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            She did not just say that.

          

        

      

    

    
      Jade

      My heart jumps in my chest. I’m not sure why I’m on edge tonight. I’ve walked these streets hundreds of times. No. Not as a sex worker. I’m searching for one of my social work case clients.

      Kyle. Nineteen and a troubled young man. With his past, I would be troubled, too. Doing drugs isn’t going to help Kyle. But I am.

      I see a familiar face and beeline toward him. “Josiah, hey, stop!”

      He turns and walks the other way. I’m used to this treatment and take no offense. Embarrassment and probably the fear of the high clouding his brain.

      He speeds up.

      Well, maybe a little offense.

      “Josiah! I can see you. Stop, please. I’m looking for Kyle.”

      “Lady, I’m walking away from you ’cause I ain’t Josiah and I don’t know any Kyle.” He walks backward, raising and lowering his shoulders quickly. “You got the wrong guy.”

      I approach closer. Crap, not Josiah. “I’m so sorry. Have you seen—”

      “Bitch, I ain’t no snitch. Get yourself out of here or it’s gonna get real scary real quick for your sorority-sister-sweater-wearin’ ass.”

      “Listen, I don’t want any trouble, but I need to find….”

      “You got some money on you?” He moves closer, eyeing up my purse.

      “No, but I do have a giant can of mace.” I draw the can from my purse and shake it in his face. “New can, too, because I had to use the first can on the last guy who got in my face.”

      He holds up his hands. “Whoa, you crazy.”

      As much as I feel in control and my voice is even, the trickle of sweat forming on my brow might say otherwise. If he sees it, he’ll know he’s affecting me and then that’s when things always go south.

      Most of the time, my life is boring. I’m pretty sure the dictionary has my picture as an example of the word. Once in a while, I have a glimpse of excitement, but then it’s gone. But I’m okay with this guy being gone.

      My career as a social worker has firmly put my bountiful ass in a chair about ten hours a day, and then there are days like this when I can’t help but rise from the pleather and search for a client who didn’t show up for his follow-up appointment. My job for the city’s new “BARB” program—Building a Road Back—concentrating on people seventeen to twenty-two years old, rehabilitating drug offenders who have only offended once. I’m excited I was chosen for one of the two positions, but for the essential program to continue, I have to succeed in the mission to save and reorient these young adults into society as productive and positive role models.

      Part of me thinks that Mayor Mac LeMars is trying to tank the program as he’d stated, “Lost causes should probably stay lost.” He wants more money to build a civics center and the previous mayor had set this program up before she left. I was either going to prove LeMars wrong or lose my job at the end of the year.

      But it was only March. Plenty of time. Granted, as long as I stayed alive.

      “So, what’ll it be? Do you feel lucky punk?”
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        * * *

      

      Bran

      She did not just say that.

      I chuckle and shake my head. The woman has guts. My enhanced hearing allows me to hear everything the woman’s saying from my place a block and a half away. And my keen eyesight can see the curve of her hips as she moves. The heavenly shape that some might call pear, but I call it delicious.

      “What’s that woman doing talking to Bingo?” My narcotics detective cohort, Tom, wakes from his nap—more like sleep. I usually let him zonk out when we’re on these surveillance assignments. I don’t sleep more than two hours a night, just another part of the curse.

      No, like really. I’m cursed. My mother was a human and my father is a vampire. That makes me a dhampir—half of each. And the results are quite unsettling, but from the outside you’d never know. I look normal.

      I’m anything but.

      I have special skills. Like hearing and strength that defy what is considered natural. And it got me into trouble when I lifted a boulder off of a van of kids last month. I chalked it up to endorphins, but two experts—one in physics and one in human physiology—said on the nightly news that it was impossible.

      I’m proof that nothing is impossible. I’m a half alive-half dead being who will die in four days, if I don’t find my true love before my thirtieth birthday. Daunting, but I still have hope.

      “Lady, back off,” Tom rumbles in my ear. “She’s gonna mess this up for us.”

      “Give her a second.” I don’t think she’s trouble, but I’m preparing for what in my mind is probably going to end very badly.

      Bingo holds up his hands as she shakes the can of mace again. “Oh, yeah. I know your guy Kyle. He’s in that house two back. Gray one, ugly gnome thing out front.”

      The Venus like woman nods. “Thank you.”

      I take in the condition of the house that’s only a hundred feet from me. In the moonlight, the peeling paint and the shutters hanging by a single clip look make it look like something from a horror flick. The two people basking in the moonlight on the front porch look baked out of their minds.

      She won’t go in there, right?

      “Very good. No harm, no foul. Have a good night,” she says as she passes by, her sweet and heady pheromones catch on the wind and float to me. My cock jumps for attention in my jeans. He’s never made himself known like this before. I ignore the reaction. If I have to be running after Bingo, I need to be doing it without a hard-on in my way.

      Bingo mumbles as he walks on, “Luther’s gonna pay me big for your sweet young blood.”

      Shit.

      I glance to Tom and his chest rises and falls in long sleep waves again. The man could sleep through the apocalypse.

      The spunky woman definitely isn’t the addict we normally see, and since no one else comes to this side of Balkan unless they’re here for drugs or criminal activities, she’s either walking the streets for money or drugs. In that black suit with a baby pink silky looking shirt, I doubt the first. But I’ve seen all kinds hooked on the frosty rock. White collar, blue collar, no collar. Addiction isn’t discriminating. Part of me hopes she’s here for something else—Adderall, Provigil, opioids, or cocaine being the top drugs I’m seeing infiltrate into all demographics.

      I can’t save everyone, but maybe I can save her.
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        * * *

      

      Jade

      I hold my head up high and walk past the guy.

      “Tell ‘em that Bingo sent you!” he calls out with snicker that raises the hair on the back of my neck.

      My hand is slippery on the mace and I almost fumble it shoving the can into my purse pocket.

      I wrap my arms around my middle and mumble to myself, “You’ve got this, Jade. You can go in that scary ass house. You can find Kyle. You can save him.”

      I glance around before approaching the door. It’s not so scary. “No, it’s fucking scary,” I whisper as I raise a shaking hand to rap on the door.

      “Who’s there?” a voice calls out from inside.

      “Um…Jade. Jade Becker with the Balkan Human Services, BARB program. I’m…I’m looking for Kyle Stone.”

      “No one here by that name, keep moving, Jade Becker,” a woman’s shaky voice hits my ears and I straighten my back.

      “Ma’am, please. A guy out here said he was here. Can I just come in and take a look around?”

      “You sure are an insistent little thing, aren’t you?” The deep timbre of a man’s voice vibrates through my chest. “Fine, sweetheart. If you want to come inside, come on in, but don’t be surprised if you don’t find what you’re looking for and maybe find something else.”

      A long shiver rocks my spine and goosebumps rise over my skin. I grab for the doorknob. How bad could it actually be?

      I turn the cold knob and the acrid scent of blood hits me. I gag and step back as the door floats open, but an arm reaches out and grabs my elbow, heaving me inside. The door slams behind me.

      “Welcome home, Jade.” An arm wraps around my neck and I only have one breath to make a scream count.

      But nothing comes out.
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        * * *

      

      Bran

      Her scream is like being hit with a gallon of ice water.

      I rocket from the car, and like dissipating mist, I’m at the house door and then I’m inside of the house before I can blink.

      My gun is raised, and I heave breaths in and out. But not from the run. It’s from wanting to force her scent through my blood. It’s a drug of the best and worst kinds. I don’t know who this woman is, but I’m almost out of control.

      I point my gun toward the man holding her, his arm around her neck. “Here’s the deal. I don’t know who you are, or what you want with her, but you’re going to let her go and we’ll leave.”

      My eyes scan the room seeing hundreds of empty anticoagulant blood bags and I remember overhearing a conversation while I was at the precinct water fountain about a break-in at the blood bank. Based on the evidence, I have an idea of what he is.

      The man’s black hair almost drips down his skin, the long locks twisting almost like snakes around his neck. His penetrating chartreuse-colored eyes hold to mine.

      “Well, well, what do we have here? A hero in the making?” He raises his long nose and does a long inhale, his eyes narrowing in on me. “Actually, what we have is something extra special, everyone. I haven’t smelled that reckless scent for hundreds of years.”

      Jade bucks in his arm, and I take a step closer.

      “Stay there…” His eyes drop to the badge clipped on my jeans waistband. “Officer.”

      “Let her go.”

      He inhales her hair and my fangs start to rock in my mouth, wanting to descend.

      “Your daddy was a very bad man, wasn’t he? But I bet your momma was really good. Like this little lady. She’ll taste mighty fine.”

      I hear chuckling behind me, but my vision tunnels in on Jade. Her eyes the color of her name, and I can’t see anything but how her chest gasps for air. I force myself to return to the man holding her. Every molecule of my body prickles almost painfully. He has something that is mine and my body twitches to let him know that fact.

      I know what he is because I’m half of his kind.

      Someone behind me lets out a long hiss. “Don’t do it, Caine. Luther’s not here, he’ll be pissed.”

