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         ‘The charges are set, Lucan. Detonators are ready whenever you say the word. On your go, it all ends right here.’
         
 
         Lucan Thorne stood silent in the dusk-filled, snow-covered yard of the Boston estate that had long served as a base of operations for himself and his small cadre of brothers in arms. For more than a hundred years, on countless patrols, they rode out from this very spot to guard the night, maintaining a fragile peace between the unwitting humans who owned the daytime hours and the predators who moved among them secretly, sometimes lethally, in the dark.
 
         Lucan and his warriors of the Order dealt in swift, deadly justice and had never known the taste of defeat.
 
         Tonight it was bitter on his tongue.
 
         ‘Dragos will pay for this,’ he growled around the emerging points of his fangs.
 
         Lucan’s vision burned amber as he stared across the expansive lawn at the pale limestone facade of the Gothic mansion. A chaos of tire tracks scarred the grounds from the police chase that had crashed the compound’s tall iron gates that morning and come to a bullet-riddled halt right at the Order’s front door. Blood stained the snow where law enforcement gunfire had mowed down three terrorists who’d bombed Boston’s United Nations building then fled the scene with a dozen cops and every news station in the area in close pursuit.  
         
 
         All of it – from the attack on a human government facility, to the media-covered police chase of the suspects onto the compound’s secured grounds – had been orchestrated by the Order’s chief adversary, a power-mad vampire called Dragos.
         
 
         He wasn’t the first of the Breed to dream of a world where human kind lived to serve and served in fear. But where others before him with less commitment had failed, Dragos had demonstrated astonishing patience and initiative. He’d been carefully sowing the seeds of his rebellion for most of his long life, secretly cultivating followers within the Breed and making Minions of any humans he felt could help carry out his twisted goals.
 
         For the past year and a half, since their discovery of Dragos’s plans, Lucan and his brethren had kept him on the run. They had succeeded in driving him back, thwarting his every move and disrupting his operation.
 
         Until today.
 
         Today it was the Order pushed back and on the run, and Lucan didn’t like it one damn bit.
 
         ‘What’s the ETA at the temporary headquarters?’
 
         The question was aimed toward Gideon, one of the two warriors who’d remained behind with Lucan to wrap things up in Boston while the rest of the compound went ahead to an emergency safe house in northern Maine. Gideon glanced away from the small handheld computer in his palm and met Lucan’s gaze over the rims of silvery blue shades. ‘Savannah and the other women have been on the road for nearly five hours, so they should be at the location in about thirty minutes. Niko and the other warriors are just a couple hours behind them.’
 
         Lucan gave a nod, grim but relieved that the abrupt relocation had come together as well as it had. There were a few loose ends and details yet to be managed, but so far everyone was safe and the damage Dragos had intended to inflict on the Order had been minimized.
 
         Movement stirred on the other side of Lucan as Tegan, the other warrior who’d stayed behind, returned from the latest perimeter check. ‘Any problems?’
         
 
         ‘None.’ Tegan’s face showed no emotion, only grim purpose. ‘The two cops in the unmarked stakeout vehicle near the gates are still tranced and sleeping. After the hard memory scrub I gave them earlier today, there’s a good chance they won’t wake up until next week. And when they do, it’ll be with one hellacious hangover.’
 
         Gideon grunted. ‘Better a mind scrub on a couple of Boston’s finest than a very public bloodbath involving half the city’s precincts and the feds combined.’
 
         ‘Damn straight,’ Lucan said, recalling the swarm of cops and reporters who had filled the estate grounds that morning. ‘If the situation had escalated and any of those cops or federal agents had decided to come banging on the mansion door … Christ, I’m sure I don’t need to tell either of you how fast or how far things would have gone south.’
 
         Tegan’s eyes were grave in the rising darkness. ‘Guess we’ve got Chase to thank for that.’
 
         ‘Yeah,’ Lucan replied. He’d lived a long time – nine hundred years and then some – but for however long he’d walk this Earth, he knew he would never forget the sight of Sterling Chase strolling out of the mansion and squarely into the aim of a lawn full of heavily armed cops and federal agents. He could have died several ways in that moment. If the adrenaline-fueled panic of any one of the armed men assembled in the yard hadn’t killed him on the spot, spending longer than half an hour under the full blast of morning sunlight would have.
 
         But Chase apparently hadn’t cared about any of that as he’d allowed himself to be cuffed and led away by the human authorities. His surrender – his personal sacrifice – had bought the Order precious time. He had diverted attention from the mansion and what it concealed, giving Lucan and the others the chance to secure the subterranean compound and mobilize the evacuation of its residents once the sun set.
         
 
         After a string of bad calls and personal fuck-ups, most recently a failed strike against Dragos that had inadvertently landed Chase’s face on the national news, he was the last of the warriors Lucan would have turned to for answers. What he had done today was nothing short of astonishing, if not suicidal.
 
         Then again, Sterling Chase had been on a self-destructive path for some time now. Maybe this was his way of nailing that coffin shut once and for all.
 
         Gideon raked a hand over the top of his spiky blond hair and exhaled a curse. ‘Fucking lunatic. I can’t believe he actually did it.’
 
         ‘It should have been me.’ Lucan glanced between Tegan and Gideon, the warrior who’d been with him when he’d first founded the Order in Europe and the one who’d helped him establish the warriors’ home base in Boston centuries later. ‘I’m the Order’s leader. If there was a sacrifice to be made to spare everyone else, I should have been the one to step up.’
 
         Tegan eyed him grimly. ‘How long do you think Chase would have been able to keep his Bloodlust at bay? Whether he’s in human custody or loose on the streets, his thirst owns him. He’s lost and he knows that. He knew it when he walked out that door this morning. He had nothing left to lose.’
 
         Lucan grunted. ‘And now he’s sitting in police custody somewhere, surrounded by humans. He might have spared us from discovery today, but what if his thirst gets the better of him and he ends up exposing the existence of all the Breed? One moment of heroism could undo centuries of secrecy.’
 
         Tegan’s expression was coldly sober. ‘I guess we’ll have to trust him.’
 
         ‘Trust,’ Lucan said. ‘That’s a currency he’s come up short on more than once lately.’
 
         Unfortunately, right now, they didn’t have a lot of choice in the matter. Dragos had demonstrated quite effectively just how far he was willing to take his enmity toward the Order. He had no regard for life, human or his own kind, and as of today, he’d shown that he would take their power struggle out of the shadows and into the open. It was dangerous ground, with impossibly high stakes.
         
 
         And it was personal now. Dragos had crossed a line here, and there would be no going back.
 
         Lucan glanced at Gideon. ‘It’s time. Hit the detonators. Let’s get this done.’
 
         The warrior gave a slight nod and turned his attention back to his handheld computer. ‘Ah, fuck me,’ he muttered, the traces of his British accent punctuating the curse. ‘Here we go, then.’
 
         The three Breed males stood side by side in the crisp, cold darkness. Above them the sky was clear and cloudless, endless black, pierced with stars. Everything was still, as if Earth and the heavens had frozen in time, suspended in that instant between the silence of a perfect winter night and the first low rumble of the destruction unfolding roughly three hundred feet beneath the warriors’ boots. It seemed to carry on forever, not some great bombastic spectacle of furious noise and spewing fire and ash but a quiet yet thorough annihilation.
 
         ‘The living quarters have been sealed,’ Gideon reported somberly as the thunder began to ebb. He touched the screen of his handheld device and another series of deep growls rolled from far below the snow-covered ground. ‘The weapons room, the infirmary … both gone now.’
 
         Lucan didn’t allow himself to dwell on the memories or the history that was housed in the labyrinth of rooms and corridors being systematically exploded with a touch of Gideon’s finger on that tiny computer screen. It had taken more than a hundred years to build the compound into what it had become. He couldn’t deny that it put a cold ache in his chest to feel it being pulled down so neatly.
         
 
         ‘The chapel has been sealed,’ Gideon said, after pressing the digital detonator another time. ‘All that remains is the tech lab.’
 
         Lucan heard the slight catch in the warrior’s low voice. The tech lab was Gideon’s pride, the nerve center of the Order’s operation. It was where they’d assembled and strategized before every night’s mission. It took no effort at all for Lucan to see his brethren’s faces, a fine group of honorable, courageous Breed males, gathered around the lab’s conference table, each one ready to give his life for the other. Some of them had. And some likely would in the time still to come.
 
         As the soft percussion of explosives continued to rumble below ground, Lucan felt a weight settle on his shoulder. He glanced beside him, to where Tegan stood, the warrior’s big hand remaining a steady presence, his cool green eyes holding Lucan’s gaze in an unexpected show of solidarity, as the last of the thunder faded into silence.
 
         ‘That’s it,’ Gideon announced. ‘That was the last one. It’s over now.’
 
         For a long while, none of them spoke. There were no words. Nothing to be said in the dark shadow of the now-vacant mansion and its ruined compound below.
 
         Finally, Lucan stepped forward. His fangs bit into the edges of his tongue as he took one last look at the place that had been his headquarters – his family’s home – for so many years. Amber light filled his vision as his eyes transformed in his simmering fury.
 
