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She never thought she’d fall in love with a dead man...

But FBI Agent Diana Reyes couldn’t resist sexy Southern vampire Ryder Latimer.  After years of fighting the good fight together, it’s time for the happily-ever-after, but life just isn’t fair.  Diana is expecting, but the pregnancy is taking a toll on her precarious health. To save the baby and Diana, she and Ryder must make a most difficult choice: turn Diana into a vampire or risk losing both her and the baby.  Only to do that, Ryder risks the wrath of being sanctioned by the Slayer Council.
A danger from the past will force her to choose duty over friends and her lover...

Dhampir Michaela Ramirez’s position on the Slayer Council is fragile at best, but buoyed by the support of newfound vampire friends and her lover, FBI Director Jesus Hernandez, Michaela is moving away from her quest to find the vampire who sired her and killed her mother.  But that past will soon come to haunt her and force her to choose between the lover who fulfills her and the friends who helped save her life in order to have justice for her mother and the Slayer Council.
Ryder Latimer lived without love for centuries and can’t imagine doing it again...
Ryder’s immortal life was empty until Diana Reyes charged into it.  Now she is his wife and expecting his child, something he never thought possible.  He would do anything to save them, including risking his own life in a fight against the Slayer Council and the vampire who wants to see Michaela dead.

Dedication

To my mother, who always believed that anything was possible if you were willing to work hard. You were right.

Prologue

Jersey Shore

Eighteen Years Ago

The rich scent of the woman’s blood peppered the night air.

The woman who should be long dead.

Connall Burk had grown up on the Jersey Shore centuries ago, and now as an immortal vampire, he came back every summer to relive the many pleasant nights he’d experienced on the oceanfront. Good thing. Apparently he had loose ends to tie up.

He hadn’t seen the woman in the yellow sundress for nearly eight years. Not since the warm summer night he had wooed her at a bar just a few towns over. He remembered her vividly; her blue eyes were amazing, mesmerizing. They’d gone for a walk that night, and after finding a quiet place under the boardwalk, he’d led her deep beneath the fragrant, freshly laid planks of wood. 

And then he had raped her and drained her dry of blood, relishing the intoxicating sight of life extinguishing in those blue, blue eyes. 

Or at least he had thought it had. Now that he knew better, he intended to fix his mistake.

But not before having a little fun.

Moments ago when he spotted her, he’d gone after her, but the bouncer at the bar had stepped between them, keeping him from seizing her and hauling her off. 

She’d run, of course. But he had scratched her arm as he’d grabbed for her, and she was bleeding. Child’s play for a vampire to follow.

With mounting anticipation, he tracked the scent of her blood and the crackle and snap of the sharp marsh grasses as she fled down the dunes. It had been a dry summer along the Shore and the noise was enough to wake the dead. But they were alone on the beachfront. 

Or were they? She crested a dune and the moonlight shone, highlighting her bright yellow sundress. Beside her, closer to the ground, there was a brief movement of a shadow. But it disappeared just as quickly.

Her gaze connected with his, filled with fear. He smiled. The only thing more intoxicating than the fragrance of her blood was the smell of her terror.

She turned and ran again. Not that she would escape him.

Eager for a taste of her, he hurtled toward her at vamp speed, but she surprised him, whirling to hold her ground. She held her head high in what she must have thought was a courageous tilt, but it was merely reckless. Did she not remember who he was? What he was? Blood flowed freely from the cut on her arm, liquid obsidian in the moonlight, making him salivate. So tempting...

“You didn’t think you could escape me again, did you?” Connall said, sauntering to stand before her.

She looked past him, but when he went to track her gaze, she challenged him. “You will not rape me again. I won’t allow it.”

He stared at her, incredulous and angry. “You won’t allow it?” 

He laughed then, and with a slash, he raked his razor-like fingernails across her throat, slashing it open. Blood gushed from the wound and spilled down her throat, staining the bright yellow sundress with streaks of crimson.

She brought a hand to the wound, trying to stop the bleeding, but he yanked it away and laughed even louder. “I’ll rape you as you die. And I’ll rape you afterward, as your body cools. But first—”

No sense wasting such delicious fare. 

He wrapped his arm around her, holding her body tight to his as he buried his mouth in the slash of her wound and fed greedily. The life force in her blood awakened his baser desires, and he ripped off the top of her sundress.

