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 Chapter One



  

The hush of darkness fell like velvet. The air was crisp with the bite of winter. All throughout the building, lights were turned low or extinguished all together so the people housed within would sleep. Nurses and orderlies moved whisper-soft as they carried out their nighttime duties. But Aislinn didn’t sleep. She couldn’t. Because the night was when monsters rose and walked the corridors.

She’d known about the monsters since her twelfth year. She’d seen one steal into her dormitory room at the boarding school and murder her roommate. The monster had fangs, and it used them to bite and kill. Blood, so much blood. And, when it had finished, it had turned to Aislinn and told her to forget. She would remember nothing, it told her, but she had. She had remembered everything. But no one believed her. She’d told the housemother and the head mistress what she’d seen, but they hadn’t believed her. Doctors had told her family that seeing her roommate murdered had broken her mind. She had created the monster to replace the true killer because she couldn’t face what happened. But Aislinn knew, because she remembered. She always remembered.

A janitor had been accused of the horrific crime. The poor man had been tried and convicted and sentenced to death. Aislinn had told the police, the prosecutor and the judge what she’d seen, and still, she hadn’t been believed. Poor little girl, they’d said. But as she’d gotten older, words like “peculiar”, “cracked”, and “crazy” replaced the “poor little girl.” She’d been sent home after the trial, because her parents could no longer ship her off to a boarding school. No school would take her. She was terrified of the night and would scream in the darkness. Instead, they’d had to deal with her.

Aislinn smiled humorlessly. Yeah, they’d dealt with her, all right. They’d medicated and hospitalized, preferring to tuck her away and pretend she never existed. And still, Aislinn remembered. She knew what was out in the night, and she feared. And because she feared, she planned and prepared. Or prepared as best she could. In the beginning, she collected small bits and pieces from around the hospital to make weapons. When the dark came, she would sit awake in her room and wait—wait for something to come for her. She couldn’t remember how old she’d been when she decided she’d had enough of being afraid. But she had and, when she did, she knew she had to take steps to protect herself.

The first thing she’d done was get into shape. Her doctor, at the time, was a huge advocate of exercise, so Aislinn had joined any and every class that was offered. She’d also taken up crafts and discovered she had a knack for creating mobiles. Her new doctor had stepped in and allowed her to go from using found things to creating small metal pieces. He said the creative outlet was good for her and put her in touch with her inner self. Aislinn hadn’t cared, just as long as she was allowed to work and shape the metal. Of course, she was supervised, but as time had gone on, and nothing bad happened, she was pretty much on her own to create what she wanted. In fact, a number of her pieces had been sold for quite a bit of money, from what she’d heard.

Rolling out of bed, Aislinn dressed by the light of the moon streaming in through the one stingy window. She knew she would never leave the facility, her family paid huge sums to keep her locked up. They didn’t want the embarrassment of a crazy daughter to intrude on their lives. But she wasn’t crazy, not by a long shot. She knew there were things out there, things that others couldn’t see or didn’t want to see. She no longer hid in her room. She hunted.

She climbed up onto her bed and took down the three mobiles that hung from the ceiling. She disassembled them, leaving wires, hangers, and bits of metal and glass on the bed, then reassembled them into their true shape. A naginata. She had seen pictures of the glaive-like Japanese weapon in a book and liked the elegance of the sharp slightly curved blade that attached to a wooden pole. She’d adjusted it, making the pole shorter and giving the blade a more pronounced curve, like a scythe. She thought it fitting, since she used it to deal death out to the creatures that regularly used the hospital as a feeding ground.

She swung her weapon around experimentally, feeling the balance and weight of the naginata she’d created. Once satisfied, she eased her door open and checked the hallway. Nothing moved. She stepped into the dimly lit corridor and moved quickly away from the nurse’s station. Not that any of them would come around checking on patients in the dark. They were afraid. Aislinn heard them talk about how they thought the hospital was haunted. So they stayed in the light, safe and cocooned from the evil that crept and slithered along the dark paths throughout the building.

Aislinn shrugged, figuring even if the nurses walked the halls there wasn’t anything they could do. They didn’t see the way she did. They saw what the creatures wanted them to see, but not Aislinn. She wasn’t sure why she was different, but since she was, she used it to track them. She didn’t know what they really were, but she called them Soul Suckers because that’s what they seemed to do.

Aislinn checked rooms as she went, ensuring that all the occupants slept peacefully. The creatures she hunted weren’t big—in fact, they stood no taller than two feet—and were slow to move and react. They were covered in scales like a snake with large bulging eyes that probably helped them see in the dark. The first time she’d seen one had been nearly two years ago. Aislinn was walking past a room and saw a black shape sitting on the chest of an elderly patient. At first, she’d thought it was a cat, but when she’d seen it place its open mouth over the nose and mouth of the patient, she knew it was something else entirely.

She hadn’t waited around for the thing to finish. She’d run back to her room and hid. She wasn’t proud of running, but at the time, she could barely take care of herself. Later, she found out the patient had been found the next morning, dead of an apparent heart attack. Aislinn knew it hadn’t been a heart attack. The thing, whatever it was, had caused the death by attaching itself to the poor person’s face. From then on, she decided she couldn’t just sit passively while things like that hunted the hallways, preying on the innocent. So, she trained, as best as she could, and planned. Now, she patrolled the hallways nightly, killing every single creature she found.

Aislinn slid up to the next hallway and glanced around the corner. Empty. She moved cautiously, but paused when she heard small clicks on the linoleum floor. The sounds were light and easily missed, if she wasn’t listening for them. Gripping her weapon, she crept up to a partially open doorway, knowing it shouldn’t be open. She slid her foot in the crack and eased the door open. Peering in, she saw a small creature crawl up on the occupant of the bed and sit on the chest. It opened its mouth and leaned forward as Aislinn stepped in and whistled softly. The creature spun and hissed at her. It leaped, but was too slow as she stepped forward and swung the naginata, catching it mid-body. The blade slid through easily, cleaving the creature in two. She crouched, checking the room for more, but when none came, she rose.

In an instant, a hand wrapped around her throat, and she was pulled back against a huge body. She started, but quickly whipped the glaive around to catch the aggressor in the back of the legs. It would have worked, too, if the jerk wasn’t ready for it. He should be, since he’d taught her the move.

“Good try, Irish.” The voice was low and growling. Familiar.

“I’m not Irish,” she whispered, rolling her eyes.

“Grace O’Malley,” he said. “If that’s not Irish I don’t know what is.”

“You know very well that’s not my name,” she said as he came out from behind her. Okay, technically, Grace was her middle name, but he didn’t have to know that. And her last name was Flaherty, which was terribly Irish since that’s where her family haled from two generations back, but she’d never told her mysterious mentor that. In fact, she hadn’t told him much about herself, just as he hadn’t told her anything. Crap, he hadn’t even told her his name. She got him back by calling him a different name each time they met.

“You’re still Irish or your family was,” he said as he pulled a pouch out of his pocket. Opening it, he sprinkled the contents on the body of the creature she’d killed. Slowly, it dissolved until nothing but a smudge of black on the floor was left. Of course, it could have been another color but in the dim light that came in from the window that’s what she saw.

He pocketed the packet, and the two of them left the room. She picked the conversation up as if they hadn’t been interrupted, “Why do you say I’m Irish?”

“Your red hair and freckles,” he said as they walked quietly down a hallway.

“That doesn’t make sense. Number one, you’ve never seen me in the light so there’s no way you could know what I look like. And, number two, even if I did have red hair and freckles that doesn’t mean I’m Irish.”

He made a noncommittal sound as he led her to a stairwell and down the steps. She followed, as she always did when he mysteriously appeared. They’d been meeting for about six months, and in that time; her skills had been seriously upped under his tutelage. She didn’t know who he was or where he’d come from, but he knew about the creatures that inhabited the hospital. Not only did he know about them, but he knew how to kill them. To Aislinn, that was the most important benefit of knowing him. While together, they hunted, and he trained her; they didn’t chat or share confidences. She certainly wouldn’t or couldn’t tell him she was a patient at the hospital, better for him to think she worked there or just showed up like he did.

He opened the door at the bottom of the stairs and moved through. They were in the basement. She hated the basement. Not because monsters may lurk, but mice. She hated mice and was sure the place was loaded with them. But, this was the one place they could train without the chance of getting caught.

She followed him to a room tucked behind the boilers and heaters. She didn’t want to think what it may have been used for, because the hospital was very old. But they now used it as an impromptu training space. The high windows easily let light in from the moon and the outside lights, which lit the place up. She eyed him warily, never sure when he would come at her. In the beginning, she worried she might accidentally injure or kill him, but there was no danger of that. No matter how fast she’d gotten, she could never catch him. Sometimes he seemed to move faster than her eye could see; at least that’s what she told herself. Aislinn kept her weapon at the ready as he paced the room, checking to ensure no one had been there. Neither one of them could afford to be caught, her especially.

She watched him, marveling at the fact that she wasn’t afraid. She should be. The man was huge, not just in height but breadth. He stood well over six feet, towering above her modest five-seven, with massive shoulders and a heavily-muscle packed body. His hair was short, but beyond that, he was shadow. She wasn’t sure why he was there or even why he kept coming back, but she was glad he did. Even in this bizarre situation, he was the most real, most honest connection she’d ever made. He didn’t treat her as if she had a screw loose or, even worse, had lost all her screws and would never get them back. He didn’t talk to her with that annoying sing-song voice the nurses used as they tried to give her pills. She, of course, pretended to take them; it was easier for everyone involved.

Aislinn broke the silence. “Okay, Bob, what’s the agenda tonight?”

“Bob?” He turned to face her. “Do I look like a Bob?”

She shrugged. “I haven’t seen your face, so I don’t know. Besides, what does a Bob look like?”

He was silent for a long moment, as if he was thinking on her query. “I don’t know any one named Bob, so I have no idea.”

“Me neither.” She watched him as he shrugged out of his coat.

In a blink, he was on her. She dropped to the ground and swung the blade of the naginata at his legs. He easily evaded and came at her again. She rolled to her feet and blocked his punch with the handle of her weapon as she dropped to land a solid kick to his knee. If her foot had connected, she would have broken his knee, but once again, he wasn’t where he’d been. After the months of training, she anticipated how quickly he moved so adjusted to make sure he didn’t catch her unaware.

“You’re getting faster, Irish,” he said from behind her.

She swung the poled-weapon and moved out of his reach. “Maybe, you’re slowing down.”

He laughed. “Not possible, but your rhythm and use of the weapon has improved.”

She’d learned not to be taken in by his compliments. As soon as she did, he’d have her on the floor weaponless. She’d acquired that lesson the hard way and refused to fall for it again.

As she positioned the weapon in front of her, she constantly searched the shadows for movement. He was so daggone fast. She didn’t know how he did it, but she’d forced herself to practice endlessly. She wanted to make it almost impossible for him to take her. Aislinn figured, the longer she could stay on her feet with Bob, the better chance she had against the creatures that walked the hallways of the hospital.

He leaped out of the dark at her, and she dropped to the ground. Rolling, she pulled her weapon back up and swung it at his legs. A chirping noise made him hesitate, but he still managed to leap up. It wasn’t graceful, but he cleared her blade. Barely.

With a curse, he pulled a phone from his pocket. “What?” He barked into it. He listened briefly, scowling. “Where I am isn’t any of your business, but where do you need me? Yeah, I know where it is. Okay, I’ll be there in about fifteen. Yeah, fuck you, too.” He snapped the phone shut and turned to Aislinn. “I have to go; something has come up.”

Aislinn nodded as disappointment washed through her. She quickly clamped down on the emotion. Unlike her, the man had a life outside. He had family and friends and responsibilities. She was nothing more than a diversion for him.

He dug in his pocket and pulled out the pouch she’d seen earlier. He held it out to her. “Take it. If you run into anything, you’ll need to get rid of the evidence. This will do it.”

She accepted the bag. “Thanks.”

She followed him out of the room and up a different set of stairs. They came out near where they had originally met up that evening. She wasn’t sure how he knew the building as well as he did, but she wasn’t going to ask. Their relationship, as it were, didn’t revolve around the give and take of information. In fact, the less he knew about her the better.

“I’ll see you later,” he said.

Aislinn nodded, “Okay.”

Without another the word, they turned and each walked in separate directions. Aislinn didn’t know how he entered or exited the building because he certainly wasn’t a patient like she was. No matter, she didn’t need him to walk the building with her. She’d been patrolling before he showed up and would continue if he never came again.

 

Charon materialized in a dark alley. Fuck, Grimm chose all the best places to meet. He picked his way through the garbage and filth that littered the ground, wondering why he was supposed to meet anyone here. If this was some kind of joke, somebody’s ass was going to get a beating. He rounded the corner to find Grimm leaning against the side of a building. The blond was staring intently across the street at a bar.

“You know, if you wanted a drink, you didn’t need me to go with you,” Charon said.

“I get lonely,” the other man replied.

After waiting a moment, Charon nudged Grimm. “What the fuck’s going on? Why’d you call me? I was busy.”

Grimm finally looked at him. “You weren’t getting laid, so what do you care?”

“Fuck you.” Charon turned to leave. He didn’t need or want Grimm’s piss poor attitude. Hell, he had one of his own, and didn’t want to put up with someone else’s.

“I keep scenting that rotten garbage smell,” Grimm said. “You know, how Tomas’s brother smelled? Not as strong, but it’s still there. Or here. Somewhere.”

Charon stopped and turned around. He remembered all too well how Tomas’s brother Juan stunk. He also remembered how desperate Tomas had become. Desperate enough to kidnap Joelle to feed Juan her blood. Luckily, for everyone involved, he hadn’t, because Talon wouldn’t have let anyone, but Joelle, leave the house alive. Charon supposed that’s what happened when an Ancient found his human Liaison and bonded like they did.

Charon leaned against the wall next to Grimm. “You think it’s coming from the bar?”

“I’m not sure,” Grimm said, running his fingers through his hair in frustration. “It’s like, when I move from this area, I can’t locate it. The wind is coming from the direction of the bar, but if one of those things is in there, how do the humans not smell it?”

Charon nodded, “I feel you. Because it’s not like Juan could toss on some cologne or some shit to cover that stink.”

“Right, so I’m thinking it’s hiding around here. But I don’t really know why or where.”

“Possibly looking for an easy human to grab?” Charon suggested.

“Maybe, but from Joelle said, Juan wasn’t all there when he came hunting her.”

“And what if someone else is with it?” Charon said as he searched the dark. “Controlling it, keeping it in check.”

Grimm nodded, and the two men continued to search the darkness. Charon closed his eyes and breathed deeply, trying to catch what Grimm was scenting. Kenshin said Ancients often developed extra abilities, and obviously, a keener sense of smell was Grimm’s deal. Slowly, Charon began to pick out individual aromas and discard them. He turned his head, and for a moment, just a brief second, he smelled the rotten garbage smell and something else. It was the something else he concentrated on. He couldn’t tell where it came from, but knew it was important.

“What is it?” Grimm asked.

“It’s a scent that’s riding with the garbage, but I don’t know what it is.”

“I caught that,” Grimm said with a nod. “It’s familiar to me, too. And it’s like trying to mask the other scent, but not get noticed.” Grimm rubbed his face, “Fuck, I don’t know. I’ve been at this so long I don’t even know what scent I’m catching anymore.”

“How long have you been standing here?” Charon asked.

The other man shrugged. “I’m not sure. A few hours, maybe.”

“That’s crazy,” Charon muttered. “Let’s walk and see what we can find since standing here isn’t getting us anywhere but pissed.”

Grimm didn’t reply, but fell into step as Charon pushed off the wall and started walking. The neighborhood wasn’t a bad one since it was made up of working families, a grocery, and a number of bar/restaurants. All in all, for a weekday night, it was quiet. Too quiet, really, for vamps to hunt humans. The lack of a crowd would make hunting incredibly difficult, especially since a regular vampire didn’t have the skills or abilities an Ancient had. Of course, the smell wouldn’t help either. Hard to hide in a crowd when you smelled like week-old rotten meat.

They hunted the block for the elusive scent, but nothing turned up. Frustrated, Charon stopped and stared into the darkness surrounding them. Fuck, he’s rather be back at the hospital with Irish. For a human, she was a quick study and, more importantly, never asked any questions. She also believed in things most humans chose to ignore or overlook. She never asked where the things he taught her to hunt came from. She just wanted to know how to kill them. He liked that in a person. She also never hesitated. He’d seen Paranormal Investigative Agency agents die because they overthought a situation. Irish just whipped out the blade and hit hard.

She also smells good. He stopped the thought before it went any farther. Of course she smells good, he rationalized, she’s a human. She was food to him. The blood pumping in her veins sustained his kind. But she wasn’t a donor. She was too young, anyway. Charon liked the humans he fed from to be at least mid-thirties and all business. They weren’t getting together to create a relationship or even to fuck. They were employees of the Paranormal Investigative Agency and, as such, were carefully screened to ensure they would make good donors to the five Ancients. Four Ancients, he amended. Talon now had Joelle who he fed from exclusively since she was his Liaison. Charon never wanted to get entangled with another person. That kind of permanent relationship wasn’t for him. In fact, other than Talon and Joelle, he’d never seen a good relationship, and he really didn’t know about them. He wasn’t sure if they stayed together because they had to or wanted to. His parents had split as soon as they realized he carried the Ancient gene. He ended up with his mother only because his father had left first, and then, within the year, she was gone too.

At least she’d dropped him on the doorstep of a place that cared for vampire children. He’d heard stories of vamps growing up among humans, not realizing what they were, until it was too late. Very young, he’d realized that he didn’t need anyone, couldn’t depend on anyone, but himself.

Training the human was becoming a drag, he decided suddenly. He’d spent too much time on her anyway. Yeah, too much time on her, and not enough tracking down the blood cult. He was done. He’d just tell her he was cutting her lose and get on with his job. Fuck, why should he even have to tell her anything? He’d shown up and found her. The training was just something he did to pass the time. Now, it was over. When he didn’t show up, she’d know what it meant. The end. Decision made, he and Grimm disappeared back to home base.

 





  
 

 

 


 Chapter Two



  

Patrick James Flaherty sat back in his chair and sipped expensive bourbon. Soon, he promised himself, soon he’d have enough money to bathe in the stuff if he wanted. Right now, with his parents controlling the purse-strings, he didn’t have the freedom he craved to go and do what he wanted. He would, though, as soon as he got what he wanted. The man sitting across from him guaranteed it.

“Your sister is Aislinn Flaherty?” the man asked again. “The one I read about in the old newspaper articles? The one who claimed a vampire came into her room and killed her roommate?”

Patrick stifled the urge to roll his eyes. Damn, the man was tedious. All he wanted to do was talk about Patrick’s crazy sister, Aislinn, as if Patrick cared. She was someone his parents had locked away to be forgotten. The rich and powerful Flaherty family didn’t do crazy and certainly not crazy big enough to get in the papers. He’d grown up being told over and over to never talk about her. To never mention her. To deny she was part of the family. And he had, until this man had come along flashing money and asking questions. So, now, Patrick would talk to get what he wanted. It was totally his parents’ fault. If they were more generous with what was rightfully his, he wouldn’t have to talk about crazy Aislinn.

He glanced around the small living room of his small home. Oh yes, he deserved bigger and better. “My family doesn’t like to speak of Aislinn. Her…condition is upsetting to us. My parents have spared no expense in her treatment, and it hasn’t done any good.” Patrick looked away and blinked quickly as he felt tears rise up in his eyes. Damn, he was good. The acting lessons were such an amazing investment.

“Where is she?” his companion asked. “Do your parents care for her at home?”

“No, there is no way they could manage that. She’s quite difficult. The private hospital makes sure she is well taken care of.” For what his parents paid, he thought bitterly, the place had better. Every year that crazy bitch sucked up more and more of what was his. If she would just die, things would be so much better.

“Of course, private hospital.” The man nodded. “What’s the name?”

“I don’t know if I should tell you,” Patrick said slowly. “Aislinn is quite ill. We work very hard to protect her.” And, he thought, I’m certainly not giving you the information for free. If the man wanted her, he’d have to pay and pay big.

“I understand,” the man said, pulling out a checkbook. “I’m quite sure I can compensate your family for the information. I imagine it’s quite expensive to keep her well cared for.”

“It is, and the money you pay will be well spent.” On me and everything I deserve.

A check was pushed across the table, and Patrick schooled his face so the shock wouldn’t show. The number of zeroes staggered him. Why was information on his sister worth this much? What did the man want with her? Yeah, as if he cared.

Patrick picked up the check. “You’re quite generous, Mr. Jennings. My family thanks you. This will go a long way in providing for Aislinn. She’s at The Palms Private Treatment Facility.”

“You are so pathetic,” the man said, shaking his head.

