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The Omega Project
Vampire Protectors, Book One

An epic love story of vampires and poison, innocence and ancient enmities, and the one impossible person who could redeem or destroy them all.

Vampires have started dying, poisoned along the Ortega Highway, so Roman Santos, their warrior leader, joins forces with a maverick scientist to develop a blood substitute. But when the formula turns out not only to sustain vampires, but to humanize them, it leaves Santos and his elite team of fighters vulnerable to inter-vampire power battles, attack by priest-slayers, and to love.

Recently dumped by her fiancé, Grace Raines is vulnerable too. Working to put her life as a graduate student back on track, she’s already unwittingly involved in the vampires’ dark world, even before the strikingly handsome Roman walks into the bar where she works.

As what began as a rebellious affair with an alluring stranger grows into something deeper, Grace and Roman struggle to keep the secrets of their worlds from destroying their hope for a life together, even as Grace is pursued by priests, slayers, and other vampires, and Roman battles the poison his once-saving formula has become, rebellion within his team, and his own nature. As death closes in from too many sides, can Roman find a way to keep the destruction of his world from the one who might save him?





PROLOGUE
ROMAN
MOONLIGHT CAST AN EERIE, surreal glow on the contorted male corpse sprawled on the ground. Fury raged within Roman Santos, leader of the deadliest warrior vampires on the West Coast, as he studied his fallen vampire. The facial features were distorted, leaving the corpse unidentifiable. Drawing his hands into fists, he circled the body, assessing the destruction to one of his own.
Gabriel Shapiro, his next in command, stared at the body. “How many does this make now?”
“Ten so far this month.” Roman frowned. Pulling in a strangled breath, he blew it out slowly. Genocide was happening in his territory. In his woods. To vampires who were his responsibility and the burden of their deaths weighed heavy on his shoulders.
They crouched next to the fallen vampire.
Lifting the body’s head, Roman moved it from side to side. He leaned in for a closer look at the face. Charles. A swollen tongue protruded from Charles’ mouth and his eyes bulged from their sockets. Cause of death—same as the others—anaphylactic shock.
Roman cringed. “Hopefully they didn’t suffer. Got any ideas, besides the obvious?”
“Have you figured out what they’re allergic to?” Gabriel asked.
“Not yet. But I’m working on it.”
“Hey, Roman!”
He jerked his head in the direction of the tall, jagged rocks to the right of the forest clearing. It was Alex, his cousin and most loyal warrior. “Yeah?”
“There’s one more up here!”
Damn! Roman knew the answer, but asked anyway, “How does he look?”
“Like the others, except he’s a she.”
“A female...” The end of the sentence stayed on his tongue. Whoever or whatever was responsible; they were an equal-opportunity slayer. “Do we know her?”
“It’s Rosa,” Alex answered. “Be right down.”
“No. Stay where you are and give her a decent burial.” His voice broke. “And dig her deep so no one will ever find her.”
It was personal—burying his own kind. Especially Rosa, someone he considered family. Guilt tore at his gut. Why couldn’t he stop this genocide? He narrowed his eyes and studied the body in front of him. “And while you’re at it, would you do me a favor and bury Charles, too?”
“They got Charles? Are you serious?” Shock sounded in Alex’s voice.
“Yeah. When you finish up, head back to the kill site. Gabe and I will meet you there. Call if you need me.”
Last night, the Elder Council had alerted Roman that slayers had his team in their crosshairs and were closing in. Armed with that bit of news, Roman did what he did better than any other vampire. He picked up their scent, led his team in the ambush, killed the slayers, and feasted on their blood.
Being dispatched to intercept and stop the ambush also led to the disturbing discovery of more vampires who’d met with mysterious deaths. And when he realized the slayers had been mere minutes away from discovering his fallen vampires, a chill ran down Roman’s spine.
”Be there as soon as I can.” Alex shook his head. “Man, not Charles, too.”
Roman patted Gabriel’s shoulder. “There’s nothing we can do for them now. Let’s go help Seth clean up so we can get the hell out of here.”
They’d been gone long enough. By now, Seth should have finished loading their SUV with the arsenal of vampire-slaying weapons belonging to the slayers they’d just killed.
Heading back to the vehicle, Roman listened to the thick, dry brush carpeting his path crunch beneath the soles of his heavy boots. Gabriel fell into step alongside Roman. They brainstormed, running through possible scenarios of what might be killing the vampires.
Whatever the cause, it had something to do with these woods.
“Charles and Rosa were forest-dwellers, who fed on the blood of animals, not humans,” Roman said. “And it’s not affecting us because we feed on human blood. If you can call slayers human.”
Gabriel broke off a low-hanging, dried-out tree branch, stopping it from smacking him across the face. “But we haven’t come across any dead animals. Only vamps.”
“That’s it.” Roman stopped and grabbed Gabriel’s arm. “The animals are carriers. So until we figure out what’s going on, I’ll alert everyone to stay the hell out of these damn woods.” He picked up the pace, urgency in his steps. “From now on, the vampires need somewhere else to hunt and feed.”
“Everyone’s counting on you to fix this, Roman.”
“Tell me something I don’t already know.”
They stepped into a clearing where Seth, the team’s muscle, hoisted two shotguns, one in each hand, and set them next to the confiscated crossbows in the back of the SUV.
“It’s about time you guys showed back up.” Seth pointed at the wooden stakes and daggers on the ground next to him. “I can use a hand over here.”
Gabriel fell out of step with Roman and rushed to help Seth.
“Hey Seth, isn’t it about time for your cats make an appearance?” Roman stared at two blood-drained corpses propped against the trunk of a tall pine tree.
“No cats yet.” Seth had a freaky bond with the bobcats and mountain lions that roamed the dense forest along the narrow, winding Ortega Highway. He’d lure them to the kill site where they compromised the crime scene, covering up any trace of a vampire attack. The cats’ reward—a fresh meal and full bellies.
With hands on hips, Roman surveyed the site and found nothing amiss. Morning’s golden glow peeked over the treetops. “Sun's coming up. Time to move on.” He crouched next to the pebble-lined brook. Scooping a handful of cool water, he swiped it across his mouth and chin to wash away any trace of blood. He rinsed his hands.
Alex, back from burying the vampires, squatted next to Roman. Without a word, he washed dirt and blood from his hands and arms.
“Here they come,” Seth shouted, and gave a loud whistle.
Two adult mountain lions approached the shore on the other side of the
creek. They hopped across the water and padded toward the corpses. As the mountain lions passed Seth, he reached down to stroke the length of the female cat’s sleek body. “Hello, beautiful.”
She rubbed against him and continued on her way to join the other lion. Together, the cats enthusiastically sniffed and pawed at their upcoming feast.
“That takes care of that.” Roman scanned the clearing. Satisfied authorities would find no trace of weapons or vampires, he pulled the keys from his front pocket and tossed them to Gabriel, who caught them one-handed.
“Roman?”
“Yeah?”
Gabriel’s jaw tightened. “So far what's happening to the vamps hasn't touched us. But you’ve got to do something to fix the problem before we're all wiped out.”
“I’m working on it. When we get back to our base, I need to follow up on something I found on the internet. It just might be the solution we need.” He clapped Gabriel’s shoulder. “Now let's get the hell out of here.”

TRAFFIC on the four-lane highway flowed lighter than usual at eight o’clock the following evening, the agreed upon meeting time.
“This is the place,” Roman said. “Turn right at the next intersection.”
Gabriel flipped on the turn signal and eased the SUV onto a two-lane private road.
A hundred feet from the intersection, an empty guard shack stood in front of a six-foot high chain-link fence. Inside the fence, a yellow light illuminated the empty parking lot. The lot surrounded a three story, concrete building—Ortega Research Institute. Roman swept his gaze over the property—silent and devoid of activity. The institute appeared deserted. But how was that possible? Hadn’t he called ahead for an appointment?
“Stop!” Roman pointed to the side of the road. “Pull over.” He retrieved a cell phone from his pocket and dialed the number of his contact to verify the time of their appointment. The call went directly to voice mail. “No answer.”
Gabriel parked the vehicle, killed the engine, and turned off the headlights. “Now what?”
Instinct told Roman someone was inside the building. “We go talk to a man about a plan.” Roman and his team—Gabriel, Alex, and Seth—exited the vehicle.
They passed a cluster of maple trees and moved to the fence.
Eye-level with the top, Roman fixed his gaze on the solitary light in a second floor window. Where was everyone? Why didn’t his contact answer his phone? Was this an ambush?
“It’s too quiet. You sure this is the right place?” Gabriel whispered.
“This is the address my contact gave,” Roman said, staring at the window.
Upstairs, the light in the window disappeared—confirmation that someone was inside. He gave the order. “Let’s move.”
Simultaneously, the men grabbed the top of the fence, hoisted themselves and, in one swift, fluid motion, swung their bodies over. Without a sound, each landed on the pavement inside the property at the same time.
Gazes fixed on the building, they glided silently across the lot. Roman pointed at a light-colored Suburban parked around the corner. His men nodded in response.
As they neared the building, doubts surfaced, sending a chill down his spine. Was he putting his men in danger? Were they being set up? “Gabe, in case it’s a trap, check the perimeter. And take Seth with you.”
Gabriel motioned for Seth to follow. They wound their way toward the back of the structure.
“Come on.” With confident strides, Roman and Alex approached the building. Above the front door, a security camera blinked its red eye at them. Roman stared into the camera for a second before pressing the buzzer to announce his arrival.
After a few seconds, the door opened and a middle-aged man, wearing a white lab coat, stood in the doorway.
“Dr. Crawford?” Roman asked.
“Y-yes.” He cleared his throat and pushed his black-rimmed glasses up the bridge of his large nose. Crawford’s eyes widened and the blood drained from his face. He reached for the door surreptitiously. Before he had a chance to close it, Roman blocked him.
“We had an appointment.”
“And you’re…” The doctor’s voice trembled.
“Roman Santos,” he answered, stepping inside. “We spoke last night.”
As the doctor regarded Roman, perspiration ran down the sides of his face. “You’re not what I expected.”
“Why is that?”
“I thought….You sounded much older over the phone. I assumed….”
“I’m a lot older than I look.” His remark drew a chuckle from Alex. “Go get the others.”
Alex stepped outside and whistled.
“There are others?”
“Two more.”
Gabriel and Seth appeared in the doorway and followed Alex over the threshold.
“Tell me. How can we be of service?” Crawford asked.
“I read that your research institute might be shutting down due to lack of funding.” Roman paused. “Money’s never a problem for us. I also read that you’re experimenting with different uses for artificial blood. Is this true?”
“It is.”
“Are you alone?” Roman scanned the empty hallway behind Crawford. “Close the door, Gabriel.”
When the door slammed, Crawford flinched. His gaze shot from the door to Roman. “My assistant, Dr. Peters, is also on the premises.”
“Call him. I think we can help each other. Is there a conference room or someplace large enough to accommodate everyone comfortably while we discuss my proposal?”





1
GRACE
FOUR MONTHS Later
“Damn you, Jake Nelson!”
Grace Raines white-knuckled the steering wheel. Angry tears blurred oncoming headlights, forcing her to swerve to avoid side-swiping a black BMW.
Horns howled. Tires shrieked.
Easing up on the gas pedal, she struggled to regain control of her beat-up Sentra. She swallowed hard. Her heart pounded. Her hands shook. Sweat ran down her back. She checked the rearview mirror for flashing red lights. Seeing none, she exhaled and relaxed her grip on the steering wheel.
The clock on the dash confirmed what she feared. She was officially ten minutes late for work. She chewed her bottom lip and cranked up the volume on the radio. Maybe loud racket would drown out the memory of Jake’s declaration that he needed more time to think about getting married. A cooling off period. Yeah, right. She clenched her jaw.
“Damn! Damn! Damn him!” She blinked hard to prevent tears from streaming down her face. “Bastard!”
After Dark, the club where she worked came up on her right. She slowed and turned into the club’s parking lot. The popular club had opened several hours ago. Finding a parking space would be a problem. After circling the lot twice, she spotted an empty space. Before anyone else noticed, she hit the gas and raced to claim it.
A tall, dark-haired man in a black, leather jacket and black pants stepped out from between two parked cars and in front of her. Her heart screeched to a halt. She stomped on the brakes and lurched forward, bumping her chin on the steering wheel.
“Oh, my God!” Where did he come from?
The man recoiled. He slammed his palms on the hood of her car and snarled at her through the windshield. “Watch where you’re going before you kill someone!”
Her stomach roiled and threatened to expel its contents. She rested her forehead on the steering wheel and waited for her body to stop trembling. Obsessing over Jake’s betrayal had nearly caused her to run down a pedestrian. Thank God, she hadn’t. After drawing in a deep calming breath, she lifted her head and eased her eyes open, expecting to see the man in front of her car. He was gone.
Where’d he go? She had to find out if he was okay. And apologize. Such reckless behavior wasn’t her. Shifting into park, she undid her seat belt, threw open the car door, and stepped onto the pavement.
Grace hung onto the door and peered in every direction, paying close attention to shadows. No trace of the man anywhere. Had she imagined him? Was she dreaming? She pinched her arm and the sting confirmed the experience was no nightmare. What had happened was very real. To check for damages to her car, she wound her way to the front. Seeing none, she ran her hand over the hood and discovered a small dent, barely visible. Considering the impact of his blow, how was that possible?
Scanning the lot again and seeing nothing, she slid back behind the wheel. Using more caution this time, she inched into the empty parking space. She killed the engine, turned off the headlights, and gave the parking lot another once-over—both hoping and fearing she’d catch a glimpse of the elusive pedestrian. Where had he gone? After locking her car, she slung her purse strap over her shoulder. Her legs shook. She leaned against the car and waited until her knees stopped knocking. “Calm down, Grace,” she murmured. She squeezed her eyes shut and practiced deep breathing exercises.
When her heartbeat returned to normal, she was ready to start her shift. Tonight, she was in no mood to cozy up to customers for tips. Or answer questions about her vacation. She opened her eyes, stood straighter, pushed her chin forward, and marched toward the club.
Glancing at the full moon, a shudder crawled along her spine.
“It figures,” she murmured, considering how things were going tonight.
As she tugged the heavy wooden door open, the familiar aroma of stale beer assaulted her senses. She lingered at the door while her eyes adjusted to the dim light.
“Welcome back, Grace,” the beefy bouncer shouted above the noisy crowd.
“Hi, Bronco.”
Wearing a tight T-shirt with After Dark printed on the front, Bronco wrapped his muscular arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “It’s great to have you back.”
“It’s great to be back,” she answered, truly meaning it. Anything was better than being in the same town as Jake. “I’m so late. I hope I can sneak in without Jerry noticing.”
He gave a dismissive wave. “Don’t worry about it. The boss won’t even notice. He’ll just be glad to see you. He booked a new band that’s been filling the house every night,” he said putting her at ease.
“A new band?”
“They’re called Dark Syde. Hope you put on your running shoes. You’re gonna be busy.”
“I hope so.”
Plunging forward, Grace navigated around customers standing or sitting around small wooden tables. She was doing fine until she glanced at the bar, and her forehead smacked into the center of a masculine chest so hard, she bounced back.
“Oh!”
Two strong hands grabbed her shoulders, holding her upright. “Don’t you ever pay attention to where you’re going?” a familiar, deep voice snapped.
“W-what?” She stared into the dark eyes of the man she’d nearly run down less than five minutes ago in the parking lot. Of all the people to bump into. Him. Stepping away from his firm grip, she mouthed, “Sorry.” She started to ask if he’d been injured during the mishap, but her mind went blank. Dumbstruck, heat rose in her cheeks.
His gaze never left hers, making her uncomfortable.
“Grace!” a friendly voice shouted. “Welcome back.” Her co-worker and best friend, Deanna, ran to give her a quick, bone-crushing hug. Deanna was half a foot shorter and wore her platinum-colored hair short and spiked.
“Your name’s Grace?” The stranger offered a sarcastic chuckle. “How appropriate.” He shook his head and swaggered away.
Grace’s jaw went slack. She wanted to chase after him to defend herself, but he already considered her a clumsy idiot, so why bother? She switched her focus to her friend’s cheery face.
“How was your vacation?” Deanna asked. “I can’t wait to hear all about it.”
Did Grace really want to unload her rage and humiliation on her friend at work?
From behind the bar, a male voice shouted Deanna’s name.
Deanna turned and waved to a co-worker behind the bar. “We’ll talk later.” She gave Grace a quick hug and scooted off.
Hair on the back of Grace’s neck stood on end. Sensing someone watching her, she peeked over her shoulder. Seated in the large, corner booth near the front door were four attractive males, dressed in black. Checking her out. After four years of tending bar, she’d grown used to men ogling her. But when she spotted the man she kept bumping into seated on the end, her heart galloped around in her ribcage like a racehorse.
The tall, dark stranger hoisted his beer mug and shot her a slow, seductive smile. Mocking her?
Her breath caught and she looked away, praying the floor would swallow her up. When the polished wood beneath her feet remained intact, she clutched her purse to her chest and kept moving. Many of the regular customers shouted greetings as she passed by.
“Good to be back,” she answered, but didn’t stop until she pushed open the double doors leading to the back room and out of sight.
She couldn’t get away from the crowd fast enough. Her head hurt and every muscle in her body ached as if she’d been beaten up. And she had been. Emotionally. She flopped down on the dented, metal chair next to her locker and let her overstuffed handbag drop to the floor.
What was she thinking? How could she even concentrate on work when her big blow-up with Jake dominated her thoughts? He’d blind-sided her. Did he have second thoughts about marrying her, like he said? Did he get cold feet? Or did he find someone else? As hard as she tried to erase his face and searing words from her brain, they kept cropping up and taking over. Taking control. Maybe she should have called in sick tonight.
She sucked in a deep breath and stared into the full-length mirror on the wall next to the swinging doors. The grim, pathetic-looking woman staring back at her would only get pity tips tonight. Meager, at best. No, she decided, Mr. Jake Nelson would not get the better of her. Screw him. Never. Ever again. No more relationships for her.
Relationships were too painful.
Done dwelling on the breakup, she went right to work. She opened her locker, hung her jacket on a plastic hanger, and grabbed a hairbrush. The stiff bristles running through her long hair soothed her scalp and her mood. She pawed through her purse and found her makeup bag.
Boisterous cheers erupted from the club, followed by thundering footfalls heading in the direction of the stage. The band must be here. Now she was really running late.
Her hands shook. After a long, calming exhale, she unzipped her makeup bag and pulled out the necessary items for her look. Steadying her trembling hand, she framed her eyes with heavy black liner and mascara. Another thick layer of crimson lip gloss, followed by a quick check of her uniform, too-tight black jeans and a low-cut, faux leather vest, and she was good to go. She tossed everything back inside her locker. After plastering a fake grin on her face, she pushed open the swinging doors, and headed toward the bar to start work.
Crap. Jerry, the club’s owner, stood outside the door. Waiting for her? Jerry was more like a father than a boss to his employees, most of whom were college students. She braced her hands on the side of the bar and prepared to hear a well-intentioned reminder about being late. Instead, she decided to beat him to the punch. “I’m sorry I’m—”
He shook his head and held up his hand, signaling her to stop. “Don’t worry about it. I’m just glad to have you back. This place has been a zoo since this new band’s been playing here. They’re packing in the crowds. I’ve had to hire extra security and even a couple of bar-backs to stock ice and do side work.” He gestured at the full club. “Take a look around, Grace. You’re going to get good tips tonight. We’ll talk later. I want to hear about your vacation.” He elbowed his way into the crowd and disappeared.
Jerry was right. Tips would be good tonight. And the generous tips she made tending bar at the popular nightspot were hard to beat.
Tugging the bottom of her vest, she rolled her neck and shoulders to get the kinks out before starting to fill drink orders. She stepped behind the bar where Mark, the sole male bartender, filled a frosty mug with the brew on tap. He winked at her, and set the mug in front of a pretty female customer.
He sidled up to Grace. Their shoulders touched and he lowered his eyelids to half-mast. “Welcome back, gorgeous.” He growled and wiggled his eyebrows.
“You’re an idiot, you know. Wait until I tell Jennifer.” During four years of college, she and Mark attended several of the same classes and became good friends. He’d introduced her to Jerry, who hired her on the spot. She, in return, hooked him up with his current girlfriend, Jennifer.
Onstage the shaggy-haired musicians, dressed in scruffy jeans and T-shirts, schmoozed with the folks pressed up against the stage. Both guitarists tuned their instruments and the drummer bantered with a male customer.
Jerry enthusiastically jumped onstage and helped set up microphones. Grace had never seen him happier. And why not? The band seemed to be a money-maker. After sound checks, loud classic-rock music filled the club. Customers gathered around the stage, moving to the beat of ZZ Top’s “Sharp Dressed Man.” Others danced.
Deanna touched Grace’s arm and jerked her head toward the double doors—a cue she wanted to talk. The half-dozen customers sitting at the bar had full glasses in front of them, so it wouldn’t be a problem to leave for a few minutes.
Grace tapped Mark on the shoulder, pointed at herself and then Deanna, who waited by the doors. He nodded, and Grace followed her friend into the back room.
“I couldn’t wait until a break to hear about Jake’s birthday.” Deanna grinned. “Did you surprise him?”
“Not only did I surprise him, he gave me a bigger surprise.” Her voice quaked.
Deanna’s smile disappeared. “What happened?”
“It’s over. We are now officially unengaged.”
“No way!” Deanna’s eyes widened. She brought her hand to her chest in shock. “But you guys were perfect together. Why?”
“He told me he didn’t want to get married,” she explained. “So much for long-distance relationships, huh?”
“Is he hooking up with someone else?”
Grace gave a one-shoulder shrug and tried answering, but the lump in her throat choked back her words. She prayed tears wouldn’t spill, but a couple escaped anyway. Pulling a tissue from her pocket, she dabbed at her eyes.
“I’m so sorry, Grace. You guys were together a long time.”
“Over five years.”
“Do you want to talk about it?”
She shook her head. “I’m all talked out. Cried out. And you know what? For the longest time, I sensed something was wrong.” Her voice caught. “Call it gut instinct or women’s intuition…but I just knew.”
“Be glad he had this epiphany before the wedding.”
“I am, but it still hurts.”
“Of course it does.” She drew Grace into a tight hug. “Don’t worry. You’ll find someone else.”
Grace backed away from the embrace. “The last thing I need is another relationship. Right now, I want to concentrate on getting my Master’s Degree and can’t be bothered with men. Maybe I’ll get a couple of cats to keep me warm at night.”
“Yeah, right. You do that, Grace.”
She wiped her eyes. “I must look a mess.”
“Are you kidding? You always look great.”
Leave it to Deanna to say the right words to cheer her up. But just in case, Grace poked her head around the corner to check her blotchy face in the full-length mirror. She shrugged. Not as bad as she thought.
“Come on, Grace. We’d better get back inside.”
“Promise you won’t say anything to the customers about Jake and me breaking up. Please. I’ll tell Mark and Jerry. I’d rather they heard it from me. But I don’t want anyone else to know right now. Promise me, Deanna.”
“Okay,” Deanna said, without sounding too convincing. She pushed the doors open and led the way back to their stations behind the bar as strains of “Sweet Home, Alabama” filled the club.
Mark glanced at them and acknowledged their return.
“Thank you,” Grace mouthed.
Frowning, Mark hustled to her side and jerked his head toward the room she’d just left.
She followed him through the double doors. Having known him for so long, she should have realized keeping such a monumental secret from him would be impossible.
“Tell me what’s going on. And don’t say ‘nothing.’”
Tears welled and she held up her left hand, showing him her bare ring finger.
Mark’s jaw went slack. “You’re shittin’ me. What happened?”
“Jake called off the wedding. But everybody knows that’s code for he’s either found someone else or is looking.”
He drew her into his arms. “Sorry to hear that, Grace.”
“Would you keep it quiet? There are a couple regular customers who don’t need to know.”
“Sure.”
Breaking their embrace, Grace blinked away the moisture in her eyes. “We’d better get back to our stations.”
“What about me?” Jerry asked, walking in the room.
Grimacing, Mark left them alone and returned to the club.
Since she’d already planned to give Jerry the news, she proceeded to tell him about her broken engagement.
“Sorry to hear it.” He gave her shoulder a fatherly pat. “You sure you want to stick around? If you’re not feeling up to it, you can take the night off.”
She shook her head. “No. Working will take my mind off…everything.”
“If that’s what you want. But if—”
She wiped her eyes on the tissue. “I’ll be fine. I want to stay.”
Jerry squeezed her shoulder gently. “I’ll be in the office if you change your mind,” he said and walked away.
“Thanks, Jerry.” She took a deep breath, and pushed through the double doors leading to the club.
Back at her workstation, she filled a tall glass with ice, poured herself a diet cola, and swallowed a long, refreshing drink. Unease swept over her, leaving goose bumps in its wake. She scanned the club for anyone peering in her direction. When she spotted the guilty party, her heartbeat sped up to hummingbird speed. It was none other than the guy she’d nearly run into in the parking lot.
They locked gazes and then he turned away.
Studying him now, details she’d been too embarrassed and too rushed to notice before stood out—large, dark eyes, chiseled features, and broad shoulders.
“Hey Deanna, come over here a minute. I’m curious about something.”
“Shoot.” Deanna strolled over, fanning a stack of dollar bills. “What do you want to know?”
“Those guys over there. The ones in the booth near the door.” She jerked her chin in their direction. “Who are they?”
Still holding her tips, Deanna nodded at the men. “The one on the end, that’s Roman. He’s actually kind of nice. Only a little, shall we say, confident? The hottie next to him is Alex. The blonde chick with him is familiar, but I can’t place her. Then there’s Gabriel. Stay away from him. He’s a big-time player. I haven’t seen the redhead before. Sitting on the other end, the guy with the big guns, that’s Seth. And, by the way, they’re excellent tippers.”
Grace zeroed in on Roman who whistled and applauded, along with the crowd, while watching the lead guitarist perform a particularly intricate riff.
She didn’t need a crystal ball to warn her about Roman. The man was slightly intriguing, somewhat seductive, and definitely dangerous. And she found it impossible to tear her focus away from him.
He met her gaze and winked. Damn. Her heart hammered and she looked away. “Are they from around here?”
Deanna shrugged. “I’m not sure. Mark said he heard they’re from one of the research labs in the area. He couldn’t remember which one, but said it had something to do with hematology. Anyway, he thinks maybe they’re techs or something, but don’t quote me.” She stuffed her tips into the front pocket of her jeans.
“Sounds pretty ghoulish if you ask me.”
“Bloody right,” Deanna answered in a faux British accent.
They giggled like sixth-grade school girls.
“It’s good to hear you laugh.” Deanna patted Grace’s back. “You know something, Grace? You’re going to be okay.”
“I know,” she answered, trying to convince herself. She cleared the empty glasses from the bar and brought them to the sink where she washed them and set them on a rack.