      The man widens his mouth with a broad smile and the light sparkles off of the white extensions lowering from his upper teeth, fangs dropping like long razor blades.

      My senses count five people in the dim-lit room and I hear another two sets of steps on the stairs coming down from the second floor. Seven people isn’t undoable. I mean, I’ve never done it, but I’m thinking right now I’d do anything to make sure this woman is safe.

      My heart beats her name. Jade. Jade. Jade. Faster and faster until I feel like a nuclear reactor is on red-alert warning inside of my body.

      Her face turns red as she beats on his arm, but in the next second, her eyes roll back in her head, and her body goes lifeless.

      His mouth lowers to her neck.

      That’s not happening.

      He snarls a grin. “I know this one’s gonna be tasty, ladies and gents. Virgin blood straight from the spigot is the best.”

      I fire my gun and I watch as she crumples in slow motion toward the floor. At the last second, I scoop her into my arms, kicking my way through the front door, and I’m back at the car in the next.

      Maybe this is my chance…

      To find my soulmate and end my curse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            If he bit her, I’ll kill him.

          

        

      

    

    
      Bran

      I lay her across the back seat, and I hop into the driver’s seat. The department has a selection of undercover cars that are known for being questionable in their operational condition. I turn the key and my partner jolts awake as the starter grinds. I try it again and get the same effect.

      “Come on!” I slam my hand on the steering wheel.

      Four vamps stomp their way toward us. I don’t think that Caine was the head vamp, but nonetheless, I clocked him good in the neck as Jade dropped forward in his arm. It wouldn’t kill him, but it would piss him off for a while.

      I turn the key again, Jade’s moans making my chest burn.

      If he bit her, I’ll kill him.

      I didn’t know this woman from Eve, but I knew I would go to the ends of the earth, every Eden and every Hell to save her. Which made me wonder: Is she mine? Is she the one that would break the curse? The one who was meant to make me fully human. I sure as shit felt like she was, but if she wasn’t and I claimed her, I would subject both of us to eternal damnation as vampires.

      Tom shakes his head. “What are you doing? Why didn’t you wake me?” Tom sits up straight, his eyes connect with something outside of my window. “Fuck! Drive, Bran, drive!”

      Glass shards covered both of us as the car roars to life. I drop the transmission into reverse, and I’m driving thirty miles an hour, backwards, down the residential street with my partner screaming like a little girl for me to stop.

      “I can’t.” I growl at him and his eyes widen. The vamps won’t bother me if their head vamp is not there and giving direction. Even Caine’s independent little stunt will have consequences.

      “Okay…” He holds up his hands. “Okay, Bran.”

      I spin the car around and we’re off on the highway toward the precinct. I pull up alongside of Tom’s car and without a word he climbs out. The tires on the old piece of shit squeal as I drive away.

      My truck is only a half block away, but I need to ditch this car first. The vamps know what it looks like and there’s a little vamp blood on the window ledge. They can track it for sure. When taking the oath of a police officer, I took my own oath that nothing would be traced back to the police station, especially when it came to my vampire hunting, and certainly nothing can be linked to Jade, whether or not she’s my soulmate.

      I remember that my brother, Rune, completed a night of surveillance on a chop-shop ring only a couple blocks from here. It’s amazing what people get away with close to a police station. Seems they think we’ll look the other way to take care of bigger issues in Balkan. They are mostly right, but sometimes cleaning up starts at home and Rune is the one who took out the trash in our family.

      I drive to the dark painted-glass warehouse. I honk once. The door opens. I jump out as soon as the car is in park inside of the building. Opening the back door, I check her neck. Not a scratch. I thought it would calm me, but for some reason my body is still on fire. I lift her limp body into my arms.

      Her green eyes flash open and she gasps. “Who? What’s going on? Where…am I?” Her frantic questions dig into me.

      “I’ll explain everything when we get out of here. Just trust me.”

      “I…I don’t know. Please put me down. I don’t know you.” She starts wiggling in my arms. “I said, put me down!”

      Two guys push off a BMW, making their way to us. “Dude, what are you doing?”

      I set her feet to the ground, and she separates from me, but when she sees the two men she moves closer, almost clinging to me.

      I motion to her with my head. “My ole lady’s had a liddle too much of da good stuff tonight. But hey, Crazy Harry says I’m ‘posed to drop dis off here.” My voice changes. It’s just another power that my dhampir abilities have bestowed.

      Jade’s hand presses into my chest and my skin sizzles under my Foo Fighters T-shirt. “I just want to go home.” She whimpers and I fight my brain’s screams to throw her over my shoulder and race out of here.

      “She’s a pretty little thing.” One of them chin juts to me. “You happy, little lady? Cause if you ain’t, I got a good five inches that’ll make you really happy.” He grabs his crotch and a long growl rises from my chest.

      Is he kidding? Five? I’ll see your five and raise you four more, asshole. I push my cock’s need to outdo this annoying man.

      Jade turns from looking to him. Her gaze panicked ignites me. “Let’s…let’s just go.” Her bottom lip quivers and I want to kiss her fears away. “Please,” she whispers.

      “Not so fast little lady. We need to check this car and make sure it’s clean.”

      My stomach drops. I forgot about the trackers the department installs on all cars.

      I swipe my nose at them with my thumb. “Hey, you gonna go ‘gainst Crazy Harry’s demands. I don’t think dat’s a good idea, but whatevs. It’s your ass, not mine.” I lean close to her and whisper, “We might have to make a run for it.”

      Her eyes widen. She turns. “Guys, I’ve got a migraine from all this bullshit. I’m taking my man home and you can talk to Crazy Larry all you want.”

      Shit. Crazy Harry, Jade.

      “What’d you just say?” The bigger of the two turns back, his eyes narrowing in on Jade.

      “She said her head hurts, so give her a fuckin’ break. I’m gonna get her out of here and git her home.”

      “I think we got a rat here, Rusty. I don’t think she’s your old lady and I think you’re both full of shit.”

      The other guy slides out from under the car.

      “This…this is my man.” Jade’s shaking hand slides behind my neck and her mouth covers mine delicately.

      And as soon as we touch, I know why I was stopping myself. I can’t release her. I’m almost inhaling the woman. My hands search her back, dragging her close, fusing our bodies. She meets every undulation of my tongue and her body sinks into me. Every molecule of my body lights on fire and I feel like we’re floating.

      One of the men calls out, “Dude, let her come up for fucking air. We get it, Crazy Harry…get rid of the car. Fine. You can get the fuck out of here.”

      I still can’t pull myself away, something inside of me has flipped. I’m turned on but in a way I never expected. It’s carnal and the hunger is animal. I open my eyes and see hers wide and frantic. Her hands push against my chest while her whimpers of fear coat me. With every ounce of my strength, I rip my mouth from hers.

      Her chest heaves hard and I feel her nipples poking me, but she says nothing, her eyes bouncing between mine.

      “Let’s go.” I weave my fingers in hers and start to the door. She stays at my side.

      “Hey!” The round one calls out.

      I glance back over my shoulder. “What?”

      “Keys, dickhead!”

      I wind up and the keys hit Rusty in the chest, knocking him back six feet.

      The other guy yells out, “What the hell?”

      Jade shakes out of my hold, taking off on a run, her heels clacking on the pitted concrete floor out the side door.

      I catch up to her a block away and she’s shaking her head muttering, “I’m dreaming. I’m dreaming.”

      No, sweetheart, this is no dream.

      And it might be a nightmare.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            It was definitely a den of some sort.

          

        

      

    

    
      Jade

      I drag my phone from my purse, my hand barely able to hold on. “I didn’t see that. That’s crazy. It’s just insane. Maybe he cut off the blood to my brain. I’m just in shock. I didn’t see that.”

      “Jade…” His hand lands on my arm and I jerk away.

      “Please don’t touch me.”

      He nods. “I’m sorry. I…I don’t know what happened in there, but I’m sorry.”

      “I just need to get home. And forget this night ever happened. I rode the bus. I can take the bus. I need to find a bus stop.” I’m a toddler babbling in short sentences. “Where is the bus stop around here?” I turn in a circle, but I’m lost. I take off again.

      “I’ll take you you home.”

      My heels skip on the concrete. “No. I think you’ve done plenty.”

      He slips a badge out from under the edge of his T-shirt. “Jade, I’m a police officer.”

      I step back. “You are?” Everything I’ve seen from him says he’s something, but I never expected that. I touch the badge and it seems real.

      “I promise, I was protecting you. I know it sounds crazy, but I need to protect you. I mean, the badge kind of says it too, but I mean me. I need to protect you.”

      I lick my lips, my eyes concentrated on his lips remembering that kiss. We were magnets attached together. Not the flimsy refrigerator kind that is an advertising handout. No, not those. It was a connection of those high-powered magnets that hold so tight and so closely that they’re almost one entity. Their molecules molding together—electrons and protons bouncing back and forth with excitement.

