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            HE KNEW BETTER. HE DID. BUT THIS VAMPIRE DIDN’T CARE.

          

          HE WANTED HER.

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Edward Thompson knew he needed to stop. That lusting after his boss, one Eve Harrison, would likely get him killed.

        Literally.

        He would not put it past her to stab him through the heart and end his vampiric life. At this point though, would he mind?

        Not particularly.

        Vampirism wasn’t what he expected.

        And his new boss, Eve, was not like his sire. She was smoking hot, a lethal fighter, and had already killed one of them.

        What would she do if she found out he wanted her?

        Probably kill him.

        Eve Harrison was not into vampires.

        Not anymore.

        Their whole “immortal” thing never worked out. She had the grieving heart to prove it.

        Thompson, though.

        She had to admit, she liked the tall ones. Vampire or otherwise. Would it hurt to play around with him? Maybe having someone to scream with now and again, wouldn’t be a bad thing.

        She doesn’t have to give him her heart.
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          BEFORE THE BATTLE WITH MELIOS

        

      

    

    
      The inside of the nightclub reeked with the smell of horny humans, all looking for that sexual match, like heavy incense wafting out into the street. The desires thundered, matching the bass that echoed in the street, or so it seemed to Edward Thompson.

      He could feel it in the air, like a sweat he couldn’t wipe from his skin.

      He’d considered going inside, but it seemed fruitless.

      Too many cameras.

      And he didn’t like people watching while he was eating.

      One of the long-held vampire myths was wrong—vampires could see their reflections just fine. Closed-circuit monitors captured them as well. Truly, any sort of film did.

      While post-mortem their remains disappeared, but in the breathing existence, yes, they could be recorded. All those lovely photos of humans that look the same generation after generation? Many were vampires hiding in plain sight.

      Sometimes the best places to hide were with a crowd.

      Melios told them that.

      But Thompson wasn’t one for crowds before he turned, much less now. He remained careful where he showed up. He hadn’t been turned for very long, really, not on the grand scale of some of the others. Their sire, Melios? He had been around for a few centuries. He’d never been told exactly how long, but it was much longer than a few decades, as so many in the nest were.

      None of the nest were particularly old, relatively speaking, but it didn’t seem to bother Reynolds, Malcomb, or the others like it did him.

      Maybe that was because none of them mentioned their human life before. Though reminiscing about the past was not encouraged.

      The past was gone.

      They’d all killed it when they’d turned, as Melios liked to say.

      Thompson, however, still thought about those he grew up with. There were still humans who knew Thompson from before, and he didn’t want to bite someone he went to school with or some such.

      If Malcomb or Reynolds had similar concerns, they never voiced it.

      “You not going in?” Jake Reynolds asked.

      Thompson shook his head. “I’ll catch the scraps.” It was easier to grab a potential meal from someone in the shadows than it was in the club, where everyone was touching and watching everyone anyway.

      At least, that was the way that worked for him

      Reynolds shrugged. “We don’t get out often. You should enjoy it.”

      “Fuck, I will,” Isaac Malcomb said, grinning as he headed for the door.

      “Be back soon,” Reynolds said. “Malcomb!”

      Malcomb spun around and his teeth bared from his grin.

      Reynolds touched his mouth.

      Malcomb frowned.

      Thompson rolled his eyes. Overly enthusiastic, sometimes. Of course, getting away from their sire and being allowed to just exist was a rarity.

      They’d earned it this time.

      They had been tasked to handle a problem with some newly turned vampires. Finding said vampires and disposing of them.

      One of those weird twists in the world--no vampire could kill one of their own—at least, not by direct physical contact.

      So indirect physical contact was warranted. Like strapping offenders to the roof before dawn. Let the sunshine do the work. First, the sun ashed, then the wind carried away the evidence.

      While guns worked too, they had their own problems. Guns left evidence. Even if it was just bullet casings. And evidence meant questions. Humans who asked questions caused problems.

      Part of the reason two members of their team had joined.

      Joanie Alekhine and Travis Collins waited by the door of Mythicals, the bar that Melios had sent them to check out. The place had recently been bought out by a new owner, some werewolf, and it was supposed to be friendly to the mythical population. And humans were always ripe for the picking because they loved to be seen at the latest place in town.

