing it in a vat of formaldehyde. Without that final step, the brain was capable of seeking out its body and regenerating, healing the separation. Reigniting life. The second method of death was unusual but just as permanent. A vampire could die from a broken heart. Since many vampires lacked the ability to feel emotions such as love and compassion, they would never experience a broken heart. However, those with enhanced emotions—believed to be a result of too much association with humans—could experience the severe stress associated with the loss of a loved one and the resultant heart failure. Through a genetic quirk, heart failure in a vampire also shut down the brain, thus leading to instant and unrevivable death. However, since every half-blood possessed a different proportion of vampire blood, death was an unknown prospect. Not all humans required death by separation. Some possessed so little vampire within them that they were incapable of regeneration. While a guillotine would certainly kill them, so would all of the common human instruments of death. Weres were a different matter. They could regenerate when in animal form, so any vampire fluids simply enhanced that ability. Weres with vampire fluids were considered super-healers. For them, the healing process was exceptionally quick.

	“The existing Coalition is indeed comprised of barbarians,” Donovan said. “They have no regard for the lives of anyone but themselves. All that matters to them is securing and retaining power. That’s what this revolution is about. Their control is absolute. We must set our people free.” He gazed at his wife, his eyes filled with regret. “Even if they kill us in the process.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Marilyn Trait smirked at The Lynx. “What’s up, kitty cat?” She settled into a well-cushioned sofa she had acquired for her villa. Thank heavens for online shopping.

	The Lynx’s smile became feral. “For someone descended from a bat, which, may I remind you, my kind snacks on when desperate, you should choose your words more carefully.” The Were-lynx drew himself up to his full six-foot height and chuckled. “Have you not heard that you get more bees with honey?” His yellow-brown eyes, fringed with long, dark lashes, filled with amusement.

	Marilyn huffed. “Need I remind you that with a nip of my incisors, I could bleed you dry?” She shook her head. “And when you shift, I could sit on you and suffocate the life out of you?” Marilyn tilted her head and grinned.

	The Lynx grasped his chest in mock horror. “And now I understand why no one has claimed that delectable body. You are a shrew who must be tamed.” He sighed dramatically. “I’m not sure I possess the fortitude.” With cat-like grace, he slunk across the room and knelt before Marilyn. His paws... er, fingers, stroked her thigh. “So, tell me, my princess. How may I serve you?”

	Marilyn rolled her eyes and fought the urge to curve her blood-red lips into a sexy smile. The Lynx was kind of sexy, in a nerd-like way. She always did enjoy a male who possessed a high degree of intelligence. A battle of wits was much more stimulating than empty flirtation. “You could get those plans for the Coalition’s cyberattack to me forthwith, as I previously requested.”

	The Lynx grabbed her hand and gently kissed the palm. “As you wish.” He reached into the pocket of his brightly-colored cotton shirt and pulled out a flash drive. “What Milady wants, Milady gets.” He pressed the drive into her hand. “Always a pleasure to serve a lady of the realm,” he purred. He stood and flashed her a grin, his fluffy blond eyebrows cocked in delight. Then he strode toward the door of the villa. His nose twitched, and Marilyn could swear he flashed his kitty whiskers, then retracted them. “I’ll await your... smoke signal.”

	Marilyn frowned. “Wait, what?”

	The Lynx chortled. “To discuss. Call me when you’re ready, my love. On the old tellyphone. Or better yet, just whistle. You know, from that old movie we watched the other night? Just put those plump, sexy lips together... and blow.” He winked and slid out the door.

	Marilyn stared at his departing behind. It was firm and so worthy of her fanged incisors. But dammit, he was a cat. What self-respecting vamp, pure-blood royalty at that, would get herself involved with a Were-lynx? It just wasn’t done. It didn’t matter that every time he touched her, her toes curled. Or that his all-assessing gaze made her blush. Or that the sight of his tongue, dipping out of his mouth to moisten his thin lips, set her womanhood on fire. The cat knew how to entice her. Dammit, she was Judge Marilyn Trait Henderson, an appeals court judge for the State of Illinois. A woman feared for her keen intellect and ruthless interpretation of the law. She had faced down the slickest and most accomplished lawyers. Emotional arguments, witty remarks, or flirty rejoinders never swayed her. Yet, here she was—getting hot and bothered by a cat. A damn cat!