“What?” Patrick asked. “How dare you?”

“It takes so little to buy you. So little to get you to turn your sister over to a complete stranger.” He shook his head. “But then again, she’s crazy, right? She has delusions that vampires exist. So, she’s really not worthy of your protection.”

Patrick leaped to his feet. “You can leave now. I will not sit here and allow you to insult me in my own home.”

“But you’re not tossing the money back in my face,” the other man stood, “are you?”

“Get out,” Patrick ordered.

The man laughed. As he did, Patrick noticed there was something wrong with his teeth. In the place of the canines were…fangs? Patrick blinked. That wasn’t right. Maybe he’d had too much to drink and was imagining it. That was it. It had to be. Vampires were something his sister imagined. Not him.

The man calling himself Mr. Jennings smiled, and he indeed sported fangs. Patrick shook his head. The man was as crazy as his sister. No, crazier, since she only imagined she saw vampires. Did this man think he was one?

“I don’t think I’m a vampire. I know I’m one, and in a moment, you will know it too.” The man stepped toward Patrick. “It’s too bad you won’t be able to tell your sister she was right. But then she doesn’t need you, does she?”

In a split second, Patrick was lifted off the ground and began to scream as Mr. Jennings bit into his throat and began to drink.

* * * *

Aislinn stood at the side of her bed, putting her weapon together. For the last three nights, she hadn’t seen her trainer and tried not to think about it. In the months since she’d met him, he had come pretty much every night to work with her. The one time he missed, he’d told her ahead of time he wouldn’t be there. But, this time, he just didn’t show up. At first, she’d been really worried, but had to force that down. He didn’t owe anything to her. He was nothing to her. She couldn’t allow herself, wouldn’t allow herself, to care. Anything she’d ever had, had been taken from her. She had no friends, no family, nothing but herself.

Family. Okay, she had family, but she hadn’t seen them in…five years? No, it had been longer than that. Eight? Maybe she was crazy since she really couldn’t remember. The time in the hospital ran together, and she sometimes forgot what day it was. The only time that was truly real to her was the nights. At night, she could hunt the hallways and kill the things that preyed on the only home she knew.

A noise at the doorway interrupted her thoughts, and she tucked the naginata out of sight. Turning, she found a nurse leading two men into her room. She didn’t know the men, but a fission of fear raced down her spine. Something wasn’t right. That’s when the smell hit her. It was as if someone had opened a bag of rancid meat. Fear coursed through her; she knew that scent.

“Aislinn,” the nurse smiled vacantly, “these two men are doctors. They want to see you.”

“I don’t want to see them.” She eased her hand over and gripped her weapon. No doctors came at night, ever. And why didn’t the nurse notice the smell? “Besides, I don’t see anyone but Dr. Aikens.”

“Thank you, nurse,” one of the men said. “We’ll take it from here. You can leave now.”

“Okay,” she said and left the room.

“What do you want?” Aislinn demanded.

A tall blond wearing a white lab coat stared at her. “You will come to me. We are leaving this place now.” Without waiting, he turned to the other man. “Go get the car. I’ll bring her out.”

The man nodded and left the room. The blond turned back and looked at Aislinn in puzzlement. “I told you to come to me.”

“I heard you, but that doesn’t work for me.”

She pulled the naginata out and swung it at the man. He leaped back in surprise, staggering over his own feet. As he fell in the hallway, Aislinn ran past him and down the hallway. She knew the building, knew the layout. The basement, she decided, that’s where she would be safe. A small part of her wished her trainer would appear out of nowhere as he was wont to do, but knew she was on her own. She had to depend on herself.

She came around the corner and skidded to a halt. The blond lounged against the wall. How the hell did he do that? She got her answer when he smiled. Fangs glistened in the low light of the hallway. Fangs like the man who had killed her roommate. The years fell away, and she was twelve again, trapped and terrified while horrible slurping sounds filled her ears. She staggered back as a scream filled her throat.

“I think you and I understand one another now,” he said, stepping toward her.

She screamed and screamed again as she lashed out with the blade. It caught him across the chest, scoring him. Blood sprayed out, and he was the one who screamed then. She went to move around him, but he was too fast. He was on her and so was the rotten meat smell. It was coming from him. He ripped the weapon from her hands and threw it down the hall. It clattered and clanged as it hit the linoleum.

“You will pay for that,” he murmured to her.

* * * *

Charon stood next to Reaper in the crowded bar. Grimm had scent-tracked a vampire to the place, and now, the three of them were trying to figure out where it was in the crush of people. A sense of unease rolled over him, and he checked the throng. A group of women saw him looking in their direction, and they all smiled. Normally, he’d wander up and make all of their acquaintances. It was easier to feed while he fucked them. Hell, in the end, they all walked away satisfied with no one the wiser. But he wasn’t in the mood.

In fact, he couldn’t really remember the last time he truly was in the mood. He’d fed, he had to, but you didn’t fuck the donors at the PIA since they worked there. He didn’t want to get mixed up in any way with someone he’d see again.

A nudge on his arm brought his attention around to Reaper. The big redhead rarely hunted with the others, preferring to do his own thing. But Kenshin had requested they start sticking together, especially if they ran across members of the blood cult.

“Do you sense something?” Reaper asked. “I’m ready to fight, not hang out with a bunch of humans all night.”

Charon shook his head. “I don’t know. Something doesn’t feel right.” He scanned the room again, but knew whatever was bugging him wasn’t in the club. “I’ll be back.”

He moved through the crowd toward the door, and as he did, his anxiety increased. Danger, he thought, there’s danger. He stopped on the sidewalk and searched the darkness. Not here. No danger here. But where?

“What’s doin’?” Reaper called, as he exited the bar.

Charon started to answer when the knowledge hit him. Irish was in danger. Without a second thought, he disappeared.

* * * *

Aislinn put her arms up to shove her attacker away as she kicked out. He easily pinned her to the wall as she struggled to get her legs up between them to force him away. She couldn’t let him get close to her neck. But nothing she did could break the hold he had on her.

He leaned close and whispered in her ear, “When my master is finished with you, I’m going to fuck you and drain you dry. But, right now, I’ll have a taste.” Saying this, he bared his fangs and sank them into her left wrist.

A loud growling filled the hallway, echoing off the walls. Aislinn struggled harder, trying to rip her wrist from his mouth. She didn’t know what new threat was coming, but she didn’t want to be there to see it.

 

Charon materialized in the hallway of the hospital. A male vampire had Irish pinned against the wall, telling her how he was going to fuck her and drain her. Something snapped in Charon, an animal rage like nothing he’d ever felt before. Mine, the beast screamed in his mind, and he was on the other vampire. He put his hands on either side of the other male’s face and pressed into the jaws, forcing them open. Charon felt something pop under his hands, but he didn’t care. This man dared to touch what was his and he would pay.

 

Aislinn slid to the floor as pain raced through her body. She tried to pull herself up, to crawl away, but she couldn’t get her arms to hold her up. She tucked her injured arm to her body and used her legs to push herself away. Away. Just away. Away from the pain. Away from her life.

Hands held her, turned her, and Aislinn lashed out or tried to. Her reflexes were slow, and she batted at air.

“Irish,” a low male voice said, “hold still. Fuck, he got you good. Fucker won’t ever hurt you again.”

She blinked, trying to clear her bleary vision. “Bob,” she whispered, "you need to run. He’s here, some…teeth…fangs, bit me. Run. Hurt you.”

“No, Irish, no, he won’t. I killed him. He won’t hurt you anymore.”

Something warm ran over and over her mangled wrist. She tried to pull away, but he held her. “No, let me help you. Heal you.”

“You can’t,” she said. “I’m too broke. Too broke for my family. Too broke, Bob.”

“Charon, my name is Charon.”

“Like the ferryman. Am I dying?”

“No, you’re not dying. I won’t let you.”

 

Charon gently ran his tongue over her wrist. What was once bleeding out of control had slowed to a trickle, but she still had lost quite a bit. He glanced over to where he’d tossed her attacker’s body or what was left of it. Had he really done all that damage? He didn’t remember, but had to have since no one else was there other than him.

He continued to lick and savor the incredible taste of her blood. Irish was like a fine, rich wine that intoxicated him. He knew he should call for assistance, but her blood was too much to resist. Finally, he forced himself to stop and touch the ear bud he wore. A moment later, a female voice answered.

“Whatcha need?”

“I need a clean-up and a pick-up.”

“Damn, dude, you busy or what? Tell me where and we’ll be there,” the female said as he heard keys clicking away.

Since Joelle Quinn had taken over communications for the Hunters, things worked much smoother. They got sent out on less bullshit calls and it was nice to call in and hear a voice they all knew. In addition, she’d done research and updated all their equipment. They were more tricked out than the military. Also, didn’t hurt that she was Talon’s Liaison, which meant she had intimate knowledge of the Ancients. Of course, thinking like that could get a guy killed, too. Talon was nothing if not utterly possessive and showed it every chance he got. Charon wasn’t sure how the guy had time to go out and work since he seemed to spend most of his time getting his woman naked.

Charon told Joelle where he was, and she didn’t hesitate, which was another positive for her taking over communications. There were no stupid questions or comments; she just got shit done.

“Okay, I have Talon and Styx heading to you and a team on the way. Are you in immediate danger?”

He looked over at the dead vampire on the floor. “Not right at this moment, but I don’t know if there’re more.”

“Got it. Stay on until they get there, which should be in under two minutes.”

A noise brought his head up, and he pulled the Browning Hi Power from his shoulder holster. Though he rarely used guns, he always carried just in case, and with Irish injured, he wasn’t going to take a chance. He relaxed when Talon and Styx came around the corner of the hallway.

“Damn, what happened?” Reaper stopped next to the dead body and crouched. “This guy’s jaw and head are almost torn off. You do this?” He looked over at Charon.

“No,” Charon said, voice filled with sarcasm. “She did it, and I just sat and watched.”

Reaper stared at him for a long moment. “This isn’t like you. You’re usually more controlled.”

“What he’s saying is it’s like me,” Talon said. “But my kills usually have more blood. You were tidy.”

“Fuck both of you,” Reaper said as he stood. “What’s going on? Who’s she? And why is the blood cult hunting here?”

“I found her being pinned to the wall by him.” Charon said, not sure why he didn’t want to share everything. “He was mauling her wrist like a fucking dog. I pulled him off and stopped her bleeding. I don’t know if there’s another, but I’d bet there is.”

Talon nodded. “I’m sure there was, but he’s probably long gone. Wonder what they wanted with her?”

Charon picked Irish up. He didn’t like how shallow she was breathing, and she was pale. Paler than usual. “Let’s hope she can tell us when she comes to.”

“What are you doing?” Reaper asked. “You can’t take her.”

“Why not?” Charon asked. “She can’t stay here.”

“Dude, where do I start?” Reaper shook his head. “She’s human, and she’ll probably be missed. On top of that, if you haven’t noticed, this is an insane asylum. She’s obviously a patient. Yeah, we don’t need more crazy.”

Growling filled the hallway, and Charon glanced over at Talon. The other man stared at him, but the sound wasn’t coming from Talon. No, Charon realized, he was the one growling. He pulled himself up. What the fuck? The other two Ancients watched him, probably waiting to see what he would do. Charon wasn’t sure, but he knew that no matter what, he was taking Irish out. She couldn’t stay here. She was in danger.

“Pick-up’s ready,” Talon spoke, breaking the odd silence. “Get her out of here. Reaper and I will stay behind to check out the place.”

Charon nodded and carried Irish out.

 

“What the fuck?” Reaper turned on Talon. “She’s human. Oh, and let’s not forget she’s locked up in a crazy house. Can you say psycho killer?”

Talon shook his head. “Joelle is human.”

“She’s different.”

“Damn right, she’s mine,” Talon growled out. Just thinking of his woman made his fangs ache. He wanted nothing more than to go home and drag her to their room. The need for her was like a fever in his blood and in his brain.

“Point?” Reaper asked.

“Why would a vampire hunt here? There’re so many humans that are more readily available. So why come here? And why not put her in thrall? She obviously wasn’t since there’s a weapon down the hall with the vamp’s blood on it. She got him. So why? How?”

Reaper looked slowly around, taking the scene in again. “You think she’s like Joelle?”

Talon shrugged. “I don’t know. But what if she is and we leave her here?”

Reaper ran his fingers through his blood red hair. “They’ll come back, and next time, she probably won’t be as lucky.”

Talon nodded. “We can’t take that chance.”

“Fuck,” Reaper said, “you’re right. But what do we do with her? I mean, she’s here so that obviously says something.”

“Charon knows her, so we let him handle things.” Talon didn’t add that he doubted if Charon would allow anyone else near her. Charon’s actions were all too familiar. Talon recognized them; hell, he’d lived them until connecting with Joelle again. Could the girl be Charon’s Liaison? Talon shook his head, deciding not to worry about it. If she was, then it would be Charon’s situation to deal with, and if not, then his decision to bring the girl into their world was still his to deal with.

He and Reaper moved off as the PIA team came in to begin clean-up.

 





  
 

 

 


 Chapter Three



  

Charon carried an unconscious Irish into his rooms. He didn’t know what had happened in the hospital hallway, and he really didn’t want to think too much about it. The growling and the overwhelming anger was something he didn’t normally face. Of all the Ancients, he considered himself the most stable. He was younger than all the other Hunters, so if someone was going to crack, he didn’t think it would be him. Or, at least, he hoped it wouldn’t be him, but now, he wasn’t so sure.

He laid her on the bed and stepped back. He wasn’t sure what to do for her. The only human he’d been around was Joelle and never in a situation like this. Hell, if he had been, Talon would have killed him or anyone else by now. The man was calmer than he had been, but when it came to Joelle, he was like a rabid animal. A rabid animal trained to kill in too many ways to count.

A knock came, and he spun to face it, putting himself between the woman on the bed and the threat. The door opened, and Joelle stuck her face in. He felt himself instantly calm when her scent washed over him. She was no threat. He knew it, but whatever was inside him that wanted to kill knew it, too. Fuck, what was going on?

“Hey,” Joelle said, “I thought you might need some help.”

She was a small woman, only coming up to about mid-chest to Talon, the Ancient who had claimed her. Her hair was a heavy curtain of mahogany that brushed her shoulders and her eyes a wide green. She looked delicate, but Charon knew that was a lie. She’d pulled Talon back from the brink and apparently loved the crazy bastard. Charon didn’t understand the relationship, but had to appreciate it. Whatever made Talon easier to live with was good by Charon.

Joelle looked at him and turned to study the woman on the bed. “Damn, she looks like she’s been through some shit. Do you have something else she can wear? I’m sure she doesn’t want to wake up in blood-stained clothing.”

Charon moved to his closet and opened the door. A row of black shirts met his gaze. He reached in and pulled out a t-shirt and handed it to her. “That’s all I have. Black doesn’t show blood.”

Joelle nodded slowly. “Okay, well, this will do for now.” Holding the shirt, she watched him for a long moment. “Are you going to help me get her cleaned up?”

Charon moved into the bathroom and came out with a damp washcloth and towel. He handed them both to Joelle, uncertain what else he should be doing.

After a long moment, she made a humming noise and moved to Irish. Joelle removed the girl’s light-weight canvas shoes and socks, tossing them to the floor. Charon’s first impulse was to pick them up. He hated a mess and was almost fanatical, if you listened to Grimm, about keeping his rooms totally clean and clutter free. Instead, he stood and watched Joelle as she wiped the blood off Irish’s face and neck. As she worked, she hummed softly, and Charon relaxed even more.

“Could you rewet the wash cloth?” Joelle asked, thrusting it at him.

Charon hurried into the bathroom and did what she asked. A ripping sound made him pause and quickly moved back to the bedroom. The bloody shirt Irish had been wearing was tossed on the floor, and she now lay naked from the waist up on his bed. Charon stared, unable to look away. She was utterly perfect with pale skin dusted with freckles and petite breasts. His mouth watered, and he longed to lap and suckle at her perfect nipples.

“Hey,” Joelle said, poking him in the arm, “knock it off with the growling.” She took the wet cloth from his hand. “In fact, turn around. You shouldn’t even be looking at her.”

Charon wanted to follow her request. Hell, he knew he should, but he couldn’t make himself turn around. The woman laid out before him, the draw of her, wouldn’t let him. The need in him to cover her and lick her skin and taste her blood again was overwhelming. Even when Joelle put his shirt on the other woman, he wanted to rub himself all over her, mark her with his scent.

Joelle backed up into him, and that’s when he realized he’d moved. He loomed over the two women and could think of nothing but getting to Irish. Joelle turned and stared up at him. She tapped his arm until he finally looked down at her. Her lips moved, but he didn’t know what she was saying. He couldn’t hear her. Growling. There was growling. Was it him? He forced himself to take a deep breath, and the growling stopped. Shit, it was him. Again.

“Hi,” Joelle said gently. “Yeah, see the whole growling thing isn’t working for me. No offense, but it’s just kind of pissing me off. So, you need to take about ten steps back and turn around. I don’t know what your relationship is to the woman, but until she wakes up, you aren’t going to do anything to her or with her or whatever. Understand?”

“I would listen to her unless you want to die today.”

Charon spun to find Talon in the doorway. The older Ancient quivered with suppressed rage, and where normally Charon backed down, this time he didn’t. The need in him to protect the woman on the bed forced him to bare his fangs, and he growled. Talon answered the challenge by showing his enormous fangs and growling back.

“What the fuck?” Joelle said, obviously pissed. “Stop. Now.” She shoved past Charon and got between the two men. “You gotta be kidding me. The woman over there on the bed has lost a lot of blood and is still out, and you two idiots are going to do some kind of dick waving shit? Really?” She marched to the door and flung it open. “Get out, both of you.” When they both still stood eyeing one another, she screeched at them. “Get out! Get out now!”

When they still didn’t move, she walked up to Talon and pinched his chest. “Talon, I swear if you don’t get out and take your idiot pal with you, I’ll find someplace else to sleep. Permanently.”

He leaned down and captured her lips with his own in a fast, hard kiss. “No, you won’t.” He turned and left the room. “Come on, Charon. Leave the ladies alone.”

Reluctantly, Charon forced his feet forward until the door closed behind him.

 

Joelle turned back to the bed to find the woman awake and watching her. There was so much she wanted to say to her. If, as Joelle suspected, she was Charon’s Liaison, the woman had a hard time ahead of her. Joelle loved Talon, and she knew, in her heart and mind and soul, he loved her. But her life was still changing and evolving. Being a Liaison—a true Liaison that shared blood with her Ancient—was something Joelle was still getting used to. The exchange of blood was only part of the bond between them. She could sense his emotions, his thoughts, and he could do the same to her. In fact, upon occasion, it was as if they could read each other’s minds.

“Hey,” Joelle said softly as she approached the bed, “how are you?”

“Thirsty,” she rasped out.

Joelle stepped into the bathroom and filled a cup with water. Bringing it out, she sat on the bed and helped the woman take small sips. She was thin, but muscular, and Joelle was a bit jealous since no amount of working out had ever made her body look that way.

At that moment, Talon invaded her thoughts, letting her know that she was the sexiest woman he’d ever seen. He wanted her. Now. Joelle shivered, damn the man. He could make her want him without even touching her. She idly wondered if one day he could make her come without touching her. Before the thought was finished, the sensation of fingers brushing her nipples and clit washed over her. She shivered involuntarily as growling washed through her mind. Stop it, she thought, not now, you big jerk. Low laughter rushed through her and left her shaky and a little breathless.

“Are you okay?” the other woman asked.

Joelle gave a small laugh. “I think I should be asking you that question. How’re you feeling?”

“Fuzzy. Weird. Where am I?”

“Charon brought you back with him,” Joelle said, purposefully not answering her question. She didn’t know how much the other woman knew and wasn’t about to spill the beans. “Do you remember what happened to you?”

She nodded slowly. “Yes, but you won’t believe me. No one ever does.”

Joelle could almost feel the despair the other woman exuded and wondered what had happened to her. Obviously, her life had been as difficult as Joelle’s own.

“Vampires,” Joelle said.

The other woman blinked and turned to stare at her. “What did you say?”

“Vampires,” she repeated. “You had some kind of a run in with a vampire.”

“You know about them?”

“Oh yeah, ever since I was fourteen. Oh, I’m Joelle by the way. Joelle Quinn.”

“Aislinn Flaherty.” The redhead tried to push herself to sit higher up in the bed and Joelle leaned in to help her. “How did you find out about vampires?”

Joelle gave a smile. “I was nosy and decided to investigate an abandoned house. It wasn’t. I found Talon chained in the basement. These vampires were holding him and drinking from him. I let him go. I’m sure they didn’t see that coming.”

“What happened?”

“He killed them and got me out of there.”

“Who’s Talon?”

“Oh, he’s the man I’m in love with. He’s a Hunter just like Charon.”