      I’m exhausted and just done. “Fine. Take me home.”
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        * * *

      

      After I give him the address to my apartment, we’re both quiet. Ten minutes later, he puts the truck in park and he’s at the passenger door before I can blink. He walks me to my front door. I still haven’t asked him his name or anything. My brain is overwhelmed. There’s so much I don’t understand.

      I clear my throat and straighten my back, attempting to get back to boring old me, but that’s a problem. I almost liked what happened today. I liked the excitement. Well, without the choking and crazy fast keys stuff.

      “Thank you for bringing me home.”

      “You’re welcome.” His silky voice makes my skin tingle. “Jade, are you okay?”

      “I don’t really know. I’m so confused. I…I saw your eyes.”

      His brows furrow. “What about my eyes?”

      I shake my head. “No. I was dreaming. I was confused. I am confused.”

      My shaking hand tries to insert the key, but the key chain drops to the ground.

      He reaches down slowly to pick them up. He looks up at me as he slowly rises. “Let me take you out for dinner tomorrow and maybe explain a couple things?”

      I stare at the key in his hand. My stomach feels like butterflies are trying to use their wings to beat their way out. “Have you eaten dinner tonight?”

      “No.”

      “Are you on the clock?”

      “No.”

      “You hungry?”

      His bright blue eyes flash slowly at me. It seems like I can see every miniscule movement in slow motion. “I’m starving, Jade.”

      I reach down and our fingers meet as I slip the keys from his grip. “I have a vegan lasagna ready to go in the oven, if you’d like to have a piece and maybe explain what the hell happened tonight.”

      “You don’t eat meat?” He leans against the wall next to the doorbell.

      “Nope. Don’t like the taste and texture.”

      “Interesting. I’m a bloodier the better kind of guy when it comes to steak.”

      “Gross.”

      He chuckles. “I like to think, to each his or her own.”

      “Either you eat the vegan lasagna, or you have peanut butter and jelly. Those are the choices.” I pause before opening the door. “I guess I should know your name before letting you into my house.”

      “I’m Bran Vincent. So I’m invited in?”

      “I think I can trust you, police officer.”

      “What’s happening in the yard?” He motions to the taut strings that mark lines with wooden stakes.

      “They’re putting in a sprinkler system. Well, they say they are. It’s been like that for almost two years.”

      “Probably why I love having a house. No one but me responsible for shit.” His face lights up, the brown brush of his facial hair catching the moonlight and looking like sparkles on his face.

      I push the door open and flip on a light. He turns around and seems to be sniffing the air.

      “You okay, Bran?” I’ve seen people on lots of different drugs, but he doesn’t strike me like that. He strikes me more as someone who’s addicted to the gym and eating healthy—or just protein eating—to build all of those hard muscles that press against his gray T-shirt.

      He grabs the door and closes it as he steps inside. “Yeah. I’m good.”

      I throw my bag on the couch and walk into the kitchen. My apartment is small, but it’s mine. Coming from a family of ten children, my own bedroom is something I’ve never had before and I’m proud of everything I’ve achieved. I was my parents’ last child. Mom was forty-six and Dad fifty-four, they were gone before I was old enough to drink, and that was just six years ago. I don’t know how old Bran is, but I don’t think he’s much older than me, maybe close to thirty. He reminds me a lot of my two youngest brothers. They’d probably get along, although Gage and Trav are a little rambunctious and loud. Bran might not like that.

      I open the fridge and take out the lasagna, slipping it into a preheating oven. It’s already been cooked, just needs to be heated up.

      “Beer or wine?” I ask.

      “Beer would be good, please.” He moves my living room curtains so that there’s a small opening between the two curtains.

      “Bran, you’re kind of freaking me out with your need to be looking outside.”

      He runs a hand through his hair. “Sorry. I just can’t remember if I locked my truck.”

      “It’s not a bad part of Balkan, but maybe hit the lock button on your key fob?”

      He chuckles. “Right.” He does and we hear the honk. “I guess that answers that.”

      I hand him a beer. I poured myself a glass of red wine. The crimson liquid coats my mouth in dark berries, floating some of the day’s events from my mind. I eye Bran up. He’s about 6’1”, and nothing but tight and hard muscles. I wouldn’t expect anything less from a police officer, but he just seems like he’s in a different fitness category.

      He sits on the couch. “Let’s talk about tonight.”

      I plop down at the other end. “I’ve never met someone quite as high as that guy in the gray house on Case Street.”

      Bran’s eyebrows peak. “High? You think he was high?”

      “Well, yeah, that was definitely a crack den.”

      He takes a long drink of his beer. “It was definitely a den of some sort.”

      “What other kind is there?” I take a sip of my wine and then set it on the coffee table.

      “Never mind. What else do you remember?”

      “Not much. I mean, I…I thought your eyes glowed, but now I think it was just the lack of oxygen to my brain. He really had a hold on me.”

      His jaw tightens. “And he’ll never touch you again, Jade. I’ll make sure of that.”

      I reach over and my hand presses into his on his thigh. “Hey, I’m a big girl—obviously, but I’ve never been as scared as I was inside of that house. Thank you for…being there. Actually, what were you doing there?”

      He rubs the back of his neck. “I can’t really tell you that.”

      “Oh, police…stuff?”

      “Exactly. But it didn’t have anything to do with that house. It does now, but that’s something for me to discuss with my captain.” He takes another long drink. “Why were you there?”

      “I was looking for a client.”

      “Are you a lawyer?”

      “No, social worker. I’m part of the BARB program.”

      “Building a Road Back. Impressive program. I read the proposal that previous Mayor Rodan promoted to the force and I’m all for it. I put in an application to be a liaison for the police department, but my brother was chosen. I don’t think anyone’s contacted him yet.”

      “Yeah, that’s Jack’s side of the project and he’s dragging his feet.” It feels like Jack wants us to fail and that I’m pulling double duty to ensure success.

      I draw my hand back when he moves with discomfort. I miss touching him and I need to wash away the thought. I reach for my glass of wine on the coffee table. I slip my fingers around the bowl, the glass shatters as I pull it toward me. It’s like my hand was on fire and I never even felt it until I touched the cold glass.

      Red wine splashes all over my black pencil skirt and I hold up my hand, blood dripping from the palm.

      “Shit!” Bran jumps to his feet, avoiding the shards.

      I sit in shock. “As if this day wasn’t weird enough…”

      “Just stay right there. I’ve got it.”

      He comes back with a trashcan, two kitchen towels, paper towels, and a wet washcloth. He wipes the shards of glass into the trashcan, carefully. Then he hands my clean hand one of the washcloths and I dab at my pink silk top. It’s ruined, why even try? And then clean my lap while he examines my hand. His breathing changes and I look up as his eyes lax and he seems to be swallowing a lot.

      “Bran? You okay? Please don’t tell me that you’re a police officer that can’t see a little blood?”

      “I can see blood. But there’s something about your blood, Jade. Something I can’t explain to you.” His eyes come up and they flash with the same bright blue fire burning in them as before.

      I lean back. “Your eyes…” I whisper on a gasp.

      He stands straight and in the small split of the curtains behind us he can see what I’m seeing in the glass. “I’m sorry, Jade. I gotta go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            I will survive.

          

        

      

    

    
      Bran

      I set a business card on the table by the door, with my cell number on the back. “Call me if you need anything, Jade.”

      Then I’m out the door. My heart slams the blood through my arteries, pulsing like a there’s a racetrack in my body. I lift my phone from my pocket and hold it up to take a selfie, but the glowing is gone.

      Maybe I dreamed it? No. It was definitely there. She saw it. I saw it. I can’t dismiss it like that.

      I sit in my car, watching her place. There’s still a chance that the vamp I shot could have a track on her scent and be on the hunt. I won’t let her be his. She’s only mine.

      When the sun comes up, she’s safe. The den will be sleeping until this evening. There’s always one human who is on lookout and I think I know who that person is.

      Bingo. Literally.

      I drive back by the house in my personal truck and there he is lounging on a chaise on the crumbling porch in front of the now plywood door since I demolished the other one. He’s not much of a bouncer, all buck-twenty of him. He’s practically skeletal, but that’s probably why the vamps don’t want him. There’s nothing to him.

      After a quick shower at my house, I head to the office and where my ass is firmly planted in my chair, I start searching names that contain “Luther” and “Caine” and variations that are close. Yes, even vampires get driver’s licenses. They just do it in the winter months when they can go to the DMV in the late hours when it’s dark. And yes, they can have their picture taken. That folklore is accurate for some of the past vamps, but like humans, vampires continue to evolve. The no reflection thing. Gone. The two that hold true to the vamps I’ve seen is that they crave blood, and they can’t come out in the light, which makes them the better fighter in the dark. That’s for sure.

      I have about thirty hits for Luthers, both first and last names, but none for Caine. Probably a nickname.

      I search through the pictures of Luthers and one catches my eye. Long black hair, dark eyes that glow a little in the middle. No one else would catch it. It’s almost imperceptible, but it’s there. Could it be the lighting? Sure. But my gut tells me it’s not.