The blood from her throat dripped down onto her breasts and he licked at them, then bit her hard. She moaned in pain and tried to push him away, but by now her actions were half-hearted. Half-dead.

He forced her to the ground, alternating between feeding from her throat and her breasts. Jerking open his pants, he freed his cock, then tore off her panties. He drove into her, relishing her agonized moans and the orgy of her blood. Pleasuring himself long after her heart had stopped beating.

His head spun, high from the feeding, his bloodlust sated for now. With one last, powerful thrust he spilled his seed, then fell away from her onto his back with a groan of contentment. 

Another perfect night on the Jersey Shore.

The summer breeze cooled her blood on his lips and face, cooled the heat of his vampire demon. He got to his feet, the marsh grasses rustling beneath them. A muffled sound came from a few yards away. Was someone else nearby, watching? Warily, he crouched and searched the area, but spotted no one although he detected a soft, fragile heartbeat with his vamp senses. He went to search out the source, then stopped short as the vibrations of heavy footsteps in the distance warned that others were on the way. The bouncer must have called the cops.

With a burst of vamp speed, Connall escaped into the night.

Chapter One

Manhattan, New York City

Pain rumbled across her belly, like the mother of all cramps.

FBI Special Agent Diana Reyes gripped her vampire husband's hand and drew in a long, controlled breath as Ryder urged, “Easy, darlin'. It'll pass soon.”

If this was what labor would be like, she was definitely not looking forward to it. They were at the hospital to obtain an umbilical cord blood sample, which was causing the contractions. 

She grimaced and glanced across at Dr. Melissa Danvers, Ryder's former keeper and her new sister-in-law, who offered something totally worthwhile to distract her. 

Melissa circled an area on the ultrasound monitor with her finger. “See the baby's heart here? It’s got a strong and steady beat.”

Diana craned her head and focused on the image of her baby—her and Ryder's miracle baby—as another cramp tore through her midsection.

“Almost there,” the other assisting doctor said, and moved the huge needle closer to the baby's umbilical cord so she could obtain a sample of the baby's blood.

“It's a girl, isn't it?” Diana said, searching the image greedily to make sure everything was right with her unborn child. For months she had known in her gut they would have a daughter.

“Do you really want to know?” Melissa asked, and shot a glance at Ryder.

His gaze locked with Diana's, a small smile lurking at the corners of his generous lips. “I think I'd rather be surprised.”

Diana danced her fingertips across his cheek and offered him a grin, fighting the jumble of emotions filling her heart at that moment. Such a normal moment. But nothing could ever be normal with them. He was a vampire, and...well, whatever she was, it sure wasn't human anymore.

“I think you're afraid of being outnumbered in the family. Me, Melissa, and Mariel. Add another female to the mix, and you and Sebastian are toast,” she teased.

Ryder's grin broadened at the mention of their little niece, Mariel. “Always astute, darlin'. With any luck, your brother and I can maintain a united front in the face of all that femininity.”

The second doctor smiled at Ryder's comment and handed Melissa a small test tube with the baby's blood. “Diana, just hold steady a little bit longer while I retract the needle.”

It seemed like forever before she was done and rose from her position beside the bed. “Dr. Danvers will provide you with the results of the blood test shortly. In the meantime, we're going to keep you for another couple of days to make sure there are no complications. After that, you'll need to rest for at least a week and avoid any strenuous activities for the rest of your pregnancy.”

“Thank you,” Diana and Ryder said at the same time.

“I appreciate you doing this on such short notice for my sister-in-law,” Melissa said, and shook the other doctor's hand before she left the room.

Melissa faced them, the tube firmly in hand. “It won't take long for me to determine if the baby has been contaminated with the vampire cells inside you, Diana. It may take a little longer to gauge how established the contamination is if it's there.”

Three years ago during a raid gone terribly wrong, Diana had been accidentally infected with Ryder's aggressive vampire blood cells, and they had been running rampant and wreaking havoc on her body ever since. The pregnancy had helped for a while, but now she was getting worse again. She was praying with all her might that the baby hadn't inherited any of the contamination, as was Ryder. It wasn't his fault, he'd been saving her life, but she knew that didn't make the guilt any easier for him to bear. 

“How long?” he asked, all traces of his earlier playfulness gone.

“A couple of hours. I don't want to rush it and be wrong,” his former keeper said.

With a slow nod, he said, “Thank you. We appreciate all that you're doing for us.”