Aislinn shook her head. “I don’t understand. What’s a Hunter? How did he kill vampires?”

Joelle tucked her hair behind her ears as she contemplated how much information the woman had. Aislinn knew of vampires, but didn’t know about the Hunters. “Let me ask you what you know of vampires?”

“They’re evil,” Aislinn said. “One killed my roommate when I was at boarding school. We were twelve. It snuck in, and it was horrible. He told me not to remember, but I do. Everything. But no one believed me. They convicted some janitor for the crime. I told them he didn’t do it. I even described the thing that did, and still, no one believed me.”

“So, how did you meet Charon?” Joelle asked, gently since she didn’t want Aislinn getting any more upset.

“He appeared about six months ago and started training me. There are…things at the hospital. They prey on the patients. I wanted to stop them. He showed me how.” As she spoke, she looked down at her arm. Cautiously, she ran a hand over the fresh scars on her left wrist. “I don’t understand. The vampire bit my wrist, it was bleeding, and now, it’s healing.” She looked up at Joelle. “Tell me what happened. I know I’m not crazy. I know I was hurt badly. I’m not anymore. I’m not crazy.”

Joelle decided that she had to tell Aislinn everything. It wasn’t fair to leave her in the dark. And, if she did turn out to be Charon’s Liaison, she’d have to know anyway. Better that Joelle tell her than leave it to the ham-handed men. They’d just fuck it up and scare the woman.

“You’re not crazy,” Joelle said, laying a hand on Aislinn’s arm. “I’m going to tell you everything, but I want you to listen without judgment. I’ll answer any questions you have, but you have to listen. Promise?”

Aislinn nodded slowly. “Okay.”

“Okay, so I told you I grew up knowing about vampires. After releasing Talon and going our separate ways, I started seeing them a lot of different places. You know like bookstores and grocery stores and stuff. I knew what they were, but they were just living their lives. You know? Like regular people. And they are. I’ve met quite a few vampires, and they’re just like you and me.”

Aislinn started to shake her head and protest, but Joelle stopped her. “No, you promised to listen. So there are different kinds of vampires. The regular citizens can’t drink human blood so they drink this synthetic stuff that was developed especially for them. They eat regular food too, but have to drink the blood. They have fangs, but they’re not really impressive. They’re stronger than humans and live longer, but other than that, they’re pretty much like us. The other kinds of vampire are called Ancients. When they’re born, they have some kind of genetic anomaly or something. Anyway, they are just like the first vampires. They are bigger and stronger and faster. They can’t stand any sunlight, and they drink human blood.”

“So one of those killed my roommate?” Aislinn interrupted.

“No, see, there are some regular vamps that think if they drink human blood they’ll become Ancients. Since they can’t process the blood, it not only slowly kills them, but drives them crazy.”

“You think it was a regular vampire who killed my roommate,” Aislinn said.

“Yes, and came after you tonight. We just found out about a blood cult in this area not too long ago. Whoever is leading it has convinced people to drink human blood. These vamps are scary strong, but totally wacko. Oh, and they stink.”

“The man tonight, he smelled like bad meat.”

“That’s it,” Joelle said with a nod. “Like I said, they can’t process the blood so it poisons them. But it’s like they don’t even know it or maybe they don’t care. Talon says that to a regular vamp, human blood is a highly addictive drug.”

“How do you know all this?”

“We work for an organization called the Paranormal Investigative Agency. Our job is to police the paranormal community. The Hunters, like Talon and Charon, are like the big guns. They go after the biggest, scariest stuff. Think of them like…special forces.” Joelle smiled as Aislinn nodded in understanding. “When regular agents can’t handle stuff, they call in the Hunters.”

“The Hunters are Ancients, aren’t they?” Aislinn asked. “They’re vampires.”

Joelle nodded. “Yes, they are.”

 

Aislinn wrapped her arms around herself and looked away from the woman who watched her so sympathetically. She didn’t want sympathy. She wasn’t sick, and she wasn’t crazy. But the things that had scared her so badly as a child were vampires, and now, she was apparently surrounded by them. The man she’d spent the last six months with training, trusting, was a vampire. Hell, the woman could be one, too, and she was locked in a room with her.

“I’m not,” the woman said to her.

“What?” Aislinn asked, attempting a smile.

“A vampire. I’m human just like you.” Joelle pulled her legs up on the bed to sit cross-legged. “But I guess we’re special, too. So when a vampire gives you an order, can you ignore it?”

Aislinn almost smiled at the switch in conversation. “When a who does what?”

“If a vampire says like ‘come here; you’, can you blow it off?”

She nodded. “Yeah, in fact, one of them tonight acted like I was just going to trot right over to him.”

“Yeah, some of them are dumb like that. For some reason, we aren’t susceptible to vampire suggestion. That’s initially why Kenshin approached me to be in the PIA. Well, that and the whole Talon thing. He’ll probably ask you, too.”

“What if I don’t want to join?” Aislinn asked.

Joelle shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess you won’t, but hell, what do you have to lose? I mean vampires are after you, and from experience, I can tell you this place is the safest. Also, what do you have to go to? Not to be mean or anything, but we know what’s out there, and obviously, no one believed you.” She climbed off the bed. “Look, I’ve thrown a whole hell of a lot at you. I’m going to go get you something to eat, and then you can rest. If you need anything, just let me know. And, Aislinn, you don’t have to be afraid.”

After the door closed behind Joelle, Aislinn almost burst out laughing. She held it in, though, because if she started, she didn’t think she could stop. Afraid? Joelle didn’t want her to be afraid? Aislinn wished she was just afraid. Right now, she thought she was nearing overwhelmingly terrified. She closed her eyes as the entire situation overwhelmed her. A vampire had attacked her…bitten her…opened her wrist to the bone. And yet, she was alive, with only scars to show she’d been assaulted. How? Joelle had never answered the question. Did she know? Aislinn bet she did, but then, why wouldn’t she tell her if she knew?

The door opened, but instead of Joelle, Charon walked in carrying a tray. Vampire. The thought screamed through Aislinn’s mind. He paused and studied her. Attractive, was the next flitting thought, and she almost rolled her eyes. Well, hell, was she afraid of him or impressed? Couldn’t she be both?

“I won’t hurt you,” he said, interrupting the argument in her mind. “If I wanted to, I could have done it long before now.”

“Wow, that makes me feel so much better,” she said, without thinking.

“And there’s the smartass I’ve grown to know.”

With the one comment, she realized that being afraid of him was ridiculous. She knew him, and he’d never hurt her. In fact, he’d only helped her. Besides, she hated being afraid. She’d been afraid for most of her life and refused to allow it to happen again.

“What did you do to me?” She held her healing wrist out to him. “I don’t remember a lot, but I know he used me as a chew bone.”

He put the tray down across her legs and lifted the lid. Steak met her eyes and nose. Saliva gathered in her mouth, and she thought she’d start drooling. Damn, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d had something other than hospital food. Without a moment’s hesitation, she picked up her silverware and dug in.

She ate quietly for a few moments, enjoying the novelty of a real meal. But she still wanted her question answered. She held up her arm between bites. “Well?”

Charon sat in a chair near the bed. His hard chiseled features were still as his nearly black eyes tracked her movements. “I stopped the bleeding.”

She snorted indelicately. “I figured that out. How?”

“My saliva has properties that stop bleeding. Because I’m an Ancient, it works much more quickly and efficiently.”

The fork she was bringing to her mouth froze as she watched him. “You drank my blood.”

“It was the only way I could stop the bleeding,” he said matter-of-factly. “I didn’t realize it would heal you the way it has. We usually just stitch ourselves up.”

“I’m not sure what to say.” She shook her head. “Thank you.” She meant it, too, but the idea that the man…vampire across from her had drunk her blood still freaked her out.

“But,” he prompted.

“Don’t do it again,” she said. “I don’t…I can’t…just don’t. Promise me.”

He nodded slowly, “I promise.”

She went back to eating. The silence dragged on, and she found it uncomfortable, which wasn’t their usual M.O. Maybe it was the whole vampire thing, or perhaps, it was finally being able to see one another in the light. Either way she couldn’t stand it.

“So now what?” She asked.

 

I pin you to the bed and lick your naked body.

Charon blinked at the thought. What the fuck was the deal? He had no idea where these errant thoughts came from, nor did he want them. It wasn’t like he was hard up or anything. He could understand how Irish would turn him on if he was desperate, but he wasn’t. He wasn’t a slut like Grimm, but he had women he saw. And yet there was something about this one apparently. Maybe it was the connection they’d developed over the last couple months? That wasn’t it, since he’d been alone with her and often intimately connected as he trained her. He’d never had the urge to get her naked, but now, it was like a constant thought. Blood, he thought, it has to be that. Maybe he needed to feed. That had to be it. He’d just call one of the donors and get it done.

“Can you hear me?” she said, interrupting his thoughts.

“How can I not, Irish, with you yapping constantly?”

She made the face she always did when he pissed her off, and he couldn’t help but smile. He didn’t want to lose the easy relationship he’d developed with her. She knew nothing of Ancients or Hunters so never treated him like a bomb ready to go off. Though the paranormal community appreciated what his kind did, they were scared of them and rightly so. None of them were exactly approachable or friendly, and, come to think of it, they didn’t want to be that way.

As a group, they were loners forced together by circumstance. But it had been good to go and train Irish. She’d treated him with respect because of his abilities, but was never afraid to dish shit out to him. He liked that about her.

“So?” she demanded. “What happens now?”

“I gag you to make you stop talking.”

“Blah, blah,” she said, rolling her eyes. “If you’d answer the question, then I’d quit asking. Oh, and my name is Aislinn.”

“I know you’re name, Irish. As for what now, that’s probably up to you. I’m sure Kenshin will come and offer you a job. He did with Joelle, and if he wanted her, he’ll want you. At least you can fight. All Joelle seems to do is talk.” Okay, she fucked Talon, but he doubted that was a part of her job description. If it was, he imagined she’d get glowing reviews since Talon was forever after her.

“I lost my weapon.”

“We’ll make you another. One that’s stronger since you won’t have to take it apart.”

“How did you know I took it apart?”

“Just like I knew you had red hair and freckles. The dark means nothing to me, so I can see everything. Since you won’t have to store the weapon, we can make it stronger.”

She nodded. “Good. I want to fight. I don’t want to sit around. I can’t sit around. What about the hospital?”

“What about it?”

“They’ll know I’m missing. Won’t someone come looking? And what about the mess that was left? Oh, and the creatures, what about those?”

He shook his head. He didn’t know anyone who talked this much or asked this many questions. Fuck, his head was ready to explode. “The PIA sent in a team to clean up so there’s no mess. We’ll still patrol the place because obviously, there’s a need. As for someone looking for you, if we don’t want you found, you won’t be.”

She sat quietly, probably mulling over everything he’d just said so she could come up with more questions. The silence gave him the opportunity to study her. She looked way better than she had when he’d carried her in. Especially since she was wearing his shirt. It was huge on her, but it looked right. She should be wearing his clothing, just as she should be in his bed. Naked, in his bed, preferably, but he’d take whatever he could get. He pulled the thoughts up short. It didn’t matter what she was wearing or, if she was wearing anything at all under the shirt. She was injured. She was still pale, which made the freckles stand out more prominently, but her eyes were a bright blue. When he’d first found her, those same eyes had been dull and nearly lifeless. Anger rose up in him, and he wished he could have taken his time killing the fucker who’d hurt her. He deserved so much more pain for what he’d done to her.

“I don’t think anyone will miss me.” She didn’t look at him as she spoke, but kept her gaze focused on the napkin she folded and placed on the tray.

“Their loss.”

“I doubt my parents will think that. I’m an embarrassment.”

“Join the club. Mine couldn’t get away from me fast enough.” Shit, had he really said that aloud? He didn’t tell anyone about his early life. He was sure Kenshin knew; the man knew everything. But Charon had never told anyone else. He didn’t see the reason, and it wasn’t as if the Hunters were a sharing group. Every one of them had a painful story, so what was the use of wallowing in it? Better to put it aside and do the job.

“Mine dumped me in the hospital. They couldn’t handle having a crazy daughter so they decided to hide me.” She looked around the room. “This is the first time I’ve been out of that place in nearly ten years.”

“You’re not crazy.”

“No, I’m not. I thought I was in the beginning, but I was young.” She shrugged. “Now, I know better. I want you to continue to train me. I want to fight.”

“I was planning on it. If you’re going to go out in the field, you’ll need to learn more. You’ll need to train harder.” Charon would ensure she wasn’t defenseless or vulnerable again. If she was going out, not only would he train her, but he’d go with her. Something deep inside wanted to roar, but he held it back. He wasn’t sure what the hell was going on, but he wasn’t going to let it rule him. He was not going to fucking lose his mind and have to be put down like a rabid dog. He knew it had happened in the past. That’s why people freaked out when a child was born with the Ancient gene. Eventually, they lost it and had to be executed. There was really no other choice. Ancients were dangerous at the best of times, but if they were let off the chain, it could become disastrous.

Charon forced all the morose thoughts away and stood. “You need to rest. I’ll take the tray, and you sleep. We can worry about what we’re going to do tomorrow.”

She yawned and nodded. “Okay. And thanks for saving me.”

He picked up the tray. “We won’t make a habit out of it, okay?”

“I don’t plan on it,” she said, sliding down under the covers. “The next time I’m going to kill whatever comes after me.”

One way or the other, he thought, if something comes after her, it would die. He could promise her that.

 

 

 


 Chapter Four



  

Kenshin, director of the PIA, slumped down in a chair and wished he could take a long vacation. On the best of days, running a huge agency dedicated to policing the paranormal community while keeping humans in the dark was a chore. But, lately, it had been an out and out bitch. A blood cult was running around the city hooking vampires, and no one could get a line on them. Humans were being targeted and attacked. There was, apparently, a leak within the PIA with information going who knew where. Finally, the Hunters were starting to fray around the edges. At the best of times, something like this was considered a catastrophe, but with everything else going on, it was in the thermonuclear range.

He heard his office door open, and he looked up to find Joelle and Talon. Okay, things weren’t so horrible, he decided. Talon had his Liaison. Kenshin could put one check in the good column. In a day of shit, he’d take all the positive stuff he could find.

“Tell me something good,” he said to the couple. “Anything.”

The two of them glanced at one another, and Joelle spoke. “I don’t know how good it is, but the woman Charon brought in is like me. She isn’t susceptible to vampire suggestion. On the down side, the thought of vampires totally wigs her out.”

“I said good, Joelle. Tell me something good.” He wearily rubbed his face. “So, she could be a PIA agent, but since the people she’ll work with scare her, she’s useless. Awesome.”

“She also might be Charon’s Liaison.” Joelle said it quickly, as if ripping a Band-Aid off.

It took a moment for the meaning of the words to sink into Kenshin’s mind, then the implications of them. “What the fuck?” He stood up to pace, and he saw Talon move to put his body between Kenshin and the woman. Though having a Liaison had pulled Talon back from the brink of insanity, it also made him incredibly dangerous when it came to the woman.

“Please tell me why you imagine she’s his Liaison, and then, we’ll all hope you’re wrong.” Kenshin said.

“He drank from her,” Talon finally spoke. “The vamp tore her wrist up so he had to seal it so she wouldn’t bleed out. When we found the body, Charon had done a number on it.”

Joelle interrupted him as she stepped out to be seen. “He growls and doesn’t even realize he’s doing it. He looks at her like he wants to lick her up. He challenged Talon or at least he was going to, but I kicked the two of them out.”

“It might just be that he’s horny, and it’s all about sex. Or he hasn’t fed in a while.” Damn, Kenshin prayed like hell it was either one of those.

“No, Charon’s got women, and the amount of blood he consumed from the woman means he’s had his fill.”

Kenshin looked down at the floor for a long moment. If what the two of them said were true, they were going to be in deep shit soon. Or, at least, he thought they were. The whole idea of a true Liaison was something they were just learning about. People had had the title in the past, but until Joelle and Talon there hadn’t been a truly bonded couple. What would this do to Charon? If he and the woman couldn’t eventually build a relationship, and she truly was his Liaison, Charon would have to be put down. They’d have no choice.

“We need to know more,” Kenshin said. “There had to have been other human and vampire bonds formed.”

“I can check with Quenton and see what, if anything, he can come up with,” Joelle said. “He found the diary that talked about the whole Liaison thing so there’s bound to be something more.”

The phone rang, and Kenshin actually had a sinking feeling in his gut. It couldn’t be good. Hell, nothing had gone right, so a phone call in the middle of the night couldn’t be anything but bad news. He picked it up, and it only took a moment to know that things had gotten worse.

He hung up and turned to Joelle and Talon. “A human was attacked by a vampire in his home. He’s dead, and the human police found the body. Even worse, the man is Patrick James Flaherty. He’s Aislinn’s brother.”

“I’ll go with you to the scene,” Talon said.

Kenshin nodded. “Styx is already there. Joelle, I’ll need you to handle the COM.”

“Will do,” she said as the three of them left the office. “I’ll see if Reaper can hit the library. He’s the one that helped Quenton find the information to begin with so he might have a better idea where to look.”

* * * *

Reaper stalked into the library. He’d pulled his blood red hair back to get it out of his face because he’d assumed he’d be out fighting. Instead, he was relegated to the library in an attempt to help Quenton do research. What the fuck did Reaper know about anything? He was a fighter. He’d been trained from a child to kill without much thought and, yet, here he was being asked to step into the role of scholar. What a joke, but Joelle hadn’t been laughing when she’d asked him for the favor. He was obviously pussying out if he’d agreed to do this, but he was here now.

Quenton came out of the stacks with a book in hand and froze. The two of them eyed one another, and Reaper wondered what the other man was thinking. Normally, the two of them did nothing but snipe at each other, and Reaper never came to the library unless he had to. That had changed, though, when he’d helped Quenton discover why Joelle was so sick. The two of them had uncovered the truth behind the Liaison and Hunter bond, which had ultimately saved Joelle’s life.

“Is there a meeting I’m unaware of?” Quenton asked in his rich British accent. The guy always sounded like he was going to ask if you had an appointment then offer you tea. Reaper knew he wasn’t, since he could be a real asshole.

“No, there’s some kind of emergency, and Joelle had to go to the COM. She asked if I’d come here and help you with the information search.”

Quenton nodded, his face unreadable. Reaper thought if he could see the guy’s eyes he’d be able to maybe get a bead on his thoughts, but Quenton had them covered. As was his custom, he wore small silver frames with black lenses, which totally disguised his eyes. Reaper knew the irises were a dark ruby red, a gift from the man’s demon father. Beyond that, he didn’t know much else about him. Didn’t know how old he was. Didn’t know where he’d come from or where he went at night. Didn’t know if someone was waiting for him.

Reaper shut the door on that thought. Who cared if the man was hooked up? He hadn’t ever given Quenton a minute’s thought until Grimm had said the man had a thing for him. He truly doubted it though since Grimm was a dick. Of course, most people said the same thing of Reaper.

“I found a number of journals that I think may be relevant to what we need, but haven’t had time to go through them.”

“I can read,” Reaper said, with just a bit of heat in his voice. Most people thought all he could do was kill and fuck, but Reaper had been sent to school. He didn’t have any fancy college degrees, but he read quite a bit. Not that he shared that with anyone.

Quenton motioned him to follow, and the two of them went back to the room where the oldest documents were kept. This was the place they found the journal containing information about the vampire and the human woman. Quenton picked up a sheath of old parchment pages and carried them to a desk.

“These are pages from an Ancient. They are a combination of journal pages and letters. I’m fairly certain he mentions a human he’s connected with, but I haven’t gotten very far. Let me get you some gloves so you can handle the pages.”

Reaper sat in the squeaky chair and turned on a small lamp. He was so large he overwhelmed the small desk. He also hoped like hell he didn’t end up breaking the chair. Gloves were placed on the desk in front of him. Shit, Quenton moved so quietly Reaper hadn’t even heard him. He wondered again about the man and where he’d come from.

“The Ancient who wrote these pages was born after the author of the journal we found. Of course, that was written around the twelfth century. I believe this one is possibly sixteenth or seventeenth century. I skimmed it, and he writes about someone who intoxicates his senses.”

“Yep, flowery bullshit poetry,” Reaper said, shaking his head. “Why do these dudes feel like they have to write like that?”

Quenton tapped his chin. “Perhaps he felt that saying he wanted to fuck the shit out of her wasn’t poetic enough.”

Reaper snorted. “Yeah, but it sure as hell gets the point across.”

Quenton laughed, and Reaper didn’t think he’d ever heard him do that before. It wasn’t as if the two of them were friends or even mild acquaintances. Truly, Reaper didn’t have friends. None of the Hunters did. Except for Grimm, he amended. Grimm and Quenton were friends or they had been. Reaper hadn’t seen Quenton around in the last few weeks, nor had he heard Grimm mention him.