      It’s our primus vamp—the leader of the coven I stumbled on last night.

      Tom comes rolling in right before his shift starts. I’m not saying I’m more committed, I’m saying I have nothing else to.

      I’ve dated in the past. But after a while every woman seemed the same to me. No one stood out in my mind and as soon as we’d say goodnight, I’d forget them. But Jade. Jade is unforgettable.

      “What the hell happened last night?” Tom asks, plopping into the extra chair in my cubicle.

      “Those gang bangers? Yeah, they didn’t like me stepping onto their property to pull that woman out.”

      His emotions flatten. “That’s not what I mean. I mean you. You were out of control. I’ve never seen you like that.”

      “I just got worked up.”

      “Did you fire your gun?”

      “Nope.” The lie is a chance I’m willing to take. I’d been to the gun range early to make sure I fired rounds, in case they wanted to check for gun residue on my hands. I’d showered too, but it was amazing what those forensics guys could get out of nailbeds and fingernails.

      “Hey, I’m thinking of going to a Yankees game this weekend. You interested in—”

      My nose lights up with a scent. “I gotta go talk to the captain. I’ll be right back.” My skin tingles, and I can smell her. That potent scent of vanilla and spice. She’s a human cinnamon roll and I can only imagine what she’ll taste like.

      That’s another issue I have to figure out. Sex. Yeah, I’ve never had it. It’s part of the curse and a stern warning that came with it from our father about not losing control in the heat of the…big finale…and claiming a woman who wasn’t the one who could save us.

      But I’m feeling different. Like last night. My chest pounds. My ears only hear her. The click of her shoes, the tinkle of the bracelet on her braceful wrist, her light humming to herself of…I Will Survive? I listen into her, just enjoying that angelic and graceful voice.

      I’m Jade Becker with BHS. Here to collect Kyle Stone.

      The more I listen, the more I feel different. The bathroom door slams back against the wall as I stumble inside and someone walking out jumps.

      “Sorry…” I mumble. At the mirror, I raise my dropped gaze. “Shit.”

      Just like last night. Blue. Fucking glowing blue. I want to believe that this is the tell of my true love that our father told all of us boys about, but I can’t be sure. Hell, he didn’t even know what it would be. There hadn’t been a dhampir born in four hundred years. The elders at the top of the Federation of Vampires made it clear what would happen if a vamp mated a human. They would be killed. Period.

      That’s why we were raised by our aunt and uncle, our mother’s sister and her husband who couldn’t have children. They knew our situation and for many years they were cautious to assume we weren’t monsters, but our aunt realized our humanity when we saved our uncle from electrocution when he was working in the garage and accidentally sawed into a cord. We all three could feel his pain and within seconds were ripping the still electrified machine from his hands and performing CPR when his heart stopped beating. He still lives to this day.

      The door opens and I head into a stall.

      I pull out my phone and text my two brothers, Rune and Alec.

      Bran: We need to talk. I think I’ve found my one. Meet at Henry’s for drinks at five.

      I calm myself before I walk out of the bathroom. My phone buzzes. I draw it from my dress pants as I exit the bathroom. I turn toward the back door while opening it, and I crash into a body. A soft and voluptuous body. She whimpers as she starts to fall backwards, and I scoop my arm under her before she hits the floor. Jade stares into my eyes.

      “Nice save, police officer,” she says with a soft smile, her round cheeks accented by two dimples below. “Hi, Bran.”

      “Hello, Jade.” I’m still holding her like I’ve dipped her in a sexy tango. Something is different about her.

      “You mind…” She wiggles a little in her hot pink suit, and I upright her.

      “Sorry about running into you.”

      “Actually, I was hoping I could talk to you.”

      “Sure.” I motion her to follow and find an empty room where officers usually make phone calls in privacy. “What’s up?”

      “I think someone’s following me.”

      My stomach burns, but I push down the urge to flip the table and instead motion for her to sit. “Tell me, why do you think that?”

      “There was this guy on the bus this morning. Then I saw him at Five Scoops coffee shop standing outside while I got my caramel macchiato. Then he was inside of the Open Book bookstore across the street while I was getting my hair done at Twist & Curl.”

      “Can you describe him?”

      She gives some general attributes—approximate height, weight, hair, body, and more. And then she does the thing that I don’t expect. She pulls out her phone and shows me a picture and my heart pounds.

      “Can you send me that?”

      “Sure.”

      In seconds, it’s in my phone. I realize that she’s already put my phone number in hers.

      “Jade…”

      She licks her lips. “Bran…I know you’re not…normal.”

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      Tom opens the door. “Vincent, boss wants to see us.”

      “Okay.”

      Tom pauses. “Hey, I know you. Last night—”

      “Tom, I’ll be right there.” I close the door.

      I squat in front of her chair. “I can’t elaborate right now, but you’re not wrong, Jade. And I want to tell you that the guy who is following you. He’s not going to hurt you. I promise you.”

      And it explains a lot of things to me. I figured he’d be back around now. I just didn’t realize he’d be involved in all of this.

      I reach up and tuck a golden strand of her hair behind her ear. “And I will never hurt you.”

      “Promise?” She grabs my hand. I draw them both to my lips and kiss the back of hers.

      “I promise.”

      “I believe you.”

      At this moment, I can’t imagine having to put her through the agony of being bitten. But I have a feeling the clock is ticking for me. Twenty-four hours from when we meet our fated love is all we have to claim them. I have until eight tonight.

      But what if she’s not the right one?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            You don’t know what’s going to happen.

          

        

      

    

    
      Jade

      Bran stands, his crotch right in my face.

      I look up through my lashes and swallow. “Wow.”

      His hand cups my chin, his thumb running over my bottom lip. I sigh just a little, enjoying the feeling.

      “That’s what you do to me, sweetheart. No other woman, and I mean not one, has ever had this effect on me.”

      “Like your eyes?”

      He nods just once, not completely confirming, but not denying. “I have to get back to work.”

      “Bad guys don’t take days off, right?”

      He smirks. “You got that right. Can we talk later?”

      “Maybe you could come over after work?”

      “Probably around six?”

      “I’ll be there.”

      “Any of that vegan lasagna left?”

      “Plenty,” I say with a giggle.

      He shivers. “I’ll give it a try, but if I bring a steak along…”

      “You can use my kitchen to cook it. I don’t hate that others eat meat. I just don’t eat it.” But part of me is wondering what having his meat in my mouth would feel like. My pussy quivers at the thought. My body knows him, and wants him.

      “I’ll see you later. And by the way, I really like your hair, it’s…sexy.”

      I only get my hair done every six months, but this one landed on a good day. We went with a much more honey-blonde versus my normal dishwater-blah tone.

      “Bye, Bran.”

      Every part of my body is tight and almost wound-up for his touch.

      He leaves the door open a crack. The hustle and bustle of the police station is a symphony of sounds. People making the world a better place and I respect what they do. It’s what I’m trying to do.

      My phone buzzes.

      Balkan Front Desk: He’s ready.

      I leave the room and collect Kyle. He was arrested for drunk and disorderly, which is actually a step up for him, but I’m still not happy with his behavior. It’s back to the halfway house and back into the program for him. They’re allowed to mess up. It’s been proven that programs that are “one strike and you’re out” just don’t work. But…the clients also have to be clean twenty-four hours before I can work with them. It’s for safety, mine and theirs. Drugs make people do weird things.

      Like that dude last night. Wow, that was really weird.

      Kyle’s hair drops in his face and his eyes won’t meet mine.

      “Hello, Kyle.”

      “Hey, Ms. Becker.”

      “First, are you okay?”

      His head comes up a little. “You mad?”

      “Nope. I’m thankful, Kyle.”

      His head rears back. “What?”

      “I’m thankful you’re okay. Let’s get you back to the house.”

      “Thank you for coming for me.”

      “I’ll always be here for you, Kyle. Always.”
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        * * *

      

      I drop Kyle off. I don’t drive every day to work. I try to balance using my car with walking and riding the bus, but since I had the hair appointment over lunch and with picking up Kyle, I needed to drive. He’s going to sleep off his hangover before attending the evening group meeting. He planned it all out on his own and I just listened. That’s all they really need. Someone to listen and believe in them.

      My phone rings. No doubt, my middle sister’s calling me back about this weekend’s family birthday dinner on Sunday and what I should bring. She’d be happy if I brought a man, I’d be happy to bring just my sarcasm. We have to celebrate all on one day because of the size of our family requires renting a hall in downtown Balkan. Only people under age thirteen get gifts, otherwise we’d all be spending every paycheck on gifts. It’s about getting together and celebrating life that’s important to us. March’s birthdays are topping out at twenty-four people, ten adults and fourteen kids. Fourteen presents—yes, I get very creative—one of the reasons that I sell my platelets and blood for extra money.

      A girl’s gotta eat. And with this ass, it’s clear I like to do just that. I love my shape and it sure seems that Bran likes it too.

      I answer hands-free. “Hello.”