Roman

FLURRIED ACTIVITY. The band had finished their set and patrons rushed from the dance floor to the bar for refills. Roman couldn’t pull his stare away from the tall blonde mixing and serving drinks. Engaged in conversation with a male customer, she tilted her chin upward, turning her head slightly to the right, showcasing a pale, swanlike neck. He imagined her lifeblood pumping there and licked his lips.
Roman sucked in a ragged breath. The crotch of his pants tightened, making it impossible to ignore his body’s reaction at the sight of her. He bit down on a toothpick and leaned back in the booth to enjoy the Grace Show. But something seemed amiss. The unhappiness in her eyes filled him with empathy.
His heart went back to a dark place in his own life. He recalled the wounded expression on his late wife’s face. Remembering his own pain, a lump formed in his throat. He closed his eyes and clenched his jaw. Prayers to forget, to erase, the sound of her sobbing from his memory, went unanswered. But why would God answer his petitions? He was damned anyway. His wife never stopped loving him until the day she’d died of a broken heart. But he had no choice but to walk away and spare her the horror of knowing her husband had been turned into a monster. Since then, he’d never loved another woman. Perhaps he was incapable of love.
While treating himself to another look at the beautiful bartender’s flawless complexion and high cheekbones, she presented a wide grin. Dimples. Interesting. He cocked his head and rubbed his chin while he admired how she worked the crowd. Grinning and patting the arms of male customers seated at the bar. All the while, flashing that dimpled smile. Damn, she was good. And stunning. Tall. Long, blonde hair. Pale blue eyes. Earlier when she’d bumped into him, he knew firsthand how soft her ample breasts were. And she smelled of sweet jasmine. A warm smile lit up Grace’s gorgeous face. One thing was certain: everyone seemed to genuinely like her.
Roman closed his eyes, trying to recall the feel of her silky hair when it grazed his cheek. Her body slamming into his. If, by some miracle, she happened to be available, he’d better act fast. He spotted an empty stool at the bar.
“Be right back,” he said to Alex, who wasn’t paying attention to him anyway because he kept grinning at the Barbie doll on his left. Roman hurried to the bar before someone beat him to the vacant stool. Time to turn on his Latin charm.

Grace

GRACE SET a mixed drink in front of a man with a goatee. She pocketed his generous tip and removed an empty wineglass from the bar. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught sight of someone claiming the vacant stool.
She filled drink orders and bantered with a few regular customers. Some men asked her out, most asked about her vacation, everyone said they missed her.
It was common knowledge she was engaged. What would happen if the club’s regulars found out her fiancé had removed himself from the picture and her future? Permanently.
“What’s a fellow have to do around here to get your attention?” a male seated at the bar said.
Without seeing the speaker, she knew who owned that deep, soft voice. Fiery heat started at her toes and worked its way through her body, settling in her cheeks. She drew in sharp little breaths and let them out slowly, trying to settle down her out-of-control heartbeat.
“I’d like to apologize for almost running you down in the parking lot and bumping into you when I rushed inside. I was running late and…. I…uh….” She snapped her jaws shut. Adding to her humiliations, her brilliant explanation didn’t quite make it past her lips. She swallowed hard. Her face flushed.
Conversing with men never rattled her before. So why now, after all these years, did she behave like a teenager? Come on, Grace, get a grip. This is ridiculous!
“I’d like to order a drink,” he said nonchalantly, seemingly oblivious to his effect on her.
Her voice returned. “I’ll get someone to take your order. As much as I’d like to wait on you, I can’t. You see, you’re not sitting in my station.”
He rested his chin on the knuckles of his right hand and studied her through half-closed eyes. “But I want you to wait on me.”
Her throat felt as if she’d swallowed a mouthful of sand. Afraid he’d become insistent and make a scene, she asked for his order.
“I like Bloody Marys.”
“Coming right up.” She furrowed her brow, contemplating his unusual choice. Why didn’t he order a beer or something simple like everyone else? And wasn’t a Bloody Mary a morning drink? While filling his order, she sensed his gaze boring holes into the back of her head. She returned to the bar, set the drink in front of him, and hurried away.
“Hey Grace, can you come over here for a minute?”
She turned. “Is something wrong with your Bloody Mary?”
“It’s perfect. Now I’d like to buy you a drink.”
“No can do. Not when I’m working. Thanks for the offer, though.” She turned on her heels. Before making a clean get-away, he called her name again and motioned for her to come closer. She did.
“How about after work?” He stirred his Bloody Mary with the celery stick and lifted it from the glass. After licking the liquid from the end of the celery, he dropped it back into the drink.
The ritual made her heart flutter. “It’s not a good idea to have a drink with someone I don’t know. And I don’t know you.”
“In that case, my name’s Roman and I believe you’re Grace. So if you consider that an introduction, as I do, then I’d like to think that we know each other.” He leaned forward and grinned, seeming to enjoy the exchange.
“That’s not what I meant.” She swallowed hard. “Meeting someone is a lot different than knowing them,” she added emphatically. Did he realize how flustered he made her?
“I’ll take my chances.” He sipped his drink and let his tongue glide along his lower lip.
Afraid of blurting out a dumb response, she tried walking away, but couldn’t budge. Had her feet taken root?
He rested his elbows on the bar and a slight smile tugged at his lips. “How about you, Grace? Do you take chances?”
She tried, but failed to come up with a snappy comeback. Not a single one. Returning his smile, she snatched his money from the bar, and headed for the cash register.
Deanna followed close behind. “So what’s going on with you and Roman?”
“He wants to buy me a drink after work.”
A broad grin lit up Deanna’s face. “You’re going to do it, right?”
“I don’t trust him. Can’t you tell he’s a player?” She narrowed her eyes and fingered the twenty-dollar bill he’d left for his drink.
“Everyone’s a player in a place like this. If it would make you feel more comfortable, why not have that drink right here, in the club?” Deanna pointed to the floor. “That way we can all keep an eye on him to make sure he doesn’t try anything funny.”
Grace contemplated the offer. If she had a drink with Roman in the club, word would spread, and the regulars might figure out she was single again. Socializing with a customer would open the door for others who’d hounded her for a date, the same men she’d refused ever since she started working at the club. Before her breakup, harmless flirting wasn’t a problem. On the contrary. It was encouraged. It generated great tips. But now? Being in an exclusive relationship for so long, the mere thought of dating caused her to break out in a cold sweat. She couldn’t even remember what it was like to date.
“Come on, Grace. You’re single now. You need to start going out again.”
“Jake and I were together for a long time.” She shook her head. “It’s too soon.” Even though Roman interested her, anxiety slammed into her like a nightmare, causing her stomach to flip. She rolled the twenty-dollar bill into a tight tube.
“No, it’s not. It’s like riding a bike. You fall off. You get right back on. You ride it.”
“You’re suggesting I ride
him?” Interesting idea. Her face flushed.
The sexual innuendo failed to draw a comment from Deanna. “You’ve got to start somewhere.”
“I don’t know. He makes me kind of nervous.” Nervous was an understatement. How about terrified? Her breath came in tiny gasps. Her defenses started to falter, giving way to curiosity. Curiosity, infused with a small dose of want.
She opened the register, unrolled the twenty, and jammed it into the till. She pulled out a five and five ones, and slammed the drawer shut.
“Would you feel better if I stuck around until he leaves to make sure everything’s cool?”
Grace swallowed hard and gave Roman’s invitation more consideration. The vibe he gave intrigued her, drew her in. “Okay, you win. I’ll have a drink with him.” She raised her index finger. “But only one.”
“That’s more like it.” Deanna smiled. “You need to get back into the swing of things, girlfriend, and the sooner, the better.”
“Promise you’ll bail me out if I need help?”
“Absolutely.”
She returned to give Roman his change and her answer.
“So Grace, did your friend convince you that I’m not a serial killer?” He stirred his drink.
Showing him a weak half-smile, she set his change in front of him. “Something like that.”
“I’d like to have a drink with you, Grace. Nothing more. Scout’s honor.” He raised his right hand and held up three fingers.
She couldn’t explain why, but something irresistible radiated from him, and it excited her to the core. Tonight might turn out okay after all.

Roman

HE WOULD DO THIS! Tonight Roman would break ranks with his men and stay behind to meet Grace for a drink. Always a stickler for following rules, he’d probably catch flak from the guys for breaking the very rule he strictly enforced.
Lately, he’d grown tired of partying with nameless women and longed to find someone special. Tonight a powerful force tugged at his heart, drawing him to Grace. A pull so strong, he could no longer resist, even if he wanted to. Why did he feel this strong attraction?
The band finished their encore. Soon clinking drink glasses and spirited conversations replaced live music. A smattering of attractive women positioned themselves near the stage and watched the musicians pack up instruments and sound equipment. Hoping to get lucky? Hell, tonight Roman hoped he’d get lucky. The customer population started to thin out and he wove his way through a maze of tables back to his booth.
Hovering around the booth, his men scooped up keys and loose change from the tabletop. The same two women who shared their booth before, waited near the door.
“Listen up,” Roman said, joining his group.
Heads turned in his direction, and the men clustered around him.
“Go on ahead without me. I’m going to hang around for a while.”
Gabriel’s brows furrowed. “What happened to your rule that we always leave together?” Since beginning the feeding program at the lab, Roman noticed Gabriel starting to question his authority and challenge him at every opportunity. Tonight was no exception. Tonight he’d given Gabriel ammunition. Damn.
“It has something to do with that blonde behind the bar, doesn’t it?” Seth said.
“Are you shittin’ me?” Gabriel lowered his voice. “You, of all people, know what they told us. And right now, it might not be a good idea to piss them off.”
“I’ll deal with them if and when the time comes.” Roman could handle the scientists. For the program to be successful, the vampires and scientists needed each other. The institute’s reputation was at stake, but more importantly to him, so were the lives of his men.
Alex jumped into the discussion. “Hold on a minute, Roman. You sure you know what you’re doing?”
“I do. But sometimes things come up.”
“Yeah, like your dick,” Alex whispered.
Roman didn’t respond. Alex knew him all too well.
“But you don’t like blondes,” Seth noted.
“I like blue eyes,” Roman countered. And Grace’s were the palest blue he’d ever seen. He wanted to find out how it felt to get lost in them. In her. Fantasizing about the possibilities sent arrows of lust straight to his groin.
“Better be careful,” Alex warned.
“What harm can a couple of drinks do?”
The men huddled closer and lowered their voices.
Alex glanced at Grace. “Don’t you remember our pledge to stick together until we finish the program? Safety in numbers and all that shit.”
Roman wanted a chance to get to know her. And if he got really lucky, maybe more. He couldn’t explain the strong pull on his soul to connect with her. He only knew that he wanted her. He jerked his chin in her direction. “Check her out.”
“No arguments that she’s hot, but never forget who and what you are.” Alex shook his head. “I don’t like this, Roman. I thought you had more sense.”
Roman raked his fingers through his hair. “Sorry fellows. But tonight I’m flying solo.” He peeked over his shoulder at Grace, who leaned over the bar, counting her tips. His gaze drifted to her large breasts straining to break out of her tight vest, causing him to become aroused.
Alex slapped him on the back. “If I can’t talk you out of hooking up, what excuse should I give for you not being with us when we get back to the lab? You know how paranoid they are.”
“You’ll think of something.” He kept his focus on Grace. “Catch you later,” he said, heading in the direction of the bar.

Gabriel

GABRIEL GRABBED ROMAN’S ARM, stopping him from walking away. But as far as he was concerned, the conversation was far from over.
Roman’s eyes grew wide. He looked down at Gabe’s hand on his arm, and, without a word, he lifted his stare to meet Gabriel’s.
Releasing his hold, Gabriel raised his hands in mock surrender.
“What’s on your mind?” Roman asked.
“I don’t know what’s going on, but this isn’t like you. Whatever happened to watching each other’s back?”
“I’m not going to do anything stupid so don’t worry about it.” Roman glanced at the pretty bartender filling a tray with empty drink glasses. “I can’t explain it, Gabe, but something’s telling me to find out more about her and I’m listening.”
Gabriel glanced in Grace’s direction, wishing he’d seen her first. Damn, she was hot. “Have you forgotten about Father Darius? If he finds you alone, you’re screwed.”
“We haven’t seen him since we got here, have we? Maybe he won’t show up.”
“Maybe not. Or maybe he’s already here, but hasn’t shown his face,” Gabriel answered, surprised by Roman’s lack of concern. He was their leader, but he certainly wasn’t acting like the one in charge. Drawing himself to his full height, Gabriel got to the crux of his reason for speaking with Roman. “If something happened…and you weren’t around…”
“Like always, you’d take the lead. You know that. So does the team.” Roman’s brow drew together. Why do you ask?”
“No reason.” Gabriel needed verification that he was still Roman’s backup. Lately, it seemed Roman spent most of his time with Alex and he wondered if his cousin had been elevated to next in command, bypassing him.
Women’s laughter drifted toward them, bringing a halt to their conversation. The same women who had shared their booth, plus a couple leggy brunettes, now lingered near the front door.
Roman jerked his chin in their direction. “The natives are getting restless. You better take care of them.”
The ladies grinned and wiggled their fingers at them. ”Looks like they brought a friend for you,” Gabriel said, with a smile.
Roman snorted. “Not going to happen. I’ve made other plans. Think you can handle two ladies tonight, Gabe?”
“Watch me.”
Their conversation over, they joined the others at the door.
“Let’s get out of here.” Alex claimed the tall blonde. He pulled her close and whispered in her ear, causing her to giggle.
“Oh, you’re such a nasty boy.”
“So I’ve been told.” With one hand on the small of her back, Alex pushed open the door with his other hand, and led her outside.
Seth, his arm around the redhead’s waist, followed close behind.
Roman clapped Gabriel on the back. “Have fun.”
“I intend to.” He grinned and positioned himself between the brunettes. Draping his arms around their necks, he kissed each on the cheek, and sauntered toward the exit.
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ROMAN
ROMAN’S PLAN TO share a drink and a little alone time with Grace in the same out-of-the-way booth wasn’t going to happen. Empty glasses, beer mugs, swizzle sticks, and wadded up napkins littered the table.
Swearing under his breath, he scanned the area and decided the table directly in front of the booth would do just fine. He pulled out a chair, and hung his jacket over the back, staking his claim.
As he headed to the bar to order their drinks, Grace looked up from wiping down the bar and offered him a genuine, soul-warming smile. His breath caught.
“A Bloody Mary for me and whatever you want for yourself.”
“Jerry?” She glanced at the owner, who was stocking the back bar with full bottles of vodka.
He checked his watch. “Go ahead, Grace, but you’d better make it quick. We’re officially closing in a few minutes.”
Roman got the message. No Bloody Mary. “Then keep it simple. I’ll have whatever you’re having.”
“Is Heineken okay?”
“Perfect.” He pulled a twenty from his wallet and set it on the bar. “Keep the change.”
He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “I’m at the table in front of the booth. But if you’d prefer somewhere else—maybe at the bar—let me know and I’ll get my jacket.”
“No. No. The table’s fine. I’ll bring our drinks right over.” She glanced at Jerry. “And I’d better get them right now because I don’t want to be responsible for getting the place shut down.”
“We wouldn’t want that to happen now, would we?” Grinning at his good fortune, he slapped both palms on the bar and backed away. Hell, he was as pumped-up as a gawky teen on prom night. And his date was the prom queen. Then it struck him. This might be the closest he’d ever been on an actual date. He couldn’t even recall the last time he took time to get to know a woman. But Grace seemed special, classy. Different from the others. More than his usual one night stands.
“I’ll finish up, Grace. Get the drinks and go join your friend.”
“Thanks. Jerry,” she said, a slight hesitation sounding in her voice.
With two bottles of Heineken in hand, Grace swung around to the customer side of the bar. She handed Roman a bottle and kept the other for herself.
Leading the way to the table, he sensed her presence behind him. His heart pounded in anticipation of what he hoped would come. He set his beer on the table, and pulled out the chair next to his. “Have a seat.”
She set her drink on the table, pulled out the chair across from him, and sat there instead.
An independent woman, he thought. Her jasmine scent wafted toward him and he closed his eyes, inhaling deeply, filling his lungs and his fantasy. He eased himself into the chair. When he caught himself drumming his fingers on the tabletop, he stopped and wiped his sweaty palms on his pants legs. This woman made him as nervous as a schoolboy. What the hell had gotten into him?
“Can I ask you a question, Roman?”
“Shoot.”
“Before your friends left, you seemed to be having quite a spirited discussion. The guys looked pretty ticked off at you. Did meeting me for a drink have anything to do with your disagreement?”
Very intuitive, Miss Grace. He shook his head and started peeling the label off his bottle of imported beer. “It’s just that we operate on a pretty tight schedule. Rules, you now.”
“Why’s that?”
He folded his arms on the table and stared into her luminous blue eyes. “We’re on a short leash so they can keep us on the straight and narrow.”
“Who’s they?”
Damn! “No one in particular. Just a figure of speech.” How did he let that little tidbit slip? There was a they, but he had no intention of discussing them with her or anyone else. If she knew who they were, he feared she would have nothing to do with him and he couldn’t risk that.
“So Roman, what brought you into our fine establishment this evening?”
He hooked his thumbs in his front pockets and leaned back on the chair. “We know the band.”
“How’s that?” She narrowed her eyes, showing her skepticism.
“It’s true. We work together from time to time.”
She sat straighter in her chair and squared her shoulders. “Doing what?”
Roman needed to end this interrogation. He’d already said too much. Perspiration formed above his upper lip. Think! “We’ve worked some of the same gigs. Nothing spectacular.”
Her eyes grew as large as silver dollars and a victorious smile lit up her face. “You’re a musician?”
“Not anymore.” He swigged his beer.
“What do you do now?”
Grappling for an answer, he hemmed and hawed. How could he tell her his true vocation—leader of an elite team of vampires who hunted and destroyed slayers?
“Crisis intervention.”
“How interesting. Where?”
“One of the labs in the area.” He needed to switch topics. Pronto. “Is this the first time you’ve seen the band, Grace?”
“Uh-huh. I’ve been out of town. How long have you known them?”
“Not sure exactly. But we go way back.” He took another sip of the cool liquid. “Has anyone ever told you that you have the most beautiful blue eyes?”
She rolled her eyes and groaned.
He winced. “Not original enough, huh?”
“Hardly.” Her eyes twinkled. She raised the Heineken to her full lips and leaned her head back. Large, gold, hoop earrings dangled and came to rest against her long neck. Her heartbeat throbbed in his ears as the frothy brew made its way down her beautiful throat. He needed to touch her. But when he reached for her hand, she pulled away.
So you’re going to make me work for it. Being rejected was unfamiliar to him. Even playfully. He liked her attitude and spunk. He liked her.
“You know something, Grace. You’re all right.”

Grace

THE LIGHTS in the club blinked off and on.
“That’s it, kids. Time to go home.” Jerry stared directly at Grace and Roman, who, besides a couple of employees, were the only people left in the club.
It seemed impossible that two hours had passed. During that time, Grace grew more at ease with Roman and offered no resistance when he’d moved his chair next to her a half hour into their so-called date. His arm draped across the top of her chair felt right. Comfortable. She hadn’t anticipated enjoying his company this much.
Roman glanced at his watch. “I didn’t realize how late….”
“Neither did I,” she gushed. “I had a nice time.” Nice didn’t even come close to describing her feelings.
“Tomorrow night’s the last time Dark Syde
will be here.” He re-checked his watch. “Or should I say later tonight. We’ll be back to offer moral support. As if they need it.” He gave a sarcastic, good-natured chuckle. “How about you? Will you be here?”
“Uh-huh.” Try keeping her away.
He stood and offered his large hand, which she eagerly held. His touch surged through her body like a massive jolt of electricity, turning her insides to jelly. Did he feel the same way? She tried acting nonchalant, but had to grip the edge of the table to keep her knees from buckling.
“Be right back. I need to get my jacket.” Making her way to the back room and her locker, she zigzagged between tables and chairs. When she sensed he might be watching, she peeked over her shoulder for verification. The instant she took her focus off the path, she bumped into a stool at the end of the bar.
“Ouch.”
Maybe Roman hadn’t noticed. But how could he not notice? Especially since Jerry and Deanna rushed over to make sure she wasn’t hurt. Grace waved them away and assured them she was fine. Except for a bruised ego, she came through the mishap unscathed. She rounded the corner of the bar, and pushed open the doors to the back room.
“Well, what’s he like?” Deanna asked, nipping at her heels.
“You were right. He is nice.” Very nice. Grace retrieved her jacket and purse from her locker, and set both on a chair. She emptied her front pockets—stuffed with tonight’s tips—and dropped everything into a smaller pouch inside her purse and zipped it shut. She slathered on a generous layer of apple flavored lip gloss.
“And?”
“He didn’t talk about himself much—which makes me curious.” She shrugged. “But I always did love a good mystery.”
Deanna pulled her jacket and purse from her assigned locker. “So you don’t need me to stay?”
“Not really. He seems harmless enough. Nothing I can’t handle anyway. We’ve got to go. Jerry’s booting us out.”
Deanna blew out a breath. “Be careful, Grace.”
“Don’t worry about me. I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself. Besides, he’s only walking me to my car.” She grinned and slipped her arm through the strap of her handbag. “He’s actually kind of sweet.” She drew Deanna into a quick hug. “Thank you for being here for me. Got to go.”
She left Deanna slack-jawed and hurried back to Roman, who waited for her near the front door. His engaging grin and broad shoulders caused her heart to flutter. And his black leather jacket added credibility to the bad-boy mystique she found irresistible.
“How about I walk you to your car? A pretty girl can’t be too cautious. You never know who or what’s lurking in the parking lot,” he said.
The front door flew open. The bouncer burst inside. He pulled the door closed. “Be careful out there, Grace.”
“Why? What’s wrong?”
“Some of the customers complained about a guy hanging around the parking lot. Said he stood out—like he didn’t belong here. An older guy with gray hair and a big ugly-ass scar running down the side of his face.”
Jerry abandoned his task of stocking liquor bottles in the back bar, bolted for the entrance “That son-of-a-bitch better be gone. The last thing we need is some freak bothering our customers. He flung open the door with such force, it banged against the wall.
The booming noise startled Grace, causing her to gasp.
“Think he’s still out there?” Jerry poked his head out the door and looked both ways.
Bronco shook his head. “I doubt it. I walked the perimeter a couple times. He must have taken off.”
Jerry closed the door and faced Roman. “Make sure Grace makes it to her car safely. And you,” he said, pointing to Roman for emphasis. “You be careful, too.”
“I’ll see to it.” Roman helped Grace into her jacket.
Bronco opened the door to let them pass. “’Night now.”
“’Night.” Roman cupped Grace’s elbow and led her outside. His take-charge attitude comforted her and made her feel safe, treasured.
Fearing she’d spot the mystery man, she held her breath and scanned the near empty lot. Seeing no one, she released the air she’d captured in her lungs. She glanced at Roman and found it curious he’d pulled his jacket collar up, partially concealing his face.
“My car’s over there.” As she pointed to her pitiful ten-year-old Nissan, she wished she’d been able to afford a newer model. Her body tingled when he moved his hand to the small of her back, guiding her.
Stepping in front of her car, Roman ran his hand over the hood. “I’ll take care of this dent.”
“But it’s practically invisible.”
“That may be so, but I insist. I’m responsible.”
She smiled and shrugged one shoulder. “We’ll talk about it later.” She unlocked the car door, tossed her handbag onto the passenger seat, and slid in behind the wheel.
“Can I follow you home?”
She grinned. Such charm and sexuality were definitely appealing, but she decided to heed Deanna’s warning to play it safe. At least for now. “I appreciate your chivalry, but I think I can take it from here.”
He threw up his hands in surrender. “I only wanted to make sure you got home in one piece. No ulterior motives. I promise.”
“Yeah, right. You men are all alike. See a girl home. Invite yourself in for a nightcap. And so on and so on.” She rested her hands on the steering wheel.
“But it’s late,” he said, looking at the heavens. “And there’s a full moon. Terrible things can happen to a beautiful, young lady when there’s a full moon. I promise I won’t even get out of my truck.” He crossed his heart.
Grace narrowed her eyes. “Good night, Roman.” She pulled the door shut.
He motioned for her to roll down the window. When she did, he reached in and brushed his fingertips lightly across her cheek.
A slight moan escaped her lips. His touch made her want him even more.
A cell phone’s ring broke the spell. He pulled his cell from his jacket pocket and checked caller ID. “Sorry, Grace. I need to get this.” Turning from her, he stepped away and answered the call. “Yeah! Hold on. I’m in the middle of something right now.” He ended the call and dropped his cell back in his pocket.
“I’d like to kiss you goodnight. May I?”
Nodding, she ground out a husky “Yes,” and closed her eyes.
Roman opened the car door and leaned inside. Placing his hand behind her neck, he gently drew her face to his, and kissed her tenderly. “Mmm, you taste good.”
“It’s the lip gloss,” she whispered. Good thing she was sitting. Standing, her legs would have failed.
“I disagree,” he countered. “It’s the girl. Sorry I have to leave. I’d like to continue this… uh… conversation.” He held her face between his palms and planted a deep, yet gentle, open-mouthed kiss on her oh, so ready lips. His thumbs grazed her cheeks and her breathing stopped.
No one had ever kissed her that way before, not even Jake.
Roman closed the car door. Reaching in through the open window, he traced the length of her nose with his index finger. “Night, pretty lady.” He shot her a wicked smile, backed away, and plucked his cell from his pocket.
“Good night.” Grace started the car and flashed him one more grin, hoping for another connection. Seemingly engrossed in his phone call, he didn’t even glance her way. A sinking feeling settled in the pit of her stomach. She tamped down her disappointment, refusing to reveal her emotions. Turning on the headlights, she shifted into drive, and headed toward the exit, which happened to be in his direction.
This time their gazes met. He moved the phone from his cheek, and put up his hand, signaling her to stop.
She did.
“Still on for tomorrow night?”
Silly boy. He didn’t need to ask. She wasn’t about to miss another chance to hook up. “I look forward to it.”
“Great. See you then.” He turned his back to her and continued his phone call.
As Grace drove off, she checked the rearview mirror. Watching him walk away, she wondered what made the conversation so important that it tore him away from what might have been.