Instead of prying, Reaper put on the gloves and leaned over the first page. None of his business, he told himself, just read the pages. The sooner they found answers the faster he could be out on the street doing what he did best.

* * * *

Hands moved down her body. Aislinn sighed as a mouth closed over a nipple and sucked. She ran her hands over a heavily muscled back, enjoying the sensation of hot male skin. She parted her legs as fingers delved and explored. She moaned as her clit was lightly pinched. Never before had she felt like this, never before had anyone touched her like this. She’s spent her life locked in a hospital, and though, she’d pleasured herself, no one had ever touched her before.

Lips and tongue replaced the hand on her most private place, and her eyes rolled at the sensations. He licked and sucked as she sobbed in need. Then his enormous penis was there, easing inside of her body. She spread her legs wide and clutched at him as he nuzzled her neck. His cock took her virginity as his fangs punched into her throat. She screamed as she came.

Aislinn sat bolt upright in bed, shaking. Dream. It was a dream. But her body throbbed and shook with unmet needs. She placed her hand over the spot on her neck, but there was nothing. No blood, no marks. Always in the past, when she’d dreamed, there had been terror and pain. This time, God, this time was so different.

Shakily, she climbed from the bed and made her way to the bathroom. Shower, she thought, she’d take a shower. She’d wash away the dream and all the crazy emotions it brought up. But the emotions were also normal, she told herself. She’d been attacked by a vampire and rescued by a man she’d allowed herself to trust. She found out that the same man was also a vampire, and he had never hurt her. So, all of these jumbled emotions were just working their way through her psyche. That’s all it was.

She stripped off her clothes and climbed under the hot spray. Closing her eyes, she stood and let the water fall on her. Her muscles began to relax as she did the deep breathing exercises she’d been taught. They were supposed to calm her, and usually, they did a good job. This time, though, all it did was make her more aware of feelings the dream brought. Aware that between her legs was an empty, nagging ache. She clenched her legs together, and sensations zinged through her body.

Her eyes popped open, and she busied herself by pulling off the band that held the braid of her hair. Tilting her head back, she wet her hair thoroughly. The heavy mass brushed against her lower back, reminiscent of the fingertips from the dream. Why did her mind keep going there? It was normal. It had just been a while since she’d masturbated. Her body was just telling her it had been too long. She was a healthy female with needs. That’s all it was.

Her hands closed over her breasts and rubbed. Her nipples ached, and she wondered what it would feel like for a man to put his mouth there. Instantly, the image of Charon came into her head. No. Not possible. He was a vampire, he had fangs, he drank blood. But, jeez, he was sexy and big and so…male. It wouldn’t hurt to use him in her little fantasy. He’d never know, and in her mind, he could be anything she wanted.

She lifted her foot onto the seat built into the shower and ran her fingers between her legs. Aislinn leaned against the wall for balance as she rubbed her clit. The image of Charon appeared in her mind, and it was his hand she moved against. She pressed one finger into her body, and she felt the passage clamp around it. Slowly, she moved her finger in and out while her thumb continued to brush and play against her clit. She contemplated trying to fit two fingers in, but a small sound made her pause. She opened her eyes and found the subject of her fantasy watching her through the glass wall of the shower. The two of them locked eyes as Aislinn came.

His mouth widened, and she saw fangs, but they didn’t scare her. In fact, it turned her on, and the thought brought her crashing back to reality. She pulled her hands off her body and looked down at the floor. She glanced up a moment later, and he was gone, but the things he’d carried were balanced on the shelf outside the shower. She eased the door open to find he’d brought her shampoo, conditioner, body wash, a razor, and body lotion.

She grabbed them up and quickly put them to use. She wouldn’t think about what he’d seen her doing. It was normal, it was natural, and he’d walked in on her. If anyone should be embarrassed, it should be him. He’d invaded her privacy. When she saw him next, she would act like nothing had happened. No big deal.

She showered and shaved and felt better for it. Turning off the water, she grabbed up two towels, one for her hair and the other to wrap around her body. They were both huge and covered her from under her arms to her knees. She opened the door, but stopped short when she saw Charon waiting for her. He was sitting at the end of the bed, and the two of them eyed one another.

She decided to leap in and speak first. “Thanks for all the stuff.”

“Joelle thought you’d need girl gear.”

His voice was low and rubbed against her nerves. She shivered and busied herself by taking the towel off her hair. He handed her a brush, and she gave a tight smile as she started dragging it through her hair. The brush got hung up on tangles, and she pulled and yanked. Yeah, she was tired of it and planned on hacking it off as soon as she could manage.

Charon stopped her hand and gently took the brush from it. “You’re going to rip your scalp off,” he said softly. He pulled her to sit on the bed beside him and began carefully working the brush through her hair. No one had ever brushed her hair for her, not her mother, not a nanny, no one. At least she didn’t think so, since she had no memory of it. But now this large male, a vampire, sat beside her and took infinite care of her.

Neither said anything as he worked, but Aislinn’s shoulders relaxed. The rhythmic pull and drag lulled her as well as heated her blood. The heat and scent of him surrounded her, causing her nipples to harden and flesh to dampen. She’d given herself an orgasm so she didn’t understand her body’s reaction. Usually, once she’d finished, she was good to go for another month or so, but apparently not today. Not with him.

“I enjoyed watching you.” He spoke barely above a whisper. “Your scent makes my mouth water. When you came, with my eyes on you, it turned me on.”

“Oh my gosh, you’re going to talk about this,” she mumbled.

He chuckled. “Yeah, because it was hot. Were you satisfied?”

“Yes,” she said, not looking at him. “I’m good.”

“Then why are you wet again? Why are your nipples hard?”

“What? No, I’m chilly.”

“Liar,” he murmured next to her ear.

When had he gotten so close? Why didn’t she tell him to back off?

“Let me make you feel good.” He ran a large hand gently down her arm. “Tell me yes, Aislinn, and I will give you the best orgasms.”

“You shouldn’t say stuff like that.”

“But you’re not telling me no.”

She finally turned to look at him. His eyes were such a dark brown they were almost black, but had flecks of copper in them. He couldn’t be called handsome, but was incredibly arresting with high cheek bones and a prominent aquiline nose. They watched one another until finally he backed up enough to settle her on the bed. He pulled the towel from around her body and opened it so she was naked before him. She thought he growled low, but didn’t want to ask. Whatever sound he made turned her on because there was appreciation in his eyes. He enjoyed looking at her.

Keeping his eyes locked with hers, he leaned over her and licked one of her nipples. She jumped at the sensations that shot through her. She wondered if it was more intense, more real, since he was the first man to ever touch her this way. When she didn’t protest, he took her nipple into his hot mouth to suck and lick. Just like the dream, she thought, but so much better.

He moved to the other nipple, giving it the same treatment. Aislinn moved restlessly on the bed, unable to stop herself from running her hands up and down his arms. But his mouth was so good, so hot, until he left her breasts and began to move down her stomach. She tried to push his head back up, but he resisted.

“No, Irish, let me, and I promise to make you feel so good.”

Aislinn gripped the bed sheets and allowed him to do what he wanted. Everything, so far, had been so much more than she could do for herself. She wanted it all.

 

Charon was intoxicated by Aislinn’s scent, her taste. No other woman had ever affected him like this. When he was with a woman, he certainly made sure she had pleasure, but he always got off, too. This time, he couldn’t care less about himself. He wanted Aislinn to weep and beg for him. He wanted her to score him with her nails and bite his skin.

He dragged his tongue down her stomach while he pushed her legs apart. He’d wanted to linger over her, but he couldn’t wait. He eased down to lay between her legs. The lips of her pussy were puffy and wet, and his mouth watered. Leaning in, he placed a kiss against her heated flesh, and she jumped. Smiling, he eased his tongue against her and moaned at her flavor. She was rich and ripe and his, all his.

Aislinn clutched at his hair and pressed herself harder against his mouth. He used his tongue and teeth and lips, forcing her over into the first orgasm. But it wasn’t enough as he worked his tongue into her passage. He heard her sob out his name, and it was music to him. This was just the way he wanted her.

 

Aislinn was sure she had gone blind. Nothing, nothing, had prepared her for the pleasure Charon gave her. She realized that what she’d given herself couldn’t even be considered in the same category of orgasm as this man was giving her. Did they rate orgasms like tornadoes? If so, what she was having was a constant stream of F-5 level.

Sweat ran down her body as she twisted and thrashed. His mouth was like a hot brand that she equally tried to escape from and push harder against. As she was thrust into the next orgasm, she screamed out his name.

“That’s right, Irish, scream for me.” Charon growled against her. “Your pussy is so sweet. I could feast on your forever. Do you want me to stop?”

Yes, she thought, please stop. Everything he did to her was so intense she didn’t think she could take much more. But instead she heard herself say, “No, please, don’t stop. I need, I want.”

“I’m going to give it all to you,” he said. “Open your eyes, Aislinn, watch me.”

She forced her eyes open, and he lay between her spread legs. His face was wet, and she knew it was her essence that covered him. Holding her gaze, he eased his tongue out and touched her clit. She gasped and pulled her legs farther apart. He did it again, and this time, she also felt something large enter her body. His finger appeared wet with her, and he sucked it into his mouth.

“I can’t get enough of your taste. Do you like my finger inside of you? Do you want two?”

She nodded, and she felt herself spread as he eased two fingers inside of her. His hands were so much larger than hers so his knuckles bumped and scraped against the walls of her vagina. Her head dropped back as his mouth once again sucked at her clit. An orgasm of epic proportions shot through her and she grasped his hair to give her an anchor.

* * * *

Styx approached Kenshin and Talon as they walked in the front door. He’d picked up the call from a police scanner and immediately gone to the scene. He always monitored to ensure the paranormal community didn’t leak over into the human. They were usually good about hiding in plain sight, but this had obviously slipped by them. Or the killer had wanted it to slip by. Either way, the situation could be on the way to clusterfuck level unless they could get a handle on it.

“What happened?” Kenshin asked.

“Cops got an anonymous tip. They were here before we could intercept and found the body.” Styx reported.

“So what’s the status?” Talon asked.

“I have the cops sitting in the kitchen waiting. I told them it was just a prank call, but it’s hard since they were already on scene. The body is in the living room.”

“Let’s take care of the police first,” Kenshin said. “Once we get rid of them, we can take a look at the body.”

Styx led the way to the large gourmet kitchen. Two policemen sat motionless at the large table. He wasn’t the best at wiping human minds, but he could make them sit and stay where he wanted. He’d leave the heavy stuff to Talon who could make people think they’d been to the Moon and back.

“I’ll take care of them,” Talon said. “Do you know if anyone else is coming?”

“I don’t think so,” Styx replied. “I got here just as they were calling for backup.”

Talon nodded and moved toward the men while Styx motioned Kenshin to follow him out. They walked down a narrow hallway and entered through a discreet doorway set into the wall. Styx imagined it was for servants to enter and leave without being seen by guests.

They entered the room to find a dead guy in the middle of the room, face up, sightless eyes wide and staring. The throat was practically ripped out, but the blood around the body was minimal. Someone had fed well before departing. Both men crouched by the body, and Styx got his first close look at the neck wound.

“When did this occur?” Kenshin asked.

“I think right after nightfall. The call came in around nine-eighteen.”

“Interesting, since Aislinn Flaherty was attacked around eleven. All of this must be connected. It’s too much of a coincidence for the brother to die and the sister to be attacked by vampires all within a two-hour span.”

“And who’s Aislinn Flaherty? Other than this guy’s sister.”

“She’s someone that may be like Joelle. That could be why vampires went after her.”

“She dead?” Styx asked.

“No, Charon got to her in time. Apparently, he knows her. I don’t know the story yet, but she’s currently one of your roommates.”

Talon walked in while Kenshin was talking and shook his head. “Is that what you’re calling her? A roommate?”

“Until we have confirmation—”

“She might be Charon’s Liaison,” Talon said to Styx.

Kenshin huffed out a breath, but Talon cut him off. He leaned forward and smelled the body. He did it again with his eyes closed. Styx did the same, trying to figure out what Talon was scenting and just caught it. The hint, just the barest scent…but it couldn’t be. He opened his eyes to find Talon and Kenshin watching him.

“You scent it, too.” Talon said.

“Maybe,” Styx replied. “Let’s call Grimm. His nose is way better.”

Talon touched the device in his ear and requested Grimm head out to their location. Styx studied the body again, especially the neck wound.

“What?” Kenshin interrupted him.

“This wasn’t done by a regular vampire,” Styx said finally. “Though the neck is torn, I can still see the initial puncture wounds from the fangs. They are much bigger and longer than any regular vampire. If the scent is really there, and it’s what we think, this was done by an Ancient.”

Kenshin shook his head. “Ancient? That’s not possible. We know all the Ancients; the PIA keeps a list. The only ones in this area are Hunters.”

“So you think one of us did this?” Talon asked with a low growl.

“No,” Kenshin quickly replied. “No, I know none of you did this.”

“Then there’s another Ancient here that no one knows about,” Styx said.

“Hell, there’s probably more than one or two,” Talon said. “You know what a stigma being an Ancient is. Some families would do anything to hide it and, most probably, have hidden it. All it takes is reporting the baby as dead, and the problem is gone.”

“Instead, you sneak it away or whatever,” Styx put in. “All it takes is money. Fuck, my sires would have paid any amount of money to hide me. But they didn’t have any.”

The three of them stared at the body, and Styx knew if an Ancient was out hunting humans, they’d have to catch him soon. If not, the whole city could be washed in blood before it was over.

 





  
 

 

 


 Chapter Five



  

Aislinn opened her eyes. Crap, she felt like she’d been run over by a freight train. She swallowed and realized her throat was sore. What the hell had happened? Slowly, memories started leaking into her brain. Masturbating in the shower. Charon watching her. Charon brushing her hair. Charon’s mouth… Oh shit, she let Charon lick her and touch her and… Orgasms, she’d had about a million orgasms. No wonder her throat hurt. She screamed her head off. She pulled the covers over her head, hoping no one had heard her. What if they had? What would she say? What would they think?

A knock came at the door, and Aislinn hoped whoever it was would go away. The knocking stopped, and finally, the door opened. She lay under the covers and wished the person would think the room empty and leave.

“Hiding isn’t going to do it,” the female voice said. “I know you’re there.”

Aislinn pulled the covers down to find Joelle looking at her. The woman held a tray, and Aislinn checked to make sure she had clothes on before sitting all the way up. Joelle put the tray across her legs and uncovered it. Bacon, eggs, and toast greeted Aislinn’s eyes, and her stomach growled. Yep, she was hungry.

“How’re you feeling?”

“Fine, thanks. How are you?” Aislinn faked a smile and picked up a piece of bacon to pop in her mouth.

“Good.” Joelle sat in the chair next to the bed. “I wanted to check on you to make sure you were doing okay.”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Aislinn demanded. “I mean, I’m fine. My wrist is great, and I feel much better after sleeping. Because you know I slept a lot so that helps; sleeping, I mean.” She shut her mouth and went back to eating. Babble much, she thought. Jeez, just put a sign up.

“Sleeping surely does help a lot,” Joelle said dryly. “I know all about it. Talon and I sleep too. A lot.”

Aislinn slowly looked up to find the other woman watching her with a big smile. She wasn’t sure what to say. Did she agree? Did she ignore?

“Don’t feel bad. It’s them, the Hunters, they’re hot. I couldn’t resist either.” Joelle leaned forward and patted Aislinn’s leg. “I’m just glad I have someone else in the same boat as me. Now, I won’t feel lonely being the only girl here.”

“I don’t… I’m not… Wow.”

“If you want to talk or you just need an ear, let me know. It’s difficult to be in the position we are, you know, humans who know about Parakind. It’s not like we can talk to the guys about it; they wouldn’t get it.”

“I’ve never had a friend before.” The words popped out before Aislinn could stop them. Great, come off sounding needy and whiney. That’s the way to connect with people.

“You have one now,” Joelle said with a smile. “I’ll let you finish eating, and I’m going to rustle up some clothes for you. You can’t run around wearing Charon’s shirts for the rest of your life.”

She looked down at the black shirt she wore. “Is that what this is? I had no idea.”

Joelle shrugged. “Believe me, he couldn’t care less. If he’s like Talon, he likes you wearing his stuff. When I get back, I’ll take you to see Kenshin. He’s the director of the PIA.”

After Joelle left, Aislinn sat for a long moment. Everything had gone so fast she wasn’t sure what to think anymore. One minute, she’s being attacked by a vampire, and the next, she’s here being pleasured by a man she barely knew. Okay, that was wrong, she might not have known his name, but she knew Charon. He’d shown up every night for months to train her. She trusted him. But she wasn’t sure what was going on now.

She’d let him put his hands on her. Put his mouth on her. What did that mean? What did he think of her? He wasn’t there when she woke up, so did he think she let every guy touch her? What would she say to him when she saw him? Would he pretend it had never happened? Aislinn leaned back against the headboard and sighed. The hospital had been so simple. She knew the rules and expectations and did what she was supposed to do. She didn’t talk to anyone but a handful of people. This made navigating the days easier. The less she got involved the less she was bothered.

She finished the meal, knowing she needed to keep her strength up. She would just pretend that what happened between them didn’t happen. It was easier that way. She wanted him to train her so she could fight. Anything else was done. And if, in the dark of the night, she played through what he’d done to her in her head, no one would be the wiser.

* * * *

Reaper stretched and his back popped. Damn, he’d been hunched over papers for what felt like days. He’d discarded the initial packet Quenton had given him when he realized the guy wrote about a host of women instead of just one. That was a no-go in the Liaison category, since only one person could be an Ancient’s Liaison.

He rubbed his eyes and yawned. Fuck, he wasn’t cut out to sit. He wanted to be out killing stuff. Instead, he’d been volunteered into helping out with research. Yeah, and he’d already covered this ground in his complaining. Get over it, he thought. You’re here so get it done.

A mug containing steaming liquid was placed on the desk beside him. He glanced up to find Quenton and wondered once again what the hell the man thought. He was pretty much an enigma and kept conversation to a minimum. Reaper thought he’d be all Chatty Cathy, but the man had sat so quietly Reaper often thought he was alone. Until he looked up, of course, and there’d Quenton would be with his dark head bent low over some bit or piece of parchment.

“What is it?” Reaper asked, staring into the mug. “Doesn’t look like coffee.”

“Tea, and just try it. If you don’t like it, I’ll get you coffee.” Quenton said with a shake of his head. “I don’t understand what all of you see in coffee, but to me, it’s bitter and fairly disgusting.”

Reaper started to deny, but actually thought about it. “Well yeah, but sometimes that’s the only thing that can get you going in the morning.”

“You’re going to fall back on the drink being an acquired taste? That’s bullocks, and you know it. Try the tea, you might actually like it. And it has caffeine.”

Reaper sniffed at the cup and took a sip. It was actually not bad. Strong, with a slight smoky flavor and a tad sweet. He took another drink. “It’s pretty good.”

Quenton blinked. “Really?”

“I said it, didn’t I?”

“It just surprised me since most of you all go on and on about leaf water.”

“Well, for leaf water, it’s okay.” Reaper shrugged and leaned back over the letter he was attempting to read. The writing was fairly cramped and small, which made it difficult to decipher.

Quenton put a magnifying glass next to him. “Try that, it might help.”

“Thanks.” Reaper used it to study the letter, thankful that he could actually see a bit better. As he read, he realized this Ancient was writing to a human. A human he couldn’t get out of his mind. “I think I might have something.”

Quenton came to lean over him. “Finally, I was starting to worry that the journal was the only thing in here.”

“Do we have anything else from this guy? The letter reads like it’s part of a series or something. Like they’ve been writing to one another a while.”

“What’s his name?”

“Feral? Maybe? No, wait, Lucian?”

“That can’t be right,” Quenton muttered. “No Ancient has a name like Lucian.”

“Maybe his parents wanted him to fit in,” Reaper suggested.

“Could be, but, I think you were right with the first name. Feral, that’s what the signature at the end looks like. Who is Lucian?”

“I think that’s who he’s writing to.”

“Wait,” Quenton said as he hurried over to a large cabinet.

Reaper watched the smaller man shuffle through papers and books. He was careful, but quick, and Reaper wondered how he kept everything straight. Hell, what did it matter? As soon as he could, he was hitting the streets. He needed to get out and kill something. Sitting on his ass was making him antsy and wired.

“I found it,” Quenton said, carrying a small leather bound book over. “I thought I recognized his name. We have his journal.” He put it on the desk in front of Reaper. “This should tell us who Lucian is.”

“You already know.”

“No, I suspect, but I don’t know. Not for sure.”

“Who? So I don’t have to read every single page in the book.”

“I think Lucian is his Liaison.”