      Though how that worked, Thompson didn’t know, because humans weren’t supposed to know mythicals existed. It seemed, tonight at least, there were plenty of humans who were very into the idea of checking out the bar.

      Lots of food for the taking.

      Thompson’s stomach growled. He started to walk away from the bar’s entrance.

      “Hey there, sexy,” came a female voice.

      He turned. Human, he thought—no obvious signs of mythical nature, anyway.

      “I think you need to buy me a drink,” she said, rubbing her hand on her hip suggestively.

      Hunger surged inside him, and he could feel the desires creeping up. His gaze ran over her pleasing curves. Lush hips that certainly would feel good against him as he feasted.

      She started to walk toward him, and he could smell her desire, bubbling up to the surface. The smell of her intoxication increased as she got closer, but regardless, he was hungry. He checked the surroundings as she came over to him.

      Willing was always easiest.

      Melios had always told him that.

      Taking was necessary, but if they’re willing to give it to you…

      The woman approached. She was willing. Very willing.

      Others in the immediate area were glancing their way.

      Damn.

      This was why he didn’t come down to bars often if he didn’t have to.

      The attention.

      He didn’t like it.

      She got closer. “Wow, you really are a hottie, aren’t you?” She touched him. He felt the vibration of desire rolling off her like the thumping bass at a car show. She was looking for something tonight.

      And Thompson was going to be that something.

      Take her!

      Do it!

      He clenched his teeth and slid his arm around her. “Come with me.”

      She held onto him as he walked back into the shadows between the buildings.

      Out of prying eyes.

      “Honey, we should—” she started to say.

      He silenced her by yanking her against him. He was both hungry for the blood in her veins and hard for the feel of her hips against him.

      She gasped; a crooked smile passed over her face. “Well, hi,” she said, her hips rocking into his.

      He silenced her with a searing kiss. She groaned as he ran his hands over her curves, savoring the feel of the soft flesh under the dress.

      It didn’t take him long to pull her further into the shadows.

      In a moment, she begged him.

      He touched her, in all the intimate places, her heart pounding in her chest, the blood rushing under her skin. He turned her away from him, against a stair rail, and when he buried his cock inside her, he buried his teeth into her neck.

      He groaned.

      She cried out.

      He rocked his hips into hers, devouring the flavor of her, his bloodlust finally getting its fill, for now at least.

      She was gone, lost in the sensations, her body quivering under his, her insides squeezing him in her ecstasy.

      Take her.

      Drain her dry…

      Melios’s words thundered in his head.

      The demand to feast and drain every drop of this woman felt like falling into a cold shower, stopping him cold. Whether it truly was his sire, from somewhere else, telling him what to do, or just the ingrained teachings the vampire had always said over the years, Thompson wasn’t sure.

      Only that it was enough to make him break.

      The woman’s head dipped to the side, the blood oozing out her wounds like she’d fallen asleep.

      Slowly, my dear, Thompson thought. “Slowly back to reality.”

      He licked the area, getting the last of the blood, and letting his saliva do what it did to seal the wound.

      She moaned and he carefully stroked her arms, her legs, as he pulled out of her, his cock still hard, unsatisfied. He fastened his pants, adjusting everything as his cock started to lose some hardness. It was still painfully uncomfortable, but he couldn’t do anything about that.

      The woman started to wake. She became more aware, and looked around, her eyes wide.

      She stared at him. “You’re… Did we?”

      He pulled her to him, stroking a strand of her hair from her face. “You are exquisite.”

      She shook her head. He put his hand on her chin and brought her gaze up to him.

      “You probably should be getting home,” he told her, his tone very carefully chosen.

      She blinked.

      Twice.

      “I should be getting home.”

      He nodded. “Call your ride.”

      “I’ll call my ride,” she said and pulled her cell phone out of her little wrist purse thing.

      Thompson walked her back to the sidewalk. He kissed her cheek, whispered a few soft nothings to her, enough to keep her calm and get her to go right to bed when she got home. And not notice the wounds on her neck. They’d likely be healed by morning, but a suggestion to not look in the mirror when she got home was always useful.