	Marilyn blew out a breath and tugged at her white cotton shift. It must be this island. Abandonada. The heat, or perhaps the gentle ocean breeze. Or all of the tropical fruit. The island had orchards upon orchards of it. Soon she would turn orange, with all the mangos, pineapples, and citrus she had consumed. Or maybe it was the quiet. Yeah, that was it. The chirping birds. An occasional giggle from a roaming child. Since she had returned to this island, she had felt nothing but calm. Peace. Serenity. It was all wrong. Here they were, in the middle of a war and this place was untouched by it.

	Abandonada was a shocking contrast to Chicago, Illinois, where she had resided for more than ten years. That city was a bustling metropolis, noisy, filthy, overwhelmingly human, and she loved it. It was so easy to hide surrounded by the masses. Scientific advances had made it easy to blend with humans. The fear of being outed had long ago disappeared. Once her father, Jonathon Trait, a well-known chemist, had created a pill that somehow eliminated the inherent thirst for blood, she no longer had to spend her nights searching for prey. In fact, solutions had been found for many vampire traits. Special eyeglasses protected her from the damage caused by direct sunlight, and her home now utilized windows with protective glass. Books might claim vampires slept during the day—in a coffin, no less—but in reality, she roamed the streets of the human world around the clock. While she had retained many vampire traits—superior hearing, strength, healing, and agility—she had learned to control her rash temper, biting humans only when enraged or aroused. And now, she so wanted to bite The Lynx.

	“He’s getting to you, isn’t he?” Marilyn’s mother, Gwendolyn Trait, swept into the room, her gown of pure silk swirling around her lithe body. Her mother was the epitome of elegance. She was gracious and refined, by all appearances, a beautiful delicate flower. Although she had stopped aging at sixty, she had retained a very youthful appearance. After six hundred years on this Earth, she could charm the best of them, from Emperors to prime ministers to famous rogues. But when she was annoyed or offended or enraged, her clear green eyes filled with a dazzling red mist, revealing that she was ready to pounce with a sharp word or a swipe of her incisors.

	“Mother, were you eavesdropping?”

	Gwendolyn tossed her auburn mane over a fine-boned shoulder. “How else will I learn what my daughter is up to? It’s not like you ever share.” She smiled knowingly. “That persnickety Were is getting to you. Look at you, all flushed and befuddled. Why, it’s been almost two hundred years since I’ve seen you get so wound up over a male, of any species. Finally, someone has broken through your impenetrable exterior.” She made a face. “But did it have to be a Were? Even a human would be more acceptable. Weres just stink.” Gwendolyn held her nose and made a face.

	“Oh, speak for yourself, bat lady.” Donovan’s legal secretary, Molly MacMerkle, strode in through the front door.

	Marilyn threw up her hands. “Does no one knock around here? If we were in Chicago, you would fear entering my premises without knocking.” An evil grin emerged on her face. “Lest you feel the sting of my sweet little taser.” Marilyn didn’t deal in guns. They didn’t deter vampires, and shooting humans or Weres was just plain messy. But a taser, now that got the job done. She so enjoyed watching a pushy man squirm when she lit up his insides with fifty thousand volts.

	Molly grinned. “And miss a chance to catch you canoodling with the cat? Hell, that would even compensate for being stuck on this teeny tiny island with you.” She sniffed. “And it’s not me who smells. It’s those twins. The content of their diapers is deadly. It has to be the vampire in them.” Molly, a Were-bear, had served as Donovan’s legal secretary for over a century. Short and plump, with long dark hair and pleasant features, she was fondly referred to as the mouth that roared. No one and nothing got past Molly, which was why she had been Donovan’s sidekick for so long. He was enormously fond of her. When the Vampire Coalition targeted the Traits, Donovan had insisted she join him on Abandonada. He could not risk the Coalition kidnapping Molly and using her for bait. “Anyhoo, the boss sent me over with the latest report on the Coalition’s misbehavior. If those old guys keep it up, the humans are going to start to notice.” She chortled. “Oh, I didn’t mean keep it up, those guys are way too old for that—”

	Gwendolyn offered a restrained smile. “I assure you, my dear, my wonderful husband has no problems whatsoever keeping it up, as you say. His problem is keeping it down.”

	Marilyn stared at her in horror. “Mother, we do not need the details of your sex life.”

	Gwendolyn raised her delicate brows. “At least I have one.”