         He pivoted to face his two brethren, and when he at last found the words to speak, his voice was harsh and raw with determination. ‘We may be done here, but this night doesn’t mark the end of anything. It’s only the beginning. Dragos wants a war with the Order? Then, by God, he’s damn well got it.’
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         The holding cell at the Suffolk County Sheriff’s Department reeked of mildew and urine and the pungent stench of human sweat, anxiety and disease. Sterling Chase’s acute senses recoiled as he cast a hooded glance at the trio of lowlifes currently handcuffed and parked along with him in the holding tank inside the Boston jail. Across the six-by-eight windowless room, the meth-head seated on the bench opposite him bounced his boot heels nervously on the scuffed white linoleum floor. His arms were restrained behind him, thin shoulders hunched forward under the wrinkled folds of a lumberjack-plaid flannel shirt. The junkie’s dark-ringed eyes were sunk deep into the hollowed sockets of his strung-out face, his gaze darting back and forth, wall to wall, ceiling to floor, and back again. Yet all the while he was careful to avoid looking directly at Chase, like a trapped and terrified rodent with the instinctive understanding that a dangerous predator was nearby. On the other end of the long bench, a balding middle-age man sat as still as stone, sweating profusely, a pitifully sparse comb-over drooping onto his greasy forehead as he quietly murmured under his breath. He was praying in a barely audible whisper that Chase heard word for word, a plea to his God for absolution of his sins and bargaining for mercy with the fervor of a man facing the gallows. Not an hour earlier, this same man had been wailing about his innocence, swearing to the cops who’d arrested him that he had no idea how hundreds of pictures of him posed with naked children had ended up on his computer. Chase could hardly stand to breathe the same air as the pedophile, let alone look at him.
         

         But it was the third man in the holding tank, the heavy-browed bruiser who’d arrived ten minutes ago, fresh off an arrest for domestic battery, that had Chase’s molars clamped together as tight as a vise. Loose jeans sagged under the pregnant swell of a beer gut cloaked in a Patriots sweatshirt from a few Super Bowls past. The gray shirt was torn at the shoulder seam, its red-white-and-blue logo on the front stained with the smeared remnants of a pot roast and mashed potatoes meal. Judging from the knot riding the bridge of the guy’s busted-up nose and the bleeding fingernail tracks skating down the left side of his face, it looked like his female victim hadn’t gone down without a fight. Chase’s nostrils flared, throat tickled, as his eyes rooted on the four long, bloodied gashes raking the human’s cheek.
         

         ‘Bitch fuckin’ broke my nose,’ Man of the Year complained as he leaned back against the white-glazed brick wall of the holding cell. ‘You believe that shit? I give her a little smack for dropping my dinner in my lap, tell her to watch where the fuck she’s goin’, for crissake, and she hauls off and cold-cocks me. Big mistake.’ He grunted, mouth curling in a sneer. ‘She won’t be stupid enough to try a stunt like that again, though. And the friggin’ cops, man! Shoulda known they’d take that bitch’s word over mine. Just like last time. I’m supposed ta let a judge wave a piece of paper at me sayin’ I gotta stay away from my own wife? I gotta stay outta my own damn house? Fuck that. And fuck her too. I’ve sent her to the hospital more ’an once. Next time I see her, I’m gonna fix that bitch so good, she’ll never be able to sic the cops on me again.’

         Chase said nothing, merely listening in silence and trying not to fixate too intensely on the bright red rivulets that were making a liquid slide down onto the wife-beater’s jaw. The sight and scent of fresh blood was enough to wake the predator in any member of the Breed, but all the worse for Chase.
         

         Head tipped down toward his chest, he drew in a shallow breath and caught a whiff of something even more disturbing beneath the stale foulness of the room and the coppery tang of coagulating red cells – something raw and feral, verging on rabid.

         Him.

         The realization made his mouth quirk, but it was hard to appreciate the irony when his gums were throbbing with the need to feed.

         Thanks to the fierce thirst that had been his constant companion for longer than he cared to admit, his sensory inputs were locked in overdrive. He felt every minute shift in the air around him. Saw every twitch and tic in the movements of his restless cell-mates. He heard every anxious breath taken and expelled, every rhythmic heartbeat, every rush of blood pulsing through the veins of all three humans who were little more than arm’s reach from him inside the room.

         His mouth watered feverishly at the thought. Behind his flattened upper lip, the points of his fangs pressed like twin daggers into the cushion of his tongue. His vision started to tighten, burning amber as his pupils narrowed to thin slits under his closed lids.

         Fuck. This was a bad place for him to be, especially in his condition.
         

         Bad place, bad idea. Bad damned odds of walking away from this whole situation in any way, shape, or form.

         Not that he’d given a shit about bad ideas and doomed outcomes when he’d offered himself up to the police on the front lawn of the Order’s estate earlier that day. His only concern had been protecting his friends. Giving them the opportunity – very likely their only prayer of a chance – to avoid discovery by human law enforcement and, he hoped, find a way to clear out of the compound and get to someplace safe.
         

         And so he hadn’t resisted when the cops clamped handcuffs on him and hauled him into the station. He’d cooperated during the seven hours of interrogation, doling out just enough information to the local boys and the feds to satisfy their endless questioning and keep them focused solely on him as the kingpin and mastermind of the violence that had taken place in the city over the last couple of days. Violence that had begun a few nights ago with a holiday party shooting at an up-and-coming young politician’s swank North Shore home.

         The botched assassination attempt had been Chase’s doing, but the intended target wasn’t the golden-boy senator or even his high-profile guest of honor, the United States vice president, as the cops and federal agents were inclined to believe. Chase had been gunning for a vampire named Dragos that night. The Order had been hunting Dragos for more than a year, and suddenly Chase had found the bastard rubbing elbows with influential, well-connected humans, passing himself off as one of them. To what end, Chase could only imagine, and none of it was good. Which is why, when he saw the opportunity to act, he didn’t hesitate to pull the trigger on the son of a bitch.

         But he’d failed.

         Not only had Dragos apparently walked away from the assault, but Chase found himself the focus of every media outlet in the country in the hours that followed. He’d been spotted at the senator’s party, and the eyewitness had given law enforcement a nearly photographic description of him.
         

         Couple that with a bombing the next day at Boston’s United Nations and a police pursuit of the suspects – a carload of heavily armed backwoods malcontents who led the cops right to the Order’s front door – and Boston’s finest were sure they had uncovered a major domestic terrorist cell.

          A misconception Chase was happy to indulge, at least for the time being.
         

         He’d spent the daylight hours inside the station, content to let the cops believe he was cooperative and under their control. The longer he sat there, pretending that the blame for all that had gone down lately rested squarely on him, telling them all the things they wanted to hear, the less impatient law enforcement was to stake out the mansion or raid the place. He’d done all he could to deflect attention from his friends at the compound. If they hadn’t used the time wisely and evacuated by now, there wasn’t much he could do to fix that.
         

         As for him, he had to get moving too.

         He had payback to deliver on Dragos – payback and then some. The bastard had stepped up his game in the past few weeks, and after this latest strike, which had nearly exposed the Order to humankind, Chase dreaded to think what Dragos might be willing to do next. For what wasn’t the first time, Chase considered the senator Dragos had been currying favor from lately. The man was in danger purely by association, if Dragos hadn’t already recruited him into service since Chase had last seen him.

         And if Dragos had turned a United States senator into one of his Minions – particularly a senator with Robert Clarence’s personal access to the White House via his friendship with his university mentor, the vice president? The ramifications were unthinkable. The fallout from a move like that would be irreparable.

         All the more reason to get the hell out of this place ASAP. He had to make sure Senator Robert Clarence wasn’t already under Dragos’s control. Better still, he had to find Dragos. He had to take him out once and for all, even if he had to do it single-handed.

         The metal handcuffs at his back couldn’t hold him any longer than he allowed. Neither could this locked room, nor any of the cops who’d strayed by the hallway and paused to glower in at him through the small glass pane in the holding cell’s door.
         

         Night had fallen. Chase knew that without the benefit of a clock on the bare walls or a window looking onto the city street outside the building. He could feel it in his bones, all the way to his weak and starving marrow. And with the night came the reminder of his hunger, the wild thirst that owned him now.

         He shoved it down deep inside him and rallied his thoughts around his unfinished business with Dragos.

         Hard to do when Man of the Year and his oozing cat scratches were making a slow swagger toward Chase’s seat in the corner of the small room.

         ‘Fuckin’ cops, eh? Think they can leave us sitting in here without food or water, shackle us up together like a bunch of animals.’ He scoffed and planted his ass down next to Chase on the bench. ‘What’d they bust you for?’

         Chase didn’t answer. It took enough effort just to contain the low growl that was curling up from the back of his parched throat.

         He kept his head down, eyes averted so the human wouldn’t catch the hungered glow radiating out of them.

         ‘Whatta ya, too good to make conversation or sumthin’?’

         He felt the guy sizing him up, checking out the sweats and T-shirt Chase had been wearing when the cops brought him in – the same clothes he’d had on in the compound’s subterranean infirmary in the moments before he’d broken loose and ran topside in the effort to spare his friends. He’d been barefoot then too, but now he sported a pair of black plastic shower shoes, courtesy of the Suffolk County jail.