3
ROMAN
DAMN! With phone in hand, Roman watched Grace drive off. He waited until she was out of sight before continuing his conversation with Levi, head of the Elder Council, informing him of the Father Darius sighting at the club.
“Thanks for the head’s up. I’ll see what I can do on this end. Keep us updated. I’ll be in touch. You do the same,” Levi said.
“I will.” Immediately, after hanging up, Roman’s cell rang again. Alex’s name showed on the screen. “Yeah.”
“You better get your ass back here ASAP,” Alex said. “There’s a meeting.”
Being summoned back to the Ortega Research Institute usually meant vampire hunters were spotted in the area. “I’m on my way,” he said and ended the call.
Normally, Roman craved a good battle and welcomed a chance to slay the slayers.
But not tonight. Tonight was different. Tonight he’d met Grace. The most desirable mortal female he’d come across in a long time. She smelled of sweet jasmine and apple pie. And her kisses tasted even better.
Blondes had never appealed to him before. Totally not his type, yet he found her intriguing and he couldn’t deny the chemistry between them. Or how fervently and naturally his body responded to hers. He wanted her, right then, right there, in the club’s parking lot.
But he had responsibilities. Responsibilities that took him away from her. He narrowed his eyes, pounded his palms on the dash, and cursed.
After the long drive from the club, he drove to the institute, punched his code onto the keypad, entered the parking lot, and pulled into his assigned space. He raced toward the laboratory wing of the building, swiped his keycard in the card reader, and pushed open the door. In the hallway, Alex was waiting, leaning against the wall, cell phone in hand.
“Who died?” Roman growled.
Alex pocketed his phone. “What took you so long? We’ve been back about a half an hour.”
“What’d you do with your ladies? Slow down and drop-kick them to the curb?” He followed Alex down the hallway.
“Hardly.” He chuckled and shook his head. “Actually, Doc called and told us to get back ASAP.”
Doctor Riley Peters, Crawford’s assistant, was a straight shooter, a reliable confidant, someone Roman and his team trusted completely.
“Are the test results back?” Roman’s heart thumped.
Alex shrugged. “He wouldn’t say. Only that Crawford wanted to talk to everyone at the same time.”
Learning it was Doc who’d been behind him being called away from Grace, Roman’s mood switched from anger to curiosity and concern. “Is it bad news?”
“We’re thinking it’s about the program,” Alex answered as they strode shoulder-to-shoulder down the long, stark hallway. “With all the blood work we’ve had done lately, I’m beginning to feel like a damn pin cushion.”
“One way or another, I’ll find out what’s going on. So don’t you worry your pretty little head about it.” He tousled Alex’s long, black hair.
Alex batted Roman’s hand away. “Asshole. About tonight—”
“I lost track of time.” Even though it was the truth, somehow, even to him, the excuse sounded lame.
“When you weren’t with us, Doc started asking questions.”
Roman narrowed his eyes. “What did you tell him?”
Rounding the corner, he glanced at the security camera near the ceiling, blinking at him, reminding him of its presence.
Alex pulled Roman away from the camera’s eye. “You lucked out this time.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “I played dumb for the first few minutes, but then I had to make up some dumbass excuse about you needing to gas up.”
“He believed you?”
“Seemed to.”
Roman stopped in front of a closed door. “Thanks. I owe you big time.” He clapped Alex on his back.
“I sure hope she’s worth it.”
“She is.”
He pushed the door open and Alex followed him into the lounge which doubled as their living quarters. The lights were turned down. A sixty-plus inch plasma television covered most of the wall to the right. A row of four plush, crimson-colored recliners faced the screen. The recliners nearest the door belonged to Roman and Alex. Gabriel and Seth sat at the far end.
Playing on the large screen was one of their favorite vampire DVDs, Forty Days of Night.
Roman checked the empty, darkened laboratory to his right. At his insistence, whenever he was present, the door to the lab was kept open so he could keep an eye on what went on inside.
Gabriel switched his gaze from the movie to Roman. “We thought you were going to be a no-show.”
“I’m here, aren’t I?”
Seth muted the television. He jumped up and faced Roman. “You know you can’t miss any of the treatments or they won’t work.”
“You worry too much, Seth,” Roman said
“No shit,” Gabriel snapped, one of the few times the two were in agreement.
Roman pulled off his leather jacket and tossed it on the long, brown suede sofa to his left. He kicked off his boots and made himself comfortable on his recliner. His stomach growled. Alex eased into the recliner to Roman’s immediate left.
“Sit down, Seth, and take a load off.” Roman stretched and yawned.
Seth did as instructed and lowered himself back into his chair. He un-muted the television and immediately became engrossed in one of the movie’s graphic bloodbaths.
“I’m fucking starving, man.” Gabriel sat up, clutching the armrests. “This depending on others is bullshit.”
Their early morning meal hadn’t yet arrived. And empty bellies made it impossible to fall asleep. It was bedtime. They were tired. They were hungry. They needed to feed.
Footsteps echoed from the laboratory next door. Inside, someone turned on the light and started rummaging around.
From his vantage point, Roman craned his neck to get a look at who had entered the lab. “It’s Crawford. It won’t be long now.” He leaned further in his recliner to watch the doctor mix the formula.
Crawford stood at the stainless steel counter, pouring red liquid into a large metal pitcher. He stirred the solution, poured it into four metal tumblers, screwed lids on each, and lined them up on a metal cart.
He pushed the squeaky-wheeled cart into the lounge, and stopped in front of the recliners. Starting from the left—with Roman—Crawford handed each a tumbler.
“Drink up, gentlemen,” he said and picked up a clipboard. “Good news. Installation of the new fencing is now complete and will provide even greater security than before. We’ve also installed additional cameras in the rear of the building and the parking lot.”
Doc Peters entered the lounge. A head taller, much younger, and with twice as much hair as his boss, he greeted everyone before making a beeline to Roman.
He crouched next to Roman’s recliner. “Just a heads up. The exact time you returned and the fact you were alone when you finally decided to show up, did not go unnoticed.”
“Thanks for the warning. But something came up that required my attention.”
Crawford cleared his throat, signaling Doc to join him in front of the group. “I want to start out by reporting that the formula’s success has exceeded our expectations.” He nodded to Peters. “Since it’s your creation, would you make the announcement?”
“I’d be honored.” Doc sucked in a deep breath. “Since beginning the program, we’ve noticed several physical changes. Most notably, the ability to tolerate daylight and your cravings for food.” His voice elevated with excitement. “Naturally, we attributed these changes to your being weaned from real blood to the formula.”
Roman’s heart pounded, pumping hope for normalcy into his 230 year-old body.
“At first, we couldn’t believe it.” Doc began pacing. “So, to confirm our suspicions, we ordered more blood work.” A broad grin spread across his face. “And we were amazed to discover your blood had taken on human characteristics. In each of you, vampirism is diminishing. We’ve been unable to determine how or why this is happening, but we suspect you’re becoming—”
“Human,” Crawford said, finishing the sentence.
Silence and hope sucked the air out of the lounge.
Had Roman heard correctly? “Run that by us again?”
“By some miracle,” Doc explained, “it appears you are becoming living, breathing human beings. To verify…we need to run further tests.”
“That’s impossible,” Gabriel argued.
The announcement wasn’t a total surprise to Roman, he’d started noticing subtle physical changes in himself. At first, he didn’t dare believe what his body told him or led him to believe. A lump formed in his throat. Had God given them a second chance at a normal life? If the miraculous results were true, the vampires he’d moved out of the area to keep them safe could return to their homes in Orange County. The danger of anaphylactic shock destroying them would no longer be a concern. Their days of feeding on animal blood would be over and the hope of reclaiming their lost humanity would begin.
Crawford flipped to another page on the clipboard. “Going forward, we’ll be monitoring each of you more closely while we continue testing the formula. But the biggest kudos belong to Seth. Were it not for his constant nagging to create a more natural tasting formula, along with his complaints about the bitter aftertaste, we might never have discovered this miracle. His unrelenting protests were what drove us to improve the flavor, which in turn, perfected the formula. And so, you have Seth’s refined palate to thank for your emerging humanity.
“Yeah, the old stuff tasted stale,” Seth noted, shivering. “You know the old saying, ‘Nothing tastes better than fresh.’”
Gabriel lifted his tumbler. “To Seth.”
Roman and Alex did likewise and repeated, in unison, “To Seth.”
After toasting Seth, they drained their tumblers.
Crawford checked the large clock above the door. “I’m sure you have plenty of questions, but please hold them until Peters and I have more time to address your concerns. In the meantime, get a good day’s sleep and I’ll be back again this evening.”
On his way out the door, Crawford flipped a switch on the wall and dimmed the lights. He made a hasty exit, followed by Doc Peters.
Roman couldn’t believe his good fortune. He was becoming human. That would explain why human food started smelling less repugnant. Why he longed for a mortal female’s companionship. Were his dreams of finding true love finally becoming a reality?
While his team quietly discussed the possibility of becoming mortal, his thoughts returned to Grace. Being human would solve a major problem by eliminating the need to hide his vampirism from her. He smiled. How he loved the sound of her name. Grace.
The morning sun peeked in through the window blinds. Warmth from the outdoors drifted into the lounge. Sleep would come soon. And when evening came, he would wake up and visit her at the club. If he were very lucky, he’d hold her, kiss her, and taste her. His eyelids closed and he drifted off. Hopefully, to sleep and dream of Grace.
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GRACE
THE DAY AFTER MEETING ROMAN, Grace raced to claim an empty picnic table in the campus cafeteria courtyard. She dropped her heavy backpack on the table and rolled her shoulders, trying to get feeling back into her arms and hands.
Overhead, puffy clouds dotted the sapphire sky. Its serene beauty lured her thoughts away from her class project. And a warm breeze feathered her arms—reminding her of Roman’s touch. His kiss. She arched her back and closed her eyes, basking in the wind’s gentle caress. From nearby bushes, the sweet perfume of gardenia wafted toward her.
She unzipped her backpack and pulled out a thick, manila folder stuffed with pages of calculations she needed to analyze the pesticide project before tomorrow’s lab. As team leader, she’d fought the faculty advisor to use only natural ingredients. She’d won the battle, but knew the project’s success or failure fell on her shoulders. Spreading her papers on the table, she sorted them chronologically. Once the data was in order, she pulled at the hem of her tight, red T-shirt, and eased herself down on the bench.
Someone grabbed her shoulders from behind. She gasped and jumped, nearly falling backwards.
“Sorry.” Brent, one of her best and longest friends on campus, grinned at her surprised reaction.
“Brent, you scared the crap out of me.”
A surfer, Brent had entered her life during registration their freshman year. They’d hit it off and became friends. Tall and movie-star handsome, he was never without an incredible tan or a Hawaiian print shirt. But he was too vanilla for her. She preferred edgier men—like Roman.
He set his books on the bench and sat next to her. “By that smile on your face, I can tell your vacation went well. How’s your fiancé?”
“Okay.” She folded her arms to hide her naked ring finger. If he’d notice her ringless finger, there’d be a ton of questions about why she wasn’t wearing her diamond. She’d considered wearing her ring to work to ward off unwanted male attention. But wearing the diamond after the breakup would serve as a reminder of her failed romance. Either way, she didn’t feel like rehashing the humiliating events surrounding her disastrous vacation.
As Grace and Brent grumbled about the pitfalls of enrolling in summer classes, Deanna joined them, grinning from ear to ear.
“What brings you to my neck of the woods?” Grace said.
“I’ve been accepted into the nursing program,” Deanna answered with pride, setting her leather shoulder bag on the bench next to her, and a frosty bottle of green tea on the corner of the table, away from Grace’s data.
Realizing her study time was not going to happen, Grace began piling her paperwork into one neat stack, taking care not to disrupt the chronological order. “That’s awesome. Congratulations. I’m so proud of you.”
“Thanks.” Deanna eyeballed Brent and her wide grin slipped into a seductive smile. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?” She adjusted the collar on her navy polo shirt.
Grace rested her hand on his muscular arm. “This is Brent. He’s a philosophy major. A deep thinker,” she said, making air quotes. “Right, Brent?”
Color rose in his cheeks. He pushed himself up from the table. “I should get going.”
Grace winced. Embarrassing him wasn’t her intent. She grabbed his arm. “I didn’t mean to chase you away.”
“You didn’t. I’m running late and need to get going.” He faced Deanna. “Unlike Grace here, I’m a masochist. I’ve signed up for three classes this semester.”
“I’m impressed,” Deanna said, showing him her best I’d-like-to-get-to-know-you grin.
“Why don’t you stop by the club tonight and I’ll buy you a drink,” Grace said.
He shook his head and ran his fingers through his sun-bleached, chin-length hair. “Nah, that’s okay. See you tomorrow, Grace.”
“Sure thing.”
He reached across the table to shake Deana’s hand. “Nice to meet you.”
“Same here.” Deanna watched him pick up his books and hustle away. “Someone you’re interested in?”
“Not my type. He’s never set one foot in the club and I doubt he ever will. He doesn’t even drink.” She shrugged. “He knows I’m only messing with him.”
“You sure about that? He looked pretty uncomfortable, if you ask me. Sometimes stuff like that can come back to bite you in the ass. He seems like a nice guy.”
“He is. Want me to hook you up?”
Deanna paused, contemplating the possibility. “Maybe. Damn, he’s hot.” Deanna set her shoulder bag on the table and adjusted the strap. “I’ve been meaning to ask. How’d things go with Roman? I assume you made it home in one piece.”
“Of course.” Grace could talk about Roman all day. But she needed to study—to concentrate, and choosing the patio outside the cafeteria had been a mistake. “I need to get home to finish analyzing this data. Let’s talk on the way to the parking lot.” She gathered her paperwork, and slipped it carefully inside her bulging backpack and zipped it up. Wincing, she swung it over her already sore shoulder.
Deanna picked up her handbag and bottle of tea. “Have you heard from Roman today?”
“Not yet, but my mom called. She took the breakup worse than me. You’d think she was the one engaged to Jake.” Leaving the courtyard, she stared at her ring finger and sighed. Without her diamond, her left hand felt naked.
“Don’t be so hard on your mom. She only wants what’s best for you.” Deanna drained her bottle of tea and tossed the empty into a recycle can.
“Yeah, right.” With one hand on the railing, Grace trotted down the long flight of stairs.
Deanna followed close behind. “About Jake. Are you okay?”
“We’d been together since high school. He was my first.”
“A woman never forgets her first time.”
“He was also my only. How pathetic is that?” Her voice broke and she stopped her descent midway down the stairs. “Twenty-four years old and he’s the only guy I’ve ever had sex with.”
Deanna put her arm around Grace’s shoulder. “That’s nothing to be ashamed of.”
She grimaced. “I’m not ashamed. I just regret wasting all that time on him…for nothing.”
“It looks like Roman’s pretty interested.” Deanna gave Grace’s shoulder a gentle squeeze.
Hearing Roman’s name brought a smile. “I hope so. That man sure can get a woman’s motor running. And you want to know something else? It’s about time I went out and started sowing some wild oats of my own. Seriously. Why should guys have all the fun?”
“You go, girl!”
They shared a robust laugh.
Grace’s smile faded. “Thank you for being here for me. I could never get through this without you.”
“That’s what friends are for, sweetie. I know you’d do the same for me.” Deanna checked her watch. “I hate to cut this short, but I’ve gotta catch some Z’s before my shift. Are you working tonight?”
“Try keeping me away.” Grace grabbed the railing and continued down the stairs. “Roman’s going to be there. So I guess I’d better move fast if I’m going to sow those wild oats.”
“Have fun, but be careful,” Deanna warned. “Why not sow those wild oats with someone you know? What about the guy I just met?”
“Brent?” Grace laughed at the absurdity of her friend’s remark. “He’s hot, but like I told you, we’re friends. Nothing more. I’d rather have a relationship I can sink my teeth into.”
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GRACE
THAT EVENING, when Grace walked through the door of After Dark
to begin her shift, conversations halted and everyone’s gaze swung in her direction.
With clenched jaw, she marched behind the bar, grabbed Mark by the arm, and dragged him into the back room.
“You told them, didn’t you?”
He didn’t have to answer. A who-me expression plastered on his face said it all.
“Why?” She groaned and gestured toward the bar. “Now I have to deal with those horn-dogs bugging me to go out. Being engaged used to be my excuse for not dating them. What am I going to tell them now? God, Mark! How could you do that to me? I thought I could trust you. I thought we were friends.”
“We are. But everybody’s going to find out eventually.”
She threw up her hands in defeat. “Whatever.” Betrayed. Her stomach rumbled and she fought the urge to throw up.
“Sorry.” He cringed. “I didn’t realize it was such a big deal.”
But to Grace, it was a big deal. A very big deal. “Thanks a lot.”
“I wish I could take back,” he said sheepishly. “I didn’t think—”
“That’s right. You didn’t think.”
“Geez, Grace. I’m sorry.” He glanced at the doors leading to the bar. “Can we talk about this later? I need to get back.”
She sighed. “Go ahead.”
“Sorry,” Mark repeated and left through the swinging doors.
Great, just great. How in the world would she be able to discourage Chuck, her most persistent wannabe suitor? The guy had a wife and kids, for God’s sake, and had no business asking her or anyone else out.
Thanks to her discussion with Mark, she was probably late for her shift and needed to hurry. She opened her locker, slipped out of her jacket, and hung it on a hanger. She checked her image in the full-length mirror. Her hangdog expression would never do. Lifting her chin, she plastered on a confident smile. A sweeping stroke of a hairbrush and another coat of red lip gloss did the trick. She sucked in a big gulp of air and pushed open the swinging double doors leading to the bar.
Tonight, she’d keep conversations with customers light. She didn’t want to give anyone the opportunity to trap her into talking about Jake. Or ask her out. God only knew what humiliating details Mark had blabbed to the regulars.
Doe-eyed stares, weak smiles, and sympathetic-sounding murmurs greeted her as she settled in behind the bar. She let out a weary sigh. This could turn out to be a very long night.
At least she had one thing to be excited about. Roman promised to drop by. Thanks to Mark’s poking holes in her confidence, she couldn’t help wondering if the reason Roman planned to show up at the club was her or Dark Syde, the group he supposedly knew.
Everyone in her station had full drinks in front of them, so she busied herself by refilling beer glasses from the tap for Deanna and Mark. She tried, unsuccessfully, to avoid glancing at the front door, hoping to catch a glimpse of Roman’s arrival.
Butterflies fluttered in her stomach whenever she thought about him—which was often. She tried focusing on work, but whenever she closed her eyes, all she saw were his piercing dark eyes staring at her. And that kiss. Daydreaming about lying next to, or under… Stop it, dammit. You just met him. This is nuts. Nothing made sense. Everything was happening too fast. They hadn’t even gone on a regular date, yet she found herself fantasizing about what he might be like as a lover.
Or did she consider Roman a rebound-lay? She snapped her eyelids shut in humiliation. God, she was pathetic. Needy.
Whatever the reason, she longed to feel a man’s strong arms around her. Roman’s arms. And his hard body pressed against hers. She wanted to feel…wanted.
At six o’clock, the band still hadn’t shown up. And when six-thirty came and went, curious customers buzzed like insects. Clusters of patrons milled around, speculating about what might be delaying the band. Bartenders fielded questions about the musicians.
The back door creaked open. Silence. Everyone at the bar spun around to face the stage. When the band made their appearance, cheers erupted.
Grace collected her tips and shoved them into her front pockets. She cleared away cocktail napkins and empty drink glasses in preparation for the next onslaught of customers’ orders.
“Good evening, Grace,” a deep, masculine voice rumbled.
Taken by surprise, she gasped and looked up from wiping down the bar.
Roman peered at her through half-closed eyes, looking sexy as hell in black leather. He dropped a twenty-dollar bill on the bar.
“Two Bud Lights. One for me and one for my friend, Erik.” He nodded at the stage where band members were busy setting up drums and amplifiers.
Grace handed him two chilled bottles.
“When’s your break?”
“I’m not sure exactly,” she said. “It depends on how busy we are.”
“I’ll check back.” He nodded at the twenty on the counter. “Keep the change.” Holding the bottles over his head, he wove his way through the crowd and climbed onstage to hand the band’s front man one of the beers.
Roman did know the band, after all. “I’m impressed,” she whispered. “What other surprises do you have?”
She wiped her hands on the sides of her jeans and picked up the money he’d left on the bar. She stuffed it into the full till and pocketed the change.
The band launched into their first set and the customers rushed to snag the best tables near the stage. Roman returned and claimed a stool in her station. He set his beer on a coaster. A seductive smile curled the corners of his lips.
Pleased he’d arrived alone tonight, Grace’s heart raced. “Where’s your posse?”
“Not with me and that’s all that matters.” He lifted her hand and gently brushed his lips against her knuckles.

Roman

AFTER DARK WAS CLOSING. Roman sat at the bar and nursed a cup of black coffee while waiting for Grace’s shift to end. He stifled a smile and watched her interact with her co-workers. No doubt about it, she was a keeper. The woman had a blazing hot body and oozed sensuality. Studying her body’s fluid movement conjured up erotic fantasies about what he’d like to do to her.
His cell phone rang, bringing him down from his cloud. Caller ID showed Alex’s name. What the hell does he want this time? He accepted the call and spun around on the bar stool, his back to Grace.
Alex sounded off. “I only want to remind you to be careful and don’t let her pretty face be a distraction. Never forget who and what you are.”
“That’s kind of hard to do when you keep reminding me.”
“So you’re good?”
“Good night, Alex.” He stared at his phone and contemplated hurling it across the room. Movement behind the bar caught his eye. The antique mirror above the back bar reflected Grace’s smoky likeness directly behind him.
“If you need to leave, I’ll take a rain check.”
“No way. I’ve been looking forward to seeing you all day.” He stood and pocketed his phone. “Do you want to stick around here or go somewhere else?”
“Anywhere but here. I’ve had enough of this place for tonight.”
He helped Grace slip on her jacket, and her silky hair blanketed his hands. Heat rose in his body and filled him with the need to touch her. His fingers grazed her hair and face. Her tall, lean body carried the dizzying scent of jasmine and woman. Inhaling deeply, he grew lightheaded. “You smell delicious,” he whispered.
Flashing her dimpled grin, she thanked him.
He moved his hand slowly down to the small of her back and led her toward the exit.
Jerry gave them thumbs up. “Have fun kids and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” he said, but the glint in his eye contradicted his statement.
Roman draped his arm around her shoulders and brushed his thumb over her cheek. She leaned into his touch, making him smile. As he guided her toward the exit, he recalled the previous evening’s warning and decided to speak with the bouncer. “Last night. That fellow in the parking lot. Did he ever show up again?”
Bronco shook his massive, shaved head. “He probably figured we were onto him. I doubt he’ll show his face around here any time soon.” He held the door open. “Good night to you now.”
“Good night,” they replied in unison.
Maybe the trespasser wouldn’t re-appear at the club. But deep down, Roman knew the man’s identity and his reason for being here. He also knew he would see him again under much deadlier circumstances. The old gentleman had better get in line because he wasn’t the only one searching for Roman and Company.
Roman and Grace stepped into the chilly night air. His arm still around her shoulders, she hugged him around the waist. He pulled her closer and kissed the top of her head. The warmth radiating from her soft body made his skin buzz. He escorted her through the unlit lot to her parking space.
“So how do you want to do this? We can leave together or meet there. It’s your call.”
“How about we meet there?” she answered quickly.
Despite his disappointment over her refusal to share a vehicle, he gently squeezed her shoulders to show he understood that she wanted to take it slow. Tonight he’d work extra hard to put her at ease. Making her want to be with him became his priority.
“Got any place special in mind?” He usually took charge, but being new in town, he let her decide.
Grace pointed to a neon sign across the street and a block down. “There’s a diner on the next block. Or would you prefer something a little fancier.”
“The diner’s good.” He pulled her closer and wisps of her silken hair brushed against his chin.
She unlocked her Nissan and opened the door. Before she had a chance to slip inside, he planted a chaste, tender kiss on her cheek. Encouraged by her responsive shiver, he kissed her neck. “How about we skip the main course and go straight to dessert?”
“Hey.” She playfully pushed him away. “I’m not that kind of girl.”
He couldn’t read her. Her kisses said ‘yes,’ but she held off. Had he gone too far? Maybe she wasn’t that type of girl. If not, he needed to find out. “I promise I’ll be a good boy.”
“Not too good, I hope.”
“Believe me, I can be very good.”
She gave him a much appreciated come-hither look. “What’s that old saying, ‘Much ado about nothing’?”
Her wiseass remark drew a low chuckle. “If I wasn’t such a gentleman, I’d say something inappropriate. But I’ll just bite my tongue instead.”
“You do that.”
A gust of wind blew strands of hair across her face, and he gently brushed them away from her eyes. Why couldn’t he stop touching her face? He saw heat in her eyes and his pulse quickened.
For once, in a very long time, luck seemed to be on his side, giving him first chance to claim her. But he had to act fast before the mangy mongrels at the club made their moves.
He held her car door open and she slid in behind the wheel. “See you at the diner. I’m parked around back.” He closed her door and backed away, grinning. With a spring in his step, he headed to his truck.
Behind him, an engine revved. Glancing over his shoulder, he noticed Grace’s car move toward him. His heartbeat thundered in his ears.
She pulled up next to him and rolled down the window. “Hey sailor, can I give you a lift?”
He saluted. “Aye, Aye.” Without hesitation, he opened the passenger door and climbed inside.
“Which way to your truck?”
“Oh,” he blurted, disappointed she hadn’t changed her mind about them riding together. “Right around the corner.” He rested his arm on the back of the seat and noticed something in the side mirror that made his blood chill. For a better look, he turned around. Parked across the street and sitting behind the wheel of a dark sedan—a man. Watching them.
Now that Roman had verified the priest had seen him, he made a mental note to call the Elder Council at the first opportunity to discuss various scenarios of how to eliminate the threat once and for all.
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AFTER DRIVING the short distance from the club, Grace pulled into the all-night diner’s parking lot at two in the morning. Roman parked in the space next to her. She couldn’t wait to show off her favorite after-work eatery.
When they stepped inside the small, busy diner, loud sixties music blared and the aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the air. There were no empty stools at the counter. Customers were a mixed bag of college students, folks trying to sober up before heading home, and shift workers on their way to or from jobs.
She held Roman’s hand and they snaked through the line of people waiting for takeout. Vicki, a tall, wiry, red-haired waitress, dressed in Khaki-colored jeans and a navy T-shirt, waved from behind the counter.
“Hi, Vicki.” Grace waved back. She scanned the eatery for a place to sit. “I see an empty booth,” she said, and led the way to a red, vinyl booth in the back of the diner. She slid in first and faced the door.
Roman sat across from her. “I’ve never been here before,” he said, looking around, “but apparently you have.”
“Yeah. Just a few times.” She chuckled.
With pen and pad in hand, Vicki arrived to take their order. “So Grace, what can I get you and your friend?”
“My usual,” she said, without hesitation.
Vicki glanced at Roman. “And you?”
He shook his head. “Only coffee for me,” he answered with a half-smile.
After giving him a double take, Vicki shrugged. “Thanks. One cup of fresh coffee coming right up,” she said and hurried off.
Grace leaned forward. “If you weren’t going to order something to eat, we could have gone to a coffee shop instead.”
“It’s fine.” He reached for her hand and squeezed it.
A perky, college-age waitress rushed over. After pouring Roman a cup of coffee, she moved to the booth across the aisle.
Waiting for her food order gave Grace a chance to figure out what made the hot guy seated across the table tick. To avoid the topic of relationships—and possibly Jake—she steered the conversations to safe subjects—movies, music, the club. She was ready to start boasting about her research project when Vicki set a platter of chicken strips and fries in front of her.
“Here you go.” Vicki’s gaze flew to Roman. “You sure I can’t bring you something?”
“Nothing now, but I might be interested in some dessert later.” His dark eyes twinkled.
Grace gulped as heat rose in her face.
“All righty then,” Vicki stammered, obviously catching his innuendo. She refilled his coffee cup. “I’ll check back in a few.” A man called her name and she headed toward the front of the diner.
Grace feasted on chicken strips and fries, while Roman watched her and sipped his coffee. She stopped eating when she noticed him scrutinizing her every move. “Sorry, but I’m starving!”
He didn’t answer and continued to stare.
“What are you staring at?” she asked, beginning to feel uncomfortable.
“I never noticed before, but you’ve got freckles.” He grinned.
Was he for real? She shook her head and resumed munching on chicken strips, dipping them in ranch dressing. They tasted particularly good tonight. “I feel like a glutton eating in front of you,” she mumbled, mid-chew. She pushed a few fries onto a saucer and shoved the plate in front of him.
He squirted ketchup in the center of the plate and swirled the fries around in the condiment.
“Do you always play with your food?”
“Sometimes I do. Sometimes I don’t. It depends.” Without looking up, he continued stirring the red liquid with the fries.
“On what?”
“On how hungry I am.” He dropped the fry into the ketchup and met her gaze. “Like I told our waitress, I might be interested in dessert. And right now, dessert is beginning to sound better and better.” The corners of his lips rose in a wicked grin.
She narrowed her eyes. “Don’t hold your breath.”
He chuckled and pushed the saucer to the middle of the table.
Salty food made her thirsty. She tilted her head back and took a long drink of ice water. He stared at her and licked his full, sensual lips. Had she dribbled something? She grabbed her napkin, dabbed at her mouth, and surreptitiously ran it down her neck. A quick peek at the napkin showed no trace of food or water. She took another drink.
“I don’t know much about you, Roman. Tell me about yourself. Your family. Your job.”
“There’s not a whole lot to tell. I’d rather hear more about you.” He folded his arms and rested them on the table.
“I doubt my life is as exciting as yours. I’m a transplant from Michigan. I’m an only child and a spoiled brat.” Did her giggle betray her by revealing her nervousness? “As I started to say before our order came, I’m working on my Master’s in Environmental Sciences at Irvine State College. Horticulture, specifically. Now it’s your turn.” She snatched a fry from his plate and held it up, letting ketchup drip onto the saucer. “Where are you from? Do you have any siblings?” After licking off the excess condiment from the soggy French fry, she popped it in her mouth.
His eyes widened and he licked his lips. “Sorry. Would you repeat the question?”
“Do you have brothers or sisters or any family in California?”
“I was an only child and my parents passed away years ago.”
“How awful for you.” She reached across the table and patted his hand.
“They died a long time ago.” He glanced through the window facing the parking lot. A dark cloud seemed to settle over him whenever she mentioned his family, so she decided to switch subjects. “Where are you from?”
“Argentina, originally.”
His answer caught her off guard. “I didn’t detect an accent.”
“I left years ago.”
She ate another fry. “I heard you work in a research lab. What do you do there?”
“I’m working on a classified project.” He stared out the window and shuffled in his seat.
First his family…now his work. Why did her questions make him so jittery? She widened her eyes, eager to learn more. “Sounds interesting. What kind of project?”
“It’s one of those ‘if I tell you I’ll have to kill you’ type deals. Sorry, but I can’t say more.” He twirled another fry in the ketchup puddle. “Ready to order dessert?”
“Sounds delish,” she said, and smacked her lips.
An hour later the restaurant started clearing out. Vicki made the rounds and refilled their coffee cups. An empty ice cream dish sat in front of Grace.
Roman’s plate contained a dissected piece of cherry pie. During dessert he’d moved across the table and sat next to her. His arm rested on the back of the booth. He traced her jaw with the back of his index finger. “I had a great time. I don’t want to say good night.” He glanced at his watch. “Or should I say good morning?”
“Maybe you won’t have to say either,” she purred. Her response surprised even her. But she’d grown comfortable being with him and hated their date to end.
“Are you saying what I hope you’re saying?”
“What do you want me to say?” she whispered and leaned in close enough to feel his breath on her lips. She grew dizzy with anticipation.
He kissed her, taking her breath away.
Roman slid out of the booth and waved Vicki to come over.
She glanced in his direction and ended her conversation with customers at the counter.
“Check, please,” he said.

