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CHAPTER ONE
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What was that?

The very air itself seemed to shift around me as a tingle danced down my spine and my skin pebbled in gooseflesh before warming. Odd. 

“Drink him if you’re thirsty,” I muttered to the two vampires in my employ who’d brought the man currently splayed across the table in my interrogation room to me. After questioning, the man appeared to be a lone pervert, not part of any organization, so there was no information to get from him that would lead us to other scum of his kind who needed to be destroyed. Just a common pedophile. “Then kill him and clean up the mess.”

I left the room with the echo of the man’s screams in my ears. Cry me a river, motherfucker. The predator was getting off easy. I’d intended to play with him before making him my evening meal and felt a bit of dissatisfaction knowing he would die quicker than I preferred his kind to die, but something strange was afoot. Something...interesting. A man of my centuries didn’t experience new and interesting occurrences often enough to ignore them. 

I didn’t have to cast out my senses to know where the oddity came from. I felt the pull of it deep in my chest, as if a line had been cast out and the hook had embedded in my chest. Deeper than that. In my soul. But I hadn’t lived hundreds of years by running into situations blind.

“Show me the bar,” I said, approaching the assortment of paranormals and the odd human I employed to do all the technological work I couldn’t be bothered to learn. I had a computer in my office and could operate it well enough, but my tech team were specialists. And they didn’t hesitate to follow commands.

The bar’s security feed appeared on the large plasma screen that hung at the front of the tech team’s area in the lower level of the building that housed the bar I operated out of, and my gaze instantly locked onto the back of a woman with brunette hair grazing her shoulders, dressed casually, as if she’d left her office job before heading to the bar. I couldn’t see her face, but already, I knew she would be the most beautiful woman I’d ever laid eyes on. She sat at the bar talking to the bartender on duty and the moment James smiled at her, the urge to reach through the vampire’s chest and rip his heart out rose in me. The thought shocked me. Not the violence of it. I’d done far worse without batting an eye. But I’d never killed a man for simply smiling at a woman. 

Before I could ponder my reaction further, I recognized someone else on the screen. The bar was rectangular, centered in the middle of the room, with seating on all four sides. The woman sat dead center and the balding man with what was left of his hair pulled back into a low ponytail watching her sat around the corner of the bar on her right, giving him the perfect view for a stalking. Now, him, I had reason to harm.

“Give me more angles,” I said and telepathically, I reached out to my bartender as alternate camera angles appeared on the screen. How long has he been here?

Barnaby Quimby, the hunter with the world’s worst hair? A few hours.

About as long as I’d been feeling the strange pull that had annoyed me while I’d been dealing with pedophiles and other urgent business. But Quimby had never caused that type of reaction. He was just a hunter, and one whose family was supposed to have a truce with me and all I protected hence why none of my people had reacted defensively to his presence. It was the woman unsettling me, a fact I believed more than ever when she turned her head and—sweet fucking hell. 

I didn’t know who she was, but I knew she was mine. A strange reaction, and one I had never experienced in the centuries since I’d been turned and never before either, and it wasn’t for a lack of women. I’d been through more than my fair share of women of various ages, races, shapes, and sizes. All beautiful. Some genuinely impressive. But this stranger... I didn’t know her name, who she was, or where she came from, but I felt like I knew her more than I’d ever known any woman I’d been with. 

I think he’s waiting on this woman to get drunk enough to hop on his dick, James said through our telepathic link, all the while speaking to the woman. And she’s almost there. I’m going to cut her off and put her in a cab. 

No! The command was out of me before I could think of it, and I was already up the stairs and in the hall behind the bar. I had no doubt Quimby was stalking the woman, but not for the reason James thought.

I stepped through the door that opened out to The Midnight Rider and approached the woman. Her back was to me. James offered her coffee and she attempted to nod her head, which resulted in her sliding off the barstool, and I was right there to catch her around her slender waist. The moment we touched, a jolt went through me and the urge to lay down my life for her right then and there ignited.

“I got her. Bring us over some coffees. Strong.” 