         Even with his short blond hair raked down over his brow, his gaze averted, Chase could sense the human’s eyes fixed on him. ‘Looks like somebody banged you up pretty good too, sport. Ya leg is bleedin’ through ya pants.’

         So it was. Chase glanced at the small red bloom that was seeping through the gray fabric covering his right thigh. Bad sign, his wounds from the other night still not healing up. He needed blood for that.
         

         ‘Cops do that to you, or what, man?’

         ‘Or what,’ Chase muttered, his voice rough like gravel. He slid a low glance at the human and let his upper lip curl back from just the tips of his fangs.

         ‘Motherfu—’ The big man’s eyes flew wide. ‘What the fuck!’

         He scrambled away from Chase in a clumsy backpedal that had him knocking into the holding cell door just as a pair of uniformed officers were opening it.

         ‘Time to take a walk, fellas,’ the first cop said. He looked around the room, from the pedophile and the junkie, both oblivious to anything but their own misery, to the bruiser who now had his spine plastered against the opposite wall, jaw slack, sucking in air like he’d just run a marathon. ‘We got a problem in here?’

         Chase lifted his chin only high enough to send a narrow glare at the wheezing human across the room. This time, he kept his lips closed and schooled the amber glow of his irises into a dull glimmer. But the threat was there, and the big, tough wife-beater seemed unwilling to test him.
         

         ‘N-naw,’ he stammered, and gave a quick shake of his head. ‘No problem in here, Officer. Everything’s cool.’

         ‘Good.’ The cop strode farther into the holding cell while his partner held the door open. ‘Everybody up. Follow me.’ He paused in front of Chase and jerked his chin in the direction of the hallway outside. ‘You first, asshole.’

         Chase rose from the bench. At six-and-a-half-feet tall, he towered over the officer and the other humans in the cell with him. Although he’d never worked out a minute in his life, thanks to Breed genetics and a metabolism that ran like a high-performance vehicle, the muscular bulk of his body dwarfed the gym-rat cop. As if to assert his authority over Chase, the human drew up his chest and pointed him toward the door, letting his other hand settle on the butt of his holstered pistol.
         

         Chase walked ahead of him, but only because it would be less hassle to make his escape from the hallway than from inside the holding cell.

         Behind him, the pedophile’s voice was oily, overly polite. ‘Would it be all right to ask where you’re taking us, Officer?’

         ‘This way,’ the other cop said, directing the group of them past the desk clerk in the hall and toward a length of corridor that stretched out in a long track toward the back of the station.

         Chase stalked along the worn industrial-grade linoleum, gauging the opportune moment for him to make his break and speed out of the station before any of the humans could realize he was gone. It was a risky move, one certain to leave a hell of a lot of questions in its wake, but unfortunately he didn’t see much choice.

         As he prepared to take that first step toward freedom, a metal door opened at the far end of the corridor. Cold night air swept in, fine December snowflakes dancing around the tall, slender form of a young woman. She was bundled in a hooded, long wool coat. Waves of caramel-brown hair clung to her chill-reddened cheeks and drooped down toward calm, intelligent eyes.

         Chase froze, watching as she stomped some of the fresh snow from her glossy leather boots and turned to say something to the police officer who accompanied her into the station.

         Holy hell. It was the witness from the senator’s party.

         The cop escorting her inside caught Chase’s gaze and his face went tight. With a scowl at the officers leading the poorly timed perp parade, he steered Senator Clarence’s attractive personal assistant into a room off the corridor and out of view.

         ‘Keep moving,’ said the cop at the rear of the group.

         If Chase wanted to reach the senator, he figured there was a good chance Bobby Clarence might be in the police station tonight along with his pretty aide.
         

         Curious enough to find out, Chase reconsidered his plan to bolt. Instead he fell in line and let the cops march him farther down the corridor toward the room where his eyewitness had gone.
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         ‘Please make yourself comfortable, Ms Fairchild. This shouldn’t take long.’ The police detective who met her at the station opened the door to the witness viewing room and waited as she walked in ahead of him. Several grim-faced men in dark suits and a handful of uniformed officers were already waiting inside.
         

         Tavia recognized the federal agents, men she’d first been introduced to in the hours following the recent shooting at the senator’s party. She nodded to the group in greeting as she stepped farther into the room.

         It was movie-theater dark inside, the only light coming from the oversized pane of glass that looked into the empty lineup area on the other side. Overhead fluorescent panels bathed the room in a stark white glow that didn’t make the place any more inviting. A height measurement chart traveled the length of the back wall, with the numbers 1 through 5 stenciled in evenly placed intervals above the seven-foot mark.

         The detective gestured to one of several vinyl-upholstered chairs positioned in front of the large window. ‘We’ll be starting soon, Ms Fairchild. Have a seat, if you like.’

         ‘I’d prefer to stand,’ she replied. ‘And please, Detective Avery, call me Tavia.’

         He nodded, then strode over to a watercooler and countertop coffeemaker in the far corner. ‘I’d offer you coffee, but it’s nasty even when it’s freshly made. End of the day like this, it’s worse than crude oil.’ He put a paper cup under the watercooler dispenser and pushed the lever. The clear jug belched a few big bubbles as the cup filled. ‘House white,’ he said, turning to hold the water out to her. ‘Yours, if you’d like it.’
         

         ‘No, thank you.’ Although she appreciated his efforts to make her feel at ease, she wasn’t interested in pleasantries or delays. She had a job to do here, and a laptop full of schedules, spreadsheets and presentations to be reviewed once she got home. Normally she didn’t mind long hours of work that spilled into long nights of the same. God knew, she didn’t have to worry about a social life getting in the way.

         But she was on edge tonight, feeling the strange mix of mental hyperintensity and physical exhaustion that always dogged her after a round of treatments and examinations at her doctor’s private clinic. She’d been under her specialist’s care for most of the day, and while she wasn’t thrilled about having to make an evening pit stop at the police station, part of her was anxious to see firsthand that the man who’d opened fire on a crowded room of people a few nights ago and then went on to orchestrate a bombing in the heart of the city this morning was, in fact, behind bars where he belonged.

         Tavia walked closer to the viewing window and gave it an experimental tap with her fingernail. ‘This glass must be fairly thick.’

         ‘Yep. Quarter-inch safety.’ Avery met her there and took a sip of water. ‘It’s one-way glass, looks like a mirror on the other side. We can see them, but they can’t see us. Same goes for audio; our room is soundproof, but we have speakers tuned in to monitor their side. So when the bad guys are standing against that wall out there, you don’t have to worry about any of them being able to ID you or hear anything you say.’

         ‘I’m not worried.’ Tavia felt nothing but resolve as she met the middle-age man’s eyes over the rim of the Dixie cup. She glanced at the other officers and agents. ‘I’m ready to do this. I want to do this.’
         

         ‘Okay. Now, in just a minute, a couple of officers are going to bring a group of four or five men into that room. All you have to do is have a good look at those men and tell me if any of them could be the man you saw at the senator’s party the other night.’ The detective chuckled a little and shot a wink at his fellow officers. ‘After the detailed description you gave law enforcement following the shooting, I got a feeling you’re gonna ace this exercise here tonight.’

         ‘Whatever I can do to help,’ she replied.

         He swallowed the rest of his water and crushed the paper cup in his fist. ‘Normally we wouldn’t disclose facts about our investigation, but since the guy confessed to everything and waived his rights to legal counsel, tonight’s lineup is just a formality.’

         ‘He confessed?’

         Avery nodded. ‘He knows we got him nailed on the trespassing and attempted murder charges. No way he could weasel out of that one when the sketch details you provided were a dead ringer for him and he’s sporting fresh gunshot wounds from his escape.’

         ‘And the bombing downtown today?’ Tavia prompted, looking to the federal agents for confirmation. ‘He’s admitting responsibility for that too?’

         One of the suits tipped his chin in acknowledgment. ‘Didn’t even try to deny it. Says he orchestrated the whole thing.’

         ‘But I thought there were others involved. The news stations ran coverage of the police pursuit all day. I heard officers killed all three bombers at some local private estate.’

         ‘That’s right,’ Avery cut in. ‘He stated he enlisted the three backwoods malcontents to rig the explosion at the city’s UN building. Obviously not the sharpest tools in the shed, seeing how they led us right to him. Not that he put up any kind of fight. He came out of the house and surrendered to police right after they arrived on the property.’
         

         ‘You mean he lives there?’ Tavia asked. She’d seen images of the mansion and its expansive grounds on the news. It was palatial. The pale limestone construction with its soaring four-story walls, black-lacquered doors and high, arched windows seemed more suited to old-money, New England elite than a violent maniac with apparent terrorist leanings.
         

         ‘We haven’t been able to substantiate who actually owns the property,’ the detective told her. ‘The estate has been held in private trust for more than a hundred years. Got about ten layers of lawyers and legalese wrapped around the title to the place. Our perp claims he’s been renting it for a few months, but he doesn’t know anything about the owner. Says it came furnished, no contract, and he pays the rent in cash to one of the top law firms downtown.’

         ‘Has he said why he did all of this?’ Tavia asked. ‘If he confessed to the shooting and the bombing, is he offering any excuse for what he’s done?’