      “Hey, baby girl. Can you bring that Tres Leches Cake that you make?” She’s always no-nonsense. She has too much to do that I don’t blame her.

      “Yeah, I can do that. And Scarlett, please, please, stop calling me that. I’m twenty-seven.”

      “Yeah, but I’m almost fifty and to me you’ll always be that little baby. I’ll try.”

      I mumble, “Try harder.”

      I’m only a year younger than her and her hubby Jensen’s oldest child of six. It was weird to have a nephew who was older than me, but it was the way my parents did it. And with ten kids, they did it a lot.

      “Hey, um…Scarlett?”

      “Yeah? Stop touching yourself. Get your balls out of his face. Now!”

      “What?” I ask, shaking my head and replaying what she’d just said.

      “Gray, Kohl, and Jett out to the car! Their baseballs, Jade. I only have a minute. What were you gonna ask?”

      My sister’s sixteen-year-old triplets were three of my favorites. Don’t let the other forty-three nieces and nephews hear you think that.

      I sit in my office and glance to the door to see if anyone is outside. I push my chair back and close my door. “Do Jensen’s eyes ever…um…” I shake my head. This can’t be real. “Like…glow?”

      “Do you mean does he ever glare at me?”

      “No. I mean, like when he’s looking at you, do his eyes like turn into fireballs and glow a color?”

      “All of you, go sit in the car and I’ll be right there.” I hear the garage door to my sister’s six-bedroom house slam shut. “I knew it! I knew working with those druggies would turn you one. I told Jensen that this program was going to change you. What are you on? Tell me. We’ll get you help—”

      “They’re not druggies. They’re people with an addiction, Scarlett.” I try to interrupt her, but she’s on a marathon so I just let her go off.

      “Scarlett!” I try to interrupt again after she’s insulted me and my career choice to help people.

      Her voice goes up an octave with panic. “I’m already on the internet looking for programs out of state. Jensen and I will pay for it.”

      “Scarlett! I’m not doing drugs. I’m serious.”

      “Jade, stop going into crack dens! If you’re not doing the drugs, then they’re affecting you.”

      “Like when you’re kissing. Does Jensen ever change? Like his eyes look like they…glow from the inside out?”

      “Of course his eyes don’t glow! He’s human. No human’s eyes glow.”

      And that’s what I’m scared of and trying to ignore in my gut.

      No human…

      Bran does seem like something I’ve never met before. And it’s not just his body. It’s the way he presents himself with controlled confidence. I’ve met some real jerks while dating. Not all hot guys are jerks, that’s for sure, but from my experience, many of them have an attitude that they can get any girl, so why would they want one that’s less than perfect. Perfect is boring. So in some ways, maybe I’m not so boring.

      “Jade, you’re putting your life in danger. Please, the boys would be crushed if their favorite aunt—don’t tell Rose and Sage, I said that—got hurt. Wait…are you seeing someone? Is that why the question about eyes? Tell me who? Oh, God, not one of your cases! Jade…”

      “Scarlett, I gotta go. Love you and I’ll see you on Sunday.”

      “Bring him to birthday dinner!” she calls out before I hang up.

      Not a chance.

      My family overwhelms me, and I’ve been a part of the chaos for two-plus decades. I’d never brought a guy to one of the dinners, much less to even meet my family. I was fully convinced that would make him run faster than a cheetah. Away. Far, far away.

      I pull up Facebook, but from experience police officers don’t put their real names as their profiles. I look at his business card. I start typing in variations of his name. B. Vincent. Vincent Bran. Vincent B. Brantley Vin. Bran Vin. I start adding Balkan, Massachusetts. I stop. There he is…but there’s two others that look like him. Shit. Dissociative Identity Disorder? Multiple personalities in one person?

      The other two profiles are labeled VinAlec and Rune Vincent. That last one seems like a real name. It’s a picture really similar to Bran, but they’re private accounts, I can only see the profile pic and it’s not clear.

      That would explain how he seemed like two different people last night…maybe three. And how he had an alternate voice. I remember back to how he even acted like a different person. I don’t want to believe it, but I’m a trained professional, I know that people can look one way on the outside and be something else inside. Everyone hides their monster. Even me.

      I close up shop around five. I’ve met with six clients and all of them are going to be success stories. Kyle will be too, I have faith in him. I consider going to give some blood and platelets. I like the thought of saving people and many of my clients had needed transfusions in the past. I wondered how many people were still alive because of what I gave to them. And yet I still feel the need to give more and more.

      I clean up the house, put new sheets on the bed. I mean, better safe…than…

      Crap. I pull out the condoms in my drawer. Expired. That totally describes my life. Maybe I’m just too late to believe I’ll find love.

      I still as I fluff the pillows. I can’t imagine why I’m even thinking of having sex with Bran. I’ve never done that with anyone, the thinking and the sex. It’s both unsettling and a little exciting.

      I change my clothes, something a little…sexier? Who am I kidding? My closet is two kinds of clothing. Business—suits, skirts, dresses. And yoga pants and T-shirts. There is nothing in between. What if he likes the dressier me?

      “But the yoga pants do show off my ass…”

      Slow down. You don’t know what’s going to happen.

      I close my eyes. When I open them, I see him in the mirror behind me.

      But it’s not Bran.

      “Yes, they do, Jade. I say, you put on the yoga pants and then…” He runs his tongue over his teeth, hissing and I see what’s really in his mouth. “Then, baby Jade, I’ll give you eternal life with me and that abomination you’ve been talking to, can go to hell.”

      There’s a large healing mass of puckered, fresh skin on his neck. His hand comes up to touch my face, and I bat it away, hoping it’s all just a dream. A nightmare.

      But it’s not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            She’s meant to be mine.

          

        

      

    

    
      Bran

      I look at my phone. They’re running late, but that’s Rune’s normal. I’m not sure about Alec. He’s usually prompt.

      “Another?” Our favorite waitress Marly motions with her head to my depleted pint glass.

      “Yes, please.” Even alcohol doesn’t affect me. Every day I feel less and less human, discovering something new about myself that isn’t normal. And now, I wonder if I really only have a few hours left to even feel a bit normal. If I don’t take a chance and claim her.

      Alec and Rune slide onto the stools across from me at the rectangular wooden high-top table.

      Rune motions to Marly by holding up two fingers, she returns the middle finger to him. They’ve always had a very hate-hate relationship that I don’t totally understand, but I try to stay out of the drama. And Rune loves drama.

      He leans forward. “So…you’ve found your soulmate?”

      “Way to cut to the chase, Rune.” Alec shakes his head. “Bro, how are you feeling?”

      “Honestly, good, but also, freaked out.”

      Alec shakes his head. “I feel like Dad both told us too much and not enough when he told us about our fated end.”

      Rune’s green eyes turn to Marly, and she narrows her gaze at him delivering the two glasses of dark beer. “What, Vincent?” She crosses her tattooed arms, the sleeves all kinds of colors and patterns, a little disjointed, but as a whole, beautiful to look at.

      “Just thinking that you look really good tonight, Rivers.”

      Marly Rivers, the rough around the edges and a little brash bartender, softens for a moment, almost imperceptibly, but her normal stoic face returns quickly. “Stop thinking of me. Hell, just stop thinking. It’s not your strongest skill, Rune.” She looks to Alec and me. “Gentlemen, enjoy your drinks.” Marly returns her gaze to Rune. “You can drown in yours.”

      Whoa.

      “What’s that all about?” I ask him as she walks away.

      “I arrested her brother last week. He led a ring of high-end auto thefts and I got info from Bingo that it was all going down with a big haul being taken to the docks in Boston to go overseas. I don’t think he was the top man, but he was close. Unless he talks, he’s going away as the big gun.”

      I hate hearing that. Marly might be a little gruff, but she obviously loves her family and I couldn’t imagine being without my brothers. We’d taken on the world together. From birth we all knew we all wanted to be law enforcement, protect others from what we grew up knowing was out there.

      Our aunt and uncle made us keep a low profile growing up, not letting us join sports teams because we would’ve been just too much better than everyone else. It hurt and man, did coaches try to get us to join in, but it just made us study more, and focus on learning everything we needed to join the police academy. We all had to hold back when we completed the obstacle courses and our speed of pulling our gun was questioned a couple of times, but we just brushed it off as the instructor just blinked, or they yawned, or they hiccupped, and time skipped for them. It worked with everyone but our captain, she continually said there was something special about all of us, but I wasn’t sure that there would be soon. Other than us being dead. And that’s not really all that special.

      “Hey, what do you two know about the break-ins at the blood banks?” I ask them.

      They both look to each other and raise and lower their shoulders.

      “Not like I did it, dude.” Rune lifts his beer and downs half.

      Everything but meat tastes the same…like nothing. Nothing at all.

      “I ran into a vamp den over on Case Street last night.”

      “You wanna go in tonight?” Rune asks, cracking his knuckles.

      “No, I think someone’s already getting ready to take care of it.”

      Alec’s face pales. “Dad?”

      I nod and pull up the picture Jade sent me.