Grace

AN HOUR LATER, inside Grace’s studio apartment, vanilla scented candles and a Norah Jones CD set the stage for her to make love with Roman. Her seduction began by making out on the daybed. But as his lust intensified, Grace’s body stiffened and she pushed him away. She needed to breathe. To think. Did she really want to do this? Was she ready to move on to another intimate relationship?
“What’s wrong, babe?” He ran his hands gently up and down her arms.
She finger-combed her hair and shook her head. “I thought I could…. I’m sorry.” Deanna’s words rang true. She wasn’t ready. Getting over Jake would take time because she had never been with anyone else. Being desired by a gorgeous man with his arousal against her felt so good, so inviting—letting her know that he wanted sex as much as she did. Part of her wanted him to stop, but another part, just wanted—very badly.
“Do you want me to leave?”
Yes. No. She bracketed his face in her hands and kissed him softly. The need to have him inside her was too strong. In total surrender, she pulled him closer and kissed him deeper, and when he parted his lips, she slipped her tongue inside. She loved the taste of him.
His skillful fingers unzipped her vest and traveled up her back to unhook her bra. His large hands navigated between their sweaty bodies and he cupped her breasts, caressing them, running his thumbs over her hard nipples, teasing them. His kisses moved down her neck to her throat, making her moan. He did the same. Why couldn’t she resist this man?
Roman whispered her name and his breath grew ragged.
Wearing only a black thong, she lay on her back and parted her legs, giving him better access. Beginning at her knee, he ran his hand up the inside of her thigh. She sighed with need and spread her legs farther apart, and drew up her knees on either side of him. “Please,” she begged and moved beneath him. When his hand reached her center, he slipped two fingers inside her thong. “Yes. Right there.”

Roman

A CELL PHONE RANG. One of two cells he carried with him at all times. The ringtone identified his private work phone.
“Shit!”
“Don’t answer it.” Grace groaned and slung her forearm over her eyes.
“I have to.” He had no choice. He never ignored the business phone. Never. Calls coming through on that particular phone were warnings that slayers were heading to Orange County and needed to be stopped and destroyed—now. After the third ring, as much as he hated to, he rolled over and grabbed his trousers from the floor next to the bed. He grumbled and fished the noisy culprit from the pocket.
Caller ID showed Erik’s name.
“Yeah!”
“There’s been a sighting. It’s time. You’re needed now.”
Roman ended the call and fumbled to get dressed. He knelt next to the bed and Grace’s sweaty, heaving body. “I’m sorry, babe, but I’ve got to leave.”
“You’re joking, right?” She snapped, her eyes growing wide in disbelief.
He bit his bottom lip and shook his head. “I wish I were,” he whispered and moved closer to kiss her goodbye.
She rolled over and faced the wall.
“I’ll make this up to you. I promise.” He massaged her shoulder gently.
Grace jerked away from his touch. “Don’t bother.”
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ROMAN
AFTER RECEIVING word slayers were headed their way, Roman drove directly to the Ortega Research Institute. Whenever Erik was in town, he automatically became part of the team. Tonight, was no exception.
When Roman arrived, his warriors had already changed into clothing suited for combat and were ready to go. He dressed quickly and, like his men, armed himself for a major—and possibly deadly—confrontation.
“Let’s go.” Roman led the way to the team’s black SUV.
He took his position behind the steering wheel. Gabriel rode shotgun. Alex, Seth, and Erik filled the back seat. After driving along Ortega Highway for ten miles, he turned onto a dirt-packed side road. He made a U-Turn and faced the now deserted highway. He killed the engine. With headlights off and windows down, they watched the highway and listened. And waited.
On high alert and ready for battle, he and his warrior team awaited word of the adversaries’ approach, from Erik’s contact in a neighboring county who were tracking the slayers.
Five sets of eyes remained fixed on cross-traffic—lighter than usual at five-thirty o’clock in the morning. Before leaving for the upcoming battle, the men filled up on formula to ward off blood-hunger during—and after—the kill.
Because Erik, the lone full-vampire, wasn’t part of the blood-substitute program, he drank the real thing. Besides fronting a successful band, Erik tracked slayers. It was his word that brought Roman and his warrior team to tonight’s location.
“Good to have you on the team, Erik. If your sources are correct, this should be an excellent kill,” Roman said. Killing slayers was a dangerous business and each job could end up being his last, so receiving advanced notice put him and his men at a definite advantage. “We appreciate the heads up.”
“There were rumors,” Erik added. “Lots of them. I’m glad we heard the buzz before slayers showed up unexpectedly. No one needs that kind of surprise.”
In the distance, an engine roared.
“Someone’s coming.” Roman sat up to attention.
Everyone froze, waiting for the vehicle to come into view. A Corvette zipped past.
“It’s not them,” Gabriel noted. “Unless slayers suddenly decided to drive sports cars.”
In silence, they listened, and waited some more.
Discipline and focus were Roman’s strongest assets. But tonight, he struggled to keep his mind on the upcoming kill. His thoughts trailed off to Grace and the sexual debacle he’d created by being called away. Twice. Once near her car in the parking lot when he kissed her goodnight. The latest—tonight from her bed. Both times she’d been ready for him. She probably thinks I’m having an affair with my damn cell phone. He released a low snarl and his grip tightened on the steering wheel.
“You okay?” Gabriel asked.
“Yeah.” After disappointing Grace a second time, Roman knew he’d have to work extra hard to get her to even speak to him again. He’d always dreamed of sharing his life with a good woman. A woman like Grace. He couldn’t let her get away and would beg, if he had to, for another chance to claim her.
Erik’s cell phone rang.
Roman watched him in the rearview mirror.
Erik mumbled something into his cell and hung up. “They’re on their way. Should be anytime now.”
A large vehicle rumbled in the distance. Five heads cocked toward the noise.
“That’s them.” Roman turned the ignition key, spurring the engine into action.
A white van crossed in front of them. A few seconds later, Roman turned on the headlights and pulled onto the winding highway. He allowed enough space behind the slayers’ van to avoid detection, but stayed close enough to hear their engine. On a straightaway, the van accelerated, and the slayers widened the space between the vehicles.
“Buckle up and hold on.” Roman stomped on the gas pedal. Adrenaline soared. He hit the high beams and lit up the interior of the van directly ahead. Six slayers sat inside—one more than usual.
Roman closed in. He swerved to avoid unforgiving boulders on the left side of the highway and the deep precipice on the right. Tires squealed. He charged onward, clutching the steering wheel, struggling to keep command of the SUV. For a moment, he lost sight of the van. Turning sharply around the tree-lined curve, he spotted it. He held his breath and slammed the accelerator to the floor. He jerked the steering wheel sharply left, then right. The other driver out-maneuvered him once more and disappeared around a blind curve. Roman spat out a string of curses. Heading into another straightaway, the van reappeared.
“Hang on,” Roman shouted.
The chase continued down a steep hill and around another curve. But this time the other driver wasn’t so lucky. A coyote darted across the two-lane highway directly in front of them. A horn wailed and the van veered out of control, sending it into the guardrail. Metal buckled. Sparks hissed and flew. The steel barrier ended abruptly and the van careened off the highway and disappeared at the end of the guardrail.
Roman pulled off the highway. Gravel pinged against the bottom of the SUV. He stopped in front of the twisted metal barrier, killed the headlights and turned off the engine.
Gabriel exited the vehicle first and raced to the barrier. He inched forward and peered into the ravine.
The rest of the crew grabbed heavy, canvas duffle bags, empty except for waterproof jackets to cover their bloodied clothes, if needed. They scrambled out of the back seat.
“See anything?” Alex shouted.
Gabriel pointed into the canyon below. “There. I’m going down.” He swung himself over the guardrail and dropped from view.
Alex, Seth, and Erik followed.
Roman pulled keys from the ignition and grabbed his own duffle, plus Gabriel’s, from the floorboard. He sprinted toward the guardrail, and leaned over far enough to catch sight of his team racing toward the damaged van. His heart pounded with excitement. He slung both duffles over his shoulder, grabbed the top of the guardrail and hurdled over. On his way down, he grabbed dried bushes to keep from slamming against the jagged rocks that lined the canyon. Half-dead tree branches ripped his palms. He swung his body around to face away from the cliff. Finally, his feet touched ground.
At the accident site, clouds of dust and debris choked the air. The stench of burnt rubber mixed with gas fumes stung Roman’s eyes and throat.
When dust clouds dissipated, he and his men circled the slayer’s vehicle and peeked inside through smashed windows.
The van had landed right-side up, making their jobs easier. A full moon shone on four unconscious slayers, two in the front seat, and two in the back. But earlier, Roman had counted six men.
“There’s two more,” he shouted. “Seth. Erik. Find them and kill them.”
Erik and Seth dropped their duffle bags and raced into the dense woods.
Inside the van, victims were still belted in their seats. Blood splatter covered the vehicle’s interior. Although Roman made sure his men had full bellies before heading out, he feared the amount of blood would be too strong to resist. And there was nothing more powerful than the scent of warm, freshly shed blood. He needed to hurry them along in case the intoxicating scent became problematic. According to the scientists, drinking human blood during the program could be fatal to the vampires.
“Hurry. Kill the survivors, strip the van, and get the hell out.”
A man moaned.
Roman cocked his head in the direction of the sound. “Gabe,” he said and jerked his chin toward the back of the van.
Nodding, Gabriel charged around the corner of the van, towards the back.
Roman turned his attention to the front seat, passenger side, where a hefty man leaned against the smashed window. Roman pulled the door open and the victim dropped into his arms. “He’s dead.”
The driver’s side of the van was dented in. Alex pulled the door off its hinges and leaned over a young man whose face rested on the steering wheel. He yanked the man’s head back onto the headrest. “He’s still breathing.”
The driver’s eyes widened in terror. “Get away from me,” he screamed, arms flailing.
Alex held the driver’s head between his hands. He twisted the man’s head to one side and snapped his neck.
Roman ripped off one of the back seat doors. A man sat, slouched over, covered in blood.
From the back of the van, Gabriel called for help.
One of his men was in trouble. Roman’s heart pounded as he stumbled around to the rear of the van. The back doors were wide open and he gasped at the sight of Gabriel sprawled on top of a slayer. The adversary still gripped the knife he’d plunged into Gabriel’s left side.
Roman climbed inside and carefully lifted Gabriel off his assailant. In one fluid motion, he pulled the knife from Gabriel’s side, and sliced the attacker’s throat.
“I didn’t see him. I got careless,” Gabriel said in a weak voice, clutching his side.
“We all make mistakes.” Roman dropped the knife and knelt next to Gabriel. He pushed Gabriel’s hand away from the wound and replaced it with his own, applying pressure until the bleeding stopped.
His greatest fear was playing out before his eyes. Feeding from man-made blood had severely weakened his team. Their fighting edge was gone.
“The son-of-a-bitch stabbed me.” Gabriel crawled toward the fallen slayer. When he reached the man’s neck, his fangs dropped.
“No,” Roman shouted. “It might kill you.” But he couldn’t blame Gabe. Even he was caught up in the blood frenzy and fought the urge to feed. He jerked Gabriel away from the man’s body.
“I want his blood.” Gabriel growled and lurched forward. “I need it.”
Roman dragged him out of the van and pinned him to the ground. He tightened his hold when blood hunger sent Gabriel’s body into violent spasms. When the trembling stopped, Roman released him.
Gabriel pulled himself into a sitting position. He panted and rested his hands on his knees. “I’m hungry. Real hungry.”
“I know.” Roman squeezed his friend’s shoulder. Nearly crazy himself, from the powerful scent of freshly shed blood, he understood Gabe’s hunger. Salivating, Roman sucked in a deep breath and held it for a long time. He needed to resist the sweet fragrance even when every fiber of his being craved to be sated. Discipline. He needed to draw on the discipline he’d used in the past to set an example for his men. After breathing in and out for several seconds, the temptation to feed vanished. In control once more, he lumbered to the side of the van and leaned against it. He closed his eyes and raked his fingers through his sweat-soaked hair.
This killing disaster was his fault. Since starting the blood-substitute program, their vampire strength had ebbed and he feared they were becoming too weak to fight effectively. As their leader, he should have seen the warning signs. Close calls like tonight were unacceptable. He and his men were no longer the deadly warriors they’d once been. Now that the team was losing strength, they were in big trouble. His warriors would never survive another assignment. This would be their final kill.
With him in charge, South Orange County was no longer a safe haven for peace-loving vampires. And after the tainted blood problem that had killed so many, it wasn’t a safe feeding site either. Sending his civilian vampires away turned out to be the best thing he’d ever done. His vampires’ well-being now fell to a new warrior team.
A scuffling noise erupted.
Roman pushed himself away from the van and focused on the thick, dried brush on the far side of the clearing. His heartbeat thundered in his ears.
“Help me.” Seth stormed into the clearing with Erik close behind. Blood ran down Erik’s chin.
“Seth!” Extending his hand, Roman hurried to meet him. Once he had a firm grip of Seth’s hand, he swung him aside, away from Erik. “Tell me what happened,” he demanded, keeping his gaze locked on Erik.
“We only found one of the slayers in the woods. Erik caught him and fed. Then he turned on me,” Seth said, gasping for breath.
Staring at Erik, Roman straightened and squared his shoulders. “Is that true?”
Instead of responding, Erik growled and circled Roman.
Off to the side, the warrior team closed in, preparing to defend their leader.
Roman raised his hand to stop his men from charging, hoping to defuse the escalating danger himself. “Why’d you do it? Talk to me. Tell me what’s going on?” He hoped his old friend’s answer would provide insight to his bloodthirsty behavior.
Fists clenched, fangs bared, Erik moved closer. “Prepare to die!” He drew his dagger and lunged.
Roman jumped back, but not before Erik’s blade slashed his forearm.
Swinging the dagger again, Erik grazed his chest.
Trying to disarm the vampire, Roman grabbed the blade and cut his own palm in the process. With a blood-slicked hand, he plunged the dagger into Erik’s chest. Making sure the stab was lethal, he twisted the blade and drove it deeper.
Erik fell to the ground. Blood gushed from his chest.
Slack-jawed, the warriors stared at the fallen vampire. Blood trickled from the corners of Erik’s mouth. He’d been a member of their team, a trusted comrade, someone who worked alongside them whenever he came to town.
“We found only one of them,” Seth said.
“The other slayer was hiding in the back of the van. I killed him.” Roman drew in several deep breaths, filling his lungs with resolve, trying to forget the nightmare his team had just lived. Defeat and loss were never an option. Tonight the team came dangerously close to experiencing both.
The sun’s rays peeked over treetops, bringing daylight. Daylight also brought exposure, increasing their chances of being discovered.
Soon a steady stream of cars and motorcycles would snake along Ortega Highway.
Roman climbed inside the wreckage. A case of water bottles sat behind the driver’s seat. He tossed each man two bottles of water to rinse the blood from their faces and hands.
“There’s more if you need it.” Nothing would draw more unwanted attention from looky-loos than seeing a group of bloodied up men getting into a vehicle.
They opened the bottles and poured water over their heads and splashed it on their hands. Each slipped into loose-fitting jackets and zipped them to conceal blood-stained shirts.
“That’s enough clean-up. We’re running out of darkness. Start stripping the van,”
Roman said.
Gabriel tossed Roman a bottle of water. He tossed it back. “There’s something I need to take care of first.”
The men had already snapped into action. They confiscated pistols, cell phones, and daggers. In the back of the van, they hit the mother lode—crates filled with cross-bows, flame-throwers, shotguns, and spears. They emptied the crates quickly and loaded the duffle bags with the smaller items. Larger weapons were strapped on their backs. They worked rapidly and efficiently, making sure nothing was left behind to indicate the dead men were slayers. The scene needed to look like an accident. Always an accident. Law enforcement would conclude the driver lost control and the vehicle careened over the cliff’s edge, killing the passengers.
So much blood.
“Alex, get me a sword.”
Gabriel and Seth, loaded down with their newly acquired arsenal, watched.
Roman checked his palms, flexed his fingers, and frowned. Cuts from Erik’s blade, were closing up, but hadn’t disappeared. Odd.
He strode to where Erik lay and studied his body. What caused their former ally to turn against his own kind? It made no sense. He fronted a successful rock band. His career was taking off. “What demons tortured you, Erik?”
Glancing over his shoulder, he motioned Alex to come closer.
“You don’t have to do this,” Alex said, walking toward Roman. “He was your friend. Let me do it. I never liked the son-of-a-bitch anyway.”
Roman shook his head. “It’s my job. Give me the sword.”
Handing over the weapon, Alex left Roman alone to finish the job.
Gripping the handle with both hands, he stood over Erik’s twisted body. “Sorry, old friend, but you gave me no choice.” As he hoisted the sharp blade over Erik, his hands trembled. He swung the sword across his one-time friend’s neck, separating his head from his body. A crimson geyser shot up and sprayed Roman’s face. He dropped the blade, fell to his knees, and retched. From behind, someone grabbed his shoulder. He didn’t know who. Didn’t ask. Didn’t care.
“Get away from me.” He groaned and wiped the warm liquid from his face with his sleeve. “Go!”
“Rome,” Alex said softly.
“I need to be alone,” he said softening his tone, and turned to face his cousin.
Alex touched Roman’s shoulder. “I understand.” He picked up his duffle, along with loose weapons and sprinted to rejoin the others as they effortlessly crossed the clearing and scaled the ridge back to the highway. Once they reached the SUV, they filled the back with everything they’d confiscated.
After his team finished the task without being detected, Roman closed his eyes and let out a deep sigh. Since starting the blood-substitute program, Roman hadn’t killed anyone. And tonight he’d killed twice. First, out of necessity—to protect Gabriel. But Erik? He wiped blood from his eyes and mouth, fighting the urge to lick his lips.
His legs shook as he pushed himself to stand.
On the highway, rumbling of a heavy vehicle drew near. Roman froze. The vehicle stopped. So did Roman’s heartbeat.
Muffled words drifted toward him. He cocked his head and listened closer.
Gabriel thanked the Good Samaritan for offering to help and explained they didn’t have car trouble; they’d only stopped to study a map.
Roman let out a big sigh when the stranger clomped back to his big rig and drove off. More traffic approached, slowed down, and passed by.
“Calm down,” he muttered to himself. “Take your time. Don’t get sloppy.” He was covered with blood. He rummaged through the van searching for his duffle, but couldn’t find it. Instead, he found Erik’s. Guess he wouldn’t be needing his jacket, after all.
He pulled the blood soaked shirt over his head and tossed it in the duffle bag. He splashed bottled water on his blood-smeared face, torso, and hands. Satisfied he’d rinsed away every trace of Erik, he slipped on the dead vampire’s jacket.
The sooner Roman left this bloodbath, the better. He surveyed the interior of the van and realized too much vampire-killing paraphernalia was left inside for one person to carry away. He whistled for assistance.
“You need help?” Seth asked a few seconds later and poked his head in the van.
“Yeah. Get busy.” Roman tossed a duffle at Seth.
Together they loaded one bag with boxes of bullets, wooden stakes, and more daggers. The second duffle was filled with manila folders, a laptop, and six iPads, along with any ID’s belonging to the slayers. Nothing, except for bodies, could be left behind.
Twigs snapped.
Roman froze. He glanced outside, and grinned. Two mountain lions padded toward the van. “Hey Seth, looks like your friends are here.”
Seth dropped the bag and jumped outside. He made eye contact with the largest cat—a female. It inched toward him and stopped. The sight of Seth seemed to calm the lioness. He held out his hand and the cat sniffed it. “Hello, Beautiful. You hungry?” He stroked the animal’s head, and pointed at the feast Erik’s body would provide.
To allow the mountain lions access to the corpses inside the van, Roman jumped outside and stepped away from the open doors. Soon three much smaller cats bounded into the clearing.
“Okay Mama, feed your babies.” Seth stroked the female’s back.
The young ones sniffed Erik’s body and began to lap up his blood. The bigger cats seemed more interested in the Smorgasbord
inside the van.
The corners of Roman’s mouth curled upward.
Perfect.
The cats had just compromised the kill site.
“Now let’s get the hell out of here,” Roman said, and helped Seth zip up the duffle bags. Each grabbed a bag and hustled to the bottom of the cliff. Flexing their knees, they jumped and landed near the vehicle. A large roadmap was spread out across the SUV’s hood. Leaning over the map, Alex held the penlight and Gabriel studied
the map.
Roman opened the SUV’s rear door and tossed the loot inside. “Seth, this thing you got going on with big cats…it freaks me out.”
“Guess I feel drawn to them. And they seem to like me. It’s good, huh?”
“Yes Seth, it’s very good.” Roman slapped his warrior on the back. He riffled through the plunder in the back of the vehicle, until he found what he needed. He grabbed the manila folders and closed the door.
“Someone else drive while I take care of business.” He dug keys out of his pants pocket and tossed them in the direction of his men.
Reaching up, Gabriel made one of his famous one-handed catches. He jumped inside the SUV and turned on the ignition.
Roman claimed the shotgun seat.
Alex folded the map on the hood and clambered in the back seat next to Seth.
On their way to the lab, Roman flipped through the contents of the first folder. “We hit the jackpot, Gabe.”
“Why’s that?”
“Printouts of names, locations, maps, schedules. Everything.” Roman opened the glove box and pulled out a cell phone. He hit speed dial, and after one ring, Levi, head of the Elder Council answered. “This is Roman. We got them. But there’s something you need to know.” He passed along information about Erik’s behavior. “He tried to kill Seth and me. What the hell happened to him?” He listened. “I’ll pass it on. Thanks for the update. I appreciate it.” He ended the call.
“So?” Alex asked.
“Levi’s pleased. We can collect the bounty on Tuesday.” Roman stared at the phone, running his index finger over the blank screen.
“I meant about Erik. What did he say about him?” Alex asked.
Roman let out a long sigh. He wasn’t used to relaying phone conversations to his men. But since beginning the program, their hearing wasn’t as sharp as when they were full-blown vampires. “Lately Erik started making noises about his career. Levi advised him to lie low, to pull back. But he didn’t. Instead he went rogue and played both sides. The Elder Council started an investigation. Erik found out and…well, he knew the consequences of treason.” A pause followed. “They call what he did “Suicide by Vampire.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “And naturally, he chose me as the vessel. Damn him to hell.”
“You can’t blame yourself. You did what any of us would have done,” Gabriel said, keeping his gaze on the winding highway.
“Yeah, he attacked you,” Seth added.
“I know, but still….” A lump formed in Roman’s throat. He tossed the cell back into the glove box and slammed it shut. “Levi also told me the vamps I sent away are already settled in up north.”
“That’s good to hear,” Alex said
Yes, it was. Hearing the Elder Council’s verification that his former vamps had successfully integrated into a different vampire community pleased him. The news freed him to focus his energy on the formula. And, hopefully, Grace.
Gabriel whooped and clapped Roman’s shoulder. “We kicked ass tonight! It was awesome.”
“It was a disaster.” Erik’s slaying. Gabriel’s close call. Roman blew out a long breath and closed his eyes. “How’s your side, Gabe?”
“Healing. Come on, Roman, lighten up.”
Roman stared ahead at the double yellow lines snaking around the sharp curves on the narrow road. He couldn’t shake the image of Erik’s headless body sprawled out in the clearing where he ended up being food for a pride of mountain lions. What caused Erik to go rogue?
“If he needed help, why didn’t he come to me?” he murmured. “We were real tight once. I should have seen the signs, should have noticed something was wrong.”
“Maybe you’re getting too old for the job.” Levity sounded in Gabriel’s voice.
“That’s an understatement.” Despite his team’s laughter, Roman remained somber. He’d screwed up when he let his crew witness him break down after slaying Erik. He appeared weak. Vulnerable. Human. And something else bothered him. “Since we started the Ortega Project, it’s pretty obvious we’ve lost a lot of strength and healing power.” He glanced at the wound in his palm. “We’re not what we used to be.”
“You thinking about stepping down?” Gabriel asked, sounding much too pleased at the prospect of taking charge of the team.
The laughter from the back seat stopped.
Why didn’t Gabriel come clean and admit he wanted his job? If Gabe only knew how much Roman longed to turn the reins of power over to him, but this wasn’t the right time. Not yet. Gabe wasn’t ready. He was too reckless, and too damn dangerous to himself and the team. He shuddered recalling how an overconfident Gabriel let his guard down and allowed himself to get stabbed. With him in charge, none of his men would last a month.
“You wish. In case you forgot, I was appointed,” Roman reminded him.
“Appointed, not anointed,” Gabriel shot back.
More laughter. Then silence. Roman pulled down the visor and glanced in the vanity mirror. Two sets of eyes stared back at him, waiting for his response.
“Did you ever wonder why the Elder Council chose me?”
Gabriel didn’t answer.
The backseat passengers smiled at him. In the past, each had privately begged him not to put Gabriel in charge. He flipped the visor back into position. Gabriel was the fiercest warrior on his team. By far, the best he’d ever seen. And when the time came, when Gabriel was ready, Roman would gladly turn over leadership to him.
Daylight. Traffic increased. The team headed to the institute and much needed sleep, where Roman hoped to dream of Grace. And with any luck, it would be a very good dream.
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GRACE
THE MORNING FOLLOWING Roman’s humiliating rejection, Grace slept in. No classes or lab. No alarm clock. No ringing phone. She set her cell on vibrate. Whoever kept calling her caused the pesky thing to clatter and dance across the top of her coffee table. Frustrated, she grabbed the little noisemaker and slid it across the carpeted floor and into the wall. She wasn’t in the mood to speak with anyone. Not Deanna. Not her mom. Not Jennifer. And especially not Roman.
Engaging Deanna in conversation would only bring up the subject of Roman and she didn’t want to hear her friend’s interrogation. If her mom called, she’d have to listen to her wail about Jake and forgiveness and shit like that, not to mention her dad’s disappointment about the wedding he wouldn’t be officiating. Jennifer would only gush about Mark.
And Roman? She buried her face in the pillow and punched the mattress with both fists. What a fool she’d been. An angry tear escaped. Never again. Jake didn’t want her. And with one roadblock after another standing in the way of Roman and her getting together, it seemed like that romance was going nowhere—fast! Or was something else stopping him from having sex? God knows I was willing. Was he married? Gay? Impotent? She gritted her teeth and growled into the pillow.
Perhaps she’d become a nun.
Sunlight peeked into her apartment between slats of half-closed blinds. Opening the blinds all the way would only invite sunshine in and she wasn’t in the mood for happy. She pushed herself into a sitting position and dangled her feet over the edge of the bed. Staring at nothing in particular, she let out an exasperated sigh and kicked her pink slippers across the room and into the front door. “Crap!”
She shuffled into the kitchenette and glanced at the coffee maker without brewing a cup. Her cell phone buzzed, but she didn’t care enough to check caller ID. “Double Crap!”
Opting for a shower instead, she lumbered into the bathroom and slipped out of her oversized Dodgers T-shirt. She reached inside the shower stall, turned on the water, and adjusted the temperature and stepped inside. The pulsating spray beating on her back and neck proved to be the perfect medicine. A few minutes later, she stepped out of the shower—refreshed. She turned off the water, wrapped herself in a soft, pink bathrobe, and wound a towel around her hair.
Returning to her living room, she turned on the television and settled on a baseball game. Emotionally spent, she collapsed on the daybed. But in case sleep came, she set her alarm for five o’clock to give herself time to get ready for tonight’s shift.
Hopefully, Roman wouldn’t show up. And considering how he’d stormed out of her bed the last time she saw him, she doubted he had the balls to make an appearance at the club. Damn him.