         Detective Avery gave a loose shrug. ‘Why does any lunatic do these things? He didn’t have a concrete answer for that. In fact, the guy is almost as much of an enigma as the place he’s been living.’

         ‘How so?’

         ‘We’re not even sure what his real name is. The one he gave us doesn’t have a social security number or any record of employment. No driver’s license, no automobile registration, no credit report, voter card, nothing. It’s like the guy’s a ghost. The only thing we did turn up was a donation given to a Harvard University Alumni association made in his name. The trail dead-ends there.’

         ‘Well, that’s a start, at least,’ Tavia replied.

         The detective exhaled a grunt of a laugh. ‘It would be, I suppose. If the record didn’t date back to the 1920s. Obviously it’s not our bad guy. I may not be the best judge of age, but I feel pretty certain he’s nowhere near eighty years old.’
         

         ‘No,’ Tavia murmured. Thinking back on the night of Senator Clarence’s holiday party and the man she’d witnessed firing from the second-floor gallery of the house, she would have placed him somewhere around her age, mid-thirties at most. ‘A relative, maybe?’

         ‘Maybe,’ the detective said. He glanced up as the door in the other room opened and a uniformed officer stepped ahead of the line of men behind him. ‘Okay, here we go, Tavia. Showtime.’

         She nodded, then found herself taking a step back from the one-way glass as the first of the suspects entered the lineup room.

         It was him – the one she’d come to the station to identify.

         She knew him on sight, instantly recognizing the chiseled, knife-edge cheekbones and the rigid, unforgiving jut of his squared jawline. His short golden-brown hair was disheveled, some of it drooping over his brow, but not enough to conceal the piercing color of his steel-blue eyes. And he was immense – every bit as tall and muscular as she remembered. His biceps bulged beneath the short sleeves of a white T-shirt. Loose-fitting heathered gray sweats hung from his slim hips and hinted at powerfully muscled thighs.

         He prowled into the space with an air of defiance – of unapologetic arrogance – that made the fact that he was in a jail with his hands cuffed behind his back seem inconsequential. He walked ahead of the others, all long limbs and a loose gait that felt more animal than human. There was a slight limp in the otherwise smooth movement of his legs, she noticed. A spot of blood rode on his right thigh, a deep red splotch that soaked into the lighter fabric of his sweats. Tavia watched the stain grow a little with each long stride that carried him across the length of the lineup area. She shuddered a bit inside the warmth of her winter coat, feeling queasy. God, she never had been able to stand the sight of blood.
         

         Over the speakers, one of the police officers instructed the man to stop at the number 4 position and face forward. He did, and when he was standing facing the glass, his eyes fixed squarely on her. Unerringly so.

         A jolt of awareness arrowed through her. ‘Are you sure they can’t—’

         ‘I promise, you’re perfectly safe and protected in here,’ Avery assured her.

         And yet that scathing blue gaze stayed rooted on her, even after the last of the three other men was led into the lineup and made to face forward. Those other men slouched and shifted, anxious eyes held low beneath inclined heads or darting around and seeing nothing but their own reflection in the large pane of one-way glass.

         ‘If you’re ready,’ prompted the detective from beside her.

         She nodded, letting her eyes travel down the line to the remaining three men even though there was no need. The others looked nothing like him. They were a rangy mix of shapes and sizes and ages. One man was rail-thin, with stringy brown hair hanging limply around his shoulders. Another was the size of a bull, broad shoulders and a big belly. He had a mean face framed by thick, dark waves and small eyes that glared out over the swollen red beak of his nose. The third was a balding lump of a man, probably in the neighborhood of fifty, who was sweating profusely under the bright glare of the spotlight.

         And then there was him … the intense, almost cruelly handsome menace who still hadn’t taken his eyes off her. Tavia wasn’t the sort to let things rattle her, but she could hardly stand the weight of that stare – even if she was safely concealed in the darkened viewing area behind quarter-inch safety glass and surrounded by half a dozen armed law enforcement officers.
         

         ‘That’s him,’ she blurted, pointing toward position 4. Although it had to be impossible, she could have sworn she saw his mouth lift into a half smile as she raised her hand to single him out. ‘That’s him, Detective Avery. He’s the man I saw at the party that night.’
         

         Avery gave her shoulder a light pat as the cops in the other room began instructing the men to step forward one at a time. ‘I know I said this is just a formality, but we still need you to be sure, Tavia—’

         ‘I’m absolutely certain of it,’ she replied, her tone crisp as the blood in her veins began to buzz with some kind of innate alarm. She glanced back into the other room just as Number 4 took his two steps forward. ‘There’s no need to continue here. That man is the shooter. I would know his face anywhere.’

         ‘Okay, then. That’s fine, Tavia.’ He chuckled. ‘What’d I tell ya? Done in no time. You did great.’

         She dismissed the praise as unnecessary, giving the officer a mild shake of her head. ‘Will there be anything else?’

         ‘Ah, nope. It’ll just take a few minutes for us to wrap things up here, and we can get you on your way. If you’d like me to see you home—’

         ‘No, thank you. I’m sure I’ll be fine.’ As she spoke, her eyes clashed once more with the man who might have killed someone at Senator Clarence’s party. If he truly was the mastermind of the bombing downtown this morning too, then he had the lives of several innocent people on his hands. Tavia held that penetrating stare, hoping that he could see through the glass to the depth of contempt she held for him in her eyes. After a long moment, she pivoted away from the viewing window. ‘If that will be all, Detective, the senator has a big presentation tomorrow morning, and I have a lot of logistics and other work to catch up on yet tonight.’

         ‘Tavia Fairchild.’
         

         The deep growl – the unexpected sound of her name on a stranger’s lips – made her freeze for a moment where she stood. She didn’t have to wonder who spoke. The low rumble of his voice went through her with the same cold certainty of the bullets he’d rained down on the crowd of party attendees the other night.
         

         Still, shocked by what was happening, Tavia swiveled a questioning look on the detective and the other agents and officers. ‘This room … I thought you said—’

         Avery sputtered an apology and grabbed for a wall-mounted phone next to the viewing window. As he spoke into the receiver, the man standing in the number 4 spot kept talking to her. He kept looking at her, as though there were nothing standing between her and his deadly focus.

         He took a step forward. ‘Your boss is in a lot of trouble, Tavia. He’s in danger. You could be too.’

         ‘Damn it! Get that son of a bitch under control right now,’ demanded one of the federal agents to the detective on the phone.

         The officers in the lineup room snapped into action. ‘Number 4, shut up and get back in line!’

         He ignored the order. Took another step forward, even as the second cop moved in from the other side of the room. ‘I need to find him, Tavia. He needs to know that Dragos will kill him – or worse. It might already be too late.’

         Mute, she shook her head. What he was saying made no sense. Senator Clarence was alive and well; she’d seen him at the office that morning, before he’d left for a full day of meetings and business engagements downtown.

         ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ she murmured, even though he shouldn’t be able to hear her. He shouldn’t be able to see her either, but he did. ‘I don’t know anyone named Dragos.’

         Both cops moved in on him now. One on each restrained arm, they tried to haul him back toward the wall. He shook them off like they were nothing, all of his focus zeroed in on Tavia. ‘Listen to me. He was there that night. He was a guest at the party.’
         

         ‘No,’ she said, certain he was wrong now. She personally handwrote and addressed each of the one hundred and forty-eight invitations. Her memory for things like that was infallible. If pressed, she could recite every name and recount every face on the guest list. There was no one there by that name that night.
         

         ‘Dragos was there, Tavia.’ The cops in the lineup room made another grab for him. ‘He was there. I shot him. I only wish I would have killed the bastard.’

         She felt her head slowly moving side to side, her brows pinched as the lunacy of what he was saying sank in. There was only one casualty at the party. The only person wounded by the violence that night had been one of Senator Clarence’s most generous campaign contributors, a successful local businessman and philanthropist named Drake Masters.

         ‘You’re crazy,’ she whispered. Yet even as she spoke the words, she didn’t fully believe them herself. The man holding her gaze so improbably – so impossibly – through the glass didn’t seem crazy. He seemed dangerous and intense, utterly certain of what he was saying. He seemed lethal, even with his hands cuffed behind his back.

         He kept an unblinking lock on her eyes. Dismissing him as insane would have been easier to accept than the cold knot of dread that was forming in her stomach under the weight of his clear stare. No, whatever his intent the night of the senator’s party, she doubted very much that it had been motivated by insanity.

         Still, none of what he was saying made sense.

         ‘This guy is deranged,’ said one of the feds. ‘Let’s wrap this up and get the witness out of here.’

         Detective Avery nodded. ‘I apologize for this, Tavia. You don’t need to be here any longer.’ He moved around in front of her. His face was drawn taut with a mix of bewilderment and annoyance as he held his arm out to indicate a path toward the hallway door. The other officers and federal agents slowly regrouped as well and started to fall in behind them.
         

         In the lineup room, Tavia heard the shuffle and grunts of a physical struggle under way. She tried to peer around the detective, but he was already guiding her away from the window.