Melissa gave them both a hug. “You're family,” she said. “Trust me, I'll do everything in my power to make sure Diana and the baby are fine.”

“Thank you, Melissa,” Diana replied as her sister-in-law embraced her.

“I'll be back,” Melissa said, a hint of tears in her voice as she dashed from the room.

They all had the same fear. If the vampire cells slowly draining Diana of life were in the baby, there was only one way to possibly save her and the baby—have Ryder turn them. 

Into vampires.

But that presented its own series of complications.

Despite making the decision months earlier to have Ryder make her immortal, she still worried about the demon that would emerge within her, and whether she could retain her humanity. But she had faith that with Ryder’s love she would be able to find her way. And she and the baby would be fine.

But the trauma of being turned could kill the baby. Even if it didn't, she would likely be born a dhampir—half-human and half-vampire. Belonging to neither world, shunned by the vampire world that should be helping her cope. That was an immense burden to place on their child, but she couldn't just let her baby die because of that.

“I can feel your worry, darlin'.” Ryder cupped her chin and applied gentle pressure to urge her to face him.

“And I can feel yours,” she said, sensing the churning of his emotions from the blood connection they shared. The ability to sense each other's feelings and hear each other's thoughts had grown stronger with each keeper's kiss he had given her—a pretty euphemism for drinking her blood, which actually sustained her life when the vampire cells in her body got out of control.

“Together, remember? We will handle whatever happens together.”

She nodded and took her hand in his. “We will, but...I'm just over six months along. There’s still so much time before the baby has a good chance at...”

“I understand,” Ryder said, and gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. They both wanted to wait until their child stood a greater likelihood of survival before delivering it.

“Once we have Melissa's report, we can decide what to do,” he said. Diana skimmed the back of her hand across his cheek. “Are you ready for all this? Will you be able to help me during the turning?”

She knew Ryder didn't like the idea of ending her human life. As much as he feared losing her, he also worried that the demon who emerged from within her darkest place would test the strength of their love. But as she did, he had faith that her inner spirit and courage would prevail and guide her demon to using its power and immortality responsibly. And he would be at her side to help her with that.

“I'm ready for the turning. I want you at my side forever,” he confirmed. He lifted her hand and dropped a kiss on the wedding band he had placed there only months earlier.

A smile tilted the corners of her lips. “I like the sound of that. Forever.”

“Forever,” he echoed.

“What about the baby? If she survives, and she's a dhampir?” Diana asked. 

Which brought to mind a woman who might have answers for them. They'd worked with Michaela Ramirez in the past, and she was a dhampir as well as her boss's girlfriend. 

Ryder nodded, reading her mind. “Michaela could help us understand what it's like to be a dhampir. Help us plan for our daughter's future.”

That drew a broader smile from Diana. “I like that idea. Beats worrying about the present.”

“Definitely,” he said, and brushed a kiss across her mouth. She opened to him, inviting him in, their lips pliant and enticing as desire rose between them. 

After a moment she pulled away with a reluctant sigh. “I wish I was home already,” she whispered and swiped her thumb across his lips in a final caress.

“I can't wait, either. Just another few days, darlin'.”

“You could stay a bit. Lie here with me.”

Ryder winked. “I thought you'd never ask.”

She scooted over and Ryder didn't hesitate. She had been in the hospital for two weeks now, having been injured while working on her last assignment—a serial killer who also happened to be a werewolf. Two lonely weeks of being without him. As he stretched out beside her, he wrapped his arm around her swollen waist and urged her close.Diana tucked herself against him, relishing the feel of his leanly muscled body and the comforting weight of his arm. Beneath it, the baby did a slow roll. Ryder’s chuckle vibrated through her and he moved his hand to splay it across her belly, where the baby did a slow roll back.

They both laughed, happiness ruling the moment.

“I think she likes you,” Diana said, covering his hand with hers and stroking back and forth across his skin. He felt chilly until he released a bit of his demon and its heat.

The warmth called to her, chasing away the cold at her core, and she snuggled deeper into his side. “That feels good.”

“Glad I could help.” They lay there silently for a long time, enjoying the solace of being together. But tension slowly crept into her body as time clicked away.

Ryder knew her too well not to notice. She could feel he was about to say something when a knock came at the door. Melissa was back.

“Are you ready?” he asked and glanced at Diana.

“I'm ready,” she said.