      “Who’s Jade?” Rune asks seeing the name on the text contact, his need for drama just pouring out of him tonight.

      “She’s the…the one.” I try to sound sure of it, but I can’t help but find a little doubt in myself.

      Alec runs a hand through his hair, it’s a little lighter brown than mine. We’re not identical triplets. He and I look the most alike. Rune tries to make himself look different from us, but he can’t hide all of it. We’re the same beasts.

      “Guys, my eyes glow.”

      Rune chokes through a drink of his beer. “What?”

      I close my eyes and shake my head. “I know how it sounds.”

      “Crazy. It sounds fuckin’ crazy, dude.” Rune’s eyes track Marly around the room. “But maybe not totally crazy.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just that things still surprise me to this day. I accidentally ripped my truck door off the hinge today and now I have a rental until it’s fixed. Yesterday, I heard someone blocks away having sex with his very vocal girlfriend. And for the last two weeks, I’ve smelled this same scent that I smell here, and I can’t get it out of my head. I’m saying that we’re all crazy shit. This…condition…comes with things that aren’t normal and don’t make fuckin’ sense.”

      That is very true. However, the truth won’t save us. Only love.

      Alec’s eyes come up first. “But…when it comes to this Jade, you have to know for sure, Bran. If you claim her and she’s not the one…it’ll vamp both of you and that’s not fair to her or you.”

      “We still have the pact, right?” I ask them and they both stare at their empty glasses. “Guys? We still have the pact. Tell me you’re not going to let me be a vamp for…ever. If she’s not the one, you’ll take care of her and me.”

      Rune nods briefly, but Alec doesn’t.

      “Alec, I need to hear you say it.”

      “I don’t think I can, Bran. Dad fits in and obviously, he’s even learned how to be in the daylight by that picture. I can’t imagine you’d go full bloodsucker, Bran. I think you’d be like Dad. There’s some humanity still in him.”

      My jaw tightens. “No. I can’t take the chance. It won’t be any way to live. I don’t want to be that. Rune, you’ll do it, right? I’ll text you and you’ll meet up with us at the Outer Cape and take us into the ocean and—”

      “Just stop,” Alec bellows out and the room quiets. “Sorry.” His russet eyes show his remorse. He leans toward me, lowered voice. “You will know. I know you’ll know. I have to have faith that you will know because otherwise I won’t have the faith to believe I will know in my soul when I meet my fated love.”

      “I’m prepared to die,” Rune says it matter-of-factly and I roll my eyes at his declaration.

      “I’d be glad to help with that,” Marly grabs our pint glasses. “Another round, guys?”

      Rune leans back and crosses his arms. “No, thanks. I gotta get going.”

      “Thank God, I was getting tired of looking at your face.” She smiles in a really wicked way that even makes me a little uncomfortable.

      “So, you were looking at me?” Rune smirks back.

      She shifts on her feet. “No. I mean, I was…I wasn’t…I mean…Oh, just fucking leave.” She stomps off.

      “You two just need to do it,” Alex says and we all still.

      Rune blows out a long breath and leans forward. “Don’t think I haven’t thought about it. But… I can’t. Not just because of the brother thing.” Rune had boundaries, even if he acted like he didn’t.

      “What if Dad was wrong and sex wouldn’t make us claim a woman?” Alec asks. “He didn’t claim Mom and obviously they had sex or we wouldn’t be here.”

      “Gross, dude.”

      I chuckle at Rune.

      But that is something we had to live with. Our mother got to hold all of us, a few happy pictures were taken by our aunt, and then she hemorrhaged. The stress on her body of delivering three dhampirs too much for any mortal. It was the ultimate kick in the vamp-pants for Dad. He thought he’d get to have her without changing her and to have a family. From what our aunt said she begged him to turn her, but he knew what immortality could do to a person. When he didn’t, she died in his arms. Forever is a long time when it’s eternity and he knew that.

      And then our aunt banished him from seeing us and he gave up his parental rights to us. They came around to understanding we needed him when we started changing and reached out to him for our sake, but they never saw him ever again. We’d seen him about once a year, sometimes two since we were about seven.

      “Dad’s a different kind of vamp, Alec. You said it yourself.”

      But we’ve all stayed virgins just for that reason. I think about Jade and how I can only imagine joining our bodies and souls.

      Our souls…

      If I can only be sure.

      Maybe during sex, I would know. But we need time. Time I don’t have.

      My phone buzzes.

      Dad: Caine’s got Jade. I’m at her house. They’re inside. Come now and bring your brothers.

      The beer starts to rise from my stomach. The human part of me understands fear and compassion, even if the vampire part of me can push it down.

      “Guys, Dad says the vamp from last night has Jade.”

      “Shit!” Alec says, pushing his stool back and we’re toward the door.

      “I’ll drive. It’s a rental, if we wreck it, who cares.” Rune grabs my shoulder. “We’ll get her back.”

      “What if he—” My legs feel like sacks of wet sand as I rush from the bar.

      “No, she’s meant to be yours, Bran. If I believe, you can, too.” Alec’s words are firm and I feel them.

      She’s meant to be mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            He’s telling the truth.

          

        

      

    

    
      Jade

      I climb over my bed. “You’re that guy from last night. The one that’s all high and—”

      “Oh, I’m not high, sweetheart. I’m hungry.”

      “Don’t call me sweetheart, only Br—” I stop myself.

      “Oh, so the dhampir’s gotten his mental fangs in you, has he?”

      “What the hell is a dhampir?”

      He chuckles, the sound half hell and half crazy. “You humans think that what you don’t know, won’t hurt you.”

      “No, I know that you tried to hurt me last night and I don’t care what Bran is…I…I like him.”

      He pouts mockingly. “But sadly, like isn’t enough, sweet—”

      “I told you not to call me that!” I scream at him. I run to the door and I’m down the hall, but he’s in the living room before I get there.

      “How? I don’t understand… how?”

      He inhales deeply. “The smell of a frightened virgin. It’s like a fine dessert wine after a rare, 40-ounce porterhouse. It makes me want to suck you dry in seconds.” His chest heaves and I remember seeing the same from Bran before I passed out in the crook of this…thing’s…arm.

      I start backing toward the front door.

      “No. No. No.” He shakes his long finger, with a darkened nail at the end at me. “I don’t play with my food, Jade.” He brings his hand to his chin and just stares at me. “Do I want to turn you and kill him to have you as mine forever or do I want to suck you dry and kill you, which will kill him? Choices, choices, choices.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I do know this…” I pull the mace from behind my back that I’ve been getting out of my purse and I spray. The twenty-foot reach hitting him in the eyes.

      He drops to his knees. “You fucking bitch!” His teeth grow out of his mouth. The vision making me feel faint.

      But I can’t faint. I won’t let this man hurt Bran. I won’t let him hurt me.

      I try to move, but my legs just won’t. I mentally slap myself as he writhes and growls, his face red with pain. He stumbles from his knees. I’m out the door as a green Ford pickup runs into my yard and three guys jump out.

      There are three of him? What the…

      My knees weaken and I point. The guy across the street, the one from today.

      One of the guys nears me and I raise the mace.

      “Sweetheart it’s me. Bran.” His eyes glow that now soothing blue.

      I swallow down the fears and I jump into his arms. “He…he…”

      “Did he bite you?” He searches my neck and I’m still not understanding why anyone has to bite anyone or suck anyone.

      However, I’m not totally against sucking…

      I shake from the thought. It’s not the time, but when I’m near him, I can’t help it. Every thought is how I want to be his and be in his arms and be with him.

      “Yes, please,” I moan, but shake my head as his jaw tightens. Hormones surge when I touch this man, clouding my thoughts. “No. I mean, he didn’t.”

      His hand presses my head into his chest as he holds me tight. “Thank God. Okay, I want you to go across the street and stand with that man. Can you do that for me?”

      I nod, but I’m not sure I can. The quickly crashing adrenaline has my head spinning. I clench my eyes and reopen, but the world is fuzzy.

      “Dad! Jade needs you to come here. She’s in shock.”

      In the blink of my eyes, there’s an arm wrapped around my waist. “I’ve got you, Jade. Go, Bran. Get him.”

      I slide my bare feet across the grass toward the truck, but soon, I’m ripped from the man’s firm hold.

      “Not quick enough, old man.” The man from inside the house stills with me pressed against his cold chest. I shiver. “Bodhan Chorney in the flesh…or decaying flesh as it may be. I could smell you outside of the house this week. I figured you were just looking for a bag of O-positive to take the edge off. That was her blood type, right?”

      “Caine. You have Luther’s permission to do this?” The man, with silver hair and cloudy dark eyes, bends his head and his brow seems to change shape. When he brings his face back up, he pulls back his lips and his mouth is full of the same teeth—fangs—they’re fucking fangs—that this guy has.

      “I don’t need that asshole’s permission to feed.”

      The man pulls his phone out. “It’s Bodhi. Come get your dog. He’s off the chain again.”