         As they reached the viewing room door, there was a short knock on the other side before it opened ahead of them. Senator Clarence stood in the hallway, snowflakes clinging to his neatly combed hair and navy wool pea coat. ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t be here sooner. My meeting with the mayor ran late, as usual.’ He glanced at Tavia and his friendly expression went a bit dark. ‘Is something wrong? Tavia, I’ve never seen you look so pale. What’s going on in there?’

         Before she could brush off his concern, the senator strode into the viewing room. ‘Gentlemen,’ he murmured, greeting the other law enforcement officials as he walked farther inside.

         At his approach to the viewing window, a low growl erupted from inside the lineup area.

         It was an inhuman sound. An otherworldly snarl that made the blood go cold in Tavia’s veins. Alarm shot through her in an instant, every instinct clanging with warning. Something terrible was about to happen. She pivoted back into the room. ‘Senator Clarence, be careful—’

         Too late.

         The viewing window exploded.

         Glass broke and shattered, spitting tiny pebbles in all directions as something huge came crashing through the opening and landed in a heap in the middle of the viewing room.

         It was one of the men from the lineup – the dark-haired bull in the Patriots shirt. He was howling in pain, limbs twisted unnaturally. The skin on his face and neck and hands was torn open and bleeding from the impact.
         

         Tavia shot a startled look behind her.

         The large pane of one-way safety glass was nothing but air now.

         Nothing but air … and, standing in front of its broken frame, a towering menace of hard muscle and deadly intent.

         The handcuffs that had restrained him in the lineup dangled useless, one at each wrist. He’d somehow broken free of them. Good lord, how strong must he be if he was able to do not only that but also throw a full-grown man through a plate of safety glass? And how fast must he have moved to have done all of this before any of the officers in the lineup room could stop him?

         Cold blue eyes looked past her, rooted like lasers onto Senator Clarence. ‘Goddamn Dragos,’ the man seethed, fury simmering in his gaze and in the low hiss of his voice. ‘He already got to you, didn’t he? He already fucking owns you.’

         His right arm shot forward, reaching through the open space of the window. As swift as a cobra strike, he had the sleeve of Senator Clarence’s coat in his fist. He yanked backward, pulling the senator off his feet. He hauled the man’s entire weight with one hand, dragging him in mere instants through the broken glass and debris.

         Oh, God. This man was going to kill Senator Clarence, right here and now.

         ‘No.’ Tavia was moving before she realized it. She took hold of the metal handcuff that ringed his wrist and pulled with all she had. ‘No!’

         Her paltry attempt to stop him hardly made him pause. But in that split-second moment, his gaze broke to hers. There was something unearthly in those eyes … something that seemed to crackle with unholy fire. Something that cleaved straight into the center of her being like the sharp edge of a blade, even as it stirred a dark curiosity that beckoned her closer.
         

         Her heart was racing in her chest. Her pulse hammered, as loud as a drumbeat in her ears. For the first time in her life, Tavia Fairchild knew true terror. She stared into those strangely hypnotic blue eyes, and she screamed.
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         She didn’t let go of him, even while her scream tore past her lips. Slender but deceptively strong fingers held on to the metal cuff at his wrist, as though her reflexes were ready for a fight regardless of the fear and panic that vibrated from all around the chaos-stricken room.
         

         Tavia Fairchild was tenacious; Chase had to give her that.

         She hadn’t been afraid of him the night of the senator’s party or a few minutes ago, when she’d looked him in the eyes through the one-way glass and condemned him to the cops and feds camped out in the viewing room.

         He couldn’t blame her for that. She and law enforcement both believed they were doing the right thing, trying to keep a dangerous man – a confessed killer – off the streets. Their human minds could not comprehend the kind of evil Chase and the rest of the Order were up against.

         Nor did Tavia Fairchild have any idea that her boss was a dead man.

         Senator Robert Clarence might look unchanged to mortal eyes, but Chase’s Breed senses sniffed out the Minion the instant he walked into the viewing room. The man belonged to Dragos now, obedient to none but his Master. Chase saw the truth of it in the dull glint of the politician’s gaze and in the utter lack of concern for himself or any other life in the room. Dragos had sent him to the police station. Chase meant to send the Minion back to the son of a bitch in pieces.
         

         He swung his gaze away from Tavia Fairchild and ripped loose from her distracting grasp. ‘Where is Dragos?’ He tightened his fist around the senator’s arm and squeezed until he felt bones crack and pop against his palm. ‘Tell me now.’

         The Minion only howled in agony.

         ‘Stand down!’ shouted one of the cops from behind him in the lineup room. There was a scuffle of foot movement, a blur of motion in the viewing room as federal agents and the officers inside hustled to get Tavia clear of the struggle.

         Chase squeezed the senator harder, shattering his forearm in a bruising grip. ‘I’m gonna find him. And you’re gonna tell me where, you goddamn waste of—’

         Something sharp slammed into his shoulder from behind. Not a bullet, but the piercing bite of fine twin barbs. Like fishhooks, sunk deep into his flesh. His ears filled with the rapid clickety-clickety staccato report of a Taser being discharged. At the same time, his body was pumped with fifty thousand volts of electricity. The current went through him in a violent jolt. The juice lit him up from scalp to heel, making his muscles scream in protest.

         Chase roared, more from fury than pain. The hit was about as debilitating as a bee sting to one of his kind. He took a step forward, one hand still fastened on Senator Clarence, the other swinging around to find a better hold.

         ‘For fuck’s sake,’ someone in the viewing room gasped. ‘Did anyone check this guy for drugs? What the hell is he on?’

         One of the feds in a dark suit had his semiauto out of its holster. ‘Hit this bastard again!’ he commanded. ‘Take him down, dammit, or I’ll make it permanent right here and now!’

         Another Taser shot found its mark. The barbs latched on to the center of his spine this time, and he took another round of fifty thousand volts. The double whammy did the job well enough. Chase lost his grip on his prey. The instant Clarence was freed, several cops and feds rushed him and Tavia out of the room.
         

         Chase swung his left arm around to rip away the electrodes that were stuck in the meat of his other shoulder. With the current from the second shot still riding his central nervous system, he charged the broken windowsill and made a clumsy leap onto the cracked metal frame.

         The federal agent opened fire. So did one of the uniformed officers in the viewing room beside him.

         Bullets chewed into Chase’s chest and torso. Round after round, knocking him backward onto his heels. He staggered, looking down at the mess of red that was blooming all over him.

         Not good. Not fucking good at all, but he was Breed. He could survive it.

         And there was still a chance that he could get his hands on Dragos’s Minion before the cops whisked him out of the station …

         While the fed reloaded his empty weapon, one of the straggler cops in the nearly empty viewing room edged forward, service pistol trained on Chase. ‘Stay where you are!’ The cop was young, and his voice cracked a little, but his aim was steady. ‘Don’t you fucking move, asshole.’

         Chase was dripping blood like water through a sieve. It pooled around his feet and in the broken glass that littered the floor. He took a step back, reaching inward for the speed and agility that was part of who – and what – he was. But the power wouldn’t respond to his call.

         His body was already compromised from the Bloodlust that had been nipping at his heels for so many months.

         And he was losing blood. Too much, too fast.

         But he could still smell Dragos’s Minion somewhere in the building. He knew the mind slave was still within his reach, and there was another part of him – a tarnished bit of chivalry in him – that bristled at the thought of letting an innocent woman get within ten feet of one of Dragos’s soulless servants.
         

         He would see the Minion dead before he’d willingly allow Tavia Fairchild anywhere near that kind of evil.

         Chase pivoted around, his fading vision seeking the door that would lead him to the corridor outside. He took a sluggish step, his feet dragging beneath him.

         ‘Ah, shit,’ muttered one of the anxious cops.

         A gun clicked hard behind him. The fed’s voice again, all business. ‘One more step and it’s your funeral, asshole.’

         Chase couldn’t have kept his legs from moving if he’d been shackled to an army tank.

         He walked forward another pace.

         The only shot he felt was the first one. The others hammered into him one after the other, until the floor went out from under him. He smelled gunpowder and a burst of spent human adrenaline. And as his legs crumbled, and his body came to a hard rest on the floor of the lineup room, he smelled the dark scent of his own blood pumping onto the field of filthy white linoleum in all directions around him.

         
             

         

         The Breed male took his time making the short stroll from his chauffeured limousine standing at the curb and the private club tucked into the back of a narrow Chinatown alley. He took no bodyguards with him, made no cautionary glances into the surrounding gloom of the wintry streets or night-cloaked shadows of the buildings rising up on all sides of him.

         Not tonight.

         Tonight, he strode into the heart of Boston – into the heart of the Order’s domain – without a single care. In place of guards, he’d opted for more amusing, more serviceable, companions. The pair of delectable human females hurried to keep pace with him, their high heels clicking rapidly on the ice-crusted pavement. He didn’t know their names, didn’t care. They were merely playthings, the leggy redhead and the fresh-faced blonde selected by him a few minutes ago, as he’d noticed the underage young women waiting on line to get into LaNotte, the city’s current hot spot.
         

         They trotted along after him, giggling and eager, as he approached the large bulk of a Breed male posted as sentry near the arched vestibule and metal door of the private club. The guard, an Enforcement Agency brute named Taggart who’d done the odd job for him during his tenure in the highest ranks of that impotent organization, glowered as he took up a forbidding stance in front of the door. But then the beady eyes under the heavy brow widened in surprise and recognition.