Reaper thought about it for a long moment. Why couldn’t a human male be an Ancient’s Liaison? There were no rules that said only male and female. Hell, right now, they were shooting in the dark, so there were no such things as rules.

“Does that disturb you?” Quenton asked.

“What?” Reaper looked at him.

“Does the idea that a male could be your or another Hunter’s Liaison bother you?” Quenton asked, watching him closely. “Never mind, of course it does. You Hunters are such manly men.”

The last part was said with such sarcasm that Reaper almost smiled. Almost. Instead, he pulled Quenton down and kissed him. The other man fell into him, which gave Reaper the control. He thrust his tongue into Quenton’s mouth and swirled it around, tasting. Heat, a slight hint of tea, and spicy like the man himself. Quenton shuddered and hummed low in his throat. He was a hot handful, Reaper thought, as he slowly pulled away and righted the other man.

“It doesn’t bother me, at all,” Reaper said his voice a growl.

With that, he stood and left the library.

* * * *

Aislinn pulled on the clothes Joelle had brought her. It made her feel more normal to actually put things on that fit her instead of wearing oversized men’s clothing. Charon’s clothing. Thinking of Charon brought images of him to her mind. Him licking her and touching her and… Stop, she thought. Stop thinking of him. The whole episode was never going to happen again. It couldn’t. He was a vampire, and she was human. His kind scared her. Yeah, the voice in her head whispered, sure he does.
 Scares you that he won’t do it again.

“Whatever,” she muttered.

She grabbed up the brush and ran it through her hair. Quickly, she braided the mess and flipped it over her shoulder. She felt more like herself now, and even better, she didn’t have to pretend here. There would be no nurse shuffling in to give her medicine that she’d pretend to take. She wouldn’t have to go to therapy sessions or mix with people who thought she was crazier than they were.

She moved to the door, but it opened before she got there. Charon stepped in. The two of them watched one another warily until Aislinn shook her head. She refused to feel awkward in front of him. What they’d done, they’d done together. She hadn’t forced him, and he certainly hadn’t forced her. Just because it wouldn’t happen again didn’t mean they couldn’t still work together.

“Hey,” she said, “I’m ready.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Ready? You’re clothed, so it doesn’t look like it.”

She rolled her eyes. “Really? That’s what you came up with?”

He burst out laughing. “Apparently so. I’d planned to get back here faster, but I had to take care of some things. If you want, we can hit the gym.”

“Sounds good, but Joelle said she was taking me to see Kenshin.”

“He’s out, so we’ll hit the gym first.”

He led her out. They walked down corridors, turned corners and went through doors. She was glad he led, since there was no way she’d ever remember any of this. He must have an exceptional memory or lived in the place for a while. Finally, he opened a steel door, and she found herself in a state-of-the-art gym. Machines, free weights, sparring ring, and a wall lined with weapons surrounded her, and she loved it. She moved through the place, touching and investigating, loving how new everything was.

“Here, try this,” he said, interrupting her investigation.

She turned to find he held out to her a naginata, but it wasn’t cobbled together like her other. This one was sleek and gorgeous with a black lacquer wood handle and gently curving blade. Aislinn took it from Charon, and the weight settled easily in her hands, as if it were made for her. She twirled it about experimentally, and the blade whistled as it cut the air. If the man in front of her hadn’t given her a bucket of orgasms, she would have certainly had another.

“It’s yours,” Charon said.

“I can’t take this,” she said, caressing the weapon. “It’s beautiful.”

“So are you, but that’s beside the point. You need a weapon, and this one is perfect for you. I made sure of it.”

She looked up at him. “Did you get this for me? Or make it for me?”

“Irish, you ask too many questions.” He leaned down and kissed her very lightly. He’d never done that before, she realized. He’d done everything else to her, but never kissed her.

“So, let’s get you used to it,” he said, stepping back.

She nodded, not trusting her voice. She watched as he picked up a long pole and approached her. His weapon had no blade, but she knew no matter how fast she was, she’d never hit him. Now that she knew he was vampire, it made sense, and she probably should have thought of it before. She guessed she didn’t want to think too much since the realization would have scared her. Now, it just made her work harder.

They moved and hit and jumped until she could feel her legs wobbling, but she didn’t give up. Whatever came at her wouldn’t stop if she told it she was tired. Yeah, it would eat her face, and since she only had one, she couldn’t afford for that to happen. Through force of will, she continued until Charon called a halt. He was barely breathing hard, and she was huffing and puffing and sweating like a pig. She went down on one knee, but still maintained a grip on her weapon if he decided to come at her again. He’d done it in the past, and she didn’t trust him.

“You’re learning,” he said. “I’ll set you up with a training program. You need to build up not only your strength, but stamina. We have the time and the space now and don’t have to hide.”

“So you’re saying I’m weak?” Anger leaked into her voice.

“No, Irish, I’m not. But if you’re going to fight beside us then you need to be able to handle it. I won’t take you out into the field if you’re not ready.”

“You’re not yanking my chain? You’ll really let me fight?”

“You’ve been fighting for months now. I’ll just give you a wider field to practice on. But you don’t go until I’m satisfied. Understood?”

She nodded. “Okay. But I want to go again.”

He watched her a long moment and finally nodded. “Get some water and take a minute.”

She did as he directed. Dang, the water tasted good. She ran the bottle over her face and, for the first time in her life, felt normal. Or, at least, what she considered normal. Her life had never been normal. She’d been brought up among privilege, and as soon as she was ready, her parents had shipped her off to school. Most holidays, she hadn’t even gone home. Her parents thought it was best she stay at school. Whatever, they just hadn’t wanted to bother or be bothered. If they hadn’t wanted kids, she always wondered, then why had they?

She wiped her face off on her shirt and picked her weapon up. No more thinking. That part of her life was over. She was never going back there. This was her new reality, and she was going to enjoy the freedom.

“Ready?” He asked.

“Yes, but this time, can you have a weapon, too?”

“I have one,” he said, holding out the staff.

“No, I want you to have one with a blade. When someone comes at me, they aren’t going to have a stick. I want to see what it feels like to fight against a truly armed opponent.”

Charon hesitated, and she thought he would refuse. If so, she knew he would never let her go out. If he truly was preparing her to fight, he’d give her the opportunity to see what true combat felt like. After a long moment, he threw the stick down and pulled two blades. It happened so fast, she wasn’t sure where they came from, but the blades were impressive. They were large and triangular-shaped with H-shaped handles instead of regular grips. The blades themselves were ornately carved and obviously sharp on both sides.

“These are called katar.” He held them up for her inspection. “They’re my preferred weapons, and I’ve had them for a very long time.”

She let out a small laugh. “Charon, you’re not much older than me so you can’t have had them very long.”

“How old are you?”

“I’m twenty-two.”

He nodded slowly. “You’re not even close to my age.”

“Okay, old man, what are you, thirty? Thirty-three?”

He laughed. “This year, I will turn two hundred fifteen, and I’m the baby of the Hunters.”

“Two hundred? That’s not possible.”

“I’m an Ancient, a vampire. Of course it’s possible. Vampires live a long time; Ancients live much longer.”

She was silent for a long moment as the new reality set in. Okay, if vampires exist why couldn’t they live far longer than humans? She finally nodded. “Okay, grandpa, I’ll go easy on you. When we’re finished, I’ll get you some broth and a shawl so you can rest.”

He smiled and shook his head. “Keep talking, Irish, because once I wipe the floor up with you, I’ll take you back to my room and make you scream a different way.”

She rolled her eyes and laughed. “Sure, you will.”

Before he could say anything in reply, she and the naginata were in motion. She realized immediately he was incredible to look at as he moved with the blades. She forced herself to stay focused since she didn’t want to lose part of her face. The man was utterly lethal, and she was prepared to defend, attack and dodge. As she moved, she was in the zone. She didn’t need to think about what to do next, her body just seemed to know.

But, of course, she couldn’t keep it up. She was human and had limitations. One moment, she was swinging her weapon, and the next, a sharp line of fire lit across her arm. She stumbled and went down hard. The room came back into focus, and she was laying drenched in sweat and gasping for breath. She tried to rise, but her arms were shaky, and one hurt.

Charon knelt next to her and pressed a towel against her upper arm. “Fuck, Irish, I’m sorry. I got you.”

“What?” She glanced at her arm and saw blood. “Crap, I was too slow.”

“Hold still,” he said and before she could protest he licked the wound. His tongue was hot against her sweaty flesh, and she shivered. Instead of the process grossing her out or scaring her, it actually turned her on. She watched transfixed as he moved his tongue over her arm, just as he had licked her nipples and between her legs.

He looked up, and the two of them locked eyes. Slowly, so slowly she could have easily moved to avoid him, he leaned over her and pressed his lips to hers. It was the second time he’d kissed her, and it was so much more than a peck. His lips were soft and he rubbed them gently against her own. But Aislinn wanted more, so she pushed up into his mouth, sealing her lips more firmly against his own.

She wasn’t sure what she was doing, but Charon obviously knew. His tongue eased against her lips, and when she opened her mouth, he slid in. The sensation of his tongue swirling around her own brought shivers. He tasted dark and mysterious. She liked it, liked it a lot. When he eased his tongue out, she chased it with her own. He growled and sucked at her tongue, which caused her toes to curl.

He slid away from her. Aislinn realized she’d wrapped her arms around his neck, but he didn’t try to get away. In fact, it made her feel better to know his breathing was as ragged as her own. Apparently, whatever was going on affected him, too.

“Let’s go back to our room,” he murmured. “I certainly don’t want anyone walking in on us.”

“That would suck.”

“Yeah, it would since I’d have to kill them.” He gave a small smile when he said it, but she didn’t think he was joking. She wasn’t sure what told her that, but he was incredibly dangerous. Not to her, she knew that, too, but she wouldn’t want to get on his bad side.

He easily stood, pulling her to her feet. He picked up his blades and handed her the naginata. Taking her hand, he pulled her toward the doorway.

 

Charon walked along the corridor, when all he really wanted to do was run. It took everything he had not to throw Aislinn over his shoulder. The need for her was almost overwhelming. Need, the word was a pale description of what he was feeling. Hell, he wished he understood what was going on. All he knew was he wanted her. Wanted to suck and bite and fuck.

He forced himself to slow down, mentally and physically. Aislinn was a virgin, and though she wanted him, he couldn’t treat her as he did his past lovers. Past. He knew anyone and everyone was in the past. Only Aislinn mattered. She was his future.

The thought brought him to a screeching halt. What the hell? Where was all this coming from? Yes, he liked her, but he wasn’t a settling down kind of guy.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, looking up at him quizzically.

He was saved from answering when his phone beeped. Flipping it open, he saw a message from Kenshin requesting a meet in the library. A tiny part of him was glad for the interruption. He needed to get away from her. Get his head back on straight. He also needed to feed. That’s all it was. He needed to feed, then whatever the hell was wrong with him would be fixed.





  
 

 

 


 Chapter Six



  

Kenshin paced, waiting for all the Hunters to assemble. He’d called the meeting to discuss what could be going on in the city. Instead of using his office, he’d told everyone to meet in the library. It was the safest location, as far as he was concerned, since he knew the leak they had wasn’t coming from any of the Ancients. He had Security working overtime trying to pin the mole down, but so far they hadn’t had any luck. Which, if he thought about it, was just the way their luck had been running lately.

Grimm and Styx came in followed closely by Reaper. The three men nodded at one another, but beyond that didn’t say anything. Yep, Ancients the chatterboxes of the vampire world. Kenshin often wondered if they did the quiet thing only in front of him. He imagined them gabbing it up over pizza as they watched a soap opera. No, there was no way, he decided. Though the image might have brought a smile on a different day, today he felt as morose as the others looked.

Talon came in with his arm wrapped around Joelle. Kenshin was surprised. They were usually the last ones to a meeting since Talon made it his mission in life to get his woman naked as much as possible. At least he was stable, Kenshin thought again, which was way better than it had been.

Finally, Charon came in. Kenshin thought about asking him about Aislinn, but decided against it. The whole Ancient/Liaison bond was something none of them really understood, and if Charon hadn’t realized what the woman was to him, Kenshin didn’t want to be the one to spill the beans. Conversely, if he did know, he didn’t look happy or relaxed, which is how Talon appeared after the bond was fully in place.

Maybe the woman wasn’t Charon’s Liaison. Or, if she didn’t want him near her, they were in for trouble. Kenshin glanced over to find Talon also studying Charon and decided to table those worries for later. They could only deal with so much shit at once, and whether or not Charon got a girlfriend wasn’t high on the list.

“I don’t know if all of you are aware, but Styx intercepted a nine-one-one call on the police scanner.” Kenshin addressed them. “By the time he got to the address, police were already on scene. He called Talon and me in. A male was found in the residence, dead from a vampire attack.”

“Human?” Charon asked.

“Yeah,” Styx answered. “His name was Patrick James Flaherty.”

“Flaherty,” Charon cut in. “That’s Aislinn’s last name.”

“It was her older brother,” Talon said. “He was killed approximately two hours before she was attacked. We think whoever did it wanted her whereabouts, since the attacks were so close together.”

“Why?” Charon shook his head. “It doesn’t make sense.”

“Sure it does,” Joelle said. “She’s like me. Vampire mojo doesn’t work on her. I don’t know if somebody thinks that makes her a better food source, but they were after her for a reason.”

“Grimm,” Kenshin said as a prompt.

“I checked out the body and the bite marks. The fangs and scent indicate an Ancient.”

“Well, fuck,” Reaper muttered.

“Rogue?” Charon asked.

“Don’t know,” Talon replied. “Though the neck wound is a mess, I wouldn’t say the Ancient who made them is off the leash.”

“That could be worse,” Grimm put in. “One thing to have an Ancient running around mindlessly killing, it’s another if he’s able to plot and plan.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” Styx said. “I also don’t think he planned on us arriving on the scene so fast. I’m sure he’s the one that made the nine-one-one call.”

“What’s the point?” Reaper asked.

“He wanted us running around trying to cover his tracks,” Talon said. “He figured we’d be so busy doing cleanup with humans we’d miss the signs of an Ancient.”

“Yeah, but what’s the point?” Joelle asked. “He can’t want the Parakind Community exposed. That’s all anyone needs is a bunch of humans running around with pitchforks and torches. And that’s certainly what would happen.”

Quenton stepped out from behind a large bookcase and eyed them. “Do none of you have an office? Or has this become the official meeting spot?”

“Until we figure out where the leak is coming from I thought this would be the most secure place,” Kenshin said.

“It does seem we have a whole host of problems,” the half-human said softly. “And, to address Joelle’s question, I don’t believe the renegade Ancient wants to expose Parakind. Instead, he wants the PIA to be so focused on damage control that he quietly slips away. His failure comes from the fact that he doesn’t know the Ancients currently sitting here.”

“Explain,” Joelle said. “Please.”

He nodded at her with a slight smile, and Kenshin remembered back to when their exchange hadn’t been so very polite. In fact, Joelle had shoved him, and someone touching him was something Quenton did not allow.

“It’s almost certain that this Ancient has been hidden all his adult life. He’s never been around anyone of his kind so, he assumes that Ancients cannot or will not work together. He has failed to take into account how long these five have worked together and how quickly they will call for backup. They understand one another as well as each other’s inherent strengths and weaknesses. He has no concept so he cannot foresee how they will truly react.”

“Wow,” Joelle said, breaking the silence. “You talk real pretty.”

Quenton burst out laughing and gave her a bow. “My pleasure. My heart sings with the realization that I’ve impressed you.”

It was Joelle’s turn to laugh. The knot in Kenshin’s stomach eased somewhat as he noticed the others smiling at their byplay. The addition of Joelle and Quenton added a dynamic he hadn’t anticipated. Instead of making things uncomfortable or unstable, they actually brought their own unique gifts to the table. Just because they didn’t run out and fight didn’t mean the two couldn’t or wouldn’t add valuable insight and a, much needed, mood-lightener.

“How is this Ancient tied to the blood cult?” Reaper asked.

“That’s an excellent question,” Quenton said with a nod. “But our first question should probably be is he tied to the blood cult?”

“I think so,” Grimm said slowly. “I don’t know how or why, but it just fits right for me.”

“That might be another reason why no one can identify him,” Styx suggested.

“Why?” Joelle asked.

“Sorry, Joelle, I don’t have all kinds of fancy words,” Charon said with a slight smile, “but vampires can’t enthrall one another. But an Ancient can, if the vampire is weak enough.”

“Fuck, yeah,” Reaper said, “feed a vampire real blood, and it totally screws with the mind. Think back to Juan, Tomas’s brother, he had no memory of what went down. Hell, he still doesn’t. Any vampire would be easy to control once blood has gotten into their system.”

“So, what’s the plan?” She asked.

“For now,” Kenshin said, “we continue to do what we’ve been doing. Monitor all PIA transmissions and try to find one of the enthralled vampires. If we can find one, we can track it back to its master.”

 

Aislinn paced restlessly around the large bedroom suite. Charon had dumped her and rushed off to do whatever the secret text was about. She’d showered and dressed in clean clothes after the intense training session in the gym. That had taken all of fifteen minutes. She’d then pretended to nap, but could only lay with her eyes closed for so long. Finally, she’d risen and spent the rest of the time pacing.

She thought about leaving the room to explore, but the size of wherever she was daunted her. What if she got lost? She didn’t think anyone would find her if she did. So, she very well could die in some dark corridor before someone stumbled on her. Yeah, that wasn’t how she wanted any of this to end.

She’d even resorted to turning the TV on and flipping channels, something she never did. For a while, she’d watched a channel devoted to home decoration and hunting for houses. That had occupied her for nearly an hour, until she’d gotten antsy. So again, she paced.

Aislinn had kept the television on for company more than anything else. She wasn’t used to all the silence and being utterly alone. In the hospital, she’d been checked on constantly. There had been nowhere she could go to get any privacy. Now, she had all kinds, and it was unsettling and a bit scary.

The door opened, and she spun to find Joelle. She couldn’t help the spurt of disappointment when it wasn’t Charon. Jeez, she needed to stop and get over it. He’s a vampire, she thought, he drinks blood. You’re scared of vampires. But thinking about him made her far from afraid. In fact, the thoughts of him made her hot and achy.

“I’m here to take you to see Kenshin,” Joelle said. “If you forgot, he’s the director of the PIA.”

“Right,” she said as she dropped into a chair to pull on her shoes. “Am I dressed okay?” She asked as she smoothed a hand down her heavy fleece sweatshirt.

“Oh yeah, the first time I went to his office for a meeting, I was in jeans. He’s real laid back.”

The two women exited the room, and Joelle took her a different way. They walked down a long corridor until they came to an elevator. Joelle ushered her in and pushed a button. The car slowly began to rise.

“This complex is all underground.” Joelle said. “The Ancients take up the two lowest levels. There’s apparently a number of ways in and out, but only the Hunters know them.”

“Does that bother you?”

“No, I trust Talon. I know he’ll take care of me.” Joelle smiled when she said Talon’s name, and Aislinn was a bit envious. This woman had someone she so obviously cared about and who cared about her.

They rode the elevator up a floor and exited. Joelle led her down another corridor and through a large door. The room they ended up in looked like a combination living room, game room and kitchen. A pool table dominated the center of the room while a huge television took up one whole wall.

“This is where the Hunters hang out,” Joelle explained. “It’s also the only point of entry to where we all live. If someone were dumb enough to try and get down here, they’d end up facing five very pissed off Ancients.”

She walked across the room and pressed a button on the wall. A panel slid aside, and Aislinn saw it was another elevator. They stepped inside and the doors closed soundlessly behind them. Joelle pressed a floor and the car started up. Aislinn wondered what would happen if this man she was going to meet didn’t want to hire her. What would she do then? Would she have to go back to the hospital? If she didn’t, then where would she end up? It wasn’t like she had any skills. She had schooling since she took classes while in the hospital, but she doubted any sane person would hire her. As soon as she told someone she’d been locked up in a mental hospital for nearly ten years, they would show her the door. She didn’t blame them. She’d do the same thing, but that made her choices very limited.

They entered an office with an incredibly efficient looking woman typing away at a computer. She looked up at them over the rim of her glasses, and Aislinn had the urge to blurt out all the suspect things she’d done over the last few days. Gad, it was like being back in boarding school again since the woman very much resembled the headmistress. Instead, she looked away as Joelle addressed the woman.

“Hello, Miss Parsons, we’re here to see Kenshin.”

The woman let out an audible sniff, then spoke in a very pointed manner. “Director Kenshin is quite busy. Do you have an appointment?”

Joelle laughed without much humor. “Now, you know very well I don’t since I’m here at his direction. Just buzz him and let him know that we’re here.”

“Names,” she said haughtily.

“Joelle Quinn and Aislinn Flaherty.”

“Business.”