Doc

SINCE DISCOVERING problems with the formula, Doc grew concerned about the team losing their vampire strength and healing capability. Something needed to be done quickly. Doc scheduled a much needed meeting with Crawford, and to better explain the escalating crisis, he invited Roman to accompany him.
On his way to the meeting, he met Roman in the hallway. “I hope you’re prepared for a confrontation. Crawford’s not going to like the reason for the meeting.”
Roman chuckled. “Guess there’s no easy way to tell him the project’s fucked up.”
Arriving at Crawford’s office, they were met by an open door.
As the approached the doorway, Crawford looked up from a stack of papers on his desk. “Come in,” he said and adjusted his striped tie. He pointed at two chairs across the desk from where he sat. “Have a seat.”
They accepted the offer and lowered themselves onto the tan, leather chairs.
Crawford eyed Roman suspiciously and glanced at Doc. “Why is Roman here?”
“I asked him to come along. He’s better able to describe what’s been happening to his team.”
Shifting in his chair, Crawford faced Roman. “I understand you were injured during a mission. Exactly what happened?”
Roman straightened in his chair and squared his shoulders. “According to our agreement, I’m forbidden to reveal details of my work for the Elder Council.”
Crawford tented his fingers on the desk. “Oh, I disagree. We’re supposed to be partners.”
Fearing Roman would answer confrontationally, Doc held up his hand to let him know that he’d respond. “Concerning the project at the lab? Yes. But, I agree with Roman. As I understand the contract, Roman’s team is a covert group. Revealing details of what they do, or where, must not be shared.”
Crawford’s narrow-eyed gaze swung to Roman. “But I’m entitled—”
“Unfortunately, you are not,” Roman answered. “The arrangement between the institute and the Elder Council only requires that both organizations have knowledge of each other. Our team needed permission to begin this program and you needed to know why we disappeared from time to time. Anything beyond that is off limits.
Suddenly, Crawford’s motive became clear: Knowledge is power and his boss wanted it all. Doc made a mental note to remind Roman to be more careful what’s said with his supervisor within earshot.
“I couldn’t disagree more,” Crawford snapped.
Doc shook his head. “Something’s gone terribly wrong with the formula and it would be best if you heard directly from Roman about unintended consequences he and his team are experiencing.” He nodded at Roman.
Leaning back in his chair, Crawford motioned for Roman to continue. “So tell me what’s going on.”
“I’ll show you instead.” Roman stood. He pulled his black T-shirt over his head and handed it to Doc. He ran his index finger along the length of the scar across this chest. “It’s a surface wound that should be gone by now, or at the very least, barely noticeable.” He pointed to his forearm. “An unhealed wound.” He opened his hand to reveal his scarred palm. “And another.”
Doc considered bringing up the fact that Gabriel’s stab wound hadn’t completely healed either, but for now, he decided to keep that information to himself.
Crawford whistled out a breath, obviously surprised. He slid his glasses down from the top of his head and wound around his desk. Eyes narrowing, he stood in front of Roman, scrutinized each scar, then winced and stepped back.
Doc handed Roman his T-shirt. “It was my understanding that the men wouldn’t lose any of their strength or healing ability during the transformation. Now it seems both have been compromised.”
“How are you planning to fix this?” Roman asked, and pulled on his shirt
“Apparently becoming human has its drawbacks. We’ll need to run additional tests to—”
“Not good enough,” Roman snapped. “We need this fixed now. What happens if we’re dispatched to intercept slayers heading our way? This poses a serious problem for us.”
Crawford returned to his side of the desk and eased himself into his chair. He rubbed his temples. “Yes. We’ll start tomorrow.”
“Roman balled his hands into fists. “You either start working on the problem now—today—or we walk.”
“Acting in such a drastic manner could be dangerous…even fatal for your team,” Crawford argued.
Roman’s nostrils flared.
Fearing a volatile confrontation, Doc clenched his teeth and shook his head, signaling Roman to calm down, only to be soundly ignored.
“You mean, fatal for you, if you don’t fix this—now,” Roman argued.
A scowl settled on Crawford’s face and he sucked in a deep breath. “Think back to when we met. You approached us. We—Doc and I—were reluctant to take on the project, but you convinced us to help your vampires.” His shouted. “At that time, we explained there would be risks.” The doctor’s face reddened. “We warned you, Roman. Didn’t we Doc? We warned you.”
Doc nodded.
Veins stood out on Roman’s forehead as he reached across the desk, grabbed Crawford by the lapels on his white lab coat, and dragged him over the desktop until they were nose to nose.
“Are you challenging me?” Roman’s eyes went wide and he let out a low, menacing growl.
“That’s enough, Roman,” Doc jumped to his feet, trying to regain control of the vampire.
Roman snarled, dropped the doctor on his desk, stormed out of his office, and slammed the door.
Crawford pushed himself from the desk. Back on his feet, he straightened his lab coat and adjusted his tie.
“I apologize for Roman’s behavior, but surely you can understand his frustration… It may have made a mistake to bring him along.”
“I agree. Now get the hell out of my office and never bring him in here again.”
Doc made a hasty exit. He drew back in surprise at seeing Roman waiting for him in the hallway.
“That was a stupid stunt you just pulled. I would expect such behavior from Gabriel, but not you. Good God,” he said, running his hand over his head, “what the hell were you thinking?”
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GRACE
ALTHOUGH GRACE STAYED home from class that day, she still managed to show up for work. She sleepwalked through her shift at the club, struggling to maintain the fake smile plastered across her face. Weary from deflecting passes from wannabe Casanovas, she longed to go home and break open the bottle of Merlot she kept for special occasions. From the direction her life was heading, special occasions were not in her future. Maybe if she was lucky, tonight she would get very drunk.
Gratuities had been good tonight. As she sat at the bar counting her wad of bills, she couldn’t help wondering if her
woe-is-me demeanor conjured up pity tips.
On Deanna’s way to the exit, she stopped to invite Grace to a party. “There’ll be a lot of single guys there.”
“I’m not in the mood for people.”
Deanna put her arm around her shoulder.
Don’t say it.
“Grace, you’re a pretty girl and—”
Too late. “I know you mean well, but I don’t want to hear it.”
“But—”
She gritted her teeth. “Please.”
“Okay.” Deanna hugged her, and headed for the door. “Ready, Bronco?”
The bouncer held the door open for Deanna, then left with her. Ever since someone had been seen lurking in the parking lot, part of his job description now included escorting female employees to their vehicles after work. He’d do the same for Grace when she left.
Someone walked through the front door. Thinking it was Deanna or Bronco, she didn’t give it a second thought and continued counting her tips. When footsteps stopped directly behind her seat, her heartbeat pounded in her ears. Not daring to turn around, she sat straighter on the stool.
“Grace?” a familiar masculine voice said.
No! It can’t be! Her stomach flipped. She spun around and faced her preppy ex-fiancé, Jake. A complete opposite of the tall, muscular Roman, her ex was shorter, slightly built, and wore a navy blazer and a white turtleneck.
“How dare
you come in here?”
He ran a hand through his short blond hair. “We need to talk.”
“You need to leave.”
“I screwed up. Please forgive me.” He touched her arm.
She pulled away. “Get out of here.”
“Please Grace, I can explain.”
“Explain? What’s to explain? Why you broke up with me?” Her voice caught. “And now you’ve got the balls to barge into my work and—”
The front door opened.
“Hey, how the hell did you get in here?” Bronco yelled.
Slack-jawed, Jake blurted something unintelligible.
The bouncer cracked his knuckles and lumbered toward Jake. “It might be a whole lot healthier for you if you moved your skinny, little ass away from her and hightailed it out of here right now.”
The disgraced ex-fiancé shot her a pleading glance. Instead of falling for his puppy-dog stare, she turned away. Nothing he could say would sway her decision. The damage had been done and, for Jake, there was no do-over.
She clenched her teeth. “He was just leaving, Bronco.” To Jake, “Weren’t you?”
Jake glanced from Bronco to Grace. A smirk settled on his face and he swaggered out the door.
She folded her arms on the bar and rested her head on them.
The door slammed.
“I messed up, Grace. He shouldn’t have gotten in here.”
Squealing tires sounded in the distance—hopefully coming from Jake’s car.
“Is he gone?”
“I’ll check.” Bronco rushed out the front door.
How pathetic she must seem to everybody. Even Bronco knew about Jake dumping her. A lump formed in her throat. Poor little Gracie. Poor, my ass. She whirled around on the barstool.
“This is bullshit.” She swiped her tips from the bar and stuffed them into her handbag. Where was the party Deanna invited her to?
Bronco burst inside. “Well, your old boyfriend’s gone.” He wiped moisture from his face. “It’s starting to rain. Better be careful driving home. The roads can be pretty slick. And don’t forget your umbrella.” The bouncer rushed past her and disappeared behind the swinging, double doors.
A party was happening that had her name written all over it. Maybe if she hurried, she’d catch up to Deanna. She slipped into her jacket and zipped her purse. But Bronco’s urgency to speak with Jerry stopped her from darting out the door without her appointed escort. Behind the swinging doors, the serious tone in Bronco’s voice held her attention.
“Hey boss, remember that old guy we caught hanging around the parking lot?” Pause. “I saw him again. I tried talking to him, but he drove off.”
Grace eased herself back down on the barstool and waited for Bronco to walk her to her car.

ANY THOUGHTS GRACE entertained about partying disappeared when the rainfall worsened on her way home, pelting her windshield with sheets of rain. The white lines on the highway disappeared, and she prayed she’d make it home without having an accident.
Right now, nothing sounded better than a hot shower, her favorite snuggly slippers, and that bottle of Merlot—if she made it home in one piece.
Navigating through the rain-slick streets, thoughts of that son-of-a-bitch, Jake, wormed their way into her brain. How dare
he invade her space? The club was her turf, not his. She clenched her teeth and gripped the steering wheel so hard her arms ached.
And where was Roman? She wanted him. Needed to feel him. Damn him. Damn Jake. Damn, damn, damn.
The heavy rain let up, replaced by a light drizzle. Lady Luck smiled on her when she found a parking space in front of her building, instead of the lot in back.
A loud party was happening across the street. She killed the headlights, turned off the engine, and contemplated joining in the fun. In the past, she’d received several invitations from the frat boys. But she was engaged, and never accepted their invitations. Retrieving the wet umbrella from the passenger side floorboard, she opened the car door, and opened the umbrella. She lifted it above the door, grabbed her purse, and stepped outside.
Music pulsed from the fraternity house. She watched the party animals through the picture window in their living room. Some couples danced. Some made out. Some stood around and chatted. She shook her head. Maybe next time.
Halfway up the sidewalk to her building, someone grabbed her arm from behind.
She screamed and spun around, swinging her handbag and open umbrella at the perpetrator.
“Grace! Stop!” Jake hollered.
“You! What are you doing here?” She hit him harder. “Leave me alone.”
Someone pulled Jake away, and hurled him into a patch of Bird of Paradise plants near the front of the building.
“Roman!” Her knees buckled. She dropped her umbrella and threw her arms around his neck. “Thank God. It’s Jake.”
“Don’t worry. I’m here now. I won’t let that little punk hurt you.” Wrapping his arms around her and rocking her gently, he rested his cheek on the top of her head.
Thrashing sounds from the planter drew Grace’s gaze.
Covered with mud, Jake climbed out of the flower bed. With his hands on his hips and a snarl on his face, he marched toward her. “What the fuck’s going on?”
“Hey, watch your language around the lady,” Roman shouted.
“What’d you say, asshole?” Jake charged Roman.
Meeting his challenge, Roman moved Grace behind him, and took two steps toward Jake. “Come on,” he jeered, cupping his hands, wiggling his fingers, egging Jake into a fight.
“Stop it. Both of you,” she screamed. “Please.” This brawl had to be prevented. Jake was no match for Roman—physically—who stood half a head taller and had at least thirty pounds of pure muscle over her ex.
Jake sidestepped Roman and faced her. His eyes narrowed and a smirk crossed his face. “How long have you been fucking him?” His voice broke. “How long?”
“We’re friends. Nothing’s happened. And even if it had, what’s it to you? We’re not together anymore.” Her throat became dry and she struggled to speak. “How dare you come over here and put the blame on me?” Her knees shook and her body trembled. “How dare you?”
Roman grabbed Jake’s shoulder. “You better walk away while you still can.”
Jake pulled his shoulder free. “Don’t worry about it. I’m done with her. She’s all yours.” He gave her a dismissive wave. “You know something, Grace? You’re a piece of work. Here I was feeling guilty and stuff and you were screwing someone on the side. You’re priceless. Absolutely priceless.” He sneered and stomped across the street where he’d parked his red Mustang. As he drove past, he stuck his arm out the window and flipped them off.
A van drove through the deep puddle next to the curb where she and Roman stood. Grace jumped back, but not before being splashed with cold, muddy water.
“Look at me! I’m filthy,” she wailed, staring down at her drenched clothing.
Roman hugged her. “Come on. Let’s get you inside and out of these wet clothes.”
“Thank you for being here and helping me get rid of him,” she said, gathering her purse and umbrella from the sidewalk.
“Believe me, pretty lady, it was my pleasure.” He scooped her into his arms.
Rain soaked and mud splattered, she rested her head on Roman’s muscular shoulder. She closed her umbrella and dangled it by its handle, along with her handbag.
Resting in his strong arms, Grace marveled at his strength as he carried her into the building and up the stairs. She unlocked and opened the door. After he’d carried her across the threshold, she pushed the door shut.
Breathing in his intoxicating scent—slightly musky and totally male—desire flooded through her. She felt wanted. Needed. Alive. Her lips brushed his cheek and moved to his ear, where they settled. She nibbled his earlobe and he groaned. God, how she wanted this man.
“I need a shower.” With deliberate strides, he carried her into the bathroom and gently set her down. He claimed her mouth with his own and she forgot to breathe.
She caught sight of herself in the mirror and gasped. Horror replaced passion as raccoon-like eyes stared back at her. Black mascara streaks ran down both cheeks. Dripping wet hair framed her face. After the initial shock of seeing herself in such a state of disarray, she broke out in a fit of giggles.
“My God, I’m hideous!”
“I think you’re beautiful,” he said in a voice that made her insides melt.
She stopped laughing. “No, I’m not.”
“If I had the number of the guy who splashed you, I’d give him a call and personally thank him.” His lips brushed her eyelids. “I’ve wanted you wet and dirty for a long time.” He ran his index finger down her nose. When it reached her lips, she bit his finger and sucked it into her mouth.
He groaned and showered her face with baby kisses.
She released his finger, bracketed his face in her hands, and kissed him gently. But soon passion and want kicked self-control to the curb and she opened her mouth to receive his tongue.
She stepped back and narrowed her eyes. “You won’t be getting any phone calls, will you?”
“Not a chance. I left both phones in my truck.”
“Then kiss me.”
He lifted her to sit on the vanity and treated her to a hungry, probing kiss. He spread her knees with his hands, maneuvered himself between her thighs, and moved closer until he rubbed against her vee. All the while, his lips never left hers.
Grace needed him, ached for him. “Roman.” She panted, struggling to catch her breath. She knew what they both wanted and she didn’t try to stop it.
Her heart pounded against her ribcage when he unzipped her vest and reached around her to unhook her bra. With sleight of hand worthy of Houdini, both garments flew over her damp, stringy hair and out of sight. He cupped her breasts in his large, calloused hands.
“Please,” she whispered. The moment she’d dreamed about was going to happen. The ache in her soul was matched only by the throbbing in her core. “I want you so bad.” Her hands shook as she unzipped his jeans and took him in her hand. She stroked him. “Impressive.” Her voice hitched.
“Do you like it?” he whispered.
“Very much.”
He hissed and pulled a condom from his pocket and handed it to her. “Would you?” He let his pants drop to the floor and stepped out of them.
“I. Need. To. Shower. First.” Her whisper came in ragged breaths.
“Not now. We’ll shower later. Together.” Moving quickly, Roman pulled his T-shirt over his head and dropped it onto the tile floor, where it joined the rest of their castoff clothing. He moved Grace to the edge of the vanity and pulled off her jeans, along with her thong.
Her body pulsed with need. She grasped the foil package that held the promise of paradise and waited for the right time to sheath his length. Her core ached to be filled.
He cupped her left breast and sucked the right one. He slid his free hand to her moist entrance.
A moan escaped. She moved against his hand, urging him, begging him as he brought her to the brink. “Now, Roman, please.” She needed to feel him inside her and begged him to hurry.
He stepped back, allowing her trembling hands to hold and sheath him. When she finished, he spread her thighs further apart and moved between them. His mouth claimed hers as she guided him into her slick entrance. A quiet squeal of pleasure escaped her lips. He lunged forward and filled her completely. She grabbed his shoulders and held on for the wildest ride of her life, sending her over the edge. Waves of bliss surged through her body and she trembled in the aftermath. Exhausted, she collapsed against his broad chest.
He held her close. “I’m ready for that shower now.”
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WITH MEMORIES of Roman’s passion still fresh in her mind, Grace strolled along the winding, shrub-lined sidewalk to her favorite spot on campus—a low concrete wall, veiled by maple trees, their leaves greener from the rain. The early morning downpour brought out vivid colors of wildflowers planted in large clay pots scattered about
She sat on the wall, unzipped her hooded sweatshirt and inhaled the fragrance of nearby rose bushes. The early morning hours of lovemaking—on the vanity, during and after their shower—should have exhausted her, instead she felt rejuvenated. Until Roman, she’d never experienced or enjoyed such raw, uninhibited desire. He made her feel beautiful. Wanted.
A gust of wind whipped strands of hair across her face, blowing away feelings of self-criticism. Her cell phone’s ring interrupted her thoughts. She pulled the phone from her backpack. Caller ID showed Roman’s name.
A wild flutter began in her stomach and moved lower, much lower, and settled in her core. She took in a deep breath, trying to stay calm, but her heart screamed out his name. Embracing the phone with both hands, she shivered at the sound of his sexy voice asking to see her tonight.
“I’d love to get together,” she whispered in her most seductive voice.
“Been thinking about you a lot. I can’t wait.”
“Me neither.”

Grace

THAT EVENING, Grace, wearing a dark green blouse and white slacks, answered the knock on her door. Roman leaned against the doorjamb, a bottle of champagne, frosted with cold, in one hand, a single red rose in the other. Seeing this sexy man, wearing all black and filling the doorway, brought heat to her cheeks and lustful thoughts to her mind.
He handed her the rose and attacked her mouth with his own. His kisses started out gentle, but soon grew hungry and deep and demanding.
Kissing him made her dizzy. She rested her head on his shoulder and brought the rose to her nose, breathing in its delicious fragrance. “It’s beautiful.”
His eyes misted. “Not as beautiful as you.” Handing her the champagne bottle, he scooped her up and nudged the door closed behind him.
Hope of things to come took her breath away. “What are you doing?”
“Taking you on a trip.”
Grace set the champagne on the coffee table and splayed her hand on his broad chest. “Where are we going?”
Roman drew in a ragged breath. “To paradise.”
In anticipation of his promise, she wrapped her arms around his neck and feathered tiny kisses on his cheek.
He lowered her onto the bed.
And her journey began.
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Grace struggled to pay attention to the lecture. Though her eyes focused on the whiteboard in front of the classroom, her mind was fixated on tonight’s date with Roman.
Since she’d started seeing him, her studies began to suffer—especially her research project. He’d become a distraction. A pleasant one, but a distraction just the same.
Their relationship was moving too fast, taking her on an emotional rollercoaster ride. High one minute, worrying their affair would end, the next. He consumed her thoughts and invaded her dreams. Shivers skittered up and down her spine whenever he locked her in his smoldering gaze, whenever he touched her.
After the lecture, she stayed in the science building and found a quiet corner in an empty classroom to pore over data from their latest experiment. She’d been tasked with writing a report describing her team’s success in developing a pesticide made completely from natural ingredients. And now, thanks to her involvement with Roman, the report was overdue. This was crunch time. Determined to stay put until she had finished the first draft, she pushed up the sleeves of her burgundy tunic, and made herself comfortable at a small table.
Three hours later, the first draft was complete. She headed home to prepare for her date. Tonight, she’d surprise Roman by turning the tables on him. Tonight, she’d become the sexual aggressor. Tonight.

BACK AT GRACE’S APARTMENT, two bottles of champagne chilled in the fridge. A Victoria’s Secret bag containing various flavored body oils, and edible body frostings sat in the center of her bed—waiting to be sampled and enjoyed.
She’d spent too much money on a black, see-through bustier and matching thong. But it would be worth it to see Roman’s reaction.
Her cell phone rang. It was Roman.
“Babe, I can’t make it tonight. Something’s come up at the lab and I need to be here. I was looking forward to seeing you.” He paused. “I miss you already,” he whispered.
“I’ve got a few surprises for you,” she said in her sexiest voice, hoping to mask her disappointment.
“You have?” he asked seductively. “Will I like them?”
“Uh-huh and so will I.”