         ‘Sir,’ Taggart murmured, offering a bow of his head as he reached for the door, opened it and stepped aside to permit the trio into the club.

         The respect was welcome, as was the feeling of freedom that he wore around his shoulders like a king’s mantle as he cut through the crowded room of Breed males and scantily clad human men and women who provided the club’s specialized entertainment. On the central stage, a dark-skinned beauty wrapped her naked body around a Lucite pole with the boneless grace of a serpent. At the tables and banquettes below the raised platform of the stage, dozens of Breed males watched in rapt attention. Still others reclined in their booths and private alcoves, enjoying more personalized services from the humans employed by this Agency-run sip-and-strip.
         

         Yet despite the various sex acts and blood-drinking taking place on the floor of the club, there was an air of restraint about the place. Breed law prohibited the killing of humans, and for most members of the Enforcement Agency in particular, that law was inviolable. It was as sacrosanct as the tenet of secrecy, the vow that had allowed the Breed to live alongside mankind – to feed upon them – undetected and unchallenged for centuries.

         For some, like him and the other male now making his way through the club to greet him, that shackle had long begun to chafe.
         

         Dragos watched as his lieutenant approached. He was one of a handful of like-minded, loyal members of Dragos’s inner circle – a dwindling handful, thanks to a number of fuck-ups and failures along the way that had forced him to cull the weakest members from the herd. But that was behind him now. He was looking ahead, toward victory. It was so near, he could practically taste it on his tongue. ‘Good evening, Deputy Director Pike.’

         ‘Sir.’ The Enforcement Agent cast a furtive look around him before he met Dragos’s gaze. ‘This is a … well, sir, it’s an unexpected pleasure to see you here in the city.’

         ‘Then why do you look as though you’re about to piss yourself?’ Dragos replied, baring his teeth in a brief smile. Usually an unannounced, personal appearance from him meant a head was about to roll. ‘Relax, Pike. I’m here on pleasure tonight, not business.’

         ‘So, nothing is wrong, sir?’

         ‘Not at all,’ Dragos replied.

         His lieutenant still didn’t look comfortable. He kept his voice lowered, no doubt afraid of being seen speaking too familiarly with him in such a public place. ‘But, sir, do you really think it’s wise coming into the city like this – or coming here, of all places? It was only last week that the Order sent two of their warriors into this club asking questions about you.’

         Dragos gave a mild shake of his head. ‘I’m not concerned about the Order. They have their hands full right now. I saw to that personally today.’

         Pike stared for a moment. ‘The rumors are true? The Order’s compound was uncovered by the hu—’ Looking at Dragos’s two mortal companions, Pike abruptly cleared his throat. ‘They were found out by local police?’

         Dragos grinned. ‘Let’s just say Boston’s finest had a little help in that area.’
         

         The Breed male returned the smile, but his eyes kept straying uncertainly from Dragos to the pair of human females latched on to him from both sides. Dragos shrugged idly at the question in his cautious lieutenant’s eyes. ‘Speak freely, Pike. I fed them so much liquor and cocaine on the way over, they won’t remember their names in the morning. If I let them survive that long,’ he drawled, leering at the young women he could hardly wait to sample.

         ‘Are you saying that the bombing downtown this morning and the police chase of the suspects that followed—’

         ‘That’s precisely what I’m saying, Pike.’ Dragos watched the impressed expression of his lieutenant deepen. ‘From the orchestration of the explosion by the Minions I recruited to do the job, to the pursuit that led law enforcement right to Lucan Thorne’s front door. All of it was my doing.’

         ‘I hear one of the warriors is in police custody. Did they really arrest Sterling Chase?’

         Dragos nodded. The warrior’s apparent voluntary surrender was the one detail he hadn’t arranged or foreseen in this entire offensive strike against the Order. He still wasn’t quite sure what to make of that, but he’d sent his newest Minion servants to look in on the situation at the jail downtown. In fact, he should be hearing from the senator with a full report anytime now.

         ‘Word on the street says Chase is nearly Rogue,’ Pike said. ‘Doesn’t surprise me to hear that, I suppose. After the way he came in here looking for you last week with that other warrior – the reports I saw about how many Agents he injured and the way he fought like a rabid dog – doesn’t sound like he’s got far to fall before Bloodlust claims him for good. Hard to believe he’s the same Sterling Chase of just a few years ago. Back then, it was accepted fact that he was headed straight for the top ranks of the Agency.’

         Dragos exhaled a sigh, instantly bored with Agent Pike’s pointless meander down memory lane. ‘Let the son of a bitch go Rogue or die in human custody – I could give a flying fuck. One less warrior to contend with is all that matters to me.’
         

         ‘Of course, sir,’ Pike responded crisply. ‘I couldn’t agree more.’

         Dragos dismissed the fawning obeisance with a curt wave. ‘I need a table, Pike.’ As he spoke, he reached out to pet the silky blonde hair of one of his female companions. Not to neglect the redhead, he turned to her and stroked the long, slender column of her throat. ‘I’ll take that one, near the stage.’

         It was the best in the house, a large half-moon leather banquette and table, centrally located, with a view both of the dancers on stage and the rest of the club. And it was also currently occupied by no fewer than eight Breed males, most of them of equal or higher rank than Deputy Director Arno Pike.

         Although his lieutenant hardly looked comfortable with the command, he jogged off to do Dragos’s bidding. There were a few turned heads from the Agents at the table, a couple of affronted stares and disgruntled scowls, but Pike cleared the men out, then hurried back to see Dragos to his seat.

         Dragos prowled through the Agency club like he owned it.

         Hell, it wouldn’t be long before he did, in fact, own this club, the city and everyone in it – Breed and human alike.

         He wouldn’t be satisfied until the whole goddamn world was kneeling at his feet.

         Soon, he assured himself. His plan had been long in the making – several centuries of laying the foundation and setting each building block into its proper place. It was all coming together now, and not even the Order would be able to interfere with his goals.

         He slid onto the sumptuous leather seat at his newly acquired table, the pretty redhead on one side of him, the wide-eyed blonde on the other. ‘Join us, Pike. Everyone here has already seen that your allegiance is to me. Besides, there’s no need to pretend anymore. The game has changed as of this morning. Now I make the rules.’
         

         As Pike settled in next to the blonde, Dragos turned an appreciative eye on the other woman. The skin of her throat and generously exposed cleavage was as pale as cream, almost translucent. Fine blue veins ticked near her collarbone, tempting his fangs from his gums. The sharp canines swelled in his mouth. He descended on her in a single, punching strike – too swiftly for her to do anything more than gasp as he pierced her carotid and drew a long, hard swallow from the pulsing wound.

         After a couple of greedy pulls, he pivoted to sample her friend on the other side of him. He was even less gentle with her, digging his fingers into her arms when she whimpered, trying to squirm out of his hold as he bit her. He could have calmed her with a light trance, a consideration most of his kind offered freely to their blood Hosts. But where was the fun in that?

         Dragos fed openly from both women, his eyes on Arno Pike, who was fighting like hell to keep the savage part of himself in check amid so much fresh, flowing blood. His eyes glowed as bright as embers, pupils narrowed to thin vertical slits. Even though his lips were clamped tightly closed, Dragos knew Pike’s mouth would be full with the extended length of his fangs.

         Dragos laughed. He reached over and grabbed a fistful of the male’s Enforcement Agency standard issue black suit and white shirt, hauling him closer. ‘Why do you deny yourself? What are you afraid of – the Order?’ He shook his head. ‘This is what we’ve been working toward. This freedom. It is the birthright of all the Breed.’

         Pike released a gust of air from his lungs. With the exhalation, his lips curled away from his teeth and fangs, baring them on a hungered growl as the scent of fresh blood wreathed the banquette. Pike swiveled his amber gaze onto the blonde, who now drooped in the booth between them, narcotics and blood loss leaving her dazed and unaware of what was happening.
         

         ‘Take her,’ Dragos told his lieutenant. ‘She’s yours.’

         With a snarl, Pike swung the woman onto the table and tore her dress open down the front. He fell upon her like an animal, feeding in a public spectacle that drew every pair of Breed eyes in the place.

         Dragos watched with voyeuristic pleasure, not only for the unleashed, frenzied lust of his lieutenant but for the avid interest of the other males who slowly closed in from all sides, fangs gleaming, amber stares smoldering, in the relentless pound of the strobe lights ricocheting out from the stage.

         How good it felt to know this sense of relaxation, of pure, predatory power. It had been too long since he’d been able to move about in public this freely, without the Order forever breathing down his neck, disrupting him at nearly every turn. He was finished running from Lucan Thorne and his warriors. The blow he delivered to them today should have been signal enough of that. Now it was their turn to go to ground. Their turn to wonder where he might strike next, and how deeply.

         Right now, he was in charge.

         He owned this moment and everything that would take place within it.

         And he wasn’t satisfied, not yet.

         He sent the redhead up on the table with a command whispered into her ear. She disrobed as he’d instructed her, gyrating in time to the hard bass thumping from the club’s sound system and trailing her slender fingers through the twin rivulets of blood that streaked down from the open bite wound in her neck.