	Marilyn shook her head, her patience waning. “I think what Molly is trying to say is that the Coalition does not seem to care who witnesses their misdeeds. Indeed, if the humans do notice, they will respond with force, and since humans prefer guns, they are sure to notice when those guns fail to kill the attackers. Shoot enough vampires who react like they were stung by a bee, and we would be exposed. They’d treat us like aliens. They might even put us in cages like those animals they intern at their zoos.” She shuddered. “Here, we are untouchable. The defense system on this island is virtually impenetrable. No one gets in or out without notice. But that is not true in the real world.”

	“Exactly, though I would enjoy watching those ancient vampires get fried when they try to invade.” Molly snickered. Abandonada was covered by an electrified camouflage net. Planes, parachutes, bombs, weapons, and bodies were incinerated upon contact. In addition, the shores were surrounded by treacherous, virtually impassable waters. Between the craggy rocks and a few man-made deterrents, the waters adjacent to the shore were littered with wrecked ships and other nautical litter. No one had ever managed to reach the shore alive.

	Marilyn snorted. “Maybe we should lure the Coalition here. Promise them a private meeting to settle things. You could push them onto the grid and they’d burst into flames.” Her brows knitted together in consideration. “We might be able to finally prove that vampires can be extinguished by fire. It might be interesting to witness a member of the Coalition roasting over an open fire—”

	Gwendolyn shuddered. “Marilyn, that is simply too horrible to imagine.” Her face grew troubled. “What I don’t understand is how they are getting their hands on the half-breeds. How are they containing them long enough to destroy them? Even half-breeds have the intelligence and ability to escape capture.”

	Marilyn narrowed her eyes. “Mother, that term is offensive. Call them something else. They are vampire by blood and by right.”

	Gwendolyn threw up her hands in mock surrender. “What should we call them then? Mixed bloods? Lesser vampires? Half-lings? Others? What is the proper term?”

	Molly frowned. “How about just calling them by their name? Why do you have to apply labels? That’s what the Coalition does. So what if they’re of mixed blood? Everyone, whether Vampire, Were, or Human, is deserving of love and respect. It’s as simple as that. A living being is a living being. Why do we make it so hard? I don’t care what’s in your blood. I care what’s in your heart. How you treat me, how you treat others, how you treat yourself.”

	Gwendolyn scrunched her delicate nose. “That’s the beauty of Weres and humans. You are so open-minded. I’m afraid vamps are too closed off, too intent on hiding from the rest of the world. We have let fear of exposure dictate every aspect of our lives, and now that life has been shattered. I am so appalled by the behavior of the Coalition and the other pure-bloods. We are a hateful, vengeful breed. And now, we are paying for it.”

	Marilyn gazed at her mother. “It is certain that we can no longer avoid change. We have evolved in ways that meet our physical needs. Now we need to evolve to meet our societal and emotional needs. It begins with ending the mindless slaughter of those we fear and building connections with every person who possesses even a drop of vampire blood.”

	Molly nodded. “There is strength in numbers, in finding common ground, building an inclusive community. What do vampires need? What do they want? How do they want to live? If you can determine that, you will be light years ahead of Weres and humans. Start with the right questions, then embrace the right answers.”

	 


Chapter Two: Thinking Outside the Box

	 

	 

	Shirley smiled at her son and daughter, then shook her head.

	Some days, they pushed her to the limit. At six months old, they were superior to human babies—but that was really the only species available for comparison. Both were the size of a one-year-old and were sitting up, sometimes pulling themselves to standing.

	Lilabeth was more likely to fall back on her butt, squealing with delight, but Alex was already experimenting with walking. Once he mastered that skill, he would pull his sister along, patiently teaching her to walk until she could toddle with him. They already babbled in nonsensical language, happily sharing their views of the world. They hugged and laughed and played, and when their parents entered the room, they clapped their hands and tried to say Mama and Papa. Their intelligence had to be off the charts, even in the vampire world.

	Lilabeth was a true Daddy’s girl, often crawling onto his foot, trying to pull herself up to standing. If Donovan didn’t sweep her into his arms, her face crumbled and a single tear dripped from her eye. It was a play for her father’s attention, of course, and it was rare that it didn’t work. The man who was one of the best lawyers in the human world, a man who was feared by his opponents and revered by his clients, was brought to his knees by a baby.

	Alex, on the other hand, was a true Mama’s boy. He expected her full attention whenever she was in his presence. And when he didn’t get it, he howled as if his very life was at stake. Although tests had revealed that Alex was more vampire than his sister, he too resorted to human behavior when he wanted something. He could throw a tantrum on a whim, one so terrifying Shirley actually feared for the well-being of the adults around him. Then he would break into a dazzling smile, drawing oohs and ahhs from those who had just witnessed a tsunami. His seesaw of emotions was not unlike human puberty. Somehow, Shirley just knew it was all a game to Alex. He seemed to enjoy manipulating the behavior of the adults around him.