Roman

ROMAN HATED himself for breaking tonight’s date with Grace. He’d been abrupt. But he had no choice. Too much conversation might have caused him to slip up and reveal too much, and the less she knew about him—what he was—and the Ortega Project, the better. He’d lucked out last night. But sooner or later she’d ask about his battle scars. Long slashes, especially the newly acquired scar—across his torso would be especially difficult to explain.
He wanted to be with Grace, but his presence at the lab was required. The crisis unfolding was too important to the future of the program and his team. Why were they losing vampire strength and healing ability? Were they now more human? More vampire? Deep down, Roman had hoped the formula would humanize him completely, sparing him from telling Grace what a monster he was.
To find out the reason why the program was failing, they’d subjected themselves to poking and prodding by lab techs. Hell, Roman felt like a damn pin cushion.
While they sat around in the lounge, awaiting the diagnosis, a cloud of tension hovered overhead. Tempers simmered and worked their way to the surface, ready to erupt. Anxiety and dread showed on his men’s grim, stone faces. Usually, Roman set an example of calm, but tonight he failed miserably. With clenched jaw and fists, he paced and glanced at the clock above the doorway. “What’s taking so damn long?”
“Hey, Roman.” Gabriel rolled a stool next to him. “What’s the plan if the project bites us in the ass?”
“I’m hoping it won’t,” he answered, cracking his knuckles.
“I vote we quit this damn program and go back to what we were, to what we know. How about it?”
“Crawford says it’s no longer safe to turn—”
Gabriel’s nostrils flared. “Fuck Crawford. I want out.”
Up until a few weeks ago, he would have agreed. Then he met Grace. “Things have changed. For now, I can’t quit the program.”
“You can’t quit? What about the rest of us? Come on, Roman, this isn’t like you. We used to be a team.” Gabriel pounded his own chest. “You and me. Now it’s Grace this and Grace that. I sure hope she’s worth it.”
“She is.”
“No woman is.”
“It’s not something I planned. It just happened. She kind of snuck up on me when I wasn’t looking, and I consider myself pretty damn lucky to have her.”
“Both Doc and Crawford warned us about getting involved with anyone in case something went wrong. And you can’t get more wrong than this. You’re supposed to be our fucking leader. What are you planning to do?” Gabriel asked.
“For now—nothing. Once we find out, I’ll talk to the Elder Council and let you know what they advise.”
Roman needed quiet to think—to sort things out—something he couldn’t do with Gabriel running off at the mouth. He cracked his knuckles and snarled. Afraid he’d do something stupid and drive one of his fists straight into Gabriel’s face, he headed for the door.
Gabriel grabbed his shoulder. “Hey, where are you going?”
He jerked his shoulder free. “Get your hands off me.”
“Whoa,” Gabriel raised his hands and backed up. “Where’d that come from?”
“I need to figure this out, and I can’t with your bullshit interrogation going on.” He continued walking.
Gabriel followed close behind.
“Back off!” He turned to confront Gabriel, hoping he’d throw the first punch. He wanted an excuse to flatten him.
Alex jumped into the fracas. He moved between them and pushed them away from each other. “Knock it off. Both of you.”
“I didn’t do a damn thing, except tell the truth.” Gabriel jabbed an index finger at Roman. “You screwed up, so don’t take it out on me.”
Roman lunged at Gabriel
Alex held him back. “Get out of here, Gabe. I need to talk to him. Alone.”
“Go fuck yourself, Alex!” Gabriel bolted out the door, swinging it open with such strength, it slammed against the wall. The force dislodged the prominently displayed certificates hanging on the wall, and sent them crashing on the floor.
Anger flashed in Alex’s eyes. He grabbed Roman’s arm. “What the hell are you doing?”
He shoved Alex away and took several deep breaths to calm down—trying to keep himself from tearing after Gabriel and beating the shit out of him. “He just pisses me off.”
“This isn’t about Gabe. Something else is eating at you.”
“You shouldn’t have stopped me. Gabe’s long overdue for an attitude adjustment.”
“Sit down.” He pointed at Roman’s recliner. “We need to talk.”
Roman raked his fingers through his hair and dropped into his recliner. “Go ahead.”
“You probably don’t want to hear this.”
“Then don’t say it.”
“Look, we’re family and I care what happens to you. As much as I hate to admit it, Gabe’s right about getting involved. Maybe you’re getting too close to Grace. Maybe you should cool things off for a while.”
“Maybe you should shut your damn mouth and keep your thoughts to yourself.” Alex’s comments cut like a sharp blade. Had his cousin turned on him, too? “I’ll try.”
“Trying’s not good enough. You know the rules about involvements. You’re going to get hurt. Grace is going to get hurt. Have you told her what you are?”
Roman winced. “No.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know how.” His voice shook. If he told the truth, he’d lose her for sure.
Alex’s brows furrowed. “Maybe you won’t have to. Break it off before it’s too late.”
How could he possibly end his relationship with Grace? For the first time since he met her, he realized how important she’d become to his existence. “I can’t stop seeing her,” he answered softly.
“You love her, don’t you?”
“Is it that obvious?”
“Hell, yeah. It’s cool that you found her, but your timing’s screwed. You should have waited. As long as I can remember, you always talked about having a normal relationship. But you can’t, because you’re not normal.”
Seth opened the door and poked his head inside the lounge. “Alex, Gabe wants to head out.”
“Where are you off to?” Roman asked.
“Going to blow off some steam.” Alex stood. He arched his back and stretched. “It sure beats the hell out of sitting around here. You coming along?”
Roman shook his head. “Go without me.” He didn’t even ask where they were going. He didn’t care. All he cared about was Grace.
“You gonna be okay?”
Probably not. He shrugged.
“Catch you later.” Alex grabbed his jacket and left to join the others.
Maybe his team had the right idea. Why be miserable by yourself? After Alex’s little pep talk, he grew more determined than ever to make his relationship with Grace work. Desire to be with her tonight consumed him. He picked up his cell phone and hit speed dial.

Roman

ROMAN’S DECISION TO see Grace was the right one. When he arrived, she flew into his arms. With long blonde hair that reached halfway down her back, his girl was a vision in her short pink nightgown. He held her for several minutes, drawing her scent into his lungs and listening to her breathe.
“I missed you so much,” she whispered.
“Missed you, too.”
Breaking their embrace, she led him to the daybed and kissed him. Then they made love.
Afterwards, Roman held her until she drifted off to sleep. Unable to bring himself to leave her side, he stayed. Savoring their time together, he closed his eyes and drew her closer.
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ROMAN
WHEN ROMAN ARRIVED BACK at the lab it was four in the morning, and everyone was asleep. Having missed the evening meal, his stomach growled in protest. He checked the fridge and grinned. On the top shelf, he found a tumbler bearing his name. He removed the tumbler, jabbed a straw through the slotted lid and finished his drink in two gulps.
He moved to the lounge and fiddled with the radio until he found a soothing classical music station to help him relax. Stripping down to his underwear, he eased himself into his recliner, and drew a fleece blanket around his shoulders.
In the background, Seth and Alex snored. Gabriel stirred. Anxious to get to sleep, Roman pulled the blanket over his face and finally dozed off.
He woke with a start. The blinds, usually kept closed to darken the room, were wide open, letting in unwanted sunshine. Cursing the light streaming inside, he covered his burning eyes with his forearm to block out the sun and waited for his eyes to adjust to the light. A few seconds later, he slowly uncovered his eyes.
Crawford stood before them and cleared his throat. “A serious matter has come to our attention. Your test results….” He glanced at Doc. “We’ve discovered a problem with the program.”
His men exchanged uneasy glances.
Grace! A sick feeling settled in the pit of Roman’s stomach. “What kind of problem? The formula’s working, right?”
Crawford winced. “It’s working, but not quite as expected.”
Gabriel flew to his feet. “Stop the bullshit and get to the point.”
Four sets of eyes grew dark, then turned blood-red.
Crawford wiped sweat from his brow and slipped his trembling hands into his lab coat pockets. He swallowed hard. “You’re becoming mortal. But there’s a slight problem.”
“A slight problem?” Roman’s gut churned as he awaited the bad news. From the silent tension that sucked the air out of the room, he knew his men expected to hear the same fate.
“As you’re all aware, the project was the first of its kind anywhere in the world. There was no precedent. We ventured into unfamiliar territory…” his voice drifted off, as if considering the gravity of the unfolding tragedy.
“Don’t stop now. Spit it out,” Roman shouted.
Crawford’s right eye twitched. “Instead of aging gradually as humans, your aging process is accelerating. It’s nothing that can be seen by the human eye. The changes are taking place internally—beyond our control.”
“Explain accelerating,” Gabriel demanded.
“Explain beyond our control,” Alex shouted.
Doc Peters stepped forward. “It means the program will be terminated much sooner than anticipated,” he answered in a low, apologetic voice.
Terminated? Dread crashed down on Roman. “Terminated how?”
“Since we’ve encountered a problem with the formula, we need to run more tests and monitor each of you more carefully. In order to expeditiously treat any possible discomfort or further adverse effects, we ask that you limit your time away from the institute.” Crawford uneasy gaze swept from his assistant to Roman. “I’m sorry.”
“You’re sorry?” Gabriel roared. “You’re sorry? We trusted you.” He lifted the end table next to his recliner and hurled it across the room. It flew into the wall, knocking down pictures, sending glass shards bouncing up from the tile floor.
Roman had always reined in the impulsive, hot-headed Gabriel, but today he didn’t give a damn. He let Gabe go—gave him free rein. Perhaps, the doctors needed a glimpse of his most deadly and frightening warrior.
The doctors paled and stared at Gabriel in wide-eyed terror.
Roman smelled fear. It was delicious and it terrified him. Primal urges resurfaced. He wanted to kill. He craved Crawford’s blood. Now the hunger, the need to feed became overpowering. He averted his gaze to avoid focusing on the pulsating jugular in the doctor’s neck. Some people just needed to die.
Alex jumped up. His eyes turned black. “Give me one good reason why you think you deserve to live!”
“What went wrong?” Seth asked, worry sounding in his voice.
Perspiration ran down Crawford’s temples and cheeks. “Perhaps changes to the formula.” He offered a tentative shrug. “Not being monitored closely enough. We’re not sure.”
“We thought you knew what the hell you were doing!” Gabriel bellowed.
Fear radiated from Crawford and hovered over the room like a storm cloud. “Gabriel, please try to understand,” he pleaded, his palms together in a praying position. “My staff is working diligently to correct the problem. Unfortunately, at this time, we’re not very optimistic.”
Doc stepped forward. “Be assured everyone involved with the project is doing everything within our means to resolve the situation. Right now, we’re going to gradually introduce real blood into your diet while we continue to test the formula. During this time, we will make each of you as comfortable as possible.”
Veins stood out in Gabriel’s neck. “Comfortable? What the hell is that supposed to mean? Comfortable until we die?”
Roman realized his nights of seeing, holding, and loving Grace were coming to an end. “How much time do we have?” he asked, his voice breaking.
“A few weeks perhaps,” Crawford answered, barely above a whisper.
Rage caused Gabriel’s fangs to drop. He pushed aside carts and coffee tables to get at the doctor. Grabbing Crawford by his lapels, he pinned him against the wall. “That’s a hell of a lot longer than you’ll have after I tear you limb from limb and feast on your miserable, fucking blood.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Anyone else getting hungry?”
Color drained from Crawford’s face. “Please. Please Gabriel, try to calm down. We understand your anger. Roman?” His voice jerked up an octave and his wide-open eyes searched the room. “Do something. Stop him.”
Before Gabriel’s anger spun completely out of control, Roman stood. “Stop!”
With blood-red eyes, Gabriel glanced at him. He snarled and dropped Crawford to the floor in a quaking heap. “You don’t understand shit. If you really understood my anger, you’d know better than to piss me off.”
The doctor picked himself up, slowly backed away, and straightened his lab coat. “You need to believe me; every effort is being made to save you. Don’t interpret it as a death sentence.”
“Maybe they’ll find a cure,” Seth said, hope showing in his eyes.
Gabriel zipped in front of Seth; he shoved him back in his recliner and leaned over him. “What the hell’s your problem? Can’t you tell we’re screwed?”
Gabriel was right. They were indeed fucked. But instead of directing his anger at Crawford—where it belonged—he took it out on Seth, who not only feared Gabriel, but worshipped him.
“That’s enough,” Roman bellowed. “Leave him alone.”
Attention shifted to Roman. A powerful silence followed. “Seth isn’t to blame for this fucking debacle.”
Looking remorseful, Gabriel shook his head. “Roman’s right. I shouldn’t have taken it out on you.” He reached for Seth’s hand and pulled him up. “I’m sorry, man.”
“We’re going to make sure you get through this setback unscathed. The entire staff is at your disposal twenty-four seven. If there’s anything you need. Anything. You only need to ask,” Doc added.
A beeping sound halted further discussion. Crawford glanced at his watch. “I need to go. I have a meeting.” He hurried toward the door.
Gabriel gave chase. “You’re not going anywhere.” He lifted Crawford by his lapels, again. “If you take one step out of that damn door, the only meeting you’ll be having is with an undertaker.”
“Let him go, Gabe,” Roman shouted. “Killing him won’t solve anything.”
“Maybe not, but it’ll sure make me feel a whole lot better,” he answered with a growl.
The program’s failure hit Roman’s hope for mortality like a tornado spinning out of control. He raked his fingers through his hair. “I need to call the Elder Council to let them know we’re done. The program failed.”
“Can you hold off making that call? Give us a little more time to test a new formula,” Crawford begged.
“How long?” Roman asked, hoping to hear an answer that would satisfy not only the Elder Council, but his team, as well.
“A week or two.”
“Wrong answer.” Gabriel lunged at Crawford.
From behind, Roman grabbed his warrior’s shoulders. “No.”
Gabriel struggled to free himself from Roman’s hold, but failed. “Let me at him.”
“I can’t let you do it. How about we take a walk? Get out of here. Clear our heads and come up with a plan.”
“Screw you.” Gabriel jerked his shoulders away and balled his hands into tight fists. “This isn’t over, Crawford. And don’t think for one fucking minute it is.” Instead of hitting Crawford, he punched the white, tiled wall. The impact shattered four tiles, sending porcelain splinters to the floor. Gabriel studied his bloodied knuckles and stormed out of the lounge. Seth followed.
He shouldn’t have stopped Gabriel from beating the bloody bark off Crawford. Hell, he wanted to do the deed himself. He stared at the door, listening to heavy footsteps echoing in the hallway.
“Roman?” Crawford cleared his throat.
He shook his head and held up his hand. “Whatever you’re going to say, I don’t want to hear it.” If Crawford uttered one more word, Roman feared he would rip the man’s head right off his shoulders. He clenched his jaw. “Didn’t you mention you had a meeting? I suggest you hurry before unseen circumstances prevent you from keeping that appointment.”
Crawford locked gazes with Roman. His eyes grew wide and he backed away. Exercising great caution, he opened the door and looked both ways before leaving the room.
Following a long, uncomfortable silence, Alex strode to the opposite side of the room and started cleaning up Gabriel’s damage, picking up and dropping broken glass into a trash can.
Roman collapsed on his recliner and ran his hand over his face. How could he tell Grace he was dying?

Doc

DOC WAS ABOUT to leave the lounge, until he noticed the miserable expression on Roman’s face. Suspecting more than the failed formula was responsible for his gloom, Doc hoped to get his friend to open up about what truly weighed so heavy on his mind.
He retrieved a stool from the lab, rolled it into the lounge and sat next to Roman’s recliner. “Want to talk?”
Without verbally acknowledging him, Romance shot him a sideways glance.
“It’s Grace, isn’t it?” he asked compassionately.
Roman jerked his head at Doc. “How’d you—?”
“The fairer sex is usually the cause of our misery. They mess with a man’s mind…and, although I hate to admit it…I’m not immune to their charms.” He grinned.
Roman closed his eyes.
Clearly, he was hurting and Doc hated twisting the knife in deeper. But he had no choice. Roman needed to hear the truth. “In the past, you’ve said how long you’ve waited for someone as special as Grace. For her sake as well as yours it’s best to end your relationship. And the sooner, the better. To pursue a relationship is unwise…considering problems with the formula.”
Roman’s eyes snapped open.
He threw Doc a stare that chilled his blood. His heart flew to his throat and choked off the courage to continue.
“Hey, Rome.” Alex had finished cleaning up the mess Gabriel had created during his tirade. He crouched next to his cousin. “You okay?”
“Yeah.”
He clapped Roman on the shoulder. “Think I’d better go see what Gabe’s up to. You never know what chaos he and Seth will drum up. Call if you need me.”
“I will,” Roman said.
“Good. Catch you later.” Alex rose to his feet, wound strands of his long hair behind his ears on his way to the coat rack. He retrieved his leather jacket, pushed open the door, and disappeared into the hallway.
Doc envied the close friendship between Roman and his cousin. He was lucky to have someone as supportive and level-headed Alex in his corner.
When they were alone, Doc hoped Roman would open up to him, share his pain. “Tell me about her,” Doc said. “About Grace.”
Roman’s body heaved as he ran his hands over his face. “I don’t want to talk about her. And right now, I’d prefer to be alone.”
Doc got the message. It wasn’t his nature to force himself on anyone. He patted Roman’s arm. “In that case, I’ll leave you to your thoughts. Remember, my door is always open.”
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ROMAN
FOR NEARLY FOUR WEEKS, Roman put off seeing Grace. Not only were he and his warriors confined to the institute, he couldn’t bring himself to tell her about his dilemma. He’d called her several times, telling her he was out of town on a special project, but never spoke to her in person.
While there were no outward signs of the team’s deteriorating bodies, they were losing strength and endurance. The scientists’ attempts to reverse the process were unsuccessful.
Frustrated and feeling trapped, Roman pocketed his wallet, cell phone, and the keys to his truck. He cornered Crawford in the lab. “This is bullshit. We’ve been stuck inside this prison for close to a month. I need to get out of here.” Roman bolted out of the lab, grabbed his jacket from the coat rack.
Crawford blocked his exit. “You can’t leave. Physically, you’re too vulnerable to attack—of which you may not survive. And you must admit, you have enemies.”
He knew Crawford told the truth, but Roman didn’t care. Right now, he missed Grace and the pull on his heart to see her was stronger than any well-founded argument the scientist gave. “I’ll be careful,” he said and elbowed his way past Crawford.
“You’re making a mistake.”
“Like hell I am,” he said and stormed out of the institute. The only mistake he made was staying away from the woman he loved, and he planned to rectify the error right now.
He raced to his truck and climbed in behind the wheel. After a quick call to Grace letting her know he was on his way, he cranked over the engine and pulled out of the parking lot. He drove to her apartment, parked on the street in front of her building, and turned off the engine. As he worked on building up the nerve to climb the stairs to Grace’s apartment, he gripped the steering wheel with both hands and stared at the lacy curtains that marked her window. He wiped moisture from his eyes with the heels of his hands. What the hell am I going to tell her?
He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Deciding he’d stalled long enough, he exited his truck, and made his way to her building. With his hand on the railing, he hesitated before climbing the steps to her second story apartment. Halfway up the stairs, he stopped and leaned against the wall, fighting the urge to flee. Deep down, he knew everyone was right advising him to quit seeing her, but he found it impossible to stay away. They’d become a couple only recently, but he couldn’t imagine his life without her. My sweet, beautiful Grace. He didn’t want to leave her or their relationship without offering some sort of explanation. But what would he say? Sucking in a lungful of nerve, he climbed the rest of the stairs and stopped outside her apartment, trying to muster up the courage to knock on the door. Here goes nothing. He pushed out a deep breath and rapped his knuckles lightly on her door.
Grace threw open the door. “I missed you so much while you were away,” she said as tears filled her eyes. Beautiful in black jeans and a blue, angora sweater that matched her eyes, she gave him a warm smile made him weak in the knees. Unable to force any words past the lump in his throat, he kissed her deeply. He wrapped his arms around the woman whose heart he would soon crush and held her for a long time. How could he tell her goodbye?
He couldn’t.
He wouldn’t.
Grace pulled herself up slightly and he lifted her until she wrapped her legs around his waist. She nibbled on his ear lobe. “You’re quiet tonight. Is something wrong?”
“Let’s just say I’ve had a rough patch at work.”
Her fingers grazed his cheek. “I’m sorry, babe.”
“So am I.” His voice caught.
She slid down his body. When her feet touched the floor, she held his hand, and led him to the daybed.
Lowering himself slowly on the edge of the bed, he pulled her onto his lap.
On the coffee table, a bottle of champagne chilled in an ice bucket, and fragrant spice-scented candles burned in cut glass votives. A piano CD played in the background.
She cradled his face in her hands. “What happened?”
“Our project hit a snag.”
“Does it involve you?”
He let out a weak chuckle. “You have no idea.” Maybe he shouldn’t have come here tonight. He hated himself for what he needed to do. To avoid her soulful gaze, he closed his eyes.
“Please look at me. You’re scaring me.”
He opened his eyes and whispered, “It’s nothing you need to worry about. It’s my problem.”
“Then it’s our problem. Anything involving you, involves me, too. I truly believe what we have is strong enough to get us through any problem life throws our way…as long as we’re together.”
Her soft kisses made their way from his cheek and down his neck. Feeling her warm breath against his skin excited him.
“Sorry, but right now, there is no we.” How could he tell her that ending their affair would be in her best interest and free her heart to find someone else more deserving?
She pulled away, a wounded expression spread across her face. “Are you breaking up with me?”
“I don’t want to because you’re the only bright spot in my dark, miserable life.”
“When you were gone, did you find someone else?”
“No way.”
“Then why? I thought we had something special.” She lowered her head. “Tonight’s our anniversary. I thought you were different from other guys.”
“I’m most definitely different.”
Grace jumped from his lap.
He pulled her back and tried kissing her.
“Please stop.” She pushed him away. “I’ll make it easy and I’ll break up with you. Just leave me alone.” Tears rolled down her cheeks.
Roman reached for a tissue on the end table, and wiped away her tears. He held her face in his hands and stared into her blue eyes. “I’m sorry I made you cry, babe, but I can’t talk about it right now. The only thing you need to know is that I love you and always will. You’ve got to trust me on this.”
“Then you don’t want to break up?” Her chin quivered.
As she sat on his lap, he caressed her and brushed his lips against hers. “Happy Anniversary,” he whispered and kissed her again—deeply and completely. He should go now. But being with Grace a few minutes longer was more important than rushing back to the institute. God, how he missed her. Missed being with her…inside her.
Overcome with desire, he slipped his hands under the back of her sweater and unhooked her bra. He pulled her sweater over her head and dropped it on the floor. After undressing each other, they fell on the daybed and made sweet love.
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GRACE
GRACE FIDGETED with the zipper on her navy sweatshirt and paced the narrow hallway outside Deanna’s chemistry class. It was obvious by Roman’s visit last night that something was going on in his life. Something he didn’t want her to know. If he wasn’t going to tell her, she’d find out on her own.
A generic wall clock above the cluttered, wood-framed bulletin board showed straight-up three o’clock. The classroom door finally opened and students filed out. Grace spotted a new “do” on her friend and did a double take.
“Love the hair!” Grace reached over and tousled the burgundy spikes
“So Gracie, to what do I owe the honor of your presence?”
Distracted by the dramatic hair-color change, Grace nearly forgot the reason she’d stopped by her class. “How would you like to help me with a little detective work tonight? Neither of us is on the club’s schedule. How about it?”
Deanna narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “Why? What’s going on?”
Realizing her friend might need more convincing, Grace pressed on. She glanced from side to side to make sure no one was paying attention to their conversation, and leaned in closer to explain. “Roman’s involved in something and he won’t talk about it. Tonight I want to nose around the institute to find out exactly what’s going on.”
“Are you high? That place is locked up tighter than Fort Knox.”
“No, it’s not. I’ve been watching the institute for the last couple nights—the comings and goings. There’s a pattern.” Her voice rose with excitement. “And if we time it just right—”
Deanna shook her head. “It’s too dangerous. What if we…you get caught?”
Desperate and wary of acting solo, she pleaded her case. “We won’t. But even if we do, what’s the worst that can happen? They chase us away?” Actually, worse would be Roman finding out.
“Or arrest us for trespassing, that’s what. Come on, Grace, we’ll never get away with it.”
Not liking the direction the conversation was heading; Grace dropped the subject and continued walking toward the door.
Deanna stopped. “You’re going to do this with or without me, right?”
“How’d you guess? In case we can’t get inside the fence, bring your binoculars.”
“I won’t say I’ll help you, but let me think about it, okay?”
Invigorated by her friend’s renewed interest, she hugged Deanna. “Now tell me everything you’ve ever heard about the Ortega Research Institute. And I mean everything.”

Grace

GRACE’S TIRED, old Sentra lacked engine power, and after a little arm twisting, Deanna reluctantly agreed to drive her newer, faster car—a midnight blue Jetta. At ten o’clock that night, dressed in black sweatshirts and jeans, they drove to the institute. “There it is.” Grace pointed at a gray building looming behind a barrier of steel picket fencing capped with triple pointed spikes. Deanna hit the brakes. “It looks like a prison.”
“No kidding.” Hair on the back of Grace’s neck tingled. The menacing-looking three-story concrete building made her skin crawl. Randomly lit windows dotted the otherwise cold, bleak structure. Overhead lamps illuminated each doorway and a six-foot high fence surrounded the grounds, including the empty parking lot.
She signaled Deanna to drive to the gate. A security guard stood inside the all-glass guard shack, pouring a cup of coffee. And he didn’t seem in any hurry to leave.
“Keep driving.”
Deanna drove past the guard shack. “I thought you said the security guard would be gone by now.”
Grace’s heart pounded. “Every time I did a drive-by at this time of night, he was gone. I was hoping we’d either tailgate or climb the fence.” She narrowed her eyes at the security guard. “What’s he still doing here? He’s supposed to be gone by now.”
“Well, he’s not. I told you this wouldn’t work. What now, Sherlock?” Sarcasm oozed from Deanna.
“Guess we go with Plan B.”
“There’s a Plan B?”
“Of course.” She pointed to the intersection ahead. “Turn right and drive around to the back of the building.”
Deanna navigated her car around the corner, following the fence to the rear of the premises. “Let’s get out of here. This place gives me the creeps.”
“We can’t give up yet. We just got here. There must be a different way inside the property.”
Too many unanswered questions about Roman’s life resided inside the lab. He was hiding something, which made her more determined than ever to find out what, if anything, was going on. A small parking lot came into view. “Stop here.”
Deanna pulled her Jetta to the curb and parked behind three tall maple trees. “This is a heck of a way to spend our night off. How did I ever let you talk me into doing something so stupid? What if we get caught?” she whispered loudly.
“Don’t worry, we won’t. How good are you at climbing fences?” Grace asked, trying to calculate the best way to accomplish the task.
“You’ve got to be kidding. Even if we did make it to the top—which we can’t—we’ll never make it over the spikes.”
Grace opened the car door. “Maybe so, but I’ve got to try. You coming?” She stepped out of the car.
“Are you insane? Get back here,” Deanna protested in a loud whisper.
But once Grace’s foot hit the pavement, there was no turning back. She charged across the uneven sidewalk to the fence. Reaching up, she grabbed hold of two rods, and tried scaling the steel barrier. After climbing a couple feet, she realized reaching the top would be impossible. She abandoned her quest, and jumped down.
A car door slammed. An electronic chirp sounded. Any plans for a fast getaway just went to hell. Tempted to scream insults at Deanna for locking the car doors, she thought better of it and forced herself to keep her big mouth shut and waited for her to catch up.
With two pair of binoculars in hand, Deanna joined her at the fence. She handed Grace a pair and kept the other for herself. As Deanna peered through the binoculars, she adjusted the setting. “Check out the window with the open blinds,” she said.
“Where?” Grace asked, trying to find the window.
“First floor, second window on the left. Right behind the parking lot. Do you see it?”
As Grace searched, her gaze swept across the small lot. Roman’s truck! Nausea swept over her and she grew lightheaded. Deanna’s concerns about being discovered played over in her mind. Deanna was right. What if they got caught? How could she explain to Roman why she was spying on him? Her hands trembled as she adjusted the focus on the binoculars. “Found it. Now what am I looking at?” she asked, pushing her words past her parched throat.
“I’m not exactly sure, but I see movement. It might be Roman.” Grace made further adjustments, bringing items into focus. Fearing what she might discover, Grace held her breath and watched. Inside Roman and his friends sat on recliners, holding tall, metal tumblers. The men’s expressions were stoic. Roman jumped up and paced in front of the window.
Grace grabbed Deanna’s arm and backed up behind a tree to avoid being seen. She should leave now, but she couldn’t move. Mesmerized, she continued to scrutinize what went on inside the room.
Since spending time with Roman, she’d become familiar with his body language. Anger and tension raged from his broad shoulders and set jaw. With hands on hips, he faced the group. His lips tightened, his eyes grew wide and black. Whatever Roman was telling them caused Gabriel to bolt from his seat and stand nose-to-nose with him. Veins stood out in his neck as he shouted in Gabriel’s face, causing him to recoil. What were they arguing about?
As she studied what went on in the room, Roman’s head jerked in her direction. His mouth was slightly ajar, revealing what appeared to be fangs. When Gabriel’s face came into view, he also showed fangs. Seth crossed in front of them. He opened the blinds all the way and stared out the window. At them?
“Oh my, God.” Had they been found out? Grace gasped and jumped back.
A stifled scream escaped from Deanna. “He’s looking right at us. We have to get out of here.”
As she and Deanna ran for the car, the sound of an engine approached and a flashlight’s bright beam found them. Curious who was chasing them, Grace glanced over her shoulder.
The security guard driving a golf cart, raced toward the fence. “Stop! What are you doing here?” he shouted. “This is private property.”
Her lungs burned, yet Grace pushed herself to run faster. She lost her footing, stumbled on the uneven sidewalk, and tripped. The guard turned his flashlight directly on her. She pushed herself to stand and sprinted toward the Jetta, parked out of view of the security guard.
When she reached the car, Deanna was fumbling with the keys.
“Why did you lock the doors?”
“I don’t know,” Deanna wailed.
Hopping up and down and wringing her hands, Grace waited at the passenger door. “Hurry!” She peeked over her shoulder, watching for the security guard.
A clattering sound.
“Oh, my God. I dropped my keys.” Deanna slipped from view.
Grace ran to the driver’s side, fell to her knees next to Deanna, and skimmed her fingers over the surface of the dark street, trying to find the keys.
Seconds later, metal jingled. “I got them. Get in,” Deanna cried out and unlocked the doors.
Grace scurried to the shotgun side of the car and climbed in.
Deanna started the engine and stomped on the accelerator. Tires squealed as she sped away.
“What if Roman saw us?” Grace doubled over and rocked back and forth, trying to settle her churning stomach.
“Be quiet! I can’t drive with you freaking out.” Deanna let go of the steering wheel and held up her hands. “I’m shaking like a frigging leaf. Damn you, Grace. Don’t even think about involving me in any of your shit again.”
“I’m sorry!”
“We won’t get caught,” Deanna mocked. “My ass!”
Fear swept over Grace. Her body shook. Her teeth chattered. “It looked like they had fangs.” Something else crossed her mind. Something she hadn’t even considered until now. “Do you think they’re…vampires? I’ve never seen Roman that pissed before. He and Gabriel were coming to blows. I bet they thought we were spying on them.”
“What else would we be doing, standing on the other side of the fence, watching them through frickin’ binoculars?
Grace’s stomach flipped and churned. “I’m going to be sick.”
“You’re not going to puke in my car, are you?”
“No.” She held her face in her hands. Lately, worrying about her relationship with Roman was giving her stomach fits, causing her to fight back the nausea that had begun plaguing her on a regular basis.
“If you need me to pull over, tell me now.”
“I’m so freaked out, I can’t even think straight. I need to talk to Roman.”
“Are you nuts?” Deanna screamed. “I wouldn’t say squat to him. I’d dump his ass and pray to God the only one who saw us was the security guard. And I wouldn’t say a word about this to anyone else either until we figure out what to do.”