         The ranks tightened, sharks gathering for the kill. Only a few seconds passed before the first vampire broke from the crowd to leap up onto the table with her.

         As he took her throat in his teeth, Dragos nodded his approval. ‘Drink,’ he said, then stood to address the crowd. ‘Take as much as you want, all of you! There are no laws here tonight. No one to stop us from being what we truly are.’
         

         With an assenting roar, another male vaulted up onto the table to drink from the redhead’s wrist. Then another, fastening his mouth around her other one.

         In a far corner of the club, a woman’s scream ripped loose then fell abruptly silent as someone else took his fill in the shadows. More and more feedings began, punctuated here and there by the shrieked alarm of the humans who were being savaged by the suddenly ravenous pack of thirsting Breed vampires.

         Dragos observed it all with the satisfaction of a barbarian king at home in his arena.

         The coppery fragrance of spilling human blood rose up from everywhere, turning the club into an orgy of sex and savagery and unchecked madness.

         Dragos savored the raw, violent energy vibrating all around him. This was power. This was freedom, at last.

         And in this moment – this perfect, terrible moment – not even the Order could take it from him.

         Let them learn what he’d done here and seethe that they hadn’t been there to stop him. Let them tear apart the Enforcement Agency in a furious quest to find his secret allies. They could dismantle the entire organization for all he cared. His operation would only benefit from any distraction on the Order’s part. And soon enough, nothing they did would matter anymore.

         He would own them, the same way he would own the rest of the peasants of this insignificant, unsuspecting world.

         With triumph surging through his veins, Dragos threw his head back and roared like the beast he’d been born to be.
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         ‘Do you think they killed him?’
         

         ‘Hmm?’ Senator Clarence grunted from his seat beside Tavia in the back of the FBI’s fast-moving black Suburban. He hadn’t spoken for most of the drive out of the city, except to insist that he and the federal agents personally ensured she made it home safely. Now he glanced over at her, his expression oddly bland, considering what had happened back at the police station.

         Maybe it was shock. God knew, she was still in a state of disbelief herself. ‘There was so much gunfire as they took us out of that room … I just wondered if you think the police shot and killed that man.’

         ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if they did.’ The senator gave a casual shrug. ‘I wouldn’t care either. Nor should you, Tavia. There’s no room in our world for someone like him. If it had been up to me, I would have pumped the bastard’s brain full of lead myself.’

         The coldness of the remark disturbed her. She had known Bobby Clarence for nearly three years, first as an intern for him when he was assistant district attorney, then as his personal assistant from the time he decided to run for a seat in the Senate. She knew he drew a hard line when it came to national security and fighting terrorism; he’d built his entire campaign on his commitment to that platform. But she’d never heard him speak so callously about the life – or the presumed death – of another person.
         

         Tavia turned away, watching the snowy landscape zoom past the dark-tinted window as the vehicle raced north along the highway, leaving the city proper miles behind them. ‘Who is Dragos?’

         Because he was so quiet, at first she thought the senator hadn’t heard her. But when she glanced back at him once more, he was staring right at her. Right through her, it seemed. A strange prickle edged its way up the back of her neck, there and gone, as her boss’s handsome face relaxed into a look of mild confusion. ‘I don’t know what you mean, Tavia. Should I know the name?’
         

         ‘He seemed to think you did – that man back at the station.’ She searched the senator’s face for some sign of recognition but saw none there. ‘Before you came into the room, he told me you were in danger from someone called Dragos. He said we both could be in danger. He wanted to warn you—’

         Senator Clarence’s eyes narrowed. ‘He said all of this to you? You spoke to this man? When?’

         ‘I didn’t speak to him. Not exactly.’ She was still trying to make sense of everything that had occurred tonight. ‘He saw me through the window in the viewing room. He started talking, saying a lot of strange things.’

         The senator slowly shook his head. ‘Paranoid, crazy things from the sound of it, Tavia.’

         ‘Yes, except he didn’t seem crazy to me. He seemed disturbed and volatile, but not crazy.’ She stared at her boss, watching as he rubbed idly at his wrist – the same wrist that had been crushed in the punishing hold of the man who’d broken free of his handcuffs and breached a supposedly secure witness room before half a dozen police officers and federal agents could contain the situation. All so he could get his hands on Senator Clarence. ‘When he saw you, he said he was already too late. He said this person, Dragos, owned you. What did he mean by that? Why did he think you know this person, or where to find him?’
         

         A tendon ticked in the lean, chiseled jaw. ‘I’m sure I don’t know, Tavia. Politicians make a lot of enemies – some of them harmless crackpots, others destructive sociopaths who crave attention and think that violence and terror are the best ways to get it. Who knows what sins this lunatic thinks I’m guilty of. All I know is, he came to my house to commit murder, and when he failed in that, he and his militant pals decided to blow up a government building and take several innocent lives in the process. The only clear danger any of us seemed to be in tonight was coming from him and him alone.’

         Tavia acknowledged those sober facts with a grim nod. She couldn’t argue with any of it, and she didn’t know why she felt compelled to dissect and examine any of what she had heard in the police station viewing room. She didn’t know why she couldn’t get the man and every bizarre word he said out of her mind.

         And his eyes …

         She could still see their steely blue color, and the intensity with which he held her in his unflinching – undeniably sane – stare.

         She could still feel the peculiar heat that seemed to radiate out from those stormy irises in that instant when their gazes clashed and held, mere seconds before the Tasers’ probes bit into him and the bullets began to fly.

         She was so deep in her thoughts, she jumped a little when the senator lightly smacked his palm against his knee. ‘Ah, damn. I knew I was forgetting something.’

         ‘What is it?’ she asked, turning to look at him as the SUV exited the highway to begin the couple-mile stretch of rural blacktop that would lead to her house.

         He gave her a sheepish look, the one he usually reserved for those times when he was about to ask her to work the entire weekend or help him find a last-minute gift for some society function hostess whom it was crucial he impress. ‘Tomorrow morning is the charity breakfast for the children’s hospital.’
         

         Tavia nodded. ‘Eight o’clock at Copley Place. I sent your dry cleaning to your house and emailed your speech to both your mobile and your home computer before I left the office for the police station tonight.’

         She’d covered all the bases for him, as usual, but he didn’t look satisfied. He winced a bit. ‘I was thinking of making some changes to the speech. Actually I was hoping you might help me rewrite it completely. With everything that’s been going on lately, I haven’t had a chance to talk to you about it. I’m sorry, Tavia. And I know you’re probably exhausted, but can you spare me an hour or so tonight yet? We can work at my house, since we’re halfway to Marblehead already—’

         ‘I can’t,’ she replied, the words tumbling out even before she realized she was going to say them. She’d never refused any task he gave her, but something about tonight – something about Bobby Clarence himself – made her instincts stir with an odd wariness. She shook her head, even as his look of surprise turned to one of disappointment, then cool disapproval. ‘I wish I could help, but my aunt is very sick. I have her medicine right here.’ She reached into her purse and pulled out a prescription bottle full of white pills. ‘I’m afraid if I’m not there to make sure she takes it and has a proper meal …’

         ‘Of course. I understand,’ the senator replied. He was aware of her general living situation – the fact that her aunt Sarah had raised her alone for most of Tavia’s life. She was the only family Tavia had ever known, and the fact that Tavia would drop everything to take care of the older woman was no stretch. At least that much was true.

         The Suburban slowed, crunching ice and snow under its tires, as they approached the little gray Cape with its neat black shutters, Christmas wreath on the front door and cheery yellow light glowing from nearly every window. Tavia met the senator’s watchful gaze from across the wide bench seat. ‘I’m sorry I can’t help this time. I’m sure your changes will be just fine.’
         

         He nodded. ‘Give your aunt Sarah my best. Tell her I hope she feels better soon.’ His mouth curved into a smile that might have looked sympathetic if not for the dark gleam of doubt in his eyes. ‘I’ll see you in the morning, Tavia. We can talk more then.’

         She opened the SUV door and started to climb out.

         Perhaps she should have bitten her tongue, but a question had been riding the tip of it since the moment they left the police station – a question that disturbed her almost as much as the ones now swirling in her head about the senator himself. In fact, it was something that had been nagging at her even longer than that … from sometime last week, and the instant she first laid eyes on one of Bobby Clarence’s most generous supporters.

         She paused outside the vehicle, pivoting to peer in at the senator. ‘How well do you know Drake Masters?’

         She saw it then. The slip in an otherwise careful facade.

         ‘Drake Masters,’ he said, less a question than a demand. The senator cleared his throat and attempted to school his features into a mask of mild befuddlement, but Tavia had already seen past it. ‘What does Drake Masters have to do with anything?’

         She let the question linger and stretch out. She didn’t have an answer for it. Not yet.

         But she fully intended to find out.

         ‘I have to go now,’ she said, and turned to make the short walk up to the house.

         Aunt Sarah met her at the door, dressed in a red velour track suit with a green Christmas-themed apron tied around her hips. Holiday music poured out into the night, along with the aroma of fresh-baked bread and cinnamon and something meaty simmering on the stove. ‘There you are, at last,’ the older woman exclaimed. ‘Why haven’t you been answering your cell phone? I’ve been trying to reach you all evening.’
         