      He remained close enough to make sure she got her ride. He didn’t have to wait long. Maybe five minutes. She climbed in and was off.

      Yet another victim of a vampire.

      Thompson didn’t love using that part of himself, the ability to influence minds, if he didn’t have to. Melios had talked like all vampires could do it, but none of the others in their little squad had shown signs of the skill, so Thompson thought it would be better to keep that knowledge to himself. He didn’t think he was horribly good at it, anyway.

      It was just helpful when he got into a jam. Or some unwanted attention.

      He walked around the other side of the bar and saw a little fenced-in area. The outdoor smoking section. What he was looking for, he wasn’t sure.

      Still hungry, maybe?

      He couldn’t place it, but he wanted to wander around. See what was going on. A sensation he couldn’t place prodded him to go.

      It took but a moment to see the patio where patrons could smoke. He found a shadowed area and waited.

      Why he still wasn’t sure.

      Several women were out there with their cigarettes, talking, and laughing.

      One wore a bride-to-be sash, with a little tiara and veil on it, her voice louder than the others.

      Or different.

      He wasn’t sure.

      It wasn’t hunger. No, what he took from that other woman, he’d be sated for several days, anyway. Maybe even a week if he didn’t exert himself.

      Yet this woman gave him pause. A cadence to her voice that he recognized.

      “Are you excited?” one of the ladies said. “I mean, it’s in three days. You have to be excited.”

      “I’m happy to be moving forward,” the bride said. “It’s time.”

      “Damn straight. Took Darnell forever to ask you!” another woman said. “I swear, I wanted to punch him in the head for waiting so long.”

      The bride shook her head. “Don’t blame him. It wasn’t his fault. I just wasn’t ready.”

      “Asking doesn’t mean have to do it right away, though.”

      The bride shrugged. “He’s been so patient with me, and so caring. I would never have gotten through everything without him. Between all the losses⁠—”

      “You have had it rough. The whole damn family, gone.” One of the women patted her on the shoulder.

      The words hit Thompson hard.

      “Not entirely. My grandmother’s still alive. Albeit up in Morning Pines Nursing home, but she’s alive.”

      “Does she even know who you are?”

      “Some days. Most of the time, she tells me about visits from dead people. My mom visits four or five times a week, to hear her tell it.” There was levity in her voice, but not much.

      A couple of the women shook their heads.

      She held up her glass. “But now is the time. I’m growing. Moving forward. I have a good job, a great house, and in a few days, I will have a husband who adores me.”

      “He’d better,” one of the other ladies said.

      They toasted their glasses.

      It made Thompson smile to watch the exchange. Seeing someone who evidently had fought through hardships, and come out on the other side, moving forward. Those types of stories always touched him.

      Not that he told anyone that.

      But for a moment, he felt privileged to be a part of this celebration, if only from the shadows, listening.

      “Good luck to you,” he whispered.

      She turned, so he could see her face.

      He froze.

      The woman was his sister.

      His baby sister from his human life.

      She looked around for the ashtray. “I do wish my brother had met him. Wally would have really liked Darnell, I think.”

      “I’m sure I would have,” Thompson muttered.

      Suddenly, she looked his way. Like right at him. He moved backward, more into the shadows.

      She blinked.

      One of the women came to her side. “Luc? What is it?”

      She shook her head. “For a second, I swear I saw Wally.”

      “I’m sure he’s out there. And I bet he’s super proud of you, girl,” she said. “Now come on. We got some partying to do!”

      She nodded. “Yeah.”

      Thompson nodded. “I am.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SIX WEEKS AFTER
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          THE BATTLE WITH MELIOS

        

      

    

    
      Ka-Pow.

      The precise sound of a gunshot was different and more startling than one would imagine.

      Especially when it’s shot at you.

      Eve Harrison knew the sound far better than most. Probably because a lot of people had tried to shoot her over the centuries.

      And most of those times, it didn’t bother her. She didn’t think twice about the bullets coming at her. It was far too easy for her to disappear when they did and move out of the way before they could make contact.

      However, all it takes is the one time when she can’t move fast enough.

      Ka-Pow.