“None of yours,” Joelle responded.

Aislinn saw the woman’s eyes widen and figured she’d never been spoken to this way before. Aislinn knew if it came down to it, she would address the woman with nothing but kindness. She looked like she could break both of them over her knee and not break a sweat.

Joelle and Miss Parsons stared at one another a long moment. Finally, to Aislinn’s surprise, Miss Parsons picked up the phone and punched a button. “Director Kenshin, Joelle Quinn and Ms. Flaherty are here to see you.” If the woman could have put any more scorn in her voice when she said Joelle’s name, the subject would have burst into flames.

“Thank you,” Joelle said, pleasantly as she led Aislinn past the woman and through a large door.

“Aren’t you scared?” Aislinn murmured to her.

“No. Why?” she asked puzzled.

“Because she seriously looks like she could shank you in a stairwell or something.”

Laughter greeted this statement, and Aislinn looked to find a handsome Asian man watching them. Heat crept up her face, and she wished the floor would open up to swallow her. The man was obviously the director, and now, he’d caught her making fun of his secretary.

“I’m Kenshin,” the handsome man said as he approached her with his hand out. “I’m the director of the Paranormal Investigative Agency.”

“Hello, I’m Aislinn Flaherty.” She shook his hand then tucked both of hers behind her back. She hated meeting new people since it always made her a nervous wreck. She didn’t have a lot of experience meeting people, especially people others would consider normal. But then again he was a vampire, so that wasn’t really normal, she reasoned. But it was, she argued, since she was now in his world. He was the norm and she still was the odd one out.

“Why don’t you both sit down?” he said, motioning them to a seating area away from the desk.

The room was large and beautifully decorated with a subtle mix of antique and contemporary. The rugs were thick underfoot, and Aislinn liked how she sank down as she walked. She took a seat in an overstuffed chair and watched as Joelle and their host did the same. She folded her hands in her lap, not sure what she should do next. Should she tell him all her qualifications for a job? If so, wow, there wasn’t much. She could do mobile art, speak three languages fluently, and kill stuff. Beyond that, there wasn’t much else she could do.

“I’m glad to see you safe,” Kenshin spoke to her. “Are you fully recovered?”

Aislinn glanced down at her now, fully healed, wrist. “I’m fine. Actually, better than fine. Charon took me to the gym area, and he’s started training me again.”

Kenshin smiled. “So Charon is taking good care of you?”

Aislinn could feel a flush steal into her cheeks as an image of Charon laying between her legs popped into her head. Jeez, the man knew what he was doing, but doubted if Kenshin was asking about sex. At least, she hoped he was. She blinked when she realized both Kenshin and Joelle were watching her. Joelle was trying to hide a smile, and Kenshin just looked uncomfortable. Did they know what she was thinking about? Could they guess?

“Everything’s great,” Aislinn blurted out. “I’m great. Great.” She closed her mouth before more words issued forth.

After a long moment of silence, Kenshin said, “I’m sure Joelle’s mentioned that you would fit in quite well here at the PIA.”

“She said you might have a job for me. I don’t know what it entails, but Charon’s training me. He said I could fight.”

“Charon said you could go out with the Hunters?” Kenshin asked carefully.

“Yes,” Aislinn said with a nod. “He said I’d already been fighting, and if I wanted to continue, he’d make sure of it.”

“Unusual,” he muttered.

“So, are you saying I can’t fight?” she asked. She wondered what she could do if he said no. She wasn’t equipped for much else. She doubted anyone needed art, and the languages were something she learned because she’d been bored. It seemed to her that fighting was something they needed.

“I’m saying nothing of the kind,” Kenshin replied. “If Charon thinks you’re capable, then I have total faith in your ability. Joelle tells me that you aren’t susceptible to vampire suggestion.”

She shrugged. “I guess not. I mean, the vampire that attacked me in the hospital told me to come here like he expected me to follow along. I didn’t and didn’t have the urge to.”

“Tell me about what happened when you were twelve.”

He said it so conversationally, as if everyone knew about the event of her childhood. As if the event was run of the mill and happened to everyone. But, then again, he was a vampire so maybe he had heard it before. Had it happened to others?

“Aislinn you’re safe here,” he said gently.

Joelle, who’d been silent through the entire exchange, said, “Dude, that’s like the spider telling the fly to come on in. She knows you’re a vampire and, she might feel like laughing at you for even saying that.”

“I was trying to be supportive.”

“Really? It sounded like you were trying to be all Dr. Phil with her.”

“I swear that Talon’s attitude is rubbing off on you.”

Joelle smiled. “That’s not the only thing that he rubs on me.”

This time it was Kenshin’s face that went just a bit pink, and Aislinn burst out laughing. He was embarrassed. That actually made her like him more, since he could feel regular emotions and show them. Maybe vampires, as a whole, weren’t so different.

Kenshin shook his head. “Perhaps having the two of you together is a bad idea.”

“Who?” Joelle demanded. “Me and her or me and Talon. Because I can tell you that when Talon and I get together—”

“Stop,” he cut her off. “You’re so going to make my eye hurt.” He took a deep breath, obviously striving for some kind of composure. “Aislinn, if you want someone other than this uncivilized person to show you the ropes, just let me know.”

Joelle burst out laughing, and Aislinn understood that this was their relationship. These two people, who on the surface have nothing in common, were very much friends. She relaxed all the way and got more comfortable in the chair. Yeah, maybe she would fit in here, after all.

“I like Joelle,” she said to Kenshin.

“Ha!” the other woman proclaimed. “Told you she and I were besties.”

“Heaven help us all,” was the only thing he said.

“Okay,” Aislinn said with a sigh, deciding to get it over with. “When I was twelve, I was away at boarding school. I shared a room with a girl named Diane. She was nice, and I liked her. She had this pretty blonde hair and big blue eyes and talked with the hint of a lisp. Anyway, one night in the winter, I woke up because the room was cold. I remember the tip of my nose was numb.” She rubbed her nose absently, still able to feel the cold. “I could see the window was open and wondered why and how. Diane and I were both always cold so we made sure our windows stayed closed and locked. We even put blankets up to block any chance of cold coming in, but everything was on the floor and the window open.

“I heard this sound, a slurping or sucking.” She shivered with the memory. “I looked over, and this man was on Diane’s bed. The bedding was tossed onto the floor, and he had her up in his arms. Her arms were just dangling, like a doll’s, and her head was flopped back. Her eyes were open, but she wasn’t moving. I must have made a sound because he looked over at me. His face was covered in black, and he had fangs. I saw them when he smiled at me. Later, I realized, the black was actually red because it was blood, but it was dark. Not all the way dark, because the moonlight was coming in, but dark enough.

“Anyway, he told me to close my eyes and go to sleep. I didn’t see him and wouldn’t remember anything when I woke up. I was so scared. I closed my eyes and pretended to go to sleep, but I could hear him. The slurping. And I smelled this rotten smell. It wasn’t real bad, because I guess with the window open, and it took care of the worst of it. But once he left and closed the window, the smell made me gag.

“I leaned over the side of the bed and threw up on the floor, but I didn’t get up. I was too afraid. I lay the rest of the night, so afraid he’d come back. But he didn’t. When light began to come in the window, I finally rolled over, and there was Diane. She had her throat torn out, and blood was everywhere. I screamed and screamed. Someone came in, and then the room was filled with people. They took me out. I didn’t see Diane again. My parents wouldn’t let me go to her funeral. They said it would be too upsetting, but they wanted to hide me. I’d told the police what I saw, and no one believed me. They said I made it all up, that I was too scared and had just made stuff up. I didn’t, though. I know what I saw was real. I know that thing, that vampire, killed the little girl, and I saw him.”

Aislinn stopped talking. The pain and fear of that night swamped her. She put her hands over her face and cried.

* * * *

Talon and Charon trailed the scent of vampire that filled the cold night air. They’d both spotted him skulking in the shadows carrying some kind of bag. Neither knew what he was doing, but he looked suspicious. He didn’t carry the rotten scent of the other vamps, but he felt wrong. Wrong was the only way Charon could put it. There wasn’t something he could base his feelings on, but his gut was screaming.

“Do you hear that?” Talon asked.

“What?”

“Sounds like some kind of crying.”

Charon listened and picked up on what his partner was talking about. The cry was high-pitched as if coming from a baby. If he wasn’t mistaken, the cry was coming from the bag the man carried.

“Fuck, do you think he kidnapped a child?” Charon asked as the two men picked up speed.

“If he did, he’s a dead man.”

They rushed forward, and as the vampire sensed them, he turned. A look of sheer panic washed over his face and he tried to run. Charon would have laughed if the situation wasn’t what it was. Nothing could outrun an Ancient, but the little vampire gave it a good try. Talon bared his fangs and plucked the man off the ground. The vampire let loose a shrill scream and instantly went lax. The bag dropped from his hand and hit the ground as the scent of urine filled the air. The man had passed out and pissed himself.

“Damn,” Charon muttered, picking the bag up. “I hate when they pee themselves.”

“At least it wasn’t worse,” his companion muttered.

Charon opened the bag and uttered a curse. There was no human baby inside; there wasn’t even a vampire baby. Instead, he pulled a tiny kitten out. The thing was a small, pitiful ball of gray fur. “What the fuck? Why carry this thing around in a bag?”

Talon dropped the vampire to the ground, and the man moaned. “I can’t imagine it’s for anything good.”

“Hey,” Charon said, and nudged the vampire on the ground, “wake up. And don’t pretend you’re still out, because I can smell that you’re awake. What are you doing with the cat? Where are you going?”

“Nothing,” the man said as he started to cry.

Talon squatted next to him. “Don’t lie. I hate liars.”

“I was getting rid of it. My neighbor brought it home, and I hate cats. I just figured I’d toss it in a trashcan.”

Talon opened his mouth and bared his huge fangs. The man shrieked and fainted away. The Hunter stood up and scowled down at the asshole on the ground. “Let’s leave him here. It’ll be good for him to wake up in this filthy alley.”

“What do we do with this thing?” Charon asked, as he held the kitten out.

Talon gently took it from him and cradled the baby to his chest. Instantly, the kitten stopped crying. “I’ll take it to Joelle. She likes cats.”

Charon started to say something snarky when the overwhelming urge to go to Aislinn washed over him. Something was wrong. She was in danger or in pain. Without saying anything, he was gone.

 

Talon stood in the dark alley alone, but for the tiny kitten and the vampire on the ground. If he’d had any doubts before about Aislinn and Charon, they were wiped away. The woman was Charon’s Liaison. He just hoped Charon realized it and accepted it, or he and Aislinn both would be in for a world of hurt.

 






  
 

 

 


 Chapter Seven



  

Charon appeared in Kenshin’s office beside a weeping Aislinn. The fact that she wept made him furious. He’d never seen her cry before, not even when the vampire had bitten through her wrist. But someone had upset her. He wouldn’t stand for it. He turned on Kenshin and Joelle and bared his fangs with a growl. Dropping down, he put his body between them and the woman. His woman.

“Charon?” Aislinn said, her voice hoarse from the tears. “What are you doing here?”

He turned to face her and gathered her into his arms. “I felt your pain. I came as soon as I could. What happened?”

“Nothing really,” she said, through tears.

“Then why are you crying?” he whispered in her ear.

“I was telling them about what happened to me when I was twelve, that’s all. It’s been so long since I talked about it, and finally, someone believes me.”

He relaxed a bit when he knew she was safe. The tears were a good thing, he thought. She apparently needed the release the telling of her tale could give her, but he still didn’t want her hurting. The need for her to be safe and happy filled him. He eyed Kenshin and Joelle. The two sat passively watching him and Aislinn. He waited for them to say something, anything, but they chose to be quiet. He thought perhaps it was the smartest thing they could do. The urge to do damage to someone for Aislinn’s hurt still lurked deep inside.

He held her and breathed her in. As her scent surrounded him, he relaxed further. He still didn’t understand what was going on between he and Aislinn, but chose not to chew on it or pick it apart. All the emotion of the last few days wore on him. All he wanted to do was go back to his room and sleep. He couldn’t remember the last time he actually slept. He’d dozed off and on, but true sleep had eluded him. Maybe with Aislinn by his side, he could rest. He was willing to try.

“Let’s go,” he murmured to her. “We’ll go back to the room and just relax.”

“I can’t go now, I’m being interviewed for a job…I think.”

“Aislinn, you have a place with the PIA if you want one,” Kenshin said. “Why don’t you go with Charon? We can talk more later.”

“Okay.”

Charon helped her up and put his arm around her to lead her out of the room.

 

Joelle held her hand out to Kenshin. “Told you she was his Liaison. Now, pay up. You owe me twenty bucks.”

Kenshin huffed out a breath. “None of that was absolute proof and I certainly don’t remember betting you twenty.”

“Oh my gosh, you’re welshing on a bet?” Joelle demanded.

“I’m not welshing. Nothing we’ve seen says she’d his Lia—”

“Whatever,” Joelle cut him off. “I don’t know where you were when he came in. But I distinctly heard him say that he felt her pain and came to her. That’s exactly what happened with me and Talon. Aislinn is Charon’s Liaison, for sure. So, pay up.”

Kenshin dug in his pocket for his wallet. “Fine, but if it turns out she’s not, you’ll owe me forty.”

She laughed. “Fine, but she is, so don’t plan on how you’ll spend it.”

 

Charon ushered Aislinn into the bedroom. She was still teary, but the major weeping had subsided. It hurt him to see her upset, but what made it worse was he had no idea why she cried. He knew something tragic had happened to her as a child. He also knew it was the reason she lived at the hospital. But he’d never pried, never tried to find out anything about her. Now, he realized, he should have. Because not knowing put him at a distinct disadvantage when it came to helping her now.

He guided her over to the large sofa where he spent most of his nights. He often had difficulty sleeping, so he usually turned on the large screen television and pretended to watch until he could force himself to sleep. He sat and pulled her down next to him. She curled up into him, and he wrapped an arm around her. The two of them didn’t speak, but instead just sat in the silence. Charon tilted his head back against the cushions and closed his eyes. Damn, but he was exhausted.

They sat together in the comfortable silence. Charon knew she was awake, but apparently, like him, she preferred to just sit. That was good by him. He never understood the people who had to fill up silence with inane chatter. It was as if they couldn’t stand to be with their own thoughts. Charon found the silence welcome. It allowed his brain a chance to unplug and get away from all the stimulation. Ancients had more finely tuned senses, and the constant barrage from society in general was often too much for someone to take. He knew some Ancients went crazy because they couldn’t develop the mental defenses to block everything out.

“Thank you,” Aislinn said softly.

“For what?”

“Coming for me. Knowing I needed to get away. It’s been so long since I talked about it. I guess it caught me off guard.”

“Do you want to tell me what happened? I’d like to know who hurt you.”

Silence greeted his request. He didn’t blame her for not wanting to talk about it again, but a small part of him was hurt. She trusted others over him. He called the thought foolish. It had nothing to do with trust. Talking about it made her sad, and he didn’t like her feeling that either.

“When I was twelve, I was living at a boarding school,” she said and retold the story of the vampire who killed her roommate. As the story progressed, anger bubbled up in Charon’s gut. Whether or not anyone had believed her, someone still should have taken care of her. Instead, her family had made it their personal mission to get rid of her as quickly as they could. Well, he thought, your loss. Aislinn is with me now, and there’s nothing you can do about it.

When she finished speaking, the room once again fell in silence. She wasn’t crying this time, which seemed like a good thing. Charon opened his eyes and looked down to where she rested her head on his chest. After a moment, she lifted her head, and the two of them watched one another.

“Do you think someone caught him?” she finally asked.

“I’ll check,” Charon said. “The PIA is bound to have records. I’ll check and see what happened to him.”

“What if he’s still out there?”

“Then I’ll hunt him down and kill him.”

She nodded and laid her head on his chest, apparently satisfied with his answer.

 

Joelle clutched her twenty bucks as she headed back to her rooms. Man, Kenshin was such an easy mark. She couldn’t believe he still wasn’t convinced Aislinn was Charon’s liaison. What? Did he need a text message? Did someone need to write a report? She laughed as she opened the door to find Talon waiting for her. Damn, he was so beautiful to look at with his long curling black hair and aqua eyes.

“You’re early,” she said as she closed the door. “Are you okay?”

“I brought you something.”

She smiled as she shook her head. “You didn’t have to get me anything. I have you.”

She went up on tiptoes so she could kiss him. They’d only been apart for maybe two hours, and she still missed him. The bond they shared allowed her to sense him at any time, but she preferred to touch him and be with him. She knew he felt the same way because she knew his feelings as well as her own.

A small sound caused her to pause and look around. On their large bed sat a gray kitten. She gasped and hurried over to sweep it up. The baby was tiny in her hands and immediately began purring as she cuddled it.

“Do you like it?”

“Oh, Talon, she’s beautiful and so sweet. Where did you find her?”

He put his arms around Joelle and the kitten. “Someone had her who meant her harm. I knew you would love her.”

“I’ve never had a pet before.” She kissed the kitten on the head. “The apartments I lived in never allowed pets, and I worked so much, even if they had, it wouldn’t have been fair.”

“Now, we have time and space.”

“Thank you,” she said and kissed him. “She’s beautiful. I love you.”

“Always.”

* * * *

Reaper hesitated before entering the library. He hadn’t been alone with Quenton since he’d kissed him. He didn’t even understand what had driven him to do it. Something about the man got under Reaper’s skin. He supposed it was because Quenton always seemed so calm and cool. Reaper found himself doing something or saying something to the other man to get a rise out of him.

Just go in, he told himself. Tell him the stupid thought you had, and then get out. There were things to do, other than sit around in a library all night long. They were no closer in tracking the Ancient who might be killing humans. On top of that, they still had the blood cult to deal with.

Reaper shoved the door open and studied the large open space. A huge fireplace dominated the wall across from the door, and a fire burned briskly within the hearth. A sofa and a number of comfortable chairs sat close so all the occupants would be able to feel the heat. Right now, all the seats were empty, so Reaper crossed to the left and headed back to the manuscript room.

He opened the door and found the room empty. Closing the door, he wondered where the hell Quenton was. The man was always in the library. Reaper had never known a time when the other man wasn’t in residence. He walked through the stacks on the ground floor and still found nothing.

He was about to go up to the next level when Quenton walked through the main doors. The two men eyed one another until Reaper decided he would be the one to speak first. Standing here staring wasn’t getting anything accomplished.

“I’ve been thinking about our search for information,” Reaper began.

“Good, because so have I,” Quenton replied.

“Could any of these Ancients still be alive?” Reaper asked.

Quenton opened his mouth as if to speak then stopped for a long moment. Finally, he said, “That’s brilliant, actually. I don’t know if any of them still live. The problem is that Ancients will often change their names or disappear altogether. Was there anyone in particular?”

“The last guy’s journal we read? When was that written?”

“I did some research, and it was from the seventeen-hundreds. The journal had the date of seventeen fifty-four, so that’s over two-hundred fifty years ago.”

“That’s nothing,” Reaper said with a shrug. “Talon’s older than that.”

“True, but we don’t know how old the man was when he wrote that particular journal. But, you’re right. If we find him, then that will give Talon and Joelle someone to talk to. Someone with experience. Right now, we’re just shooting in the dark, and eventually, that may end up biting us.”

“Right in the ass,” Reaper agreed. “How do we find them?”

Quenton ran a hand through his dark hair. “Well, let me do some research and put feelers out to see if anyone knows anything about Feral or Lucian.”

“Would the human still be alive?”

“My first answer is no, because he was human. But who knows what happens when the bond is established? We know that Joelle drinks Talon’s blood, which is not supposed to happen because it should kill her.”

Reaper nodded slowly. “Right, so if she had to drink it, then she must receive some kind of benefit.”

“Exactly,” Quenton agreed.

“Okay, well, if you find out any more info just text me. And if I come up with anything else, I’ll text you.”

“I don’t have your number.” Quenton pulled his phone out. “In fact, I don’t know of anyone who has a Hunter’s number.”

“It’s not like it’s classified,” Reaper said. “I’ll call you, then you’ll have it.”

“You have my number?”

“Yeah, we all do. You’re the go-to guy for information so Kenshin wanted us to have it.”

“Of course,” Quenton said.

At the stiff tone, Reaper eyed the other man. He wasn’t sure what had gotten under Quenton’s skin, but something had. “So, is there a problem about us having your number?”

“No, why would there be?”

The snooty tone was back, and Reaper almost smiled. Yep, the man was definitely pissed about something. “I don’t know, but you sound like you have a stick up your ass, so I figured there was.”

Quenton huffed out a breath. “Why did you kiss me earlier? Were you making some kind of point? Did you think you were being funny?”