James nodded as I led the woman away from the bar, supporting her as she walked on wobbly legs. I delivered a glare Quimby’s way, warning him off. 

“Here you go,” I said gently as I helped her into a booth and sat across from her. 

She raised her head to look at me fully and gasped softly as her emerald green eyes rounded. I wondered if she felt the same pull I felt. “Who are you?”

“Rider. What’s your name?” 

She took her time responding, appearing to think it over, deciding whether to answer at all. Unless she’d drunk enough to actually forget her name. She was clearly inebriated.  

“Danni Keller,” she eventually answered, her voice barely above a whisper. Such a normal name, yet it was extraordinary because she was extraordinary. 

“Why, Danni Keller, are you trying to drink away your sorrows?” 

“I heard it works.”

The coffee came, and I took both cups from the server, before sliding them in front of her. “It doesn’t work. It just delays the inevitable.”

“Aren’t you drinking?”

“No,” I answered. “I don’t drink coffee. You, however, need it.” 

She picked up one of the mugs and blew on it, and my groin responded to the way her full cherry red lips puckered.

“Hey! This one is mine,” Quimby said sharply, approaching our booth. He was an older squat man missing the majority of hair that should have covered the top half of his head, with deep-set eyes and a sharp nose. His usual attire of vest and pants under a longer coat did nothing to make him look less like Batman’s nemesis, The Penguin. But he was a damn good hunter, along with the rest of his bloodline. 

“Not this one.” I spoke calmly, facing the man. He may have been a threat to Danni Keller, but not to me. 

“She’s mine, Rider.”

Danni nearly choked on the coffee she’d sipped. “You two know each other?”

“Unfortunately,” I said, never taking my gaze off the man standing over me. “If I were you, Barnaby, I’d walk away and pretend you never saw her.”

“Why don’t you make me take that walk?”

“Gladly,” I said, rising to a stand. “Stay here, Danni. Don’t leave with anyone.” 

She started to speak, but then winced and simply nodded before taking another sip of coffee. 

Keep your eye on her and let no harm come to her, I instructed James through our link as I took Quimby outside.

“You know our deal, Rider.”

“Yes, and you’re poaching not only in my territory but right inside my bar in full view of everyone,” I said, keeping my tone level as I walked him around the building and down a side alley where we could have some privacy.

“She’s a succubus,” the shorter man hissed as we came to a stop and he turned to face me. 

“No, she’s an innocent woman who happens to have a blood type that attracts incubi and you’re stalking her, using her to set a trap.” 

“I’m sorry. At what point did you no longer want incubi erased from this earth?” 

I hefted out a breath, so damn tired of this shit. The man before me was just a human, but he was a human with tricks and skills, a man born and raised within a family of hunters. I’d known many generations of Quimbys and had made a pact with one that had remained in effect after all this time and so many generations. Some I liked more than others. I didn’t like the one in front of me at all. 

“You very well know I want them gone and take them out myself whenever the opportunity to do so arises, but I do not sacrifice innocent women. How do you even know she has sweet blood?” I asked, my gut twisting. Barnaby Quimby was a damn good hunter, just like the rest of his family had been, but they couldn’t tell when a lone human woman had sweet blood because they were only human despite their skills and talents. They were the closest thing to a true slayer that a hunter could be without stepping over into the realm of the paranormal, but not even they were that good. “You’ve been making other deals, haven’t you?”

“Don’t you worry about how I know what she is,” Quimby said, grinning in a way that told me he had, in fact, dabbled on the dark side enough to get a few extra tricks up his sleeves. He’d probably slaughtered whatever witch had helped him right after getting the extra help he’d needed.

“You will not harm that woman,” I said in a tone that warned him this was not a negotiation. “You will not stand by and allow her to be hurt just to catch an incubus. In fact, leave. I have this now.”

“That I can’t do, Rider. I’ve been hunting this bastard and it doesn’t escape me it’s the same one you’ve been in close contact with more than a few times over the years and somehow, he keeps on living.”