      The man holds me just like he did last night, and I writhe in his arms. “You were a bad little girl, so I’m going to make this quick and fast.”

      “Like hell you are!”

      My body lurches from his hold and I spin as my body falls to the ground on top of someone who looks like Bran, but I can tell isn’t. I know my Bran. I rise to my elbows to watch Bran pull one of the wooden stakes from the ground and in the next second, it’s through the…vampires…heart.

      Caine screams out and the man next to me covers my ears but drops them when the air above us turns black. The thwap-thwap-thwap of bat wings.

      I finally give into the crazy. It’s all real. They drop to the ground as Caine starts to melt to the ground.

      “Well, that’s too bad.” The guy next to me raises his eyebrows. “Grass will never grow there again. Vamp blood is poison.”

      “I’m thinking I’m going to be moving,” I mumble. “This is some crazy shit.”

      He laughs. “Hi, I’m Alec. Bran’s triplet little brother—like by twelve minutes.”

      “Oh.” I point to the other guy who is behind Bran as people file in around us. “And he’s another brother… Rune?”

      “Yeah, how’d you know that?”

      “I saw his Facebook page.”

      “Rune!” Alec calls out and Rune flips him off. “Yeah, he’s the middle child, and man he acts like it.” Alec leans in close. “Moody and drama.”

      “I heard that.” Rune jumps over the pile of vampire goo.

      “I know you did. It’s that super hearing.”

      He holds out a hand. “So you’re the one?”

      I look at Bran and he’s talking to some vampire—God, I gotta get used to saying that—who seems to be in charge. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I just want to have one night without a vampire.”

      Rune and Alec laugh and the bats fly away.

      “Everything okay with Luther?” Alec asks as Bran and who I believe is their father steps into the group.

      Bran ignores Alec and his hands cup my face. “Are you okay, sweetheart?”

      I nod. “I am now. That was a lot of excitement for a boring social worker.”

      “Yeah, and you’re not going to want to go inside your apartment,” Rune says while rubbing the back of his neck.

      “Why not?”

      “Ummm…we might have had to break some things to get him to get outside. I mean, we didn’t want him dying in your living room. All that vamp goo would be on the carpet. That shit don’t come out.”

      I laugh, but quickly the humor is gone. “Oh, that’s true. Then I guess I need to find somewhere to sleep tonight.” I stare into blue eyes that take me away to a beach on a deserted island, so calm, so stunning.

      Rune nods his head. “You ready to go Alec?”

      “Good luck, bro. Call me if you need…anything.” Alec’s face pales and I worry that something is wrong.

      Their father holds out his hand. “Hello, Jade. I’m Bodhi Chorney. My children have my true love’s last name.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Chorney.”

      “Please, call me Bodhi. I just want you to know that I will always be looking out for you, Jade, and no matter what happens tonight, please know that my son, he’s telling the truth.”

      Goose bumps rise on my arms. “Um, thanks. I think.”

      And with that he’s gone. And we’re alone.
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        * * *

      

      Bran and I collected a few of my things from inside. Rune was right, but it’s not a mess…it’s fucking destroyed. But he’s also right that vampire goo wouldn’t be a great decorative addition to my apartment. And I’m alive. That’s important too.

      And the vegan lasagna is burnt. Bran doesn’t seem to upset about that.

      We take a Lyft to his truck, then grab food on the way to his place as he tells me that he has about a hundred steaks, but no veggies or fruits.

      Figures. I’d fall for a…

      I swallow as the thought spreads over me. I can’t explain every part of what I’m feeling, but I know where I want it to go. Forever. I’m falling.

      I’ve fallen.

      He stops his truck in the driveway of a house. “We’re home.”

      I can’t talk. It’s a beautiful two-story, four-bedroom house. Giant pillars in front. Beautiful lawn, with no dead vampire stuff. Lots of space…for children.

      “Just for you?” I ask as I point as he pulls into the three-car garage.

      “Well, it’s kinda for the future, but we should talk before I say anything more.”

      Inside, we shake off our shoes and he motions to the couch as he carries the bag of four burgers and medium fries for him and vegan burger, no mayo or ketchup, and extra large fries for me. Hey, after today, I deserve them. Plus, the fast food place is all veggie oil—he asked before I even thought to ask him to ask.

      I take a huge bite of the burger and sink back into the couch. “God, that’s good.”

      We finish our dinner in record time. I think we’re both curious as to what’s going to happen next, but I’m more curious as to what his father meant.

      He’s telling the truth.

      “Jade, I need to tell you something and I need you to keep an open mind.”

      I reach over and slide my hand under his. “I will really try.”

      “Twenty-nine years, three-hundred and sixty-one days ago, my mother gave birth to three boys. Myself, Rune and Alec. She knew that we would be different. She didn’t care, she loved us, but she lost her life giving birth to us because giving birth to a dhampir is very hard on a human body.”

      “Oh.” Sadness that he never knew his mother settles into me. I had mine for a short period of time, but she was everything to me.

      “Do you know what a dhampir is?”

      I looked it up on the way over. I swallow. “Half human. Half vampire.”

      “Yes. As you saw, my father is a vampire and my mother was a human. My father didn’t turn my mother as she was dying because living as a vampire isn’t like what they depict in the books and movies. It’s not glamourous. It’s hard. It’s draining, no pun intended. It’s emotionally and mentally constraining because of the hunger that a vampire feels. I think he has real regrets about not turning her, but there are problems with turning a human, too. They might not take the transition well and it’s a very painful process.”

      “So, you’re a dhampir. Are you more human or more…vampire?” I shiver with the word.

      “Right now, I feel more human. But…there’s a curse that comes along with a vampire and a human mating. The offspring are damned to die, if we don’t find our true love by the time we turn thirty and we only have twenty-four hours to claim her after meeting her. And on top of it all, if we claim the wrong woman, we both turn into vamps and if we don’t claim anyone at all, the three of us brothers will die.”

      “Die?” The word is a ghost from my mouth. The burger sits like a ball of steel in my stomach.

      He nods and then closes his eyes. “I think that you’re my true love, Jade. What happens with my eyes when I get fucking turned on by you, I think that’s a signal that you’re my soulmate.” He squeezes my hand as his eyes open. “And what I feel in my heart…”

      “But if I’m not…”

      “We’ll both become vampires and I’ve already instructed my brothers to put us out of our misery.”

      I slide back from him. “Like kill us?”

      “It’s not a life you’d want to live. Forever is a very long time, Jade.”

      “But how do we know for sure.”

      “I don’t know.”

      I slide closer to him. “And you’ll die?”

      My brain spirals out of control. All anyone ever wants to be is heard and supported.

      I fell for Bran. Could I take that back and watch him die? I lived a boring life thus far and if this is my ending too, well, then it was anything but boring.

      I move even closer. “Make love to me, Bran.”

      “I don’t know if I can stop myself from claiming you, if we start. I could barely stop when I kissed you.”

      “Technically, I kissed you. But it’s okay.”

      I brush my hands over his face, memorizing the color of his blue eyes. Crystal, deep and as lulling as the oceans. I lean forward and my lips brush his. He doesn’t move.

      “Bran…I promise, I’m here. Whatever happens, I trust you.”

      His lips claim mine and every piece of me joins to him. It isn’t like anything I’ve ever felt before. His hands caress my back, holding me close. One slips under my thighs, and the other one holds around my back. He stands as he lifts me, never breaking our connection. I open my mouth and he dives in to meet me. We’re in the bedroom in a flash. Literally.

      I break the kiss as he sets my feet to the wood floor.  “You really have to stop doing that. It makes me a little nauseous.”

      He smiles. “Sorry, I’m a little excited.”

      I lean into his body, feeling his hard cock against my stomach. “Yeah you are.”

      His body rocks with a chuckle. “I like this Jade.”

      I look up into his eyes. “I love this Bran Vincent.”

      He stills. “I love you, too, Jade Becker.”

      While his lips skim down my neck, he backs me toward the bed. His warm hands lift the edge of my T-shirt and over my head goes the fabric. I pop the front clasp on my bra, letting it drop free, and my breasts jiggle in his face. His eyes glow bright at the vision.

      “I hope that whatever happens, your eyes don’t change. I’m starting to like it. And as my sister told me this afternoon, her husband’s eyes definitely don’t glow.”

      “You didn’t?”

      “Yeah, I did. She thought that I was on drugs.”

      His eyes widen and he smirks. “I’m sure she did.”

      “That blue is mesmerizing, Bran.”

      “You are mesmerizing, Jade.”

      I lift the bottom of his T-shirt and he reaches back, his six-pack crunching as he tugs it up.

      “I hope this stays, too.” I reach out and run my hands down his body. If this is my last day on Earth, I’m going to get my fill. That’s for sure.

      A long, growl resounds from him as I drop my hands lower and lower. I bring my gaze back to his eyes as I slip my hand over his jeans and cup what’s definitely not all human. That’s a beast in his pants and I’m a little afraid.

      “Bran…you know I’m a…”

      “It’s okay, sweetheart. We’ll go slow and I am, too. We’re both in the same cherry-breaking boat.”