Reaper raised his eyebrows at the switch in conversation. “I don’t recall laughing. And the reason I did it was because I wanted to.” Before he’d said it, Reaper really hadn’t given it much thought, but yeah, he had wanted to kiss the other man. Quenton was always so buttoned up and formal, but the man had some sweet lips.

“Of course,” he said snidely, “you wanted to. So you can rush back to your pals and tell them all about it? Ah yes, poor Quenton has a crush on me, just like that ass Grimm said. Well, I showed him, didn’t I?”

Reaper shook his head. “First, I never ever kiss and tell.” He began to move slowly toward Quenton. “My lovers are my business, whether they’re men or women. And, Quenton, I’ve had men before. I like variety in my partners.”

The other man swallowed hard as Reaper pinned him against a bookcase. He leaned down till his mouth was right by Quenton’s ear, and he whispered, “If you want me to show you, you just call me. I will give you a night you will never forget.”

Gently, Reaper nuzzled the other man’s neck and ran his fangs down the large vein. Quenton shivered and gasped.

“I bet you’d make prettier sounds if I got you naked in my bed.” Reaper backed up until he could catch and hold Quenton’s gaze. “One night, that’s all. You say when, and I’ll tell you how.”

He turned and left the library.

 

Quenton pressed a hand to his neck and shuddered. Oh hell, he thought, I am in trouble. Damn, he wanted. He so wanted to dial Reaper’s number. Wanted the chance to spend the night not sleeping in the man’s bed. But if he did, then what? He knew, from talking to Grimm, the man did not keep bed partners. The longest Reaper had ever spent with someone was three nights or, at least, that’s what Grimm had told him. Could Quenton do that?

Would he want to do that, was a better question. Once sex was introduced, neither party could go back. You couldn’t undo it, and you couldn’t pretend it didn’t happen. No matter what anyone would like to pretend. Quenton didn’t know if he could be that kind of person. Yes, but it’s Reaper, the voice in his mind whispered. You’ve been drooling after him for over a year now.

But should a person really get everything he wanted? What if the reality sucked? Quenton almost laughed. Yeah, he doubted it. The flipside of that was what if the experience was so totally overwhelmingly awesome? How could it be matched?

Quenton shook his head; making any choice right now was ridiculous. He needed space and time. The outcome needed to be rational, or as rational as having sex with someone so wildly inappropriate could be. He’d just think about it over the next couple days. That was the only sane thing to do. Unfortunately, Quenton already knew what he was going to do, no matter what decision he came to. He just had to figure out where to get the courage to make the call.

* * * *

Aislinn stretched and yawned. Blinking, she realized she was on a bed and couldn’t figure out how she’d gotten there. The last place she remembered being was on the couch with Charon. She rubbed her face. It still felt swollen from crying. She hated crying. It never did any good. But, this time was different. She felt lighter, better. She’d talked about what happened to her and had been believed. That was something new. No one ever believed her, but hell, these people were vampires. Of course they would believe her. And Charon said he would check to see if the man had been caught.

A small sound made her turn her head. Charon lay beside her, eyes closed. He breathed evenly, which told her he was still asleep. Aislinn rolled to her side to watch him. He was so strong and infinitely dangerous, but he was always careful with her. Even when he trained her, he was careful. He took care of her and, yet, let her do her own thing.

“What’s wrong, Irish?” he asked, his voice rough from sleep.

She smiled. Eyes closed, he still knew it was her. “Nothing’s wrong.”

He opened those incredibly dark eyes and watched her. “Are you okay?”

“I feel good. How are you?”

He frowned slightly, and Aislinn reached up to massage away the wrinkle between his eyes. She’d never initiated contact between them, and it surprised her. But she liked it. Liked touching him. He must have liked it, too, since he scooted closer. Slowly, she moved her fingers down the bridge of his nose. He smiled slightly when she began to circle his lips. Before she could react, though, he opened his mouth and captured her finger. He swirled his tongue around her finger, and she went wet. She remembered what it felt like when he’d done that between her legs.

She pulled her finger out of his mouth then slowly lifted his lip up. Anticipating her, he opened his mouth so she could see his fangs. Tentatively, she touched one, and he shivered.

“Are they sensitive?” she whispered.

“When you touch them.” His voice was low and growly. She liked it.

She watched as his fangs lengthened. Instead of scaring her, they intrigued her. Apparently, what was happening to him was because of her. It was nice to know she wasn’t the only one affected. She pulled her hand away, and his fangs receded, but not to the size of regular teeth. They were longer and sharper. No matter what, they signaled he was a predator.

“Are you scared?”

“No,” she murmured, shaking her head.

“Good,” he said as he leaned forward and captured her lips in a heated kiss.

 

Charon moved so that he half-lay over Aislinn. He wanted to feel her body with his. He needed to feel her. Truthfully, he wanted to rip her clothes off, but knew he had to take his time. She had never been with anyone before. That, too, turned him on. He would be her first. He would be her only. He would kill anyone who even thought to touch her.

Her tentative exploration of his fangs had nearly broken him. He’d never thought about his teeth before. They were the way he fed. But when she had touched them, he’d nearly come in his pants. All he wanted to do was sink them into her skin, but knew he couldn’t. He’d promised her he wouldn’t. Fuck, but he wanted to.

He pulled away. She lay under him, panting. Watching her, he slid a hand under her shirt and cupped her bra-clad breast. He wanted her, but wanted to make sure she was with him. He didn’t want to scare her, not Irish.

Reaching down, she grabbed the hem of the shirt and pulled it over her head. She tossed it on the floor then reached back and unclasped the bra. When that joined the shirt, she was beautifully naked from the waist up. He palmed both breasts and squeezed as the nipples scraped against his flesh.

“Please,” she said as she ran her hands up his arms.

“Tell me what you want, Irish.” He took one of her nipples into his mouth as he kept his hand on her other breast. He licked as she bucked under him.

“Would you… I’ve never… I want…” She panted raggedly.

He kissed and nipped up her chest until he took her lips again. She wrapped her arms around him and molded her body to his. When he eased his tongue into her mouth, she sucked on it as if it was his cock. Reaching down, he popped the button on her pants and pulled them off of her. He needed her naked, wanted to feel and touch and taste.

Immediately, she spread her legs as he slid a hand down to tease and touch her pussy. She was so wet, and his mouth watered at the remembered taste of her. He wanted it again. He pulled his mouth from hers and moved down her body.

“Shirt off,” she ordered, panting as she grasped the back of his black tee.

More than willing to oblige, he ripped it off and quickly shucked his pants. She stared at him, and he wondered if perhaps he’d gone too far.

“I want to have sex with you,” he told her in a guttural tone. “If you don’t want it, say so now.”

“I want it all. Anything and everything you want to do to me.” She lay back on the bed. “Is that wrong?”

“No, Irish, it’s gonna feel so right.” He eased down between her legs and pressed his mouth to her. She let out a shuddering moan and grabbed his hair to pull him closer. Charon nipped gently at her clit, and she shuddered as the orgasm ran through her. He’d never had a lover so responsive, so hot. And Aislinn said she wanted it all. Damn, he couldn’t wait to give it to her.

 

Aislinn gasped. The things Charon did with his mouth had to be illegal. Thank goodness he did them to her. She told him she wanted it all. The rational part of her mind told her she was crazy, but the rest of her didn’t care. The rational part of her mind told her the man between her thighs was a vampire. The rest of her was just glad he was between her thighs.

He kissed and licked up her body as she ran her hands over his arms and down his back. He was so big and so strong, yet he shuddered and gasped, too. She refused to be like an idiot heroine in a cheesy romance and lay back and let him do all the work. Hell no, she wanted to touch him and kiss him and lick him.

He took her lips again in a searing kiss as she ran her hands down his chest. She wanted to touch his penis. She could feel it brush against her, but she wanted to touch it and handle it. Soon, it would be deep in her body, and she didn’t want Charon to think she was afraid. He froze when her hand closed around him. He was big and hot and hard, yet the skin was soft and roped with veins. She ran her hand up and down experimentally. He shivered and moaned against her mouth.

He pushed himself away from her hands. “If you keep touching me I won’t last. Your hand feels too good.”

“I like touching you.”

“Damn, Irish, I’m trying to take my time. Make it good for you.”

“It already is good. I want to feel you inside of me.”

At her words, his fangs lengthened, and he growled. He couldn’t help it, but she didn’t look scared. In fact, she reached for his cock again. He should have dodged her hand, but damn, he wanted her touch. He gritted his teeth as she stroked up and down the length. He couldn’t stop himself from watching as she touched the bead of pre-cum that leaked from the head. Hesitantly, she licked her finger to taste him, and he almost lost it.

“I like how you taste,” she said, looking up at him.

“Fuck, I like it when you taste me.”

“Can I touch you with my mouth?”

For a brief moment, he went blind at her words. He wanted nothing more than her mouth on his cock. But if she did, he knew he couldn’t hold back. He’d come as soon as he felt her breath on his skin.

“Hell yeah, but let’s wait till I have more control.”

“I don’t want you to have control.”

“I’ll come in your mouth. I won’t be able to stop myself.”

She smiled. “I think I’d like it if you did.”

Yeah, he was definitely blind now with the image of her going down on him. He forced the picture from his mind. This was about her. Not him. It had to be about her. It needed to be about her.

“Next time,” he promised, “I’ll let you do whatever you want.”

 

Aislinn smiled at his promise. She’d hold him to it, too. She wanted to touch and explore his body just as he did hers. Just as he let her explore his fangs. She loved touching him, and his fangs were a part of him. They didn’t scare her, and it was because it was Charon she touched.

He kissed her again, long and deep and slow. As he did, his hands moved over her body, teasing and heating her flesh. Her toes curled when he glided his fingers between her legs. She opened herself to him as he slipped first one finger into her then a second. And, though that felt good, she wanted more. She wanted Charon deep in her body, filling her.

She thrust against his hand and moaned. “Hurry, I want you.”

“You want my cock?” he whispered in her ear. “You want my cock in your pussy, Aislinn?”

“Yes,” she said, thrilling to his tone and words. She loved when he talked to her. Said things to her no one else ever had or ever would. His voice was deep with the hint of a growl, and, she knew, she put it there.

 

Charon forced himself to slow down. He wanted to spread Aislinn’s legs and thrust deep, but he knew he couldn’t. He wouldn’t. This was her first time, their first time, and he wanted to make sure she enjoyed every minute of it.

He eased her legs apart and knelt between them. The sight of her naked body stretched out before him was something he’d never forget. She was beautiful with her pale skin sprinkled with freckles. One day, he planned on kissing each and every one of them. But not now. Now, he couldn’t wait.

Charon grasped his cock and inserted it into the opening of her body. She jumped and gasped, tugging her legs open wider. He dragged her up into his lap as he eased into her. He clenched his teeth as wet heat closed around him. Slowly, he began to work himself in and out, opening her up as he went. She was small compared to him, and he didn’t want to hurt her.

Aislinn, though, had other ideas. She wrapped her legs around his waist and her arms around his shoulders and began to draw him to her. Still he kept up the steady, easy rhythm, but it was difficult. Her passage clutched at him, and he wanted to do nothing but thrust deep inside her.

 

Aislinn squirmed under his heavy body. She wanted him to move. She wasn’t delicate, and he should know it since he knocked her on her ass time and again as they trained. But now, when she wanted him most, he acted as if she was spun glass. When he pulled out and pushed in again, she nearly lost her breath. The sensation was like nothing she ever felt before. The length of him, rubbing against the walls of her vagina, made her nearly shoot to the moon. Her toes curled as he repeated the move, and she bit her lip as pleasure washed through her.

“Feel good, Irish?” He panted in her ear.

“Yes, oh yes, but go faster,” she said, digging her fingers into his back. “I want faster.”

He increased the speed and frequency of his thrusts, and she wanted to fist pump in joy. But she was afraid if she let go, she might fall apart before she was ready. As he moved, she kissed and licked up his neck to his mouth. He took her lips in a hot kiss and thrust his tongue in her mouth. She sucked hard, which made him thrust harder.

She moaned against his mouth as an orgasm flashed through her. She shuddered and shook, digging her nails into his back. He thrust a last time and yelled as he poured himself deep into her body.

He slumped over her as Aislinn tried to catch her breath and find her sight. Blind, she’d gone blind. But it was so worth it, she thought. And as soon as she could feel her arms, she would wrap them around him to thank him. Because when someone made a person see the universe, they should be thanked. Yep, just as soon as everything came back online, she’d get right on it.

Closing her eyes, she drifted off to sleep.

 

 





  
 

 

 


 Chapter Eight



  

Aislinn opened her eyes as Charon kissed her. She hummed low and looped her arms around his neck to hold him in place. Her body was sore in places she hadn’t even known existed, but still, she wanted him. Wanted to feel him pushing into her, taking her, making them a part of each other.

“I have to go, Irish,” he said as he nipped her chin.

“No, stay,” she said, running her hands through his hair.

“I wish, but we got a call, and Reaper and I are taking it.”

She opened her eyes to stare at him. “Be careful. You have to come back. I need you.”

He smiled, flashing just a hint of fang. “I’m not even close to done with you yet, so of course I’ll be back.”

She rolled her eyes. “I meant you’re not done training me yet. So, until then, you have to stay safe. Or I’ll just have to find someone else.”

He growled. “You won’t be finding someone else to do anything with. If you do, I’ll kill him.”

She laughed and kissed him on the nose. “So, hurry back, okay?”

He kissed her again, long and deep. Then he was gone. Just gone. One minute there, and the next minute, poof. She rubbed her eyes and looked around. Nope, still gone. Obviously, an Ancient had more power than Charon thought to mention. She’d ask Joelle about it. Until he got back, Aislinn wasn’t going to moon around in the room waiting for him. She could use the time more wisely than that.

She rolled out of bed and headed toward the bathroom to get her day started.

 

Charon appeared beside Reaper outside their favorite bar. He had so wanted to just say fuck it and stay in bed with Aislinn. She was hot and eager and his. He loved the way she wrapped around him and moaned his name. It took everything he had not to sink his fangs into her, but he’d promised, and he intended to keep it.

Reaper looked over at him and sniffed. “Fucker, first, Talon, and now, you.”

“Don’t go there,” Charon warned. “We’re not talking about Aislinn.”

The other man only nodded. “Whatever. We got a call we have to check out. It’s not far from here. I’ll fill you in when we get there.”

Reaper told him where they were headed, and the two of them disappeared. When they reappeared, they were standing on a quiet neighborhood street. Charon knew where they were. A number of bear shifters chose to call this street home since it backed up to woods. He liked dealing with the bears since they were incredibly low-key and liked to keep to themselves. They didn’t call unless it was truly important, choosing to handle most things on their own.

He and Reaper approached a large ranch set back from the road. Reaper knocked and turned to Charon. “Apparently, they’re being bothered by a vampire. The call said a vamp was trying to lure the cub away.”

Charon nodded. “Blood cult?”

“Don’t know until we talk to them.”

The door opened and a huge male greeted them. He motioned them to come in, and a frisson of awareness raced up Charon’s spine. Something wasn’t right. But he didn’t have time to think about it when the male shifted and attacked. Charon tried to jump out of the way of the paw full of claws, but didn’t quite make it. They scored him deep in the shoulder, knocking him to the floor, which only flipped his switch. He thrust up off the floor and leaped at the huge shifter. The thing screamed as Charon drove his fangs into its shoulder, but it didn’t slow it down. Like Charon, it only pissed it off.

The bear shook him off, and Charon slid across the floor. He heard Reaper curse as a second bear shifter charged into the room. Fuck, this was supposed to be a routine call.

Charon pulled both his katar and faced the angry bull. The thing was huge and pissed off. It was unusual for bear shifters to fall to blood lust, but it wasn’t unheard of. He just didn’t understand how and why it had happened now. The bigger issue was the fact there were two of them. Just like the wolf shifters the month before, these two were more enthused with killing the Hunters than one another.

Charon punched one of the large triangular-shaped blades into the bear’s leg while he thrust the second into the chest. Blood splashed, but the thing didn’t go down. He ducked the claws more successfully this time and kicked the thing in the chest, driving it back. The male crashed into a dining room table, and Charon lunged, driving both blades into the chest. This time, he hit the heart, since the thing gave one scream, and blood pumped out.

He pulled the blades free and ran into the living room. Reaper was in the process of cutting the sow’s hamstring with his blade. She went down, claws reaching from him, but the Hunter stayed out of the way. As soon as she was on the floor, Reaper was on her, thrusting his blade into her chest. She shivered and cried out then was silent.

The two men looked at one another. What the fuck was written all over their faces. Charon started to speak, but as the adrenaline leached away, he staggered to fall against the wall. His shoulder was on fire. He looked over to assess the damage and knew Aislinn was going to be pissed. He was losing a lot of blood. He tried to force himself to stay conscious as he heard Reaper call for help. He hoped someone came soon then he passed out.

 

Reaper pulled his shirt off and pressed it against Charon’s shoulder. Fuck, the guy was bleeding like a stuck pig. He was going to need blood when they got back; he was losing too much of it.

“Joelle,” he spoke into his COM, “get a PIA donor set up. Charon is going to need blood. I don’t know how much, but he’s bleeding badly. We’re also going to need someone to stitch him up.”

“Got it,” Joelle said in his ear. “Talon and Styx are on their way.”

“Don’t bother; we killed the bears. Don’t know what the fuck happened but they’re dead.”

“I’m sending Grimm, too,” Joelle said, obviously ignoring him. “And I contacted Kenshin.”

“Fuck, might as well put a note up in the employee lounge. Oh, and put up a Facebook page and tell them, too. Hell, get a sky writer.”

“Look, asshole, bears don’t act like this. Something had to have happened. Since we’re dealing with a blood cult and another Ancient, this might be part of it. Get the stick out of your butt and deal with it.”

Reaper felt like making a face at her, but didn’t bother. She couldn’t see him, and she wouldn’t care anyway. That was Joelle. Instead, he looked around at the carnage. Two dead shifters, a wrecked house and blood. Too much blood. Once again, he wondered what the fuck was going on. At least with the wolves, they’d been ready, but this was totally out of the blue. Maybe Joelle was right, and it was a part of the bigger picture. If the Ancient had somehow set this up, he wanted to take out as many Hunters as he could. But why not just face them?

Reaper thought perhaps the Ancient had never been around his own kind. Perhaps he didn’t understand the full scope of their powers so he thought that sending them up against shifters would kill them? If so, he was sadly mistaken. They may be hurt, but wouldn’t die. At least he hoped they wouldn’t. Reaper watched Charon closely and wondered when he’d started to care.

 

Charon slowly came to with a fire in his shoulder and his fangs extended. Someone was telling him to drink, just drink. Flesh touched his mouth, a wrist, and he did what Ancients did best. He fed. But, at the first swallow, he knew something was wrong. Very wrong. The blood tasted bad, dangerous. He tried to struggle, to pull away, but hands held him down. A voice kept telling him to drink. But he didn’t want to. The blood wasn’t right.

His fangs retracted, which was something that had never happened before. Then the pain started low in his gut. His shoulder was forgotten as he screamed and immediately started convulsing.

 

“Mother fucker,” Styx yelled as Charon went into a violent seizure. His body bucked and twisted as he started throwing up the blood he’d just consumed.

Talon and Grimm tried to pin Charon down, but he was too strong. He threw them off and backed himself into a corner. Blood covered his face and clothing as his body purged itself. He tried to stagger up, get away, but his legs wouldn’t hold him. He roared to keep the people around him at bay as his fangs lengthened further and his nails became claws.

“Get away from him,” Talon ordered. “Get back.”

“What the hell is happening?” Reaper yelled.

“Fuck, I should have known it,” Talon replied. “He’s had too much of the other one’s blood. She’s his Liaison, and he can’t drink from anyone else. The blood he just consumed has poisoned him; it’s driving him mad.”

 

Aislinn paced around the room. She couldn’t settle, hadn’t been able to settle since Charon had left. Something wasn’t right. She didn’t know what, but the more time passed the more unease crept over her skin and into her bones. She turned as Joelle burst through the door. The other woman looked disheveled and frantic. Aislinn knew, in her gut, something had happened to Charon.

“What?” she demanded. “Where is he?”

“He was hurt, bad. They tried to give him blood, but his body rejected it. It’s killing him.”

“Tell me what to do. I can’t lose him.” She refused to even consider the idea that Charon wouldn’t be okay. He meant more to her than her family ever had. And, as each day passed, he meant more still. He wasn’t going to die. She wouldn’t allow it.

Joelle grabbed her hand and pulled her out of the room. “We don’t have much time, but you’re his Liaison. It’s the same kind of bond Talon and I have. Talon can only drink my blood. If he drinks from anyone else, he’ll die. That’s what’s going on with you and Charon. If you care about him, you have to let him drink. I know you don’t want to. I know you’re scared. But it’s either that or he dies.”