	Shirley was often confused by her children. Although she was now considered a pure-blood vampire, she had little experience as a vamp. Intellectually, she understood the enhancement of certain traits, but she had yet to experience most of them. Apparently her pregnancy had interrupted the development of enhanced hearing, vision, and other physical traits. The only proof she had of her vampire traits was the emergence of pointed incisors. And those got a workout in the bedroom, when her husband unleashed his brand of scintillating passion, sending her into uneclipsed ecstasy. The first time she had bit her husband in arousal, Shirley had been frightened by the fluid drawn by her fangs and the damage she had done to Donovan’s neck. She soon learned that it was the natural result of vampire lovemaking. Thankfully, Donovan had healed quickly, without scarring.

	Despite her inability to separate vampire traits from humans, Shirley did know that her children were spoiled. They had been overindulged, but what could she do? Her children were suspicious of strangers and grudgingly permitted the presence of their grandparents, aunt, and Molly. But if left alone with anyone other than their parents, the twins waged war. They simply refused to behave. They would not calm until Shirley and Donovan returned to the fold. The doctors had advised them to expose the children to more strangers, including other children, but she worried her children were too advanced to fit in.

	And then there was the vampire problem. The local residents were humans. None were aware that the nuns in the resident convent or the Traits were vampires. It was easy enough to hide their vampire from the adults, but there was no way to control her children. Doctors had no idea when their fangs or other vampire characteristics would emerge, but it would be catastrophic if revealed at a daycare center populated with humans. The kids might be fascinated or amused, but their parents would most certainly raise questions.

	“We have to find a way to get more vampire children on this island,” she muttered. “They need to be able to share with and learn from other vampire children. But they are the first born to a pure-blood in a century. Where on Earth could I find more?”

	“More children?” Donovan pulled his wife against his firm, muscular body, and nipped her earlobe. “Does my wife desire more children?” He chuckled. “We had so much fun creating these two, how could I refuse?” He ran a hand through his thick black hair, his silver-blue eyes gleaming. A sultry smile crossed his full lips.

	Shirley resisted the urge to swoon. Damn, her husband was irresistible. Tall, dark, and supernaturally handsome, he had always had groupies, mostly human females, but a few men as well. In Chicago, he had received every accolade available to a hot lawyer on the rise. He had stopped the aging process at thirty-eight, a great age for a mature male. But it wasn’t just his good looks that made him so hot, it was also his personality. The man was so charming he could convince all of the penguins in Antarctica to turn over their fish. Shirley groaned as Donovan ran his tongue down her neck while his hands played with her breasts. His lips sought hers. Shirley moaned and turned to press her hips against Donovan’s stiff cock, desire flaming in her core. The kiss deepened and passion overwhelmed her senses. Shirley pulled at Donovan’s loose-fitting shirt, wanting him, needing him. Her hand grasped his full cock. Something struck her leg. “Ouch!” She jumped away from her husband and bent down to rub her calf. “What the heck?” Then she began to giggle.

	Donovan bent down, picked up a wooden block, and held it up, glaring at his son. “Alex! You do not throw blocks at your mommy. You hurt her. You do not hurt mommy.”

	Alex’s grinning face crumbled and he began to wail.

	Shirley rushed to him and swept him into her arms.

	“Shirley, put him down. You are rewarding him for hurting you. I will not raise my son to be a bully. He must learn that hurting people is wrong.”

	Shirley turned, still cradling Alex’s head against her shoulder. “Well, I just can’t... “

	“Shirley, put him down.” Donovan’s voice was firm and insistent.

	Shirley glared at him, then set Alex back down on the floor.

	“Mm... “ Alex lifted his arms, inviting his mother to pick him up again.

	Donovan knelt beside Alex and gently pushed his arms down. “No, Alex. You hurt your mother. You will not be rewarded for that.”

	Alex began to fuss, his anger evident.

	“Darling, he doesn’t understand. He’s only six months old.”

	“Yet he understands what behaviors will get our attention. He needs to learn that throwing blocks is not one of them.”

	Shirley sighed. “I know you’re right. Of course, you’re right. But... “

	Lilabeth gazed at her brother and attempted to hug him. Alex shrugged her off and again began to wail. Lilabeth stared at him and crawled off the blanket they had been playing on. She moved over to Donovan and sat on his foot, raising her arms
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