My blood froze in my veins. Selander Ryan’s wicked dark eyes glittering with laughter swam before my face. The living ghost who’d haunted me since before I’d been changed from man to...something not quite a monster, but just as dangerous. He was most definitely a monster and needed to be put down. I wouldn’t stop Quimby from doing so if he were able to remedy that failing on my part, but not at the expense of Danni Keller. 

“She’s just a woman,” Quimby said. “The need of the many outweighs the life of the one or whatever. I’m taking that beast down and if I have to sacrifice some random chick to do—”

I cut off the rest of his commentary with a forearm to his throat as I shoved him into a brick wall hard enough to send up a plume of dust and leave a man-shaped dent in the building. “You will not fucking touch her or allow him near her, you hear me, you weaselly son of a bitch?”

I growled, baring my fangs, and Quimby reacted, splashing my exposed neck with hawthorn oil, an oil that burned vampires and could even kill if enough was applied and for a long enough amount of time, that he’d been hiding a small vial of in his hand since he’d approached me in the bar. The burning sensation was enough of a shock, I hissed and drew back, dropping him to the ground, and he took off at a fast clip. 

Skilled hunter or not, he had nothing on me in terms of speed, but before I could go after him, I felt a pull deep in my chest quickly followed by a stab of pure fear, and I knew it was Danni Keller, even if I had no clue how or why I’d developed this connection to her. 

I ran the opposite way, passing the back of the bar, knowing she wasn’t in there. James would suffer for this, and he would die if I didn’t get to her in time, I thought as I sped toward where I felt her, knowing on some level that she was in danger. 

My heart lurched against my ribcage as I came upon them, with Danni on the ground, slumped against a building. And Selander Ryan’s teeth buried in her neck. A growl tore out of me as I ripped Ryan away from her body and I ignored the call of her sweet blood to finish him as I should have a long time ago.

Ryan laughed as he took me to the ground and we rolled while exchanging punches and snarled death threats. I called on my power as he got me on my back and felt the glow of it wash over me before I reached through his chest. 

Ryan jumped away before I could grab more than his rib bones, hissing from the pain as he held his mangled chest together while blood dripped from his shredded shirt and open wound. 

“Let the game begin,” he said, before fleeing.

I could chase him, but Danni was my concern. She’d slumped completely to the ground, the side of her neck mottled and oozing blood. The monster hadn’t just bitten her. He’d attacked viciously. She would be dead in a matter of minutes, and then she would be something far worse. But maybe, just maybe, there was still hope. Ryan and I were close enough in age and power...

“Danni!” I grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her into a sitting position.

She opened her eyes and fear engulfed them. “Get away from me!” 

“I can’t. Damn it, I told you not to leave with anyone!”

“You drugged me.”

What? Ryan, I realized. Who knew what the devil had told her to get her out of my bar and into the alley. “No! We don’t have time for this. He almost succeeded in killing you. You must choose now, Danni.”

“Choose?”

“I can bring you back, but you must choose.”

“Bring me back from where?”

I swallowed, drowning in guilt. I should have protected her better. She shouldn’t be forced to make such a choice. “Death. You’re already gone. It just hasn’t set in yet.” 

She just stared back at me, a dazed look in her eyes as tears spilled over to fall silently, and I knew I was losing her. Losing her before I’d gotten to know her and that was just too much of a tragedy to take.

“Choose, Danni. Choose now. Life or death.” Please choose life. Please don’t make me do this without your consent. I could not lose her.

“Life,” she whispered, with hardly enough energy to form the word.

I dropped my fangs and plunged them into the side of her neck opposite the damage Ryan had inflicted, and drank until the blood slowed and she hovered just over the brink of death. Then I used the knife I carried in my boot to slice my wrist and thrust it into her mouth.

She instinctively swallowed the life-preserving nectar, then jerked her head away with the little energy she had left.

“No more drugs,” she whispered, her voice quivering in fear. Her eyes closed, not enough energy in her to keep them open. 

“No drugs,” I assured her. “Medicine. Take it and heal.”

I pressed my wrist against her mouth again, willing her to take it on her own. She’d been through so much already due to my failure and the failure of my employees to keep her safe. I didn’t want to get rough with her, but she had to take the blood. It was the only way I could correct the horror that had been inflicted on her.

She must have decided to trust me, or else survival instinct won out, because she accepted my wrist and swallowed mouthful after mouthful until I had to take my wrist away and seal my wound with a glide of my tongue. 

I picked her up and tucked her against my chest. Her eyelids fluttered, and she struggled against my hold.  

“Stop it, Danni. You have a long, hard couple of days ahead of you. Get some rest.”

Obediently, she quit resisting. Her eyes drifted closed, and she went limp in my arms.
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I could have taken her back to my living quarters over the bar, but she was in for a world of hurt...if she survived. I only had a hope and a prayer that what I’d done would work. She could still turn into a succubus thanks to that demon I should have put down ages ago. If that happened, I didn’t want her in my bar surrounded by my people, people trained to put down demons. And I wanted her where she would be most comfortable because this was going to be hell. 

Her identification had been on her, so I took her to her home, a small apartment in an area that wasn’t too dangerous, but nothing to boast about either. I called in help along the way, and Nannette was there before me, standing outside Danni Keller’s door on the second floor of the building. The African woman had been with me longer than most in my nest. Like the rest of them, she felt indebted to me for saving her from a life of slavery. Seeing the woman’s disapproving expression and the firm set of her shoulders, I knew that only that gratitude kept her from challenging me. Nannette was made of fire and steel. 

“Rider—”

“Do not question me, Nannette.” I respected her more than most, but I was a master vampire, the oldest in Kentucky where I’d established The Midnight Rider, and the surrounding states. I hadn’t sired her in the traditional sense, but I’d freed her of her sire and in turn, she’d pledged her loyalty to me, so she was part of my nest by that contract, if not by blood, and no one in my nest was to ever question me.

I shifted Danni in my arms so I could place my hand over the knob to her apartment door and my power pulsed from my palm into the locking mechanism. A quick twist, and we were in. 

Nannette moved in first, quickly scanning the residence, although neither of us had sensed the presence of others inside the portion of the building that belonged to Danni. Something flared in my chest, something close to rage, at the thought of finding a man inside. Fortunately, that didn’t seem to be an issue. A deep inhale revealed no masculine scents left on any of the décor. No one had to die for touching what was mine. 

The apartment was small. The front door opened into the living room. A pale blue couch with matching armchairs sat around a basic wood coffee table in front of a matching TV stand supporting a nineteen-inch flat-screen television. A small desk and bookshelves sat along the back wall, a combination of white blinds and soft blue curtains covering the window there. I didn’t imagine there to be much of a view, remembering the small parking lot had been on that side between her building and the one next to it. A side table topped with plants lined the left wall, and an open kitchen with a breakfast bar was to the right. She also had a small round dining table with matching wooden chairs and minimal décor. 

“Clear,” Nannette said, returning from the room she’d ducked into on the left.

I carried Danni into the room and settled her on the queen-size bed there. Another inhale revealed only her scent on the floral sheets and the scent of soaps and feminine things wafting from the open bathroom door. She had a dresser with a large mirror to the left side of the bed, a closet to the right of the door when you entered, and another desk, this one with a laptop and papers on it, set before another window. 

Nannette closed the blinds and drew the curtains closed without needing to be asked. She turned to look at the woman resting on the bed as she dug through the bag she’d brought with her. She produced a goblet.

“A goblet?”

“I just grabbed something. You’ve never done this before, have you? That’s the rumor.”

“That’s the fact,” I said, seeing no reason denying it. If I’d sired anyone, they’d still be around or else I’d still be on a murderous rampage avenging them. I protected what was mine, and I did so fiercely. 

“Usually, any blood would work after the initial feeding from the sire’s vein, but what you’re trying to do isn’t your normal turning. You’re trying to redirect a turn.” She shook her head, the disapproval glittering there in her dark eyes. “You’ll want to give her as much as you possibly can. I’ve brought blood packets for you to refuel, and Eliza is bringing more. She will be in and out of consciousness. When conscious, she will be feral with thirst, most likely worse than others due to the circumstances. Give her your wrist to ensure she doesn’t tear out your throat. And pour your blood into the cup when you can. Use that to give your flesh time to heal. You’re sure you want to do this?”

I only glared at Nannette until she got the message she was stepping over the line. I’d take her medical expertise as I always did in these matters, but not her opinions or doubts. My word was law. She ducked her head, getting the message, and held the goblet out. I set it on the nightstand next to Danni’s bed. 

“Anything else I need to know?”

Nannette studied Danni’s supine form and sighed. “To my knowledge, what you’re doing has never been done before. It’s hard to know anything for sure, but I’d bet my ass this is going to hurt her like hell. You’re looking at a human woman who has had the equivalent of venom from two very powerful, very violent entities injected into her and you’re wanting them to fight to the death inside her body. I can’t guarantee you it will work.”

“But there is a chance,” I said, pushing through the guilt of what I was about to put the young woman through, allowing hope to override it. The hope that I could still save her in the only way I had left except for putting her out of her torment with a swift death, something I couldn’t bring myself to do. My chest ached with just the thought of that. In the vicinity my heart had once beaten like a man’s before it had grown black and cold. Metaphorically, of course. Vampires weren’t quite the creatures authors and filmmakers had painted us to be. 

It took Nannette a moment to answer. “You are about the same age, close enough in power, as you stated when you came up with this idea. You bit her right after he did, near the very start of the process to turn her into a succubus. I make no guarantees, Rider. I can’t, not for something like this, something with no precedent. But...” Nannette slowly nodded. “It may work if she continues to ingest ample amounts of your blood. Another reason for the goblet. The siring process started with your enemy. His blood is in her body now. She may refuse yours if she smells that it comes from a vampire vein.”

“She took it in the alley,” I reminded her, brushing aside the fact that other than suggesting Danni might refuse my blood, she wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t already know. I’d hoped for something more, but I couldn’t hold her lack of knowledge against her. I was attempting something damn near impossible. Perhaps entirely impossible, but I wasn’t going there. I could not let this woman die or turn into something evil without a fight. I couldn’t fathom why, but instinctively knew the loss of her would destroy me.

“Survival instinct,” Nannette said dismissively. “A succubus’s turn is a slow, painful death, especially when she’s left by the sire to complete the turn without his aid. Her body knew it needed blood and yours was powerful. But if his blood takes hold firmly enough during the turn, it could be enough for her to refuse yours. We have no idea how she will react. Rider, if she gets the curved teeth...”

“We will deal with that when the time comes. I am not leaving her. I will pour every drop of blood in my body into her if that’s what it takes, and if the succubus tries to rise, that is why I only called you and Eliza. No males to give her power, none but myself.” 

“Why is she so impor—” Nannette straightened her full lips into a straight firm line and held her hands up when I gave her a quelling look. We both looked toward the bedroom door as we sensed the presence of another member of my nest drawing near. “I’ll fill Eliza in, and we’ll stay out there unless we are needed.” She sighed. “Good luck.”

I waited for her to leave, closing the door behind her, and looked down at the woman on the bed. Why was she so important to me? I had no idea. I’d never seen her before this night, but I knew her deep in my soul. I had sensed her the moment she’d entered my bar. She’d called to me, but didn’t seem to know me either. 

There was a scrapbook on her dresser. I flipped through it, seeing pictures of her and people I assumed were her family. She’d seemed happier when she was small, small and innocent. There was an older man in the pictures she looked happiest in. There was another small girl and an uptight-looking woman with them in others. A quick perusal showed she’d always been a beauty, but she hadn’t seemed that happy as she’d grown. But what the hell did I know about being happy? Age hadn’t brought me that gift either. 

There was one picture that caught my eye and held it for several minutes. She was a little girl and she sat atop the man’s shoulders. Her father, by the look of it. She had his features, only smaller and more feminine. They were posed next to a sign identifying The Great Smoky Mountains National Park with a backdrop of trees in a multitude of colors. It looked like a painting, and she smiled so sweetly it tugged at something inside me I’d thought long dead.