Grace

HAD GRACE CROSSED over into a bad B movie or the Twilight Zone? What kind of monster was she sleeping with? A few hours ago, hadn’t she witnessed Roman, along with his friends, with what fangs? How could that be? If the fangs were fake, why did they appear in the middle of an argument? But only vampires had fangs. And vampires didn’t exist.
Deanna’s efforts to calm her down were unsuccessful. Even sharing a bottle of her favorite wine didn’t work and Deanna ended up drinking the entire
bottle herself before passing out.
With her partner in crime out of commission for the rest of the evening, Grace resolved herself to the fact she’d be spending the night at her best friend’s apartment. She left Deanna sprawled on the sofa and went to lie on the comfy bed in the spare bedroom.
Unfortunately, she wasn’t prepared to spend the night away from home and was forced to sleep in her bra and panties. Realizing she’d also have to deal with wearing the same clothes to class tomorrow, she groaned. She’d also left her backpack, with all her notes and assignments, at her apartment. Damn! At least, she always carried a notepad in her handbag, so she could take notes.
But sleep eluded her. Instead, she wrestled with possible scenarios to explain what they’d seen at the institute. She wanted to go home and sleep in her own bed. But with no car at her disposal, she was stuck in Deanna’s apartment. Trapped in her personal nightmare.
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ROMAN
WHERE THE HELL was Grace tonight? Every phone call and text Roman sent was met with no response. Every message went unanswered.
With his stomach tied in knots, Roman tried figuring out where she might be. Last evening, she’d mentioned taking the night off from work, but when he suggested getting together, she begged off, saying she had a prior commitment. Prior commitment? What the hell did that mean? He wanted to be with her. Jealousy and possessiveness reached out and grabbed him by the heart. He had claimed her, so she was his woman. Right?
As long as he wasn’t seeing Grace tonight, he might as well do something constructive. He stayed in the lab and called a meeting with his team to discuss their options regarding the failure of the blood-substitute formula. The deadline to fix the problem had previously been extended. That date had come and gone and patience was wearing thin. During a heated discussion, the team weighed the pros and cons and decided to give the scientists one more week to come up with an antidote. If, after that time, the situation didn’t change, or worsened, the team would leave the program. Tomorrow Roman would update the Elder Council on the situation.
Their meeting had ended abruptly when the security guard reported he’d busted a couple of kids nosing around outside the fence. He assured Roman that he’d taken care of the problem and chased the punks away, but added that he was unable to find out who they were or what they wanted.
Roman wasn’t entirely convinced it was kids who breached the security. Had slayers found them? The Church?
He paced while his team settled down to watch one of Seth’s vampire movie marathons. Everyone’s eyes focused on the screen, but from the blank expressions on their faces, Roman knew their minds were elsewhere. Deciding the place needed a little levity, Roman glanced at Seth, the only person deeply engrossed in his favorite movie, Perfect Creature.
“Hey, Seth.”
“Yeah?” Seth glanced at him.
“When are you going to get us some good zombie movies?”
Seth’s brow furrowed. “Zombies? There’s no such thing as zombies.”
Robust laughter broke out, easing the tension in the room.
With the mood a little lighter, Roman eased himself into his recliner and leaned back. He’d just gotten into the spirit of the movie when Crawford charged inside.
“Turn off your movie, Seth,” Crawford said, waving a manila folder over his head. “Everyone come take a look at what our surveillance cameras picked up”
Gabriel jumped to his feet. “Does it show who or what the guard chased off?”
“Not only that, but it also shows something a lot more interesting.” Crawford marched over to the small table, with a chessboard on top, set up for a game. He brushed aside the pieces and cleared a space in the middle of the table. “Check out the kids who broke into the property.”
Everyone gathered around.
Crawford whipped out several computer-generated, color prints from the folder and dropped them on top of the chessboard.
Roman’s gaze locked on pictures of Grace and Deanna on the other side of the fence, staring at the building through binoculars. Other photos captured them running from the fence. His breathing stopped. He needed to speak with her to find out what had driven her to do something so careless?
Everyone glanced at the photos and then at Roman.
Shit.
Crawford took notice of the men’s reaction. “I take it you’re acquainted with these women?”
Roman remained silent, keeping his gaze fixed on the evidence spread out before him. Why, Grace, why! The woman he loved either didn’t trust him or was stalking him. What she might have seen created a tornado in his stomach.
“Roman, do you know something about this?” Crawford asked.
Before answering, he needed to talk to the only person who could give him an explanation. Stepping away from the group, he pulled his cell from his pocket. He stormed out of the lounge and didn’t stop until he reached the parking lot.
Why didn’t Grace leave things alone? If she had questions, why didn’t she come to him for answers instead of sticking her nose where it didn’t belong? He dialed her number and it went straight to voicemail.
Anger initially directed at Grace, he turned on himself. No one, but him, was to blame for the unfolding disaster. If he hadn’t been so damn secretive, so afraid of losing her, none of this would have happened. He should have prepared her for the truth.
When he dialed her number two more times, the results were the same. It was obvious calling Grace wasn’t working. He needed to talk to her in person.
With the anger on his men’s faces still etched in his brain, he dreaded facing them. But he’d never run from confrontation before and wouldn’t start now. Before going back inside to face the music, he inhaled deeply, stood straighter, and squared his shoulders.
He tried opening the door. It was locked. Damn, he’d left his keycard inside. So much for going back in unnoticed. He hit the backdoor buzzer and waited for someone to let him inside.
The door opened. “You all right?” Alex asked.
“I will be.”
“Gabe’s on the warpath.”
“Figured as much. But it’s nothing I can’t handle.” He stepped inside and the heavy door banged shut behind him.
As soon as Roman entered into the lounge, Gabriel lunged, pinning him against the wall. “We warned you not to get involved.”
Gabriel was strong. Roman was stronger. He grabbed Gabriel’s wrists, hurled him across the room, and into the wall with such force, he bounced off and landed on the floor. Roman flashed to Gabriel’s side and stared down at him.
“I’m going to forget this happened. But if you have a problem with me or our association, I suggest you pack up your shit and be gone before I get back. If that’s your choice, I’ll ask the Elder Council to send a replacement. In this business, no one’s irreplaceable. Not even you.” Roman’s voice was controlled and confident, but inside, his heart pounded and his gut churned.
He yanked his jacket from the coat rack near the door.
Alex ran to catch up. “Hold on. Where are you going?”
“To talk to Grace.”

Roman

ROMAN BROKE every speed limit on his way to Grace’s apartment. He needed to talk to her, to explain the program. Because she wouldn’t answer her phone, a face-to-face meeting seemed his only option.
He pulled in front of her building, turned off the headlights, and killed the engine. After locking his truck, he bounded up the stairs, taking two at a time. He knocked on her door. No answer. He knocked again—harder this time. Still nothing. Listening closely, he hoped to hear something—a television, music, breathing—from inside Grace’s apartment. But only silence greeted him.
The night was particularly dark. Roman scanned the area and confirmed no one was nearby. He bypassed the stairs, swung himself over the railing, and landed in front of the mailboxes on the ground floor.
Checking the parking lot only added to the mystery when he noticed Grace’s car still parked in its usual spot. He tried calling her again. Voicemail. This time, after the beep, he left a message. “Please call me, Grace. Please. We need to talk. It’s important.”
Where the hell was she be at this time of night? She’d already said she wouldn’t be at the club. If she was with Deanna, he had no clue where she lived. Every effort to contact Grace ended in failure. Wherever she was, she obviously didn’t want to talk to him—and he couldn’t blame her.
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ROMAN
THE UNEVENTFUL DRIVE back to the institute should have given him enough time to formulate the perfect plan to win Grace back. But he came up empty.
Convincing Grace to give him a second chance became as important as the air he breathed. At the gate, Roman punched his code into the keypad and drove to his assigned space. He parked his truck, turned off the headlights, and listened to the rest of an Eagles song. He cut the engine, stepped onto the pavement, and stared at the night sky, which seemed as dark as his soul.
Swiping his keycard, he entered the lab and made his way to the lounge. He closed the blinds to block out any glimmer of light that might peek through the slats when daybreak arrived. The television screen showed a panel of talking heads droning on about the economy, providing a perfect background for lulling him to sleep.
The lounge was quiet. Peaceful. But his battle with Gabriel remained fresh in his mind. He’d lost control of the situation. How had he allowed Gabriel to fly off the handle? Why didn’t he put a stop to the tirade?
Roman glanced at Gabriel’s recliner, expecting it to be empty. Finding it occupied caused him to bristle. What the hell was he still doing here? Hadn’t he ordered him off the property? He cursed under his breath.
Easing himself into his recliner, he aimed the remote at the television and muted it. Before trying to get some much-needed shuteye, he dialed Grace’s number one last time.
“Here goes nothing,” he murmured. He held his cell phone in a death grip, waiting for her to answer, but expecting to get voicemail.
To his surprise, Grace answered after one ring.
“G-grace?”
“Hello, Roman.” Her voice broke.
“Where are you? I’ve been trying to find you. I need to see you.” His throat was dry and he swallowed hard to ease the discomfort.
After a slight hesitation, she answered. “I’m not feeling very well. I’ll call you.”
“When?”
“Later today—after my last class.”
Relief flooded over him like warm, summer rain. “I love you, Grace.”
“Good bye, Roman,” she answered, barely above a whisper.
As he hung up, a sick feeling kicked him in the gut. She didn’t say she loved him back. The way she said good bye made it sound so final.

Gabriel

GABRIEL WAS awake when Roman strolled back into the lounge. Still uncomfortable over their altercation earlier, Gabriel feigned sleep. He hated when they fought. But, dammit, Roman was turning soft. He’d lost his edge. If he couldn’t control his woman, he wasn’t fit to lead the team.
When he made himself comfortable on his recliner and called Grace, Gabriel opened his eyes to slits and tried listening in on the conversation, but was unable to catch most of the words. Although curious what was said, he decided to keep his mouth shut and his ears open.
Roman ended the call and stared at his phone.
Pretending he’d just woken up, Gabriel yawned and stretched. “You’re back.” Another yawn. ”So what’s going on?”
”Quit the bullshit. I could tell by your breathing you were awake. What did you hear?”
Busted. No point denying he’d heard most of the conversation. “Do you think she’ll call back?”
“I hope so.” Roman grimaced. “So Gabe, you decided to stick around.”
“Figured it would be too much hassle finding a new team and start training another leader.”
Roman let out a hearty belly laugh. “You’re something else.”
“So the ladies tell me. You know I’m the best warrior around. Admit it.”
“Dream on.” Still grinning, Roman raised the leg rest and leaned back.
But there was still the matter of being kicked off the team. “Roman?”
“Yeah?”
“Suppose it wouldn’t do any good to apologize. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry I lost it, man.” When Roman didn’t respond, he needed to find out if he still wanted him on the team. “Did you call the Council?” From what he knew of the Elders, once a request was made for a change, there was no turning back. He might well be on his way out.
“I thought I’d sleep on it,” Roman answered.
Unable to suppress his relief, he blew out a breath and smiled. “So you and I? We’re good?”
“Yes, Gabe, we’re good…. For now.”
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GRACE
LAST NIGHT, Grace had pushed to use Deanna’s faster, newer car. At the time, it seemed like a good idea. So did nosing around Ortega Research Institute. Now she questioned the wisdom of both decisions. She hadn’t counted on their escapade turning into a fiasco that continued when Deanna drove them both to school the following morning. If only Grace had driven her own vehicle, she wouldn’t be stuck in a car with someone who gave her the silent treatment.
Friction between the friends continued during the ride back to Grace’s apartment, adding to the last night’s disaster. Every time Grace tried making conversation, Deanna’s snippy responses cut her off, which made for a tension-filled ride.
Rather than endure the cold shoulder sitting next to her, Grace decided to call Roman, figuring she might as well get everything out in the open. She pulled her cell phone out of her purse.
“Don’t tell me you’re calling him?” Deanna shrieked.
“I need to know the truth.”
Deanna pounded the steering wheel with both hands. “Are you insane? After what we saw?”
“I have to find out what it means.” Roman never spoke about his personal life. Could what she observed in the institute be the reason for his secrecy?
“You’re making a huge mistake. You’d be better off without him. God only knows what’s going on inside that place.”
Ignoring her friend’s well-intentioned advice, Grace hit speed dial.
Roman answered.
“It’s me. I’m ready to talk. Can you come over?”
As expected, Roman jumped at the invitation.
Grace hung up and tears pooled in her eyes. To avoid Deanna’s disapproving stare, she turned to watch traffic out the side window.
What terrible secret did Roman have? She was falling in love with him. It wasn’t something planned or expected. It just happened. And now she was in too deep to end their relationship. Her shoulders shook and tears spilled down her cheeks. Maybe Deanna wouldn’t notice.
“See what I mean?” Deanna noticed. “He’s breaking your heart.” Her voice softened. “Like Jake did.”
“Don’t say that. He’s nothing like Jake. He’s different!”
“Oh, Roman’s different, all right. You’ve got to stop seeing him. It’s for your own good.” Deanna stuck the knife in deeper and twisted it.
“I can’t!”
“He’s no good for you. Since you’ve started dating him, everything is suffering. Your grades, Grace. Think about your lab project. You’re the project leader, for crying out loud. You’re letting your team down. Don’t throw away your career. You’ve worked so hard for too long to fail now. Where’s your passion? Your dedication?”
“Things have gotten a bit complicated.”
A drive-through coffee shop came up on the right. Deanna turned into the lot and pulled into the closest parking space.
“Let me buy you a cup of coffee and maybe something to eat.” Deanna’s voice trembled. “There’s no way I’m driving you home when you’re this upset.”
At the mention of food, bile rose in Grace’s throat. She shook her head. “I’m not hungry.”
“How about some coffee?”
“Maybe some iced tea….”
Deanna ordered and paid for two iced teas at the drive-through. She handed Grace one glass and set her own in the drink holder. She pulled into a nearby parking space and turned off the car engine. “I care about you and want you to know that I’m here for you.” Her voice caught and her eyes misted. “I hate seeing what he’s doing to you. You deserve better.”
Grace choked back a sob. She wanted to tell Deanna she’d fallen in love with Roman. But after last night, she thought it might be better not to reveal her true feelings. “No matter what you think of him, he deserves a chance to explain.” She dabbed at her eyes with a tissue and blew her nose.
They drank their tea in tension-filled silence.
“Grace, you should stay at my place again tonight. Invite Roman over so you can talk things out. You guys can have the place to yourselves while I go to the club to pick up my check. Do you want me to get yours, too?”
“Thanks for the offer, but I’d rather speak with Roman privately in my own apartment.”
“If you don’t like what he says, you might need someone to talk to…to vent. I’ve also got a strong shoulder to cry on, if you need one.” She squeezed Grace’s hand. “Come on, humor me. Stay another night.”
“I can’t. My clothes and textbooks are at my place. I need to go home.” Tears welled.
“I know, sweetie. I’m scared to death you won’t like what you hear. Besides, if you’re too chicken to break it off, it’ll be a hell of a lot easier for me to kick his ass to the curb. You’re too soft. How about this… after Roman leaves, I’ll take you to your apartment to pick up what you’ll need for tomorrow?”
“Okay.”
Deanna won that round.
Grace called Roman and gave him Deanna’s address.
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GRACE
GRACE SAT in Deanna’s living room and waited for Roman. From the sofa, she had a perfect view of the parking lot and watched for his arrival.
Deanna paced from the kitchen to Grace and back again. “Do you honestly think Roman will come clean and confess everything? What if he never tells you the truth?”
“Sometimes it’s better to be left in the dark. Haven’t you heard ignorance is bliss?” Grace stared out the picture window and watched a hummingbird flit from tree to tree. “Look. Beautiful, isn’t it?”
Stopping mid-stride, Deanna glanced at the tiny bird. “Hummingbirds are predators. Those little nectar-suckers prey on insects,” she said, and resumed pacing. “If our suspicions are correct, guess you could call Roman a sucking predator, huh?” She let out a nervous chuckle.
“We don’t know for sure...” Roman couldn’t be a vampire—if they even existed—not by the way he thrilled her with his touch, his kisses. Her heartbeat faltered and she wiped away a solitary tear with the wadded-up tissue in her hand.
A knock on the door made her jump.
“Speak of the devil.” Deanna jabbed her index finger at the door. “I’d dump his sorry ass right now, if I were you.”
“I can’t. I told you. It’s complicated.” She rose, stepped away from the sofa, and shoved her hands into the front pockets of her jeans.
Deanna grabbed her handbag from the coffee table and marched to the front door. “Call if you need me.” She glanced at Grace and swung open the door. “Roman,” she said with a sting in her voice. Without waiting for his reply, she made a hasty exit, knocking into him.
Roman, dressed in his usual black jeans and long-sleeved T-shirt, peeked over his shoulder at Hurricane Deanna zipping down the stairs. He offered Grace a weak smile, stepped inside, and closed the door.
No matter how many times she saw Roman, enjoyed him, he still made her insides twitch and her body flush. At this moment, the gaze from his velvety brown eyes exuded such tenderness and love; she burst into tears. Surely, this man was no monster.
He raced to her side and enveloped her in his strong arms. Swaying ever so slightly, he kissed the top of her head. “I’m sorry, sweetheart, for everything.”
“No.” She moaned and pushed him away. Seeing Roman proved more difficult than anticipated, but she needed to confront him about what she’d witnessed. Her heart hammered as she struggled to shove her words past the lump in her throat. Sheer willpower drove her shaky legs to return to the plush sofa where she collapsed. Stifled sobs rose from deep inside, rattling her body so hard her teeth chattered. She closed her eyes and tried to breathe normally.
He knelt in front of her and touched her face. “Grace, look at me. Hear me out.”
She met his gaze.
“I didn’t intend to start a relationship with anyone.” His fingertips grazed her cheeks, her chin. “But something drew me to you. I can’t explain it. But the first time I looked into your beautiful eyes, I was hopelessly hooked. I love you, Grace. More than you’ll ever know. I only pray you can forgive me for not being honest with you.” He squeezed her hand.
Would she finally learn his secret?
He sat next to her—so close their thighs touched. Lifting her trembling hands to his lips, he kissed her knuckles. “Tell me…exactly why you’re upset….”
“We saw you and your friends arguing. You were all drinking something. Your teeth ….” She couldn’t bring herself to say the word.
“Fangs?” he whispered.
“Were they?” She held her breath and awaited his answer.
He nodded. “Yes,” he answered softly.
Upon hearing the response she most dreaded, her heart shattered into a million pieces. Unable to bear the sight of him, she closed her eyes. “What were you drinking?”
“Synthetic blood.”
Startled, her eyes opened wide. “What do you mean…synthetic?”
His penetrating gaze bore into her soul. He sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “But a situation arose.” He chewed his bottom lip as if considering his words. “Truth is, I’m in charge of a team of warriors. You’ve seen me with them at the club. Our job is to protect the peaceful vampire community living in Orange County.”
“There are vampires here?”
“There were vampires. Until recently, as their leader, I was responsible for their safety and welfare. For years, they lived and fed on animals along Ortega Highway. It was an ideal feeding ground until recently. Then something happened to their food supply. Something changed in the animals that prowled the highway. Something or someone started killing my vampires. To save our race, I sent them away while I searched for who or what caused their destruction. In the meantime, I needed to find an alternative food source.”
His revelation hit her like a sledgehammer. Her eyes widened and her stomach twisted like a tornado as she tried comprehending what he revealed about himself. Could her project be what killed his vampires?
“My team and I…we’re not monsters. We’re the good guys. We protect the human population and the innocents of our own kind.” His eyes misted. “There’s so much I wanted to tell you about myself, but feared I’d lose you if I told the truth.”
What would he do if she told him about her project—how they tested the pesticide in the wooded areas along Ortega Highway?
“I read about a laboratory that experimented with artificial blood, and contacted them to find out if they could help us.”
“Ortega Research Institute?”
“Yes.” He brought her hand to his lips and kissed her palm. “They accepted our challenge and developed a formula to feed us every day. To keep our kind from hunting.”
“Hunting for real blood?” She gasped, realizing the significance of what he’d disclosed. “You drank animal blood?”
“Animal blood was reserved for vampires under my care.”
Her stomach roiled. No. “What did you drink?”
He remained silent.
Without uttering a word, he’d answered her question. Could the same lips she kissed—the mouth she enjoyed—indulge in something so barbaric and savage as human blood? It couldn’t be true. Not Roman.
He headed a team of warriors. She headed a team of students who might be killing vampires. A strangled laugh slid out. “How long ago did your vampires start dying?”
“Six months ago. I admit I screwed up. I should have explained everything before.”
“Yes…you should have…” She had to alter the pesticide before he found out what she and her team had done. How could she be angry at him for keeping a secret, when the one she kept might be more deadly? He mustn’t find out. She loved him. There was no turning back.
A small smile formed on Roman’s lips. “The blood-substitute formula worked better than everyone imagined. Or dreamed. It transformed us, Grace. I don’t know how or why. But, we’re becoming human.”
She needed to hear him admit with his own mouth what he was. Her eyes widened and she braced herself for the one-word answer she most feared. “Are you a…?” She couldn’t bring herself to say the word.
“Not anymore.” He held her hands in his and drew in a deep breath. “But there’s more.” His voice caught. “The scientists discovered a fatal flaw in the formula. What started out saving us from a hellish existence is now destroying us. We’re running out of time.”
“What are you talking about? I don’t understand what you’re trying to say?”
His eyes glistened. “I may not have much time left—”
She pulled her hands free and balled them into fists. Was that the reason for his visit? Her stomach roiled. “First, you tell me you’re a vampire. Now you claim to be dying. How convenient for you. If you’re trying to end our relationship, say so.”
“I’m trying to be straight with you. You deserve to hear the truth.”
Why couldn’t she bring herself to be truthful with him? Fear and guilt and remorse swept over her like a tsunami. She clenched her teeth. “You’re not dying. Vampires are a myth, an urban legend. You’re lying to me.” She pushed away and stood, turning her back to him.
He jumped up and wrapped his strong arms around her.
“Get away from me.” She brought her fists up and pounded his chest.
He grabbed her wrists and held them. “Stop it, Grace.”
As she fought to free herself, he tightened his grasp. Rage flared inside, consuming her. “No! This can’t be. Let me go.” Breaking away, she ran into Deanna’s spare bedroom, and slammed the door behind her in time to keep him from following. As she turned the lock, she struggled to breathe. Safely inside the bedroom and away from him, she backed up against the door and slid to the floor. She didn’t want to look at him, hear his voice, or feel his touch. How was it possible she’d been sleeping with and making love to a man without knowing he was a vampire?
On the other side of the door, Roman jiggled the knob. When the door wouldn’t open, he knocked. “Please let me in.” He paused. “Open the door. I’m begging you, babe.”
“And don’t call me babe.” Angry tears streamed down her face.
He knocked again. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. You’ve got to believe me.”
“Go away. Leave me alone.”
“I’m not going anywhere until I see you. I’ll stay here all night if I have to.”
Feeling as if someone had reached inside her chest and ripped out her heart, Grace wiped her face with both hands. She pushed herself up, rested her forehead against the door, and reluctantly turned the lock. She stepped back and slowly opened the door, allowing him entrance.
“I couldn’t stand it if I never saw you again. Please give me a chance to make everything right,” he begged.
She stared straight ahead, refusing to meet his gaze or show any emotion. Inside, she was dead. Numb. Terrified.
“Say something. Anything. Tell me you’ll forgive me.” Desperation sounded in Roman’s voice.
“I’m pregnant.”
He stepped back. His jaw went slack. “What did you say?”
“We’re going to have a baby.”
His eyes grew wide. “That’s impossible. Vampires can’t impregnate.”
She patted her stomach. “You want to bet?”
“Are you sure?”
She counted off on her fingers. “I failed the EPT test. And I throw up every morning. Believe me, I’m pregnant.”
“How far along?” he asked, in a strangled voice.
“A couple of months. I missed two periods and I’m never late.”
“You need to take care of yourself. Have you seen a doctor?”
She shook her head. “Not yet. What if he wants to do an ultrasound? What would it show? Fangs?” She ran her hands over her face. “God, Roman, before I was upset that I was pregnant. Now I’m terrified that the life I’m carrying might be a…. And I won’t have an abortion. Don’t even suggest it. What the hell am I going to do?”
“I won’t ask you to do anything against your beliefs,” he said, taking her hands in his. “We’ll get through this together. I’ll stand by you. Promise me you’ll make a doctor’s appointment.” The corner of his full lips curved up as his glowing smile reached his eyes. “A baby. That’s awesome.” He backed her farther into the bedroom and pulled her into a gentle embrace.
She found it impossible to share in his jubilation. Did she even want to raise this child? “I’m scared. Oh God, Roman, what if…what if it isn’t human?” she asked.
“Babe, it must be human because vampires can’t reproduce. You don’t have a thing to worry about. We can do this. I love you more than anything and I’ll never let anything bad happen to you. Or our baby.” He grinned and tears filled his eyes. “I like the sound of that. Our baby!” He ran his hands along the outside of her arms and when he reached her hands, squeezed them gently. “This is amazing. Absolutely amazing.” His voice shook as he fell to his knees in front of her and kissed her stomach.
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GRACE SNUGGLED against the length of Roman’s hard body. She sighed and ran her palms over his muscular chest. Despite the sofa’s tight fit, she was comfortable. He made any place an oasis. A sanctuary. Feeling safe wrapped in his strong arms, she heaved a contented sigh and wriggled closer. He rested his chin on top of her head and pulled her into a tight embrace.
Deanna burst into the apartment and slammed the door behind her.
Grace and Roman shot to their feet.
“What happened?” Roman asked.
Wide-eyed, Deanna paled. She leaned against the door, trying to catch her breath. “When I…stopped by work to get my check…. Jerry said the guy…the guy who’s been hanging around the parking lot…came to the club.” Her gaze zeroed in on Grace. “Said he was your uncle and…asked if you were working tonight.”
“My uncle?” Grace’s hands flew to her face. “I don’t have any relatives around here.” This didn’t compute. Who was this man? What did he want?
“What did Jerry say?”
“He told him you were off tonight. And then the man asked if you were a student and where you went to school. Jerry said you went to ISU. Thank God, he didn’t remember where you lived or he would have blabbed that, too.”
Grace’s head started spinning. None of what she heard made any sense. “Why in the world would Jerry give out my personal information to a total stranger?” She gasped and struggled to catch a breath.
“He said he trusted the guy because he was a priest.”
“A priest?” Roman’s voice lowered to a sinister growl.
“I don’t have an uncle who’s a priest. You sure that’s what he said?” Nausea flooded through her and she doubled over, holding her stomach.
Roman pulled her to his side, keeping her stable.
“I know what I heard!” Deanna answered adamantly. “If someone’s looking for you at the club….”
Grace wrung her hands to stop them from trembling. “But I’m not even Catholic.”
“You’re not his target, Grace,” Roman explained. “I’m the one he wants and he’s using you to get to me.”
“What do you mean?”
Roman grimaced. “There’s a radical sect of priests who broke away from the Catholic Church.” His nostrils flared and his voice dropped to a rumble. “They’re slayers who hunt and kill my kind.”
Deanna stepped away from the door and rubbed her arms. “You can’t go home, Grace. Stay right here until we figure out what to do. It’s too risky to go back to your place or the club.”
“She’s right, Grace,” Roman said in agreement
Everyone seemed to know what was best for her. But shouldn’t she have a say in what to do and where to live? Were Roman and Deanna over-reacting? “I need more time to get my stuff. And what about my car?”
“Don’t worry about your car. Someone will get it for you,” Roman said.
“You sure you want a roommate who’s being hunted by some priest?” Grace asked, fearing her upcoming stay at Deanna’s place might jeopardize their friendship.
“I want to help keep my friend safe,” Deanna answered. “Do you know this priest, Roman?”
He raked his fingers through his hair. “Unfortunately, I do. From the description, I’m pretty sure he’s Father Darius.”
“What are you going to do?” Dreading Roman would rush off and confront the priest, Grace swallowed hard. From what she’d heard of the conversation, any meeting between him and the priest would not end well. She hoped Roman would be victorious.
“You don’t want to know,” he answered too quickly. “I need to call my team.”
Deanna cocked her head and eyed him with confusion. “Your team? I don’t understand.”
“You’ve seen them with me at the club,” he explained. “And Grace, I agree with Deanna. It’s best if you stay away from the club from now on.”
“I can’t afford to take any more time off.”
Roman shook his head and held up his hand, stopping her from arguing further. “Don’t worry about money. You drew Father Darius into the open. I owe you.” He hurried into the kitchen, and leaned against the counter. And with his back to them, he made his phone call.
She hated seeing her best friend get mixed up with vampires and slayers on her account. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to drag you into this. I’ll make this up to you, I swear.”
But Deanna didn’t answer. Rigid and silent, she sat on the love seat and fixed her trance-like stare on Roman.
The phone conversation lasted less than five minutes, but it seemed like hours. Tension followed Roman back into the living room. Pocketing his phone, he crouched in front of Grace. He held her hands and stared into her eyes. “I wouldn’t do this if it wasn’t absolutely necessary. But I’m going to have to leave now. There’s a meeting.” His voice became soft. “Please believe me when I say I’d much rather stay here with you. But this is real important.” He lifted her hands to his lips and kissed her palms.
“Is this about the…?” Grace’s weak voice trailed off.
“Yes. It’s about the priest.”