      I laugh. “I wanna see it.”

      He steps back, pops the button through the hole, slowly, then slides the zipper down just as slowly, and slips his hands into the waistband and drops the jeans and boxer briefs down his legs…slowly.

      My mouth dries like the Sahara. “Oh, yes. Well, if I die tonight, I’ll die happy.”

      He laughs as his slightly curved cock bounces with each movement. I reach out and my two hands wrap around his length, not even coming close to covering it.

      “What is that?”

      “It’s a penis.”

      I tip my head and roll my eyes. “No, like how long?”

      He lifts my chin. “Does it matter? It’s yours and for as long as you want it.”

      Holy shit.

      I think my pussy just ran up my body and beat my brain. Wake up and get on that thing!  I slip the yoga pants over my round ass and down my legs.

      “Commando?” he asks with a peaked brow.

      “I might have been hoping…”

      I slide my back onto the bed, but he stops me with his big hands on my hips, guiding my ass back to the edge.

      “Just enjoy.”

      He kneels and lifts my feet to his shoulders. I gasp as his fingers brush over my core. His thumb brushes over my clit and I buck my hips up, the zing like a lightning bolt searing into me. His head lowers and lay back to just feel. His tongue laps my juices from below my opening to the very tippy top, over and over. On the next pass, he stops and his long tongue penetrates my body, slipping slowly in and out of my womanhood. I let go of a long moan while grasping his head.

      “Like that. Faster. Deeper.”

      His nose brushes my clit and I whimper. A burning starts in my upper thighs. My stomach clenches and my chest aches. He reaches up and his hand cups my breast, massaging the heavy globe. He pulls his fingers together and tugs on the nipple.

      “Oh fuck!”

      His lips move to my clit and he sucks like his life depends on it.

      Kinda does.

      Stars explode behind my closed eyes. My pussy pulses, radiating energy through my body. Hot, searing, white light rushes within me. I open my eyes while the orgasm continues to vibrate my core and his blue eyes meet mine. He stands as I float back down from being blasted into the ether.

      He strokes his cock. “Jade, if I can’t stop myself…”

      “I’ll be okay, Bran.” I reach out for him and we both slide onto the bed, slipping under the covers. His cock presses on my mound. “I’ll be okay, because I’m with you. You said you’ll never hurt me. I trust you.”

      He separates my folds with his cock. “Shit. Do you want me to wear a—”

      “No. I want to feel you.”

      “I can’t imagine what I did to deserve you.”

      “You found me. You deserve me.”

      His hips slide forward and his cock enters me. I gasp as the pressure builds, tissues never touched blossom around his cock and my body grabs onto him as is if she never wants him to leave.

      “That’s big,” I release on a long moan.

      He kisses my lips. “And you are so fucking warm…” He pulls out and slowly slides back into me. “And soft…” He brushes his lips along my neck. “And slick…”

      I burn inside, in the best way. I burn for this man. I burn for his love. And I burn to be his forever.

      He thrusts faster and deeper, joining us like I always imagined. “Just tell me if it’s too much, baby.”

      “No, it feels…” My mind mutes as a blinding nuclear explosion blasts through me. “Bran!”

      “I’m with you baby.”

      “Claim me. Now. Honey. Now!”

      He grunts and shakes his head. There’s fear in his eyes. He’s fighting himself. His fangs lower and I turn my head to the side to give him access while he continues to thrust through my orgasm.

      He bellows out, arching his back and his hot seed coats me in fast and thick bursts.

      “Bran…claim me!”

      “That was too beautiful.” He stills his cock still filling me. A tear falls onto my chest. He shakes his head. “I can’t do it, Jade. I can’t trust myself. If I have to die, then so be it, but I can’t damn you, too.”

      “No! I won’t let you die.”

      He pulls from my body and stands up. I watch as his eyes cross and he shakes his head. “Something’s wrong, Jade. I’m weak.”

      I guide him to the bed and I hover over him, my hand on his chest feeling his heart slowing.

      “You have to claim me. I demand you claim me!”

      “I love you, Jade.”

      His glowing blue eyes start to dim from the inside out. His fangs are still out, but they’re slowly retreating. There’s still a chance.

      “Bran, Bran, look at me. Please. I’d rather live forever with you than my life without you!”

      He opens his mouth and I lower down, his fangs brushing my neck and my body tells me to retreat, but I don’t.

      I shove my neck into his mouth.

      “Bite me! Now!”

      His hand holds the back of my neck as his teeth puncture through my skin, sinking deeper and deeper.

      I scream out and tears pour down my face. “Bran!”

      The world goes black.

      Definitely not boring.
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      Bran

      “Sweetheart, I’ve got the bag. Do you have your phone and the baby bag?”

      My beautiful wife waddles around the corner from the kitchen, holding up both items.

      She breaths fast, puffing short pants, as the contractions now come less than five minutes apart.

      “You ready?” I ask.

      “I don’t know.”

      I lift her chin. “Hey, it can’t be that painful, remember what you’ve been through.”

      “Are you really comparing giving birth to your three daughters as the same as being claimed by a half vampire? With fangs sharper than razors? Penetrating my neck? Really, Bran?”

      I hold up my hands. “My bad.”

      “Yeah, not like you got bit.”

      I chuckle as she walks by and I grab her ass. “I’ll bite you again.”

      “Not. A. Chance. Once is enough for that shit.” She turns and her face crunches. I hate that she’s in so much pain, but she’s absolutely gorgeous right now. A glow that could light up the world. “Crap, did you call your father and Kyle?”

      “I did. They’ll be there. Kyle’s bringing his new boyfriend, so you have that to look forward to.”

      “We all have three babies to look forward to.”

      Kyle has been clean for ten months. He’s in college, getting his degree in phlebotomy. Jade believed in him, just like she believed in me. Jade was promoted to director of the BARB project, she fired Jack, and hired Marly—who knew the sassy bartender was really a psychologist by day. They’ve discovered they can’t help everyone, but they can save some of them. And that’s enough.

      The raids on the blood banks stopped as soon as Caine was gone. I had no idea vamps could trace people off of a taste of their blood. But that’s the way it was with being a dhampir, there was so much I didn’t know.

      Luther assured me that the rest of the coven would behave themselves, he was wrong, but they’d gotten what was coming to them, too. I never told him I wouldn’t hunt vampires, and I put a few out of their misery in the last couple of months, but I was selective. If they lived peacefully, fitting into society, I left them alone. But when they got out of hand, I was there—wooden stake in hand.

      But I did know one thing. I was thankful that my true love had saved me.

      Jade stops and her hand touches my face in that same way she did the night we made love and made the three wriggling little miracles inside of her. “I’m sorry your brothers won’t be here.”

      “It’s okay.” I can’t be thinking about them right now. Sometimes timing is just off and things don’t work out like you think.

      I motion her to the door. “Honey, keep walking. You need to go. Your water broke, remember?”

      “Oh, right. These babies are sucking the life out of me.”

      “Not literally.”

      “Well, not literally, but still…”

      She stops outside of our new minivan and leans over, panting. “I can’t believe this is how the Universe repays me for saving your life!”

      I chuckle, but one look from her shuts me up. “I love you, Jade.”

      “I know. And I love you, too, but I’m ready to just be boring Jade again.” She shuffles forward, the sway of her hips still intoxicating to me.

      I help her in, moving the seatbelt over her enormous belly and clicking her in. “Jade, to me, you’ll never be boring.” I force my eyes to glow and she gasps. I know what it does to her. It’s instant. It’s like her aphrodisiac.

      “Oh, yes…” She pants in a different way. “Oh, fuck yes.”

      I learned that the glowing stuck around after I woke up and she was on top of me bleeding. I called my father and he was at my house in seconds. He helped me to clean her up and the whole time my eyes glowed, until I knew she was going to be okay. Five days later, we were on a beach in the Bahamas celebrating our love and really getting to know each other. Like five times a day. I look back at where we’ve been in such a short time. Those were the days. And definitely not boring.

      I now have control over this remaining sign that I was once a dhampir. But one more stuck around, too. My super speed. I didn’t know it until I went jogging about a week after I turned my true love and I ran to Boston—a marathon—and back to Balkan in just over three minutes. My strength is human now. My hearing is human. And my super sniffer is gone. It’s all gone except the speed and the eyes. It’s enough for me, if I have Jade. And we’re both human.

      She screams out and my heart hurts for her.

      “Sweetheart, just think, it’s time to meet Violet, Olive, and Hazel.”

      Jade nods. “Yes. Bran…drive!”

      My hunger is quenched to find my soulmate, because I have found her, but my hunger for her will never, ever end.

      Forever.

      
        
        ~The End~

      

        

      
        If you would like to hear about Rune and Alec’s stories—then I need to hear from you because I need to know these dhampir stories are resonating with readers.

        Please email me at brynnhaleauthor@gmail.com. Or join my reader group on Facebook at  https://www.facebook.com/groups/423223838371531/ and tell me!
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