He shifted off the bed, and called, “Come in.”

Melissa entered. No words were necessary. Her face said it all.

Diana grabbed his hand and gripped it hard.

Melissa hesitated uneasily by the side of the bed. Finally she said, “I'm sorry. The contamination's spread to the baby.”

Chapter Two

The almost rhythmic thud and slap greeted FBI Assistant Director in Charge Jesus Hernandez as he walked through the door, alerting him to where he would find his lover, Michaela.

He laid his briefcase by the serviceable table in the entryway and placed his keys in the pink and white ceramic bowl one of his nieces had made for him. Shrugging out of his wool overcoat, he hung it on the coat rack and pulled at his tie to loosen it as he sauntered to his office, which doubled as a gym. The apartment was too small to have two separate areas, so his business and personal lives had to share some space.

Not very different from the realities of the rest of his life, where personal and career lives had gotten tangled in a Gordian knot that seemed to pull ever tighter around him every day.

He paused at the door while Michaela pounded the punching bag in the corner, her actions hesitant. She flinched a little as she struck the bag, followed by a powerful shudder through her body. She stopped to still the swinging of the bag, and turned to face him.

“You know it's impossible for your big hulking self to sneak up on me,” she said, hands on her hips and legs braced slightly apart.

He smiled and sauntered over, and laid his hands at her waist as he bent to brush a kiss along her temple. “I wasn't trying to sneak,” he replied, feeling big next to her petite, but deliciously curvy, body.

She grunted and playfully jabbed him in the ribs before shifting away. Pulling off her lightweight gloves, she shot him a teasing smile and said, “You're late. I hope dinner isn't ruined.”

Jesus sniffed the air and detected the aroma of French fries. Grinning, he followed her to the kitchen. Michaela had already set the table and as she went to the oven to get their dinner, he draped his tie and suit jacket on one of the chairs and pulled a beer out of the fridge. Waving the bottle in the air, he asked, “Would you like one?”

“No, thanks. A soda will do,” she replied as expected. His lover had a major sweet tooth and soda was tops on the list. It always made him wonder how she stayed fit, but then again, a half-human/half-vampire metabolism was bound to have some perks.

As he placed the soda on the table, she laid out the fries and burgers she had ordered. 

“I see you slaved all day,” he teased, but instead of her usual deprecating comeback, she stiffened, and set her hands back on her hips.

“I never promised to be Suzy Homemaker,” she shot back, the words as sharp as one of her punches.

“Hey, I know. I was just kidding. I'm no Ward Cleaver myself,” he replied, which earned a puzzled look from her. “As in Leave It to Beaver?” Or had their age difference of a decade struck again?

Her eyes rolled. “Right. I've watched TV Land.” She relaxed, but only slightly. 

Which made him wonder what had gotten her hackles up today. Though he could guess. The Slayer Council.

It had been nearly two months since the Council had lost two of their members at the hands of a homicidal rogue Slayer. Two months since Michaela had almost been killed by the same lunatic. She still hadn't completely recovered physically, but Jesus suspected the psychological wounds would take even longer to heal. Thankfully, he was there to help.

If she would let him. One thing he'd learned about Michaela in the many months they'd lived together, she didn't like to share personal stuff. It made communication hard at times, especially when he had things he wanted to get off his own chest. Like tonight.

As he grabbed his burger, he said, “I stopped by the hospital to see Diana before I came home. It's why I'm a little late.”

Michaela stopped short, burger in mid-air, her concern apparent. “I thought she'd be home by now.”

Jesus shrugged, took a bite of his sandwich, and chewed it thoughtfully before continuing. “The bleeding caused by her fall during the werewolf attack has stopped, but her doctor wanted to run another test on the baby, so she had to stay in the hospital for a few extra days.”

Michaela snatched a French fry from her plate and circled it around and around in the ketchup, avoiding his gaze as she asked, “Is the baby okay?”

“They're not sure.”

She stilled. “Why aren't they sure?”

Although it was bound to upset her, she had to know. Diana and Ryder might need her help. “The vampire cells in her blood have contaminated the baby.”

Michaela dropped what was left of her burger and met his gaze straight on, her cerulean blue gaze turning cold as ice. “You know what that means, J.”

“Maybe. But I'd appreciate your take on it.”

She pushed away from the table and rose, her anxious strides carrying her back and forth across the tiny space of his kitchen the way a caged animal might look for escape.