Grace

AFTER ROMAN ADMITTED he’d been a vampire, Grace tossed and turned all night. Deep slumber eluded her and sporadic nightmares plagued her sleep. In one dream, she was being chased by a child-vampire with dark, curly hair. In another, she was the vampire, tied up, and Deanna drove a wooden stake into her heart. Her eyelids popped open and her heart pounded like a jackhammer. A migraine threatened to explode.
The alarm on the nightstand glowed six o’clock. She yawned, threw back the covers, and sat flopped on the edge of the bed like a rag doll. From the foot of the bed, a pile of clothes stared back at her. So much for Deanna taking her home to pick up clothes and her backpack. The same jeans and sweatshirt she’d worm the day before waited patiently for the new day. Hopefully, no one in her classes would recognize yesterday’s attire. She brought the stack of clothes to her nose. They failed the sniff test.
Nausea struck with a vengeance. Grace raced to the bathroom and dropped to her knees in front of the commode. Bracing her hands on the sides of the seat, she vomited bile. The dry heaves that followed made her ribs hurt whenever she moved. Exhausted, she folded her arms on the seat and rested her forehead on her forearms.
When the urge to vomit disappeared, she pushed herself to stand. At the sink, she turned on the cold water, and rinsed her mouth. She shuffled back to the bedroom and rummaged through her purse for the individual pack of cheese crackers she kept for emergencies—especially when she’d lose herself in thought while working on her pesticide research project and forgot to eat. Seated on the edge of the bed, she nibbled the crackers. When she’d eaten them all, she curled up on the bed and remained in the same position until her stomach stopped churning.
Once the nausea disappeared, she hurried back to the bathroom for a quick shower. Hot water beating against her body, mixed with the sweet fragrance of citrus shampoo, soothed her jangled nerves and her headache gradually subsided. The sore ribs remained, however. She toweled off, and slipped on yesterday’s wardrobe.
The aroma of freshly brewed coffee lured her out of the bedroom. Glancing around the kitchen, she saw no one. Must be set on a timer.
“Thank you, Deanna.” She poured herself a large cup of delicious-smelling, too-hot-to-drink coffee. Waiting for the coffee to cool, she stared into the cup and pondered her dilemma. Roman made her promise not to tell anyone about the baby, but how could she keep such important news from her best friend? She couldn’t.
Something about the conception seemed amiss. How the hell did she get pregnant in the first place? She’d been on the pill ever since she and Jake started having sex. If Roman always used a condom, he must have some mighty strong swimmers. Supernaturally strong. Her breath caught and she brought her hands to her chest. Maybe her baby wasn’t human after all, perhaps something…supernatural.
But she already loved the tiny life growing inside. What would she tell her parents? Especially her perfect dad. No matter how hard she tried to make him proud, she always seemed to disappoint. She squeezed her eyes shut and prayed her baby would be normal.
Deanna finally made an appearance in the kitchen and tossed her a purple T-shirt. “You can wear this today. It’s going to be hot outside.”
Grace caught the shirt in mid-air. I must really reek. “Thanks!” She quickly pulled off the sweatshirt and slipped on the fresh T-shirt.
Deanna wasn’t her usual chipper self. An unsettling scowl settled on her face. She reached into the pantry, grabbed a couple of breakfast bars, and tossed one to Grace.
“Thank you,” she answered anemically. Her stomach churned and she fought the urge to vomit. She wanted to tell Deanna about the baby, but changed her mind when her friend wouldn’t even look her way.
“Is something wrong?” Grace’s voice quavered.
“Uh-uh. Just thinking.” Deanna gathered her textbooks from the dining room table and hurried to the front door.
Grace followed. “Are you mad at me?”
“Of course not! But this whole vampire thing is a little overwhelming.”
“For me, too.”
“Are you ready to leave?” Deanna asked coolly.
Her chilly demeanor tied Grace’s stomach in knots. Deanna deserved to be told the truth. But even after hours of soul-searching, she still wasn’t able to come up with an easy way to address the subject of the baby she carried. Drawing in a deep breath, she proceeded cautiously. “Before we go, there’s something I want to tell you.”
Deanna checked her watch. “Is it important or can it wait? We’re running late.”
“It’s nothing,” Grace answered, stunned by her friend’s brusque comment. To avoid eye contact with Deanna, she grabbed her handbag and sweatshirt and ran out of the apartment.





20
GRACE STAYED after class to speak with Ryan, her backup on the project team. Tall and lanky, Ryan wore his long brown hair in a man-bun and sported wire-framed glasses. “Is there any ingredient in our pesticide that’s lethal to anything besides insects? Anything poisonous?” she asked, grimacing, fearing she’d overlooked something about the formula. “Think. It’s important.”
Across the table, Ryan clicked his pen repeatedly and shifted in his chair. “We specifically wanted the pesticide to be safe for plants and animals. You know more than any of us how hard we worked to develop a non-toxic formula.” He cocked his head. Curiosity shone in his eyes. “Why are you asking? Did something happen?”
His question caught her off guard. She didn’t want to arouse suspicion that something had indeed happened. Something terrible.
“Not at all. I needed confirmation from a respected colleague.” She shot him a friendly smile and shoved the notebook into her handbag. Once she got home, she’d add the notes to data she kept in her backpack. “I’ve got to go. See you tomorrow.”
“Sure thing.” He pushed his chair away from the table, picked up his notebook, and hurried out the door.
How could she be relieved to learn the formula was safe for humans and animals when vampires were neither? She’d heard tales of garlic’s effect on the undead and wondered if one of the ingredients used in the pesticide had been what killed Roman’s vampires? Or were the allegations fiction? The best way to find out the truth about garlic was to ask Roman—the real deal. Even so, she wondered if, by asking, she’d reveal her part in his vampires’ destruction. A knot formed in her stomach at the possibility he’d end their relationship after discovering she was in charge of the pesticide program. Realizing how much she didn’t know about vampire biology, she decided, without disclosing her true motives, to make a point to quiz him on the subject ASAP.
Her cell phone rang. Deanna’s name showed on the screen.
Grace hit Talk. “Hi, Deanna.”
“Hi. Would you mind sticking around for couple more hours? I’ve got an important committee meeting that I forgot about. I’m sorry, but I can’t miss it. I’ll pick you up or we can meet at the cafeteria.”
Grace drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “No worries. I’ll catch a ride with someone. I need to get home and change out of these clothes and get ready for work.”
“You’re going to work?” Deanna shrieked.” I thought you agreed to stay at my place until it was safe to go home.”
“I know you said I could stay with you until this blows over, but this morning you acted like you didn’t want me in your apartment.”
An uncomfortable silence seemed to go on forever.
“I never said any such thing,” A smidgen of guilt sounded in Deanna’s denial.
“You didn’t have to. I felt it.”
“Right now, it’s too dangerous for you to go home.”
“I know it’s risky, but no matter what you say, I’m still going to work tonight. And if that priest shows up, I’ll confront him. I need to get this over with, once and for all.”
Deanna gasped. “But you promised you wouldn’t set one foot inside the club.”
“I don’t have a choice,” Grace argued.
“Yes, you do.” Deanna’s voice slid up an octave.
“It’s a chance I have to take. I need my job. I can’t let some freaky old priest dictate how I live my life.”
In the background, someone called Deanna’s name.
“I have to go. Call me back in a half hour when I have a break. Bye.” Deanna disconnected the call.
Grace had no intention of calling her back. Right now, she needed to get ready for tonight’s shift. But she had a problem—no car. Considering the chilly ride to school this morning, coupled with Deanna’s emergency meeting, there was no way she could count on her for help. She needed to find a different way home.
As she rushed out of the lab, she spotted Brent in the crowded hallway, and waved him down. He nodded his acknowledgement and she motioned for him to follow her away from the foot traffic and across the hall to the large, glass display case filled with collegiate science awards.
“Brent, would you be able to do me a favor?”
His face lit up. “Sure. What do you need?”
His enthusiastic response brought a smile. No questions asked. Always willing to help. Brent showed he was a good person and an even better friend.
“Here’s my problem.” And it definitely was a problem. “My car’s at my apartment and I’m here. Can you give me a ride home? I need my car to get to work tonight.”
“Your carriage awaits. Let’s go,” Brent answered with a broad grin.
If he knew the problem she faced—being impregnated by a vampire—he probably wouldn’t talk to her, much less hang out. “Thanks a lot. I appreciate it.”
“No problem.”
“You have no idea how much this means to me.” She gave him a grateful hug.
Brent blazed a path through the congested hallway and into the crowded parking lot. He stopped next to a red Mazda Miata convertible. “This is it,” he announced, beaming.
“Wow! It’s beautiful. Absolutely beautiful.” Her breath caught as she grazed her fingertips across the vehicle’s shiny hood.
“It’s a birthday present from my parents.”
“For being a good boy?” Why did I say that? The remark made even her blush. Of course, he was a good boy.
“Hop in.”
She didn’t need a second invitation. She dropped her handbag on the floorboard and settled in the passenger seat. The short, but exhilarating, ride to her apartment would free her mind from worrying about her pregnancy…or Roman. She squeezed her eyes shut and leaned back on the headrest, freeing her long hair to whip across her face. The noisy ride made conversation impossible, which suited her just fine. She didn’t feel like talking anyway and for a short time she forgot her problems, reveling in this carefree moment.
The car swerved and came to an abrupt stop.
Her eyelids snapped open. “We’re here already?” She glanced over her shoulder and spotted her apartment building. “Bummer!”
Brent grinned. “I can open it up on the freeway if you want.”
The proposition sounded tempting, but…. “No. I need to get some zees before the start of my shift.” A small statue on the dash captured her attention. “Who’s this?”
“That’s Saint Christopher, the patron saint of travelers,” he explained, handing her the silver figurine.
She ran her fingers over its cool, smooth surface. “I didn’t know you were religious.”
“I’m full of surprises.”
“I’ll bet you are.” She paused, considering her next remark. “I’m wondering if you’d answer a question.”
“Shoot.”
Not wanting to arouse suspicion, she proceeded cautiously. “I don’t know much about the Catholic Church. Someday, when I have more time, I’d like to talk to you about it.”
His eyes widened. “Are you thinking of converting?”
“Don’t tell me you forgot I’m a preacher’s kid gone bad? My dad would strangle me for sure if I turned Catholic.” She laughed nervously and handed Saint Christopher back. “I’m kind of curious about some things.”
He cocked his head. “Like what?”
“Like what priests do.”
Brent’s brows furrowed and eyes narrowed with curiosity. “You mean like…their duties?”
Her questions seemed to have raised a red flag. “Forget I asked. It’s not important.” She gave a dismissive wave. To halt further discussion on the subject of priests, she quickly retrieved her handbag and opened the door. “Thanks for the ride. See you.”
“Was it something I said?”
No. It was something she said. Poor Brent, she always seemed to mess with him—even unintentionally. “Not at all. I need to get some beauty sleep before I go in tonight.”
“Believe me, you don’t need beauty sleep. You’re already pretty enough.” He stared at her with doe-eyes.
She laughed. “Yeah, right! I need to scoot. Thanks again.”
“Glad I could help. Call me when you want to talk more about the church or…priests.”
“Will do.” After a quick scan of the surrounding area to verify no one had followed her or was watching her apartment, she hopped out of the car, and swung her handbag over her shoulder. Why in the world did I ask him about priests? As she made her way to her apartment building, she glanced back at a slack-jawed Brent, still parked at the curb.
She waved goodbye and waited for him to leave. When he finally drove away, her breathing returned to normal.
Mulling over her dilemma, questions kept popping up. Questions she couldn’t answer. Should she have warned Brent that a priest might be killed? If so, would he be able to stop it? Should he? If she’d introduced the subject, Brent would have wanted to know more. And she wasn’t about to implicate Roman in a possible murder plot. No, she decided, remaining silent was the best decision. Besides, Roman was probably kidding, anyway. Wasn’t he?
Once again, Grace scanned the surrounding area for anything suspicious. Finding nothing, she dashed into her apartment and bolted the front door. She dropped her handbag on the coffee table and rummaged through it, searching for her cell phone. When she found it, she brought it to the kitchen, where she kept the charger, and plugged it in.
Now that she was finally in her own place, she kicked off her shoes, and lumbered into the bathroom to turn on the water for a shower.
She shed the clothes she’d worn for two days straight and jumped in a much-needed shower. As minutes ticked by, she grew more paranoid about the priest who’d asked about her at the club. Had he found out where she lived and now waited outside her front door? The possibility was terrifying. She turned off the shower, grabbed a towel, and dried herself.
Slipping on a robe, she scampered into the living room and peeked through the peep hole on the door. When no one stood behind the door, she let out a sigh.
Too nervous to sit down to a meal, because of her pregnancy, she poured herself a tall glass of milk and forced herself to eat a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and an apple.
Because she’d promised Roman she’d stay at Deanna’s for a few days, she filled a small suitcase with enough clothes and underwear for a week, then tossed in toiletries and her phone charger. She rolled the suitcase to the door and set her backpack next to it.
Tonight, she needed to be alert at the club. If the priest showed up while she was on shift, she’d confront him in front of witnesses. She made a mug of hot chocolate, sat on the bed, and turned on the television.
Her cell phone blared, jarring her out of a deep sleep. She fumbled for the phone on the coffee table. “Hello?” She hadn’t meant to fall asleep, and now she had to hurry to make it to work on time.
“Where the hell are you?” Deanna shouted.
“Home.”
“What the hell are you thinking?”
She held the phone away from her ear and winced. When Deanna finished her rant, Grace continued the conversation. “Okay, I get it. It’s not smart, but I don’t know what else to do. I can’t keep hiding forever. Maybe if he’s a priest I can reason with him.”
“Have you told Roman what you’re planning?”
“No…and don’t you dare tell him. If you do, I’ll never speak to you again.”
On the other end of the line, Deanna sighed. “I don’t agree with what you’re doing, but I promise not to call Roman.”
Grace glanced at the clock. Crap! “I have to go. I need to get ready for work.” She hung up.
Her phone rang again. Knowing Deanna waited at the other end of the line, she didn’t answer.
She dressed quickly, brushed her hair and applied makeup. Grabbing the suitcase and backpack from near the door and her handbag, she made her way slowly down the stairs.
By now, it was dark. Keeping her head down, she hurried across the parking lot to her car. She tossed everything, except her handbag, in the back seat. She slid in behind the steering wheel, turned on the headlights, and drove out of the parking lot…ready to face whatever awaited her at the club.
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DEFYING Deanna and Roman’s advice to stay away from the club, Grace arrived at work, as planned. After circling the club’s lot a fourth time, Grace still couldn’t find an empty parking space. She didn’t want to park on the street, which was too far from the front door. Her only other option was the smaller lot that ran alongside the club—a lot she always avoided. It was isolated, dark, and consisted of a single row of parking spaces.
Already late for work, she had no choice. She sucked up courage and aimed her Sentra in the direction of the narrow lot. She saw it—an open spot two spaces from the front of the row and breathed a sigh of relief. Before anyone else discovered it, she raced toward the space.
She pulled up and parked between the white lines, next to a dark SUV. Grabbing her handbag from the passenger seat, she stepped into near total darkness. The only light came from fluorescent lamps behind windows of the club, six feet above ground.
Keeping her head down, she plunged forward. Losing her grip on the purse, it slipped from her hand. “Damn!” She stooped to retrieve it. When she rose, a man stood in her path—so close, she felt his breath on her face. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears and she took a step back.
He inched forward.
To get around him, she moved to the left.
He shifted and blocked her.
She veered right.
He veered left. “Grace, I need to speak with you regarding a matter of great importance.” His voice was smooth and soothing, but its chilling tone promised this dance would not end well.
When he called her by name, her breathing grew ragged. “Who are you?”
“I doubt introductions are necessary,” he answered in a hoarse whisper. His clerical collar roused her suspicion, and the long, jagged scar running down the left side of his face, confirmed his identity. The priest.
“What do you want?”
“Your boyfriend.”
Roman and Deanna were right. It had been a mistake to come to the club tonight. She needed to make noise to call attention to herself, but when she opened her mouth to scream, no sound came out. Her body trembled. Her knees wobbled. Pulling strength from somewhere deep inside, she found her voice. “Get out of my way. I need to start my shift.”
“What I have to tell you is more significant than any job. I’m here to warn you about Roman. He’s a killer. An unholy beast.”
“Leave me alone.” She gulped and tried shoving him away.
He didn’t budge and blocked her exit.
Trapped by her boyfriend’s enemy, and now hers as well, she screamed, and shoved him harder.
He snarled and grabbed her arms. His upper lip curled. “Stop fighting me. I mean you no harm. It’s Roman I want, not you.”
No way would she lead him to the father of her unborn child. She kicked him in the shins.
But instead of letting go, his hold tightened, sending searing pain through her arms.
She bit his right wrist hard enough to produce a yelp.
Finally, he released her.
She clawed at his eyes, but missed. She scratched his cheeks, drawing blood. The front door of the club opened, spilling out loud music and laughter. But her situation was no laughing matter. Seeing this as a chance to escape, she bolted toward the main parking lot.
The priest grabbed her from behind and pulled her back into the alley. He clamped his hand over her mouth, stifling her piercing cry.
She bit his palm and he pulled his hand away.
“Help! Somebody help me!” she cried out, hoping someone would come to her aid.
No one showed up.
He yanked her closer.
Jerking her right hand free, she made a fist and swung at his face.
He cursed and released her. He grabbed his nose.
Adrenaline pumped through her. The powerful feeling gave her the courage to fight back. She got in one more blow to the side of his head—much harder than her first punch.
He veered back and raised his arm, poised to backhand her across the face. A hand reached into the fracas and pulled the man’s arm away. Bones cracked.
Grace pushed her hair away from her eyes. Gabriel, flanked by Alex and Seth, had the priest in a headlock.
From behind, strong arms enveloped her, and lifted her off the ground. She tried wriggling free, but failed. In a last ditch effort to break away, she jerked her neck back and smacked whoever held her with the back of her head.
“Stop it, Grace!”
“Roman?” Relief flooded over her and she burst into tears. “How did you know where to find me?”
“Deanna called.” Keeping her close to his chest, he slowly lowered her to the pavement.
For once she was glad Deanna hadn’t listened to her. She smoothed her tangled hair and straightened her vest, now twisted and hiked up to her breasts.
A few feet away, Gabriel had the man’s arms pinned behind his back. “Well, looky here, ladies. We caught ourselves a priest,” he said, staring into the cleric’s eyes. “Long time no see, Father Darius.”
“Gabriel,” the priest ground out through clenched teeth.
“Get him out of here,” Roman shouted.
Father Darius’s eyes widened. “There will be others. It doesn’t end with me!”
“Go! Now!”
The team surrounded the struggling priest and dragged him behind the club and out of sight.
Roman held Grace close to his heart until she stopped trembling. He stroked her face tenderly and kissed her forehead. “I’m so sorry, babe.” His voice faltered. “What happened to you was entirely my fault.”
She choked back sobs and ran her hands over her stomach. “I’m scared. What if something happened to our baby?”
In the parking lot, tires squealed. A car raced toward her. Squinting into the bright headlights, she tried to make out the driver’s face. The car swerved to a stop and the door flew open.
Eyes blazing, Deanna charged in her direction. “What did you do to her?” she yelled at Roman.
He held up his hands. “Hold on. It’s not what it looks like.”
“Roman never laid a hand on me. It was the priest. He was here—waiting for me,” Grace explained, jumping to Roman’s defense.
Deanna’s eyes softened and her gaze darted to Grace. “We told you it was too dangerous to come here.” Tears pooled in her eyes as she embraced her lightly. “Are you okay? Maybe you should go to the ER.”
Grace shook her head. “Nothing’s broken and I’m not bleeding. Just a little sore, is all.” She glanced at Roman and gave him a weak smile.
“I’ll take it from here,” he said and slipped an arm around Grace’s shoulder.
With hands on hips, Deanna faced Roman. “No matter how much she protests, do not take her home. Bring her to my place. She has a key.”
“Will do. Thanks for everything,” he said.
Too tired and sore to argue, Grace nodded and leaned into Roman’s embrace.
“I’m going inside to cover your shift.” Deanna’s voice quaked. “I’ll tell Jerry you had a minor accident on your way here and ask if he’ll give you a few days off.”
How could she ever repay Deanna for her kindness and caring? She hugged her best friend and kissed her cheek. “Thank you.”
Roman scooped Grace into his arms. “Come on, slugger. Let’s get you out of here.”

Gabriel

IN THE DARK alley behind the club, Seth and Alex had Father Darius pinned face down on the hood of Seth's black Cadillac.
“Stand him up,” Gabriel said in a low voice, elated to be the one who would finally destroy the bastard who’d been hunting them far too long. “Turn him around. I want to look into his eyes.”
Each holding one of the priest’s arms, Seth and Alex lifted him from the hood and propped him against the back wall of the club. When Gabriel stood face to face with the clergyman, they released him.
“Look at me,” Gabriel demanded. Infuriated by the priest’s refusal to comply, he grabbed him by the shoulders. “I said, ‘Look at me.’” Considering how long the priest had chased the vampires, Gabriel wanted to see fear in Father Darius’ eyes as he faced his executioner.
The priest lifted his chin and opened his eyes slowly.
Unable to contain the excitement of his upcoming kill, Gabriel released the smile he’d kept harnessed until now. He took a long, deep, hungry breath. “It's been a long time, padre.”
“Gabriel. Dear God, in Heaven!”
The usual response. Most victims usually cried out for divine intervention. “No, my name isn't God, but even He can't help you now.” He grabbed Father Darius’ shoulders and shoved him against the wall. The priest struggled, trying to push away. While Gabriel held onto him, Alex and Seth anchored the priest’s arms, making it easier for Gabriel to keep a strong hold on the clergyman’s shoulders. “Any final words?”
The priest closed his eyes. “Hail Mary, full of grace…”
Before Father Darius had a chance to complete his petition, Gabriel placed his hand over the priest's mouth. “Mother always told me it was bad manners to play with my food. So prepare to meet your Maker.” After considering Crawford’s warning that drinking real blood might be fatