
  
    
  


  How does one defend a mass murderer who just happens to be a vampire, especially when he is distractingly sexy?

 

 

Welcome to Vampire Court, where nothing is as it seems, where justice is swift and severe for the guilty, and the rules are not to be broken.

Meet Winter, a gorgeous, human-despising vampire accused of mass murder. Winter hides a secret that could clear him of the charge, a secret he fights to conceal. If known, it would be worse than the murder charge he faces.

Meet Dustin Belmont, fresh out of law school. He is also struggling, trying to jump-start his career, unable to turn down this job offer, no matter how weird these people seem.

Dustin is trying to wrap his head around who or what his new client is. Forced to spend a week at The Source, the bizarre vampire mansion preparing his case, Dustin will have loads of time to get to know his disagreeable, uncooperative client. But can Dustin even defend the gorgeous Winter when what he has done appears to be clearly undefendable?
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  Chapter One

 

 

The Reservoir Tavern appeared as a small, dingy shack sitting at the edge of a dead-end street. It was made of stone for the most part. There were very few windows, and most of them were broken. The time-weary sign above the heavy wooden door emitted a hissing sound, constantly flickering as if it were struggling for its last breath.

Dustin wasn’t sure what had made him turn that corner, but he felt compelled. There wasn’t much to see, and it didn’t look at all safe, but his feet moved forward anyway. There was only one lamp post, which meant the street was practically shrouded in darkness, as were the tavern, the three empty lots, and what once must have been a small factory.

He’d been taking a walk, wasting time until his sister got off work from the hospital, and for some reason, he ended up walking into the Reservoir for a beer. He had no idea that once he was inside, nothing would ever be the same again.

After he mounted the two shaky wooden steps and walked onto the gallery, Dustin pulled open the heavy door.

There was music, if you could call it that. The singer screeched in some foreign language. Dustin winced. It was awful. He paused and looked around, squinting. He could barely make out the outlines of customers in the bar, but they were there, a handful of them, among a scattering of tables. And they were all staring at him.

Suddenly, Dustin was hit directly in the face by a cavalcade of bright, piercing lights. Dustin raised a hand to shield his eyes from the glare. They were like headlights on a foggy night, slicing through the gloom.

That strange song was still playing on the jukebox in the corner next to the bar. No one was speaking, or lifting their glasses, or even moving. It was as if they’d all suddenly frozen in time.

Dustin decided to make his way to the bar. He’d have a drink, then leave. He already regretted coming in here. He stumbled over what may have been an empty bottle and found his way to the bar. He’d been in dank places before, but this one would win prizes.

Dustin glanced around and spotted two males leaning on the bar at the far end. A pool table and a dart board sat behind them, but no one was playing. One of the men was wearing a long, dark coat. He was very tall. It looked like he had pancake makeup on his face. He was extremely pale. Maybe he was in the theatre or a circus clown. The lighting in this place really messed with your head. The guy with him was shorter in stature, with spiky black hair. Dustin could hear talking, and they appeared to be engaged in conversation, but their mouths weren’t moving. Dustin took a seat at the bar. Where’s the bartender? And as soon as he thought it, a muscle-bound guy with a Mohawk appeared. He, too, just stared at Dustin.

A new song began to play. A cacophony of music, with another woman singing the same line over and over: “Coursing, coursing. Beautiful coursing.” Oh, God.

“Weird song,” Dustin said to the silent bartender.

The bartender picked up a glass and casually began wiping it. “It’s a classic,” he said without blinking.

“Really?” Dustin looked toward the door. “I’m more of a heavy metal man myself.” He laughed, but the bartender’s expression remained stoic. Whoa. They take their music seriously here.

“Can I get a beer, please?” Dustin asked.

“We’re closed.” He met Dustin’s gaze.

Dustin looked around. “You’re not closed. What about all those people?”

“We don’t serve your kind here.”

Was it written on his forehead that he was gay? That pissed him off. “You are aware that it’s illegal to discriminate.”

The bartender just kept on staring at him.

“I’ll have a beer from the tap.” Dustin crossed his arms. “Now please.”

The bartender didn’t move.

“From the looks of this dump,” Dustin snapped, “I don’t think you’re in any position to be turning down business. And I’m a lawyer.” Dustin pointed at him. “You are serving other people. I’ll sue this place if you don’t serve me.”

“What people?” the bartender asked him.

Dustin turned around. His jaw dropped. Where in the hell had everyone gone? Even the two at the bar had disappeared. Before he could say anything else, a face popped up beside him.

“Hello there.”

Dustin jumped, almost falling off his bar stool. “Ah, yes, hello.”

“Did I hear you say you were a lawyer?”

“Yes. I’m a lawyer.” Dustin got back on his seat and looked at the young man who was leaning on the bar. He was dressed in jeans and a black jacket. His eyes were blue. He didn’t look old enough to be in this place. His flawless skin also looked mighty pale. He was quite beautiful, slender and of average height.

“I’m Elu,” he said.

“Dustin Belmont.” He held out his hand.

Elu grabbed it and shook it at a strange angle. “Glad to make your acquaintance.”

“Your hand’s cold,” Dustin commented.

“I’m always cold. So, are you here to donate?”

“Donate?” Dustin shook his head.

“Oh, you just wandered in here,” Elu corrected himself.

“Yes. Are you collecting money for something?” Dustin asked him.

Elu motioned to the bartender. “No. Crass, give the guy a beer. It’s okay.”

The bartender immediately poured the beer, then slammed the glass down in front of Dustin. He almost snarled at him.

Dustin stared at Elu. That fellow does not like me.

“He doesn’t like anyone much.” Elu shrugged.

“Did I say that aloud?”

Elu ignored the question. “So, you got any experience defending the undefendable?”

“Ah, no, I mean, I’ve just started out, no clients yet.” Dustin looked at him. “But I don’t believe there’s anyone who can’t be defended.”

He laughed. “You don’t know Winter.”

“Who?”

“I have a friend. He’s in deep shit.” Elu sighed. “He’s in danger of being sentenced to the true death.”

True death? Was there any other kind of death? “Is he on death row, this Winter?”

“Ah, I guess you could call it death row.” Elu looked uncertain.

“What did he do?”

“He delivered the final death to twenty-two people.”

Dustin’s eyes widened. “Final death?”

“Yes. They are really, really dead.”

“He killed twenty-two people?” Wow.

“Yep.”

“When did this happen?” Dustin inquired. “I would have heard about this on the news.”

“Not necessarily.”

“Was he in a war? Did this happen outside the USA?”

Elu chewed his thumbnail. “Kind of a war, I guess. He needs a lawyer, and no one wants to take his case. We can pay, whatever, three times your usual fee.”

“So, ah, okay, just tell me where he’s being held, and I’ll arrange to meet with Winter.” He took out his phone. “What’s his last name?”

“Ah, it doesn’t work like that.”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s a tiny problem.”

“What problem?” Dustin waited.

“I have to convince Winter. He doesn’t like humans.”

He laughed aloud. “Ah, come again?”

“Winter’s set in his ways.” Elu grimaced. “Do you have a card?”

“Yes.” Dustin reached into his pocket. He handed his card to Elu.

“You are available at night, right?” Elu eyed him.

I’m available anytime right now. “Sure.”

“I have to run this by Massimo,” Elu said. “We have hired humans in the past where there is an important trial. Our kind doesn’t have many lawyers. But humans need to be cleared first and take the oath.”

Okay. I’m completely lost now. “I don’t understand, Elu. What do you mean by our kind?”

“You know.” He did a little twirl on the bar stool and threw up his hands in the air. “Vampires. Blood suckers.” He put on a spooky voice, made a face, and said, “Creatures of the night.”

Dustin laughed. “Cute. Are you trying to tell me that you think this Winter is a—” Dustin had a problem getting out the word. “—vampire?” It sounded ridiculous coming out of his mouth.

“I don’t think he’s a vampire. He is a vampire,” Elu replied. “And I can say that because your kind doesn’t believe vampires exist, except in folklore and scary movies. If the truth were known, vampires would have been wiped out by now.”

Dustin wasn’t sure what to say to that. The guy was a nut case. Dustin stared down at his beer for a minute. When he looked up again, Elu was gone. He glanced around and noticed that the place was still empty except for the bartender. The music stopped abruptly. It was deathly quiet. Dustin took a few quick sips of his beer. It was time to get the hell out of there. “Well,” he said to the bartender, sliding off his seat. “It’s been grand. I think I’ll get going now.”

“You need a ride.” The bartender picked up the phone.

“No. I don’t need a cab, thanks. I’m going to walk to the subway.”

The bartender put down the phone. “It’s outside.” He hooked his thumb toward the door. “Since you may end up on the payroll, the driver will take you anywhere you need to go. Just get in, tell him the address. Keep your mouth shut. He’s not a conversationalist.”

Dustin nodded at him and went to the door. When he got outside, he stopped short. A vehicle that looked like a hearse with smoky windows sat in front of the tavern. The motor was running. As Dustin walked down the rickety steps, the back door of the vehicle opened on its own. He gawked at it. Nope. I’m not getting into that thing.

Dustin went closer and peered tentatively into the back seat. A partition separated the view from the driver. “Ah, thanks for the offer,” he said, feeling as if he were talking to no one. “It’s a nice night. I want to walk to the subway. Bye now.”

Dustin hurried off down the street. As he walked, that damn funeral car began to follow him. Dustin quickened his pace. The car sped up. He was practically running by the time he reached the subway, his breathing only returning to normal when he was seated on the train and it began to move.

Dustin contemplated his encounter with those strange people in that weird tavern as he counted the stops. He’d been offered a potential job, but it looked like he’d be representing a member of some strange cult. Three times his normal fee was something he couldn’t turn down, even if the client thought he was made of fairy dust. He’d read about people who truly believed they were vampires.

As he counted each stop the subway train made, his mind went back to the events of this morning. He’d been woken up by the sound of his sister sparring with her boyfriend. They’d been arguing about him.

“How much longer is your brother going to stay with us? He’s been out of law school five weeks.” That was Peter, the boyfriend.

“He’s having problems getting clients,” his sister, Tammy, countered. “He’s waiting to hear back from law firms.”

“All he has to do is open his own office, like a lot of lawyers do.”

“That takes money,” his sister protested. “He doesn’t have it. All he’s got is his part-time job at the hardware store.”

Dustin hated being a burden on his sister. He was paying board, but still, Peter didn’t hide the fact that he couldn’t wait for him to leave.

Dustin had risen from the sofa and went to take a shower. He shaved, dressed in his best suit, and picked up his laptop. He’d go to the internet café as usual and try to drum up clients.

He would love to open his own office, but he didn’t have the capital. He was paying off his student loans, and the job at the hardware store barely covered the essentials.

This morning he grabbed toast and coffee at the Surf Café like he always did.

It was tough out there. He’d made a website and was on Facebook. He used Twitter and several other techniques to advertise his available legal services. He’d sent resumes to several law firms and had heard nothing back so far. He was willing to do pro bono if only to get his name out there. No bites there either.

Whenever Dustin walked into the Surf, as everyone called it, in the trendy Greenwich neighbourhood a few blocks from Tammy’s place, he always felt at home.

The padded chairs in alternate black and white, as well as the laptop ready tables with built-in outlets and Wi-Fi, made the Surf a popular place. And as long as you had coffee in front of you, no one hassled you to leave.

 

Dustin had stayed for a few hours, writing letters, sharing Facebook entries and drinking countless cups of coffee. Then, he went back to the apartment, changed into jeans and a t-shirt, and headed off to his job at the hardware store.

The people at Grant Hardware were like one big family, and they loved Dustin. He’d been working at Grant’s for over seven years. It started as a summer job when he was in high school. Although he still had to take out student loans, his job at Grant’s had been a big help getting through law school. He could have been full time as a manager if he’d wanted to by now but if he got on that train, he’d risk leaving his law career behind.

Dustin finished up his work on time and took a walk. That’s how he’d ended up at that dive called the Reservoir.

He couldn’t wait to tell Tammy what had happened. It had been a very bizarre experience. He still wasn’t sure why that funeral car had followed him to the subway station. That was creepy as hell.

Dustin entered the apartment quietly, hoping Peter had gone to bed. He got his wish. He could hear him snoring from the other room. Dustin made up the sofa in the den, prepared some hot chocolate and grabbed today’s newspaper. Tammy would be home soon. It was their favourite time. Tammy would arrive, change into her night clothes and sit with him on the sofa. They’d just talk and talk, sometimes into the wee hours. Tonight, he had plenty to tell her.

As he sat reading the newspaper and drinking his hot chocolate, his mind drifted. He hoped whoever these people were who wanted this Winter guy represented, they’d hire him. No matter how strange that Elu guy seemed, Dustin was feeling optimistic for the first time since he’d left law school. A case. A real case that paid.

A few minutes later, Dustin heard Tammy’s key in the door.

“Hey, Bro,” she said. She looked tired.

“Rough night?” Dustin asked, getting up to take her jacket and bag.

She groaned in reply. “Emergency was a zoo.”

“Get in your PJs,” he said. “And I’ll make you some hot chocolate.”

“Um, lovely, with marshmallows?” Tammy murmured.

“Of course.”

“Peter went to bed?”

“Yes. He’s snoring away in there.” Dustin told her.

“I think he has sleep apnea.” Tammy went into the bathroom where she always left her night clothes, so she didn’t wake Peter up. When she came out, she closed the bedroom door. “He sounds like a freight train.”

“I know. How do you sleep?”

“White noise,” she said, tying her housecoat.

A few minutes later with her hot chocolate in hand and her feet up in the recliner, Tammy let loose a sigh. “Um, this feels good.”

“So, what happened in Emerge?” Dustin asked, settling onto the sofa.

“Big car accident on the Brooklyn Bridge. A lot of people hurt.”

“Oh no,” Dustin exclaimed. “Everyone survive?”

“No.” She closed her eyes. “Two people dead. We had chaos there, people running around, crying. So sad.”

“I admire what you do, Sis.” He blew her a kiss.

She smiled. “Thanks. So how was your day?”

“Well,” he beamed. “I may have a client.”

She lifted her head. “Really? Okay, tell me, who is it?”

“Well,” he hesitated. “I’m really not sure yet. It’s kind of different.”

“What do you mean?” She sipped her cocoa.

“They want me to defend someone who’s accused of murder.” As he said the words, he was beginning to wonder if he’d dreamt this. It was more like mass murder.

“Yes, but who are you defending? Did you meet the client?”

“No.”

Tammy’s eyes widened.

“I mean, I met his friend Elu. He overheard me say I was a lawyer, and I gave him my card. Said they were going to execute this guy. His name’s Winter.”

Tammy’s eyes widened. “Honey, did you tell him the death penalty was abolished here in 2007?”

“These guys live by their own code.”

“Are you listening to yourself? You’re talking vigilante justice. The authorities don’t know they have the person responsible for this murder, do they?”

“I don’t think so. Anyway,” Justin sighed, “I have to be approved first or something.”

“You’re not seriously thinking of taking this job?” Tammy put down her cup. “Sounds like the mob.”

He shrugged. “They’d pay me three times my normal fee.”

“This is illegal,” Tammy told him.

Dustin nodded. “I know. I haven’t got it all figured out yet. It sure was a strange place that tavern, and I wasn’t keen about being followed home by a hearse.”

Tammy’s jaw dropped. “A hearse?”

“I was offered a ride, but I didn’t feel right, so I walked. That damn hearse was following me, so I took the subway to lose it. I think they might be some sort of a cult or something.”

“My God!” Tammy muttered.

“I think they’re harmless. You know those Goths sorts that think they’re vampires.”

“Vampires?” Tammy’s eyes widened. “Are you kidding?”

“They’re not real vampires, Tammy.”

“Of course they aren’t, but everything you’ve told me so far gives me pause. They’re talking about killing someone. You aren’t really considering going to work for them?”

She waited for his answer.

Dustin looked at her. “I’m waiting to meet the client, find out some more.” He met her gaze, “If it’s legit, I can’t afford not to take this job.”

 


  Chapter Two

 

 

Elu had been perched on the window sill outside Winter’s cell for the last two hours. Since their last discussion about the human lawyer fellow, there had been complete silence. Winter hadn’t realized how damn stubborn Elu could be until tonight.

“I’m not giving up,” Elu told him. “I’m not letting you go.”

They’d been friends for over two centuries.

He’d been in trouble before. Massimo told him his middle name was trouble. He didn’t have a middle name. He’d said as much to Massimo, but that fellow didn’t have much of a sense of humour.

Winter looked around him. The cage they’d put him in was inescapable. He’d managed to wangle his way out of many bad situations, but this time, it was over. He sat on the hard-as-a-rock single bed, listening to the water drip through the stone walls.

Winter knew Elu’s heart was in the right place but no lawyer, human or otherwise, could save him this time. “Haven’t you got something better to do than hold up that window sill and stare at me all night?”

“Told you,” Elu said, hopping down to the cement floor. “I’m not leaving until you at least agree to meet with this guy.”

Winter came as close to the bars as possible. They’d been coated with a mixture of garlic and pure silver. The smell was overwhelming, but if he were to touch them, they’d paralyze him. “What’s so special about this human boy anyway?”

“I have a good feeling about him. Unlike you,” Elu said, “I have a fondness for the breathers. Please, Winter.”

“Not going to happen.”

Elu stayed a safe distance. “Do you know how hard I had to fight to even be allowed to be here with you right now? Why won’t you tell me what happened that night?”

“There’s nothing to tell. I’m guilty. The court will condemn me, and that’s all there is to it.” He shrugged as if it didn’t matter.

“Have you lost your zest?” Elu peered at him. “Is it because you want to go into hibernation like you did back in the eighteen twenties? I know we all go through that, hibernate a hundred years or so, then come back to walk among the living.” Elu waited, watching him. “But this is the true death, permanent, Winter.”

Winter began to pace. “Go, Elu, leave me in peace.” He was feeling it again, that clawing feeling in his gut.

“You will meet with Dustin Belmont, tell him what you won’t tell me.” Elu’s fists clenched. “Winter. You are my closest friend. How do you expect me to go on alone, without you?”

Winter sighed. He looked at him. “I appreciate the sentiment, Elu, but even if I agreed to see this human solicitor, Massimo would have to run it by the council. Why don’t you just
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