Did she think of his apartment like that? As a prison? He knew she had rarely stayed in one place for too long as an adult. She'd had few friends and even fewer lovers. The place he considered a safe, cozy home might well challenge her sense of freedom.

“Michaela. Talk to me,” he pressed. She whirled and came back to the table. Gripping the top rung of the chair back, she said in almost pleading tones, “You know what I am.”

“A dhampir,” he responded without question or judgment, well aware of her uniqueness.

She nodded. “That's part of it. But I'm also a Slayer. I'm supposed to kill vampires who turn humans. It's my job. My obligation.”

She didn't need to connect the dots for him to see where she was going. He grimaced. “And to save the baby, Ryder will have to—”

“Turn Diana before it's born. It's the only way to save them, and even then, it's incredibly risky.” She dragged a shaky hand through the choppy layers of her short brown hair and looked away from him, her gaze shimmering with tears.

He came to stand beside her. She was stiff in his arms as he wrapped them around her waist, wanting to offer her comfort, but also needing it himself. Diana was not just a work colleague, she was a good friend. One of the best he had. The thought of her dying...

He hugged Michaela hard, and laid his forehead against the dark strands of her hair. 

As if finally realizing how upset he was, she turned and reached up to cradle his head in her hands. “I'm sorry I haven't been a better friend to them. I just haven't been able to face that the only way for Diana to live is—”

“For her to die and become a vampire.”

She nodded. “By all I'm sworn to do, I should sanction Ryder when it happens.”

“Can it really be so black and white for you? Especially when the Council would be more than happy to see you dead yourself?” 

Slayers were human, among the very few mortals who knew about the demons and shifters living amongst them. It was an exclusive and fanatically intolerant club whose sole purpose was to eliminate vampires from the Earth. It demanded severe—sometimes fatal—training to join, and zealous loyalty to their rules to stay a member...and remain alive. Punishment for pretty much any violation was death.

Michaela was an abomination to them, half-vampire/half human, and yet she had played by their rules and bested them in order to become a Slayer. He knew what had driven her—vengeance for her mother's rape and death at the hands of Michaela's vampire father. But in his view, what the Council asked of her had nothing to do with justice.

“Not all of the Council elders want me dead,” she reminded him and leaned her head against his chest.

Jesus felt a brief stab of jealousy. Her former lover, one of the Council, had been killed during the recent murder case they'd both been involved in, the same case where Michaela had been nearly fatally injured. “Benjamin was your ally, but he was more than that, wasn't he? I saw it in your eyes as he lay dying in your arms.”

She pushed away, clearly uncomfortable with the conversation. “You know you weren't my first, J. I don't have to explain my past to you.”

As she went to clear the remains of their meal from the kitchen table, her motions brusque with anger, he took hold of her hand. With his size, he could easily bruise or hurt her, so he kept his touch gentle and controlled. He never wanted her to be afraid in his arms.

“Please, J. Let's not go there,” she pleaded, but he refused to release her or the conversation.

“I know you've had other relationships. I don't care about them. I care about us. Where this is going.”

She refused to look at him. “I'm not one to think about the future, J. I don't know where this is going. All I know is I want to be with you. I care about you, and that's not an easy thing for me to admit.”

No, it wasn't, Jesus knew. But just as there was a big difference between vengeance and justice, there was a long way to go between caring and loving. Would she ever jump across that vast divide to really and truly commit to him?

Cupping her cheek, he tilted her face to meet his gaze. “It's been a long day. I was going to bed early. Care to join me?”

Her hesitation spoke louder than the words that followed it. “I need a little space right now. I'm just going to take a walk.”

If you love something, set it free.

It was a mantra he was learning to live with. But he didn't like it.

With a slow nod, he said, “I'll be waiting.”

Chapter Three

Visiting hours at the hospital were long past—not that rules like that normally stopped Michaela.

She slipped past the security guards and nurses unseen and unnoticed, a skill she had learned over the turbulent early years of her life. Her mother had pulled them from one place to another, hiding them from the vampire father who would want to put an end to their existence if he discovered she was still alive and that he had a daughter. Her mother had succeeded for a long time and taught Michaela well.

The door to Diana's room was open. Michaela peered in and wasn't surprised to see that the FBI agent was busy reading a file of some sort, with the television in the corner on, news anchors babbling about the nightly news.

“Jesus keeping you up late?” she said as she sauntered in.