      Eve Harrison jumped.

      The sound made her grit her teeth, and she glanced around. It wasn’t anything. No one was shooting at her this time. Some asshole kids playing with fireworks, most likely. She brushed her hand over her nearby katana, lying on the floor.

      The night was early, the moon still low and big in the sky. She could see the damn glow from the window across the way. The moonlight glistened on the blade.

      Her old sensei would destroy her if he saw her treating her blade like that. She rubbed her head.

      Later. She’d give it a treatment later.

      Ka-Pow. Pow. Pow. Pow.

      The sound echoed again. Nope, not quite the same sound. But close enough to gunshots. Still not there.

      She scooped up the bottle of whiskey and drank some more.

      Her head swam, and the overlay of her dinner still sparked in her head. Feeling the emotions and general sensations of her victims was a side-effect of the souls she had to consume to live on this side of existence.

      Some thought it was guilt that kept her awake.

      It wasn’t.

      Sleep didn’t come easily to her. It never really had. Except for a little while.

      But that was gone.

      Over.

      And eventually, she’d get back to her normal routine.

      Or so the books said.

      But she hadn’t gotten there yet.

      That was the shitty thing about having a good thing. When it went away, you wound up deeper and worse off than you were before the good thing, because then, on top of everything else, you miss it.

      And you realize eventually, you’ll never get out of the hole, no matter how many good things surround you.

      More whiskey.

      It burned in her throat as it went down. She hissed and kicked at the chair that laid askew on the floor. Just a piece of the remaining interior of the beaten-down building. Situated downtown on the river, not far from where Melios had his nest, the condemned building was another eyesore.

      It had at once time been a bank, with a huge vault in the basement. The city held out hope some investors would buy the place and renovate. There’d been a few offers over the years, but they always seemed to fall through. Probably the rats that scared them off. The little squeaks the things made would freak out most.

      The four-story building where kids came to graffiti, make out and smoke shit, became Eve’s resting place a few years ago. Plenty of room for her. And for entertainment, she could scare the stoned kids.

      The building had also been a hotel—correction, a brothel—way back in the old days of Liverly. Its rooms were above the bank on the ground floor. Some walls remained, defining where rooms and later offices came to be. The building’s frame was original for the most part.

      Eve liked the age of it. The history in the walls. The withered-up chairs. Broken tables and desks. Mattresses. All kinds of shit everywhere. Lots of mid-century modern furniture, dirty and beat up, mixed with older, western antiques.

      A mess that didn’t matter. With a few surprises in the walls.

      Like the old nuclear bomb shelter built under two-thirds of the place. One of the few parts of the structure that was still solid and shielded.

      It had been a great place…

      She closed her eyes, her heart aching again.

      “Fuck,” she muttered and brought the bottle back to her lips.

      “No thank you.”

      Eve spun around, her katana in her hand whiskey forgotten. Her head still slightly swimming from the damn booze. Or the soul. Or both.

      “What the hell?”

      From the shadows, James Hendrick and Joseph Oliver appeared. Or so it seemed. How had she not heard them walking up here?

      Because she wasn’t listening.

      Her own damn fault.

      Yet another reason her sensei would rip her apart. And, hell, she’d deserve it at this point.

      The two vampires, polar opposites of each other, had been companions for decades. Maybe longer. James was thicker built with dark hair, while Joseph was thinner, with shorter blond hair. James was quiet. Joseph, a bit more hot-headed.

      They had become two of the richest, legit vampire businessmen in the world.

      Owning one of the biggest charity companies in the world would do that.

      “What do you two want? I don’t do threesomes,” Eve said, and took another drink. Not exactly true… “Anymore.”

      “We have a trinity mate, haven’t you heard?” Joseph said. “Besides⁠—”

      “We are here on business,” James said, talking over Joseph.

      Joseph sighed and started to look around the building. “You weren’t kidding when you said a double deal.” His gaze ran over the place. “This place is absolutely destroyed.”

      “But the bones are good,” James said, his gaze landing on her. “Strong foundations are always good to build on.”

      Eve wasn’t sure she liked this. It was double talk, and she fucking hated double talk. “Get on with whatever this is. I have shit to do.” She picked up her whiskey again and took a drink.