I closed the scrapbook and stepped back, not sure what I was feeling. Spooked, maybe. Overwhelmed. Confused. I shook my head, shaking the feeling off, and moved over to the desk. The laptop was open, but off, revealing no secrets. I lifted a brochure from her desk. It was from a plastic surgeon’s office, giving information about breast augmentation. My stomach sank, nearly dropped down to my feet when I saw that the brochure was for those who had already scheduled surgery. I dropped the brochure and walked back to the bed to stare down at her. Her breasts were small, indicating she hadn’t had any work done yet. I had never overly concerned myself with what women did to their bodies to make themselves feel better, but the sense of relief that washed over me at finding her still as she was naturally designed was immeasurable. She was perfect. Absolutely flawless from her head to her feet. It didn’t matter I had yet to see her naked. She simply was a thing of beauty and I would kill anyone who marred a single atom of her body. 

Her back arched off the bed and a cry of painful thirst erupted from her throat as she clawed at nothing, fighting the invisible monster attacking her body from the inside, and I slid onto the bed, holding her close, back-to-chest, as I shoved my wrist into her mouth. It had begun.

She was in and out of consciousness as the vampire and incubus blood dueled inside her body, fighting for dominance. Her eyes flickered red at times, causing my heart to seize in my chest each time, but there was still time for my blood to shift her from a succubus to a vampire. Either entity was dangerous and could turn into a monster, but if I shifted her change, I controlled her, and having me for a sire gave her a far better chance at being something other than a pure demon. Gave her a chance to be something more than an incubus’s slave, forced to use her body to breed and suck out souls. 

I fed her from my wrist when she came to, and bled into the goblet after she drifted off to ensure my blood was readily available each time she regained consciousness in case she awakened before I healed enough to feed her that way. Each time she awakened, she did so with a desperate thirst, writhing and arching off the bed with the pain of it. She awoke and arched again, her lips peeling back as she attempted to cry out, but emitted no sound, the pain all-consuming. 

“I’ve got you,” I said as I slid my hands around her waist, pulling her back against my chest. She tilted her head back, frightened eyes imploring for help as they met mine.

“Rest,” I whispered. “Drink and rest.”

I raised the dark glass to her lips, my wrist still healing from the multiple times she’d fed from it and tried to tear it all to hell in her desperate need. She drank from the goblet, grimacing at first as she always did, but the thirst always won out. 

“Rest, beautiful,” I whispered against her temple, and settled against the pillows as she calmed, soothed by the blood. We rested there, her back against my chest, my body wrapped around hers, ready to die for her, and I thought I might when she awakened sometime later, going straight for my throat.

The turning continued, long and drawn out. Hours passed with little rest between. I tried to get what I could while she was out, her body exhausted by the physical changes taking place inside her. Her new teeth still hadn’t come in. Her eyes continued to flicker and her cries of pain indicated the changes taking place in her gums, but her teeth hadn’t changed in any way. They would come in last and their shape would either be a blessing or a curse. 

I’d had to gag her at one point to keep her from tearing out my throat, and had fed her from a rag soaked through with my blood after she’d nearly taken my hand off, mauling me like a rabid dog as she fed. If not for the blood Nannette and Eliza had brought replenishing me while Danni slept, she may have succeeded in draining me dry. The rag delivered the blood slower while easing the discomfort in her gums, and soothed her back to sleep deeply enough to allow me to cleanse the blood from her body, and remove her sweat-soaked clothes along with my damp shirt. 

I’d hesitated to remove her undergarments. Doing such a thing without her consent went against everything I believed in, but there was a balance to what I was doing. Her sweat-soaked clothing chilled her skin and cold would only make her seek warmth harder, which could make the demon blood inside her override mine. So I removed them for her own safety, to give her a fighting chance. I did not touch her inappropriately or ogle her. It wasn’t that I wasn’t attracted to her. I’d never been more attracted to a woman, but this was not a sexual thing. I was trying to save her and stayed focused on that because one slip-up, one miscalculation, and I could lose her forever. So when she slept naked against my body, she slept safer than if she’d been covered in armor. 

She tossed and turned in her sleep, moaning and whimpering. At one point, she seemed to be speaking to her
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