Diana smiled and her green-gold eyes glimmered with warmth and welcome. “Michaela. You're looking well.”

“Almost back to normal. I'm sorry I haven't come to see you before now,” she said, and meant it. Guilt had been dogging her for the past two months about her failure to reach out to Diana and Ryder after they had risked their lives to help her.

“I understand. Healing takes time, especially when you lose a good friend. I'm not wrong to think Benjamin was a friend, right?” Diana said astutely, and gestured to the chair beside her hospital bed.

Michaela accepted the invitation, taking a spot on the hard plastic seat and scooting it closer. Flicking a hand in the direction of the file and then the television, she said, “Do you always work like this?”

Diana grinned. “Multitasking.” She closed the file and reached for the remote to turn off the TV.

“That is work, I'm assuming.” Michaela knew Jesus had dropped by earlier, and had probably brought it along.

“Jesus thought I needed a distraction, and to be honest, I'm going a little stir crazy just lying here. I'm not used to being idle.”

Michaela made a face. “I know how you feel. After I was hurt, J wouldn't let me do a thing for over a week. Even after that, he kept on hounding me about trying to do too much.”

“You were badly injured,” Diana said, and her gaze dipped to Michaela's side.

Not that Michaela needed a reminder. The silver-covered stake the maniac had driven through her midsection had caused all kinds of damage. Although she was better now, she was still not 100 percent after nearly two months. The toxic silver had messed with her vampire half. Not to mention that the stake had done serious injury to her human parts.

“I'm almost back to normal,” she said to alleviate the other woman's obvious concern.

“I'm glad. So what's up?”

Nothing if not direct, Michaela thought. But then again, in the few times she and Diana had met, her directness had been one of the things Michaela had liked most about the FBI agent. Which she supposed warranted directness of her own.

“J told me about the test results. I know you're probably worried sick about the baby. About what it means to have demon blood.” She plucked uneasily at the faded denim of her jeans, which were a little loose because of the weight she had lost due to her injuries.

Diana rubbed a protective hand over her belly. “I know it couldn't have been easy for you to be different growing up.”

“It wasn't. But I haven't really talked about it much,” Michaela reluctantly admitted.

Diana leaned over and patted her hand. “You don’t need to worry about what you say. You have friends now.”

“I’m not used to...friends.” The admission didn’t come easily.

“Me neither," Diana said wryly. "You get used to it. It comes with the territory.”

Michaela narrowed her eyes. “I guess you think friends should share.”

“When you’re ready. And I'm sure there are things the Slayer Council would prefer you keep to yourself.”

“Lots. I guess that's to be expected, to maintain order.” The very strict rules had kept Michaela alive—so far, anyway—but it wasn't always easy to obey without question. She was impulsive and headstrong. Some would say the same of Diana, which probably explained why they understood each other as well as they did. 

“What made you decide to become a Slayer?” Diana asked.

Momentary surprise flickered through Michaela. Surprise and uncertainty. She wasn't sure revealing so much was a good thing. But what the hell. It felt good to have a friend who would listen without judging.

She took a deep breath. “A vampire raped my mom and left her for dead. He had no idea that he had sired me in the process. Apparently vampires can breed more easily than most people believe.” Her eyes stung with tears, and she battled them back. Tears were a sign of weakness.

But despite her efforts, they spilled over and trickled down her face. She refused to swipe at them. To acknowledge them was to give them power.

"Oh, man," Diana said sympathetically. "I'm sorry." 

Michaela shook her head. “I was ten when he found us. By accident, since he had no idea either of us was alive. My mother managed to hide me just feet away from where he attacked her. I had to listen to him violate her as she died. Heard him feeding from her.”

The tears welled up again, hot and thick. They splashed down her face, only this time she scrubbed them away with shaky hands.

Diana reached over and grabbed some tissues, handed them to her while she continued with her story.

“I wanted to help her, but I knew I couldn’t. I was too little.”

Diana's eyes were shiny when she said, “I was just eighteen when my dad died. A drive-by shooting. He sacrificed himself to protect me. I felt so responsible for his death. So guilty that I had lived and he had died.” She unconsciously massaged a spot on her ribs. "I still have scars from that day. Inside and out." She sighed. “I think we're a lot alike, you and me. Because of our pasts, it's hard for us to be open. To be in love.”

Michaela flinched at those words and raised her hands to stop her. “Hold up! Who said anything about love?”