      James inhaled a breath and raised his eyebrow. “Smells like you’re done with your business for the night.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Are you buying this building?”

      “Possibly,” James said.

      “Why?” Eve asked. “It’s not exactly vampire-proof. And it’s too far to connect it to Jackstone Foundation.” The charitable organization with a hospital for mythicals, while technically downtown as well, remained several miles away, up the river.

      He shrugged. “Right now? Nothing. But it always helps to be prepared.”

      She pushed herself off the ground. “Well, I’ll move along then.” Good things always end. When it was time to move on, Eve did. She didn’t regret change. It happened. One didn’t make it as many centuries as she had by throwing fits over change.

      She scooped up her bottle of whiskey. Not much had spilled, but some, anyway. Something always spilled when there was a change.

      “Do you need a residence?” James asked.

      “I’m fine.”

      “We have apartments—” Joseph said.

      “No,” Eve said.

      He shrugged. “Suit yourself.” Joseph continued to walk around the space, inspecting everything. “If you’re going to do it, then do it,” he called back to James. “I’m going to need a damn bath. I haven’t been in a place this filthy in years.”

      Eve glared at him. “Do what?”

      “What my companion hints at is a proposal.”

      “Not interested.”

      “It’s a job.”

      She shook her head. “I’m booked, thanks.”

      “I know, Angel of Death.”

      She raised her eyebrow. Her reputation had preceded her again. “What do you want?”

      “I need someone to work with some vampires⁠—”

      “No. I’m done with vampires.” She turned away from him and glanced out the nearest window. The moon shined, reflecting off the water of the river.

      She shouldn’t be able to see it.

      There should have been a building in between her and the river. There wasn’t anymore. But there was, not too long ago. If the wind blew just right, she’d be able to smell the soot left from the fire.

      From the death.

      James kept talking.

      She glared at him.

      “What?”

      “I said that the vampires were Melios’s.”

      She cringed at the name.

      Melios.

      That fuck.

      She’d been looking for him for months, and when it finally went down, it was ugly. A lot of casualties. Vampires. Wolves.

      Pain stabbed her chest, in that place that wasn’t supposed to hurt anymore because she was so goddamn old, it shouldn’t matter.

      But it did. And she would always feel this.

      Always. Whiskey didn’t fix it, no matter how much she drank.

      “I’m not your backup plan,” she said. Where’d that drink go again? She looked around, and the liquor bottle had disappeared.

      She heard a clank.

      Turned.

      Joseph held the bottle as he crossed back to James. Handed it to James.

      “Give me that,” she snapped.

      He held out the bottle. “What I need is someone who can make sure, if they wake up from their comas, and are not redeemable, that they can be eliminated immediately.”

      She snagged the bottle away from him. Took a drink. “You want me to kill them?”

      “If necessary.”

      “And if it’s not necessary?” Another gulp.

      “Then I want you to train them.”

      “Oh, fuck no,” Eve said.

      Joseph shook his head. “I told you she’d never go for it.”

      Eve wiped her lip. “Then why bother coming down here? I don’t owe you, or anyone anything.”

      “Never said you did,” Joseph said.

      “Looking at the building,” James said. “Thought I would talk to you. See if you’d be interested in⁠—”

      “No. I’m not. Whatever the fuck you’re cooking up, no, I don’t want any part of it.” She shook her head. “I had enough of teamwork to last a decade. I’m fucking over it.”

      “You like this building?” James asked.

      “You’re not going to bribe me with a building to go play nanny to a bunch of vampires.”

      “I wasn’t going to bribe you with a building, Eve.”

      “Good, because I don’t want one,” she said. Not that she’d want to leave. She liked the place. Even as dirty as it was.

      He shrugged. “I’m still buying it. Real estate is my hobby.”

      “You have fun with that.”

      “Come on,” Joseph said. “She’s not going to do it.”

      James glanced at him. “Well, I had to try. What was the name of that other sheldevak? Leon? Leroy?”

      “Lowell,” Joseph said. “Hear he’s got a place across the river.”

      Eve shivered. “You don’t want him. Trust me.”

      “Well, you’re not interested.”