Aislinn raced down the hallway, a billion thoughts flying through her mind. Drink? He needed to drink from her? She wasn’t scared of his fangs, but did she want them in her neck? She’d seen her roommate die; could she put herself in that position? But this was Charon. The man she…loved? Really? Could she love him? She’d never loved anyone before. No one had ever loved her. How did she even know what she was feeling was the real thing?

Could she live without him? Did she want to? She almost tripped on the thought. She couldn’t imagine going through her days without him. Not seeing him or talking to him, not kissing him or touching him. Not waking up next to him and watching him as he slept. If he wasn’t with her, she’d die or want to die.

Joelle threw open a door, and Aislinn raced in behind her. Charon was crouched against a wall, covered in blood. His fangs were fully extended, and he looked like every monster from her nightmares. But he wasn’t. She knew he wasn’t. He was warm and funny and caring. He protected her when she needed him to and taught her to protect herself.

Slowly, she pushed through the other men until she stood in front of Charon. His eyes tracked her. He saw her.

“Charon,” she said, “please let me help you. I need to help you. You promised me you’d stay safe. You promised me you’d come back to me.”

As she spoke, she eased down and scooted toward him. Someone said her name, tried to pull her back, but Charon growled and pulled her to him. She used her shirt to wipe the blood from his face, and though his eyes tracked her, she wasn’t sure he knew it was even her. It was as if the man she knew was missing, but he had to be there. He had to.

“Charon, I don’t know what to do, but you need to drink.” Terrified, she put her wrist up to his mouth.

He grasped her arm, and she couldn’t help but jump. He put his face close and breathed her in. Her scent caused another growl, but it wasn’t wild and angry. Instead, it was low and rumbling, the kind he gave when she touched him. Without hesitation, he opened his mouth and punched his fangs into her wrist.

Aislinn’s whole body erupted in fire, and an orgasm rushed through her system. She bucked against him, grinding her hips into his leg. Needing him, wanting him. She clawed at her clothing, trying to get it off because it hurt where it touched.

 

Joelle watched the couple and knew what was happening. She instantly turned to force the other Hunters out, but Talon was steps ahead of her. He made all the Hunters leave the room and closed the door behind them.

“What is going on?” Kenshin demanded as he ran up.

“Aislinn is Charon’s liaison,” Joelle said. “They’re working that out between them.”

“Is that what we’re calling that?” Grimm asked.

“Men are pigs,” she declared. “Yes, that is what’s going on, and that’s all we’re saying about it. Now go away and leave them alone.”

“If you even attempt to go in,” Talon added, “he’ll kill you.”

“Or she will,” Joelle said.

As the others walked away, Joelle put her arms around Talon. She hoped things went easier for Charon and Aislinn than it did for her and Talon. At least, they had someone to ask questions of and guide them. She and Talon had been on their own as they stumbled their way through the process. In fact, she had almost died before Quenton and Reaper came up with a possible solution, and even then, they hadn’t known it would work.

Humans did not drink vampire blood. Ever. The end. It killed them. But not when a human and Ancient were bonded. Then, and only then, the human had to drink from the Ancient.

“Are you thinking about what happened to us?” Talon asked as he nuzzled her neck.

“Yes.” She tilted her head to give him better access. As his fangs scraped against her skin, she grew wet. She wanted him; she always wanted him. The need for him wasn’t the craziness of the initial bonding, but it was still there, banked and waiting.

He pulled her up into his arms. “Let’s go back to our room. I want to drink from you and have you drink from me.”

She wrapped her arms and legs around him. “Go fast; I can’t wait.”

 

Charon came back to himself with the taste of Aislinn’s blood in his mouth. It was rich and sweet and filled him like no other. Immediately, he retracted his fangs from her wrist. He’d promised her he would never, ever drink from her, and yet, he had. She struggled in his arms, and, at first, he thought she was trying to get away. Instead, she was yanking and ripping at her clothes as the scent of her need washed over him.

“Take me,” she begged him. “Hurry.” She kicked her pants off. He leaned over and sealed his mouth to her hot female flesh. She screamed and thrust frantically against him, pulling and tugging at his hair. The scent of her was like a drug to his system. It was more lush and heady, just like her blood.

“In me,” she ordered, “I need you in me.”

He didn’t know what was happening; he didn’t care. He just knew she was frantic for him, and he was the same way for her. He ripped the rest of his clothes off and fell on her. With his knee, he thrust her legs apart, and without a second thought, he plunged inside of her.

The walls of her vagina clutched at him like a wet hot vise, and he shuddered at the sensation. If he were to die now, he would die happy. Only in Aislinn was he fulfilled, only in her was he whole. He began to pump slowly, shuttling his cock in and out of her body. He didn’t want to hurt her, but she had other ideas. She thrust her hips up to meet him, slamming against him as she dug her nails into his back.

“Hard, harder. Do it harder. Charon, please.”

What little control he had shattered at the pleading in her voice. He wrapped his arms around her legs, pulling them wide apart as he began to plow into her. With each downward thrust, he felt his cock bottom out, going as deep as he could into her body. She wailed and thrashed, but he knew it wasn’t pain but pleasure, so much pleasure washing through her body. He could feel it, feel her in his mind. Her needs, her wants.

She pulled his head down to her throat. “Take me, bite me.”

 

He thrust again and again into her body, but still it wasn’t enough. The orgasm rose and rose, but never crested. Aislinn was afraid she would die from the wanting of it. His cock was like a heated bar of iron forcing its way in and out of her body. But still it wasn’t enough. She needed him. Needed him to take her, bite her, own her.

She tilted her head to the side and begged him to bite her. When he did, and the fangs slid into her neck, pleasure burst through her body. She cried and clawed at him, riding wave after wave. Without thought, she bit him on the shoulder, and something rich and spicy filled her mouth. She swallowed and swallowed again until the darkness claimed her.

 

Charon eased away from Aislinn’s limp body. The two of them lay in a heap of ripped clothes and blood. On shaky legs, he rose and picked her up. She turned into his body, but didn’t wake. Forcing himself to take one step then the next, he left the trashed room. He had to get them back to his room. He had to get them into a shower and cleaned up before she woke up. He didn’t want her to realize they were smeared head to toe in blood. It would be difficult enough to try to explain why he bit her.

The thought of Aislinn’s blood made him stumble. She tasted like nothing he’d ever had before, rich and lush and his. His. She was his. He’d never had anything that belonged to him before. Not a pet or a home or a family. But Aislinn was his, of this he was certain.

He opened the door of his rooms and was never so happy. All they had to do was shower and go to bed. He moved into the bathroom and turned on the taps. When water gushed out of the heads, he stepped in and let the water wash over the two of them.

“That feels good.”

He smiled at the slight slurring of her speech, but she was awake. He looked down at her cradled against his chest and found her watching him. She was confused, but glad he held her. And why did he know what she was thinking? Or was he hoping it was what she was feeling? Or was he just so damn tired that he was punchy and imagining things?

“You can put me down,” she said. “I can stand.”

He let her slide down his body, but didn’t let her go. When her feet hit the floor, she leaned against him and sighed. It felt so good standing with her, so right. The sense of contentment was a balm to his soul. Aislinn was the one who brought this to him, and because of that, he needed to care for her. He grabbed up the shampoo and squirted some in his hands. Slowly, he began to rub it into the heavy length of her hair. She sighed again and tightened her arms around his waist.

When he finished washing and conditioning her hair, he grabbed up a washcloth and soaped it up. He eased it over her body, making sure every inch was clean. Charon was amazed at just how perfect she was. Though her skin was pale and soft, her muscles were strong and made for fighting. He’d made sure of that. Now, the idea terrified him. He’d promised her she could fight, but he didn’t want her to. How could he? She was his, and he wanted her safe.

Once he finished bathing Aislinn, he did a quick job on himself and got them out of the shower. He quickly dried off, but took time with her. He brushed her hair and braided it so it would stay out of her way while she slept. Grabbing up a bottle of lotion, he carried her back into the bedroom. He laid her on the bed and, with careful hands, began to massage her. She sighed as he worked down her back. He thought if he could do this forever, he could be happy.

Soon, though, sleep pulled at him. Charon climbed into bed and curled around the woman who suddenly meant more to him than his life.

* * * *

Kenshin sat in his office and contemplated the glass of whiskey in his hand. He wasn’t normally a drinking man, but after the day they had, he needed it. Hell, if things didn’t improve, he might take it up full-time. Clusterfuck, he decided, was a gentle way to describe the events of the last few days.

He rubbed his face and wondered what would happen if Charon and Aislinn didn’t resolve things. Would the Hunters have to kill Charon? Dammit, Kenshin didn’t want to go there. The PIA only had five active Hunters and couldn’t afford to lose one. More personally, he couldn’t imagine not having Charon around. Of all the Hunters, he was the easiest to get along with, the easiest to talk to and joke with. Hell, Kenshin had shared meals with the man, and yet, if it came to it, he’d have to do what was necessary to protect the paranormal community.

Positive, he told himself, think positive. He almost sneered as he tossed back his drink. Sure, yeah, positive. He was positive things were going to get worse before they got better.

His phone rang, and he glanced at caller ID. Quenton was on the line. First gut instinct was to ignore the call. Anytime Kenshin had received bad news over the last few days, it was always on the phone. He laughed. If he didn’t answer, the man would just come looking for him.

“Hello, Quenton,” he said as he poured himself another drink.

“I think I found Feral.”

“Who? This is Kenshin. Is that who you wanted?”

He heard the other man huff out an impatient breath. “Did you not see my email?”

“Sorry, I haven’t gotten around to checking my computer.”

“Well, then what the hell use is it to us if no one uses the bloody thing? I might as well use carrier pigeons.”

Kenshin smiled. Only Quenton had the ability to make him smile when everything was going to shit. “Do you want me to requisition them for you?”

“No, you ass, I want you to start reading your email. Whatever. Reaper and I had the idea that we might want to see if we can locate an Ancient with a true Liaison. The last one we found mention of was an Ancient named Feral and his human Lucian. This was about two hundred fifty years ago. I was able to access records from vampire historians, and I believe Feral is living in New York.”

“Do you have the name he’s using now?”

“It’s Liam Phillips.”

“Good. I’ll contact the PIA office there and see if they can get us a meet. Between Talon and Joelle and now Charon and Aislinn, we need answers.”

“Let me know what you find out.”

Kenshin disconnected then dialed the director out of the New York Office. He would choose his words carefully since he wanted to keep the lid on things. No use having the entire vampire population in an uproar. And, if the blood cult got wind, the whole thing could blow up in their faces. Not something anyone wanted. For now, he decided the only people who needed to know anything were the few who already knew.





  
  

 

 


 Chapter Nine



  

Aislinn sat up and looked around. She was in bed. Well, hell, the scariest thing was, she didn’t remember getting there. Again. She wondered if she had some strange sleeping illness. All she knew was, if this kept up, she was going in for a physical. She closed her eyes, trying to remember the last thing she did before the forgetting had begun. She had showered and dressed, pretended not to watch HGTV even though she was now secretly addicted. She didn’t understand what the draw was since she didn’t own a house and probably wouldn’t, but anytime she flipped the channel on, she was transfixed by it.

Joelle, she’d seen Joelle. Aislinn knocked on her brow.  Think, she told herself. Charon was hurt. The images flooded her mind. Blood, so much blood, and he’d been covered in it. Dying. Joelle had told her he was dying. Frantically, Aislinn leaped from the bed and began running around to find clothes. She had to get to him, find him.

“Aislinn, what is it?”

His voice stopped her. She turned to find him standing in the bathroom door, watching her. Emotions flooded her—curiosity, need, worry, fear—they were all there. She swayed under the impact of feeling so much so fast. Then his arms were around her, and she was safe. She clung to him and breathed him in. His scent was dark and spicy and uniquely Charon. Like his blood.

“What’s going on?” she asked as she looked up at him. “I feel, I don’t know, too much.”

“Let’s sit,” he said, taking her arm and steering her to the bed.

It was then she realized she was naked. She grabbed the sheet and pulled it around herself. She was sure she heard him made a sound, and she turned to watch him.

“What? You didn’t have to cover up.”

She huffed out a breath. “You think we’re going to have a serious conversation with my boobs hanging out?”

He gave her a lopsided smile. “I wouldn’t mind.”

“Of course you wouldn’t, you’re a man. Joelle told me that men can only think of one thing, and I believe her now.”

“No, we can do more than that, but often don’t want to.”

Aislinn leaned over and took his hand. “What happened? Please tell me.”

“You remember the call we got?” At her nod, he went on. “We got jumped by two bear shifters. One got me in the shoulder with its claws, but Reaper and I were able to take them both down. He called for medical and blood. There are donors that work for the PIA, and I think she met us. I know I drank, but it didn’t taste right. In fact, it made me sick. It felt like fire in my stomach, and I know I threw up. I don’t remember anything else until I came to in the medical room with you.”

“I gave you blood,” she said, holding out her wrist. “Joelle said you were dying and couldn’t drink from anyone else. When you did, it was like my body was jolted by electricity or something. I don’t really have clear memories of everything. But you do. You know what happened.” They weren’t questions; they were statements, because she knew he knew what was going on with them.

He nodded slowly. “You begged me to take you. You were pulling your clothes off and begging me.” He leaned forward and nuzzled her neck. “You begged me to take you hard and fast. You begged me to bite you.”

She shivered as the memory of his fangs sliding into her neck came back to her. She’d wanted it then, and she still wanted it. The feel of him, the scent of him, and the bite had all combined to overwhelm her.

“Do you want it, Irish?”

“Yes,” she said, pressing her neck to his mouth. His fangs danced along her vein and moisture eased from between her legs.

“Do you know what I want more than my fangs in your flesh? I want your nails and teeth digging into me.”

“I bit you,” she said suddenly. “I remember biting you on the shoulder. It tasted so good.”

 

He pulled back to look at her. “I remember when you bit me.”

He looked over at his left shoulder where the claw marks were already healed. There weren’t even scars, but last night, he’d had open wounds and she’d bitten him. She’d drunk his blood. She had to have. He studied her. She looked fine; hell, she looked better than fine. She was utterly gorgeous.

Liaison. The word swam through his mind until it connected. Joelle was Talon’s Liaison. He drank her blood, and she drank his. He couldn’t drink from anyone else, and if you asked him, he didn’t want to. Charon frowned. Did he feel the same way? Hell yeah, he couldn’t imagine being with anyone else other than Aislinn. She was his, had always been his.

“What? Tell me, I can tell something has you worried.”

“You said you bit me on the shoulder, and it tasted good. That was my blood. You drank from me as I drank from you.”

Aislinn opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She was stunned, he thought, but not grossed out. Emotions, he was sensing her emotions. Need also came across, the need for him and his blood. The thought of fucking her while they both fed gave him an instant hard on. He wanted nothing more than to be inside of her.

 

“You’re thinking about sex. Again,” she said with a shake of her head.

He burst out laughing. “Well yeah, but I can’t help it when I’m with you. I want you. I told you that.”

“Wait, it’s like I can feel you wanting me. Does that make sense? I know I’m not crazy. I know I’m not. I feel what you feel. I know I do.” Heck, maybe she was crazy. Humans didn’t drink blood or imagined they could read minds. Yet, here she was, doing both.

“You’re not crazy,” he said, anger heating his words. “What you’re feeling is real; what’s happening between us is real. I drank your blood, you drank mine, and now, we can sense the other’s feelings. We’ll have to talk with Talon and Joelle to see what more they can tell us, but what’s happening is real.”

She didn’t want to ask, but knew she had to. She had to know if he was okay with it. If he couldn’t drink from anyone else, that left her and that meant for as long as she lived. Would he want that?

“Yes,” he said before she could ask. “My parents couldn’t get rid of me fast enough. I’ve had nothing all my life, and yet, here you are. You are my gift from the universe. I don’t know what I did to deserve you, but I plan on keeping you.”

Aislinn forgot about the sheet and her nakedness when she climbed into Charon’s lap. She wrapped herself around him and just held on. She, too, had never had anything of her own. She hadn’t had a family or a home, but this incredible man was giving her one. He was giving her everything.

* * * *

Grimm stalked through the flashing lights and pounding music. In the club, his ice white hair stood out in stark contrast with his all black clothing. As he worked his way through the crowd, both men and women watched him go, but he didn’t have time. He was chasing a scent. He’d caught it when he was out hunting, and it had drawn him to the club. Unlike all the other times, the aroma wasn’t the rotting of a vampire, but a delicious mixture of sweet and spice.

He couldn’t say what it was exactly about the scent, but it hit a nerve deep inside and just wouldn’t let go. He knew he should be out tracking the blood cult, but he had to find where the fragrance was coming from. As soon as his curiosity was satisfied, he told himself, he was out of there.

Grimm drew close to the dance floor and watched the people bump and grind. Closing his eyes, he concentrated and knew the person who held the scent was on the dance floor. Without a thought, he prowled among the dancers, easing around and through. Men and women both attempted to dance with him, but he ignored them. All he cared about was the trail. He was a Hunter and knew his job well. Knew it until he saw her and thought she was the source, hoped she was.

She flipped her heavy, black hair around as she moved gracefully to the hard driving rhythm. The clothing she wore was nothing special, jeans and red tee, but she was so exotically beautiful Grimm could barely breathe as he watched her. Her large dark almond-shaped eyes were tilted up and surrounded by thick heavy lashes. High cheek bones and a full lush mouth completed the image. To Grimm, though, it was all about the scent. She smelled utterly eatable.

He moved toward her until he could lock eyes with her. She looked up and gave a small half smile as she began to dance in front of him. He joined her, and, in just a brief moment, they were in perfect sync. Until he realized the scent wasn’t coming from her. It was behind her.

Without a second look, he worked his way past the woman he had been dancing with to the one beyond. She was the source. He could smell it coming off of her and instantly grew hard. As he moved in, she turned to look at him. Ordinary, was his first thought, with her shoulder length brown hair and the square-framed glasses perched on her nose. It was the eyes, though, that caught him. They were a rich storm gray. She turned to stare at him, obviously surprised to see him near her. She offered a smile, and he gave a small one in return. The two of them rocked out to the music as Grimm eased in close to her.

Her aroma wrapped around him, catching him as surely as any trap. A trap he didn’t want to escape from. Soon, they were sliding body against body as the music pounded. He leaned close to breathe deep and take her scent inside his lungs, inside his body. He thought he could find her anywhere now, her fragrance was so distinct. Before he could gain control, his fangs dropped, and all he wanted to do was sink them into her neck. Not good, he told himself. Usually, he had much more control, but with this stranger, it was gone. The voice in his head told him he should leave, but he didn’t want to. He was intoxicated by her.

“Tell me your name,” he said as he leaned in close. He had to know. Then he could leave. Once he knew who she was, he had to leave.

“Kate,” she said and he could almost sense her reluctance.

“Grimm,” he told her, giving his real name.

Before he could say more, he felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. He wanted to ignore it, but knew he couldn’t. He pulled it out and checked it. Kenshin. Of course it was; what else was new?

“It was nice to meet you, Kate,” he said as he took her hand and kissed it.

With one last look, he turned and quickly left the club.

* * * *

Reaper’s phone chimed. He had a text. Anticipation oozed through his body. Was it Quenton? The thought of the man brought a smile to his face. He pulled it out and almost gave a fist pump. Quenton’s name appeared as the sender of the message. He flipped his phone open and read: Found what we’ve been looking for. Will arrive within the next two days.

Looking for? Hell, the only thing Reaper had been looking for was Quenton naked in his bed. But then, he stopped and remembered the other Ancient, Feral. Fuck, had they found him? In a blink, he was gone back to PIA headquarters.

* * * *

Aislinn slumped across Charon’s naked sweat slicked body. The near constant orgasms had wrung her out as her heart thundered in her chest. It was okay, since he was in the same state. Nowhere, not even in her wildest dreams, could she have foreseen her life. Just thinking about the idea of being in love with a vampire was something that should have made her doubt her sanity. But, for the first time in her life, she didn’t. She knew it was real—him, her feelings, everything.

“I feel the same way,” he said, drowsily.

“What?” She tried to look up at him, but couldn’t lift her head. She settled for patting his chest.

“I love you, too.”

That did bring her head up. The two of them watched one another and smiled. There was nothing that could question what he said. She could feel it from him. He loved her. She wondered if he loved her because she was his Liaison or she was his Liaison because he loved her.

He shook his head. “I love you. The end. Liaison, no Liaison, it doesn’t matter. You’re mine. You’ve always been mine. You were mine from the first moment I laid eyes on you trying to fight off that soul sucker in the hospital corridor.”

“And you’re mine. You’ve been mine from the moment you appeared out of nowhere and stuck a knife in that soul sucker’s chest.”

“Damn, we’re romantic.” He smiled and winked at her.

“Works for us,” she said and leaned down and kissed him.
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