Diana arched a brow. “So J is just your fuck-buddy? 'Cause I know him too well to think he would settle for that.”

“It's more than that and you know it." Michaela pressed her lips together. "But I didn't come here to talk about J.”

Diana nodded grimly. “I guess you know the baby has vampire cells in its blood. The same cells that will kill me unless Ryder turns me. Luckily, they haven't affected the baby’s health. Yet.”

Michaela shook her head. “If he turns you, he may save you and the baby, but you know what the punishment is for ending a human life by turning someone into a vampire.”

“You think Ryder should be punished for saving our child? For saving me?”

“There are rules—”

“Bullshit. Rules are no good if they're unjust. You know that in here.” Diana tapped a spot above her heart.

Michaela slashed up with her hand. “I won't discuss this now. I came to give you answers, not to have you put questions and doubts in my head.”

Diana held up her palms. “Okay. Fair enough. So tell me. What's it like to be a demon?”

Chapter Four

Michaela rarely unleashed her vampire half. It was repugnant to her to acknowledge that part of herself, much less give it dominion. But every now and then, she needed to howl and let the vampire have its head.

After her discussion with Diana, tonight was one of those nights.

It wasn't so much the anger she had to work off, but the doubts that Diana had raised with her questions. Doubts Michaela had felt more than once while on Slayer assignments. But now they were even more complicated—and dangerous—because of her lover and his friends.

Her friends, too, she reminded herself.

She raced downtown on foot, her vampire speed making her nearly invisible to those who lingered on the Upper East Side streets and in the nearly empty Midtown business area. As she reached the lower Thirties, she scrambled up a fire escape onto the rooftops. With one leap after another, she flew ever closer to J's apartment off Union Square. As she neared the northernmost edges of Union Square Park, she leapt to the ground and slowed her pace, savoring the bite of the winter breeze on demon-heated skin and cooling off as she walked the final blocks to his condo.

She was a block away when she hesitated. Maybe she should make a detour to The Blood Bank first. She could get a calming dose of drink and violence there to convince herself that all vampires were evil. Except Foley would be there, and he wasn't such a bad egg. The vampire bartender had always treated her right in the many months she had been going there.

And she would likely run into some of Diana and Ryder's other friends there, vampires unlike any she had ever known—caring, loving, trustworthy vampires. At times it made her wonder if she and the Council members weren't more monstrous than the monsters they hunted.

Did J think of her that way? As a monster?

She glanced down the long block to his condo across from the park and counted the floors to his corner apartment. The bedroom light was still on.

Was he waiting up for her? Worried where she might be?

In her entire life, only her mother and adoptive father had cared enough to do either, but as Diana had reminded her earlier, she now had friends. Friends—and a lover—who might actually worry about her.

A lover, she thought with a smile and set aside thoughts of a trip to a vampire hangout. She was about to start the walk down that final block when the thrust of pure Slayer power warned that she was not alone.

She whirled. 

Adam.

Like Michaela, Adam Powers had only become a Slayer a few years ago. But while she had been chosen to guard the Council elders, Adam was no more than a messenger boy in the Slayer food chain.

She regarded him warily. “Hello, Adam. I've been expecting you.”

***

Blood called to blood, the vampire thought as he stood along the edges of the park and watched. Waited.

He had been hanging around, hoping for an easy snack to appease his nighttime hunger when the young woman had literally dropped in, surprising him.

A Slayer, he had recognized right away, but beneath that unique pulse of power pushing at him like the tide against the shore, he had sensed something else—undead vampire energy.

He’d heard rumors that the Council had taken on a half-breed.

As the young woman slowed and he opened his senses, he had no doubt about what she was—a Slayer dhampir.

He was surprised she hadn’t sensed him, but then again, waves of distress were obvious in the swells of her power that drifted his way.

In both this life and the next, distraction was never a good thing.

Temptation to taste her exotic blend of blood twisted his gut, but he held back, because in that mix of immortal races was something else—the signature of his sire.

Did his sire know he’d created this Slayer spawn?

He started to follow her, but the sharp warning of pure Slayer power beat at him in warning. A young male Slayer dropped down from a nearby rooftop to block the dhampir's passage.

After a short, heated exchange, the male jerked his thumb in the direction of the park. Both Slayers turned toward him. Busted.

Time to go.

Before they could get a bead on him, he fled in a
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