      She ground her teeth. Even though the whiskey strummed through her veins, she knew she had to do this.

      Whether she liked the idea or not.

      Or working for these fucks.

      “I don’t like you,” Eve said. “And I want full disclosure of what you’re doing.”

      “Fair.”

      She glanced around. “And I want the building. After you remodel it.”

      James smiled. “Done.”
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      Eve stood over the bed of the ninety-year-old woman, the elderly lady’s skin pale and thin, so delicate it would rip if scratched hard enough. She gently rubbed some lotion on her skin, softening the dryness in the woman's bony grip, and for a second, she clenched Eve's hand.

      The lady’s labored breath echoed in the room, and the smell of death started to permeate the room.

      As it did, in hospice care.

      Eve leaned down and whispered to the woman. “Be at peace, and safe travels. May the spirits guide you.”

      She watched the monitors, knowing this woman had mere moments left in her life. Eve only had a few minutes to catch the organic--

      The phone pinged in her pocket.

      Eve gritted her teeth. She yanked it out, and glared, thinking it was the hospice line. That someone was needing her for something else, when damn, she was so fucking hungry.

      Her stomach growled.

      She glared at the phone.

      Not this time.

      It was a text.

      
        
        The vampires are awake and loose – James Hendrick

      

      

      Eve sighed.

      
        
        On my way – Eve

      

      

      She glanced back at the elderly woman. “Sorry, Miss May. I have to go,” she said softly to the lady. The patient’s eyes fluttered for a moment, and Eve knew she heard her.

      Hunger ignored, for the time being, she’d feed later.

      She stuck her head out May’s room door and saw that no one was paying attention, so she took the moment to slip away and do that special thing that sheldevak can do, and move through space, back to the Jackstone Foundation.

      But first, a pit-stop at her personal armory.

      Deep underground, the former bomb shelter was exactly what she needed for peace and quiet.

      And even with the construction on the levels above, very few knew the bomb shelter was beneath her favorite downtown building. Secure, the shelter had what she needed for survival, and sealed from the inside, no one could get in without her help.

      Made her stuff pretty damn secure.

      She stripped out of the medical scrubs and changed to more appropriate combat attire. With no idea how these vampires would act, she armed herself with everything.

      Swords.

      Stakes.

      Silver chains.

      Even a couple of guns, loaded with silver-tipped bullets.

      Whatever it was going to take to control the situation and figure out exactly what she was dealing with.

      Were they still loyal to Melios? Or were they out for their own? Or did they know the difference?

      Only one way to find out.

      She disappeared again and appeared on the floor where the vampires from Melios’s nest were sleeping in their comas.

      Though they weren’t sleeping now.

      Lights flickered. Alarms blared.

      Eve glanced up and down the hall, just as two blurs ran toward her.

      “Son of a bitch,” she muttered as she immediately drew her tonfa.

      Just as they came into range, one darted to her right, the other to her left.

      She slammed the wooden stick into one and reached for the other.

      The first vampire, a male, dropped to his knees. “Christ, did you just hit me with a billy club?”

      “Would you prefer the stake?” Eve asked as she tossed one of the silver chains onto him.

      He moaned as the metal sizzled on his skin. “I’d prefer to get the hell out of here.”

      “Not happening,” Eve said.

      “What the hell are you doing to him,” the other vampire—a girl—said, before she leaped at Eve.

      Eve spun and took a swing at her attacker, but this vampire darted around fast.

      Damn, Eve thought. Girl’s going to have some skills if she’s worth saving.

      Eve rocked her head back and forth. She wasn’t one hundred percent, but she wasn’t letting this girl go without a good fight.

      With a battle cry, Eve attacked. The female didn’t back down, either. They slammed hard into each other, but Eve was ready.

      Her opponent was not.

      A couple more swipes with her tonfa and the female vampire fell to her knees.

      Eve quickly bound them both in the silver, chaining their hands, and hooked them on her belt. Her own fingers burned from handling the metal, but hey, that’s what happened when mythicals handled silver.

      She’d heal soon enough once she got some food. That usually did the trick.

      “Who are you?” the male asked.

      “You can’t do this to us,” the
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