         ‘I know, I’m sorry. I must have the ringer turned off.’ Tavia stepped inside the house and watched as the black SUV slowly rolled away from the curb. ‘It’s been a long day, Aunt Sarah. I should have called. I hope you didn’t worry.’

         ‘Of course I worried. I love you.’ Her brown eyes crinkled at the corners as she looked Tavia over. ‘How was your visit with Dr Lewis? Did you tell him about the night terrors and headaches you’ve been having lately? Did you pick up your medicine?’

         ‘The appointment went fine, same as the last ten thousand of them. Got my new drug supply right here.’ Tavia shook her purse, making the pill bottle rattle as she met her aunt’s welcoming gaze. She smiled at the older woman and all her questions and worry. It was the first real sense of comfort, of normalcy, she’d had all day. ‘I love you too, Aunt Sarah. What’s for dinner?’

         
             

         

         At first, Chase thought he was in hell. In addition to feeling as though he’d been run over by a truck – repeatedly – his mouth was cotton-dry and his head was ringing with the relentless beep and hiss of electronic machinery somewhere nearby.

         He lay there for a moment, eyes closed, senses still attempting to come back online after a long, smothering sleep. Someone was in the room with him. Two people. Humans, a male and a female. They were speaking softly from both sides of him, the woman covering his bare legs with a thin sheet and blanket while the man reached over Chase’s head to press buttons on one of the complaining monitors.

         ‘BP’s still wicked high,’ said the man, his booming Boston-roughened voice coming out of what sounded like a deep barrel chest. ‘Heart rate ain’t come down much in the last hour either. This fella’s body idles as fast as a damn race car.’
         

         ‘He’s just lucky to be alive,’ replied the woman. ‘With all those bullet holes in him, his vitals should be flatlining, not clocking off the charts.’ She sounded middle age and tired, a wad of minty gum snapping as she chewed it noisily while she spoke. ‘I hear the lab screwed up his blood work again, so they’re rerunning everything for the third time. Buncha clowns down there tonight or something, I swear to God. Meantime, looks like I’m going to have to start another bag of O negative before the next shift change.’

         Holy shit.

         He wasn’t dead, wasn’t in hell either. He was in a human medical facility. Judging from the cold metal handcuff that secured his right wrist to the rail of the wheeled bed, Chase guessed he was still technically in the county lockup.

         He had to get the fuck out of there.

         His immediate instinct was to leap up and haul ass away from the place, before his strange lab results and unusual blood work started raising questions that no human being would be eager to learn the answers to. And as if that weren’t enough reason, there was also the fact that Dragos had recruited another Minion. Fury kindled below the thick fog of his injuries when he recalled the soulless glimmer of Senator Clarence’s gaze. It burned even hotter when he thought of Tavia Fairchild, an innocent woman unaware of the evil looming close enough to touch her.

         Chase had to do something. But he didn’t have the strength to get up or get out. He couldn’t even summon the wherewithal to lift his heavy eyelids.

         He needed blood.

         Not the packaged kind Nurse Doublemint was talking about, but fresh red cells, taken from an open human vein. The transfusions had probably kept his organs functioning in the time following the shooting, but in order for him to truly heal and regain all of his Breed strength and power, he needed to feed.
         

         A lot.

         And soon.

         Moving beside him near the bed, the male nurse rearranged some of the tubes and tethers attached to Chase’s free arm. ‘You hear about the other guy they brought back here from the situation in lockup tonight – the one this fella tried to use as a wrecking ball? He’s busted up real bad.’

         The female exhaled a sharp grunt. ‘Oh, I heard about him all right. Severed spinal column, total paralysis from the neck down. Poetic justice, if you ask me.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         More gum-snapping and a whiff of peppermint as she leaned in to inspect one of Chase’s chest wounds. ‘Before I came here, I used to work midnights over at Mass General. Admitted his wife to the ER more than once after he worked her over, then had an apparent attack of conscience and brought her in to be patched up. He always had some kind of excuse, like she ran into a wall or split her head open while she was cleaning. You won’t see me crying that a guy like him is gonna spend the rest of his life flat on his ass, eating baby food and pissing in a bag.’

         ‘No shit.’ The male nurse blew out a low chuckle. ‘They don’t say karma’s a bitch for nothing.’

         ‘And so am I when I haven’t had a cigarette in more than two hours,’ she said, chomping even harder on her gum. ‘Can you finish up here while I run down and have a quick smoke?’

         ‘Yeah, sure. I’m almost done. Just need to prep a little nightcap for Mr, ah …’ A pause as he looked up the name. ‘For Mr Chase here. Something to take the edge off, after that suicide-by-lead-poisoning attempt he made tonight in the lineup room.’

         Nurse Doublemint stripped off her latex gloves with a violent snap that felt like a thunderclap in Chase’s head. ‘You’re a doll, Mike. Be sure to turn the lights off when you’re done in here, okay?’
         

         ‘Yeah, yeah. Get outta here already. I got you covered.’

         Chase listened to the padding of the nurse’s crepe-soled shoes as she left the room. The door settled closed with a whispered snick. Chase’s senses began to bang with the impulse to act, to seize this chance and feed.

         He peered through the slit of his parted eyelids. The male nurse was turned away, unwrapping a thin clear tube from a small plastic IV bag. He was a sizable man, as his voice had indicated – tall and strong, with thick shoulders bulking underneath his sky blue scrubs.

         ‘All right, Mr Chase. Got a bag of nighty-night for you here.’ He hung the bag on one of the hooked IV poles next to the bed, then leaned over Chase to pick up his left arm and attach the end of the tube to a readied line. ‘I promise you, this is some real good shit …’

         Chase’s eyes were fully open now.

         ‘Jesus Christ!’ The man’s body jerked in alarm as he tried to leap back from the bed.

         He didn’t get far. Chase clamped his hand around the back of the human’s neck and brought him down in a sudden burst of coiled power. It was all he had in him, but it was enough.

         With the man’s hoarse shouts muffled against the blanket at his chest, Chase sank his fangs into the human’s neck.

         He drank quickly, deeply, gulp after gulp. The coppery blood hit his parched tongue like fire, igniting his body’s depleted cells and fueling his senses. It was an instantaneous flood of strength and power – the very thing that made it so addictive. He couldn’t think about that now. Only one thing mattered, and that was getting out of this place.

         The temptation to gorge himself was as powerful as it would be to any junkie, but as soon as Chase felt his power peak, he swept his tongue over the punctures and sealed the wound closed. The man was limp now, dazed from the feeding. To be safe, Chase placed the flat of his palm against the human’s forehead, trancing him into a swift, heavy drowse. Chase pushed his heavy bulk off him with his free arm. The cuff on his other broke loose under a combination of mental command and sheer Breed strength.
         

         Naked but for his many bandages, Chase sat up and began pulling the tubes and lines out of his arms. He freed himself of the tangle of medical apparatus, then hurried to strip the male nurse of his blue scrubs. He put them on, scowling when he got to the white Crocs that were easily two sizes too small for him.

         Barefoot, Chase hefted the big human onto the bed in his place, clamping the heart rate monitor onto the nurse’s finger before the machine had a chance to bleat in alarm. To be sure the human didn’t wake up screaming the word ‘vampire,’ Chase made quick work of his memory, scrubbing the attack clean from his sleeping mind. After pulling the sheet and blanket up around the man’s chin, Chase pivoted to head for the door.

         Just as Nurse Doublemint was pushing it open ahead of her.

         ‘I’m not sure, Darcy. I just got back from break,’ she called over her shoulder, her head turned back toward the nurses’ station as she started to enter the room.

         Chase drew back against the wall behind the door. His body was still riding the powerful high of its feeding, every muscle coiled and waiting for his command. He didn’t want to harm the woman, but if she saw him …

         She lingered in the doorway and stared toward the bed where the big male nurse lay unmoving, still in a deep drowse. ‘Mike? You still in here?’ she asked, speaking in a hushed tone so as not to wake the patient.

         As she took a quiet step into the room, Chase pushed deeper into the shadows behind the open door. He gathered those shadows around him, calling on one of his personal abilities that was sometimes even more effective than the strength and brute power of his kind. He held the shadows close, bending them to his will as the woman peered around the room looking for her colleague.
         

         ‘Michael?’ She frowned, shivering a little in the cold of Chase’s illusion. She pulled the fabric of her white cardigan tighter around her. ‘So much for remembering to turn off the lights when you were done.’

         With that, she pivoted on her heel and left, hitting the light switch on her way out.

         The room went dark, and Chase released the curtain of gloom that had shielded him from her notice.

         He glanced out the window of the door as she returned to the station up the hall and fell into a chatty conversation with the pair of young nurses manning it. Chase slipped out of the room in his stolen scrubs, his bare feet silent as he took the first step into the corridor toward escape.

         They didn’t see him.

         Nor could any human eyes follow as he flashed with preternatural speed down the opposite length of the long hallway, as silent and stealthy as a ghost.
         

         Once outside, Chase hit the street on foot. To the few humans he passed, he was nothing but a cold gust amid the midnight flurries that fell from the dark sky. He knew exactly where he would go now. With predatory senses guiding him, he headed for a specific residence on the North Shore, as swift and certain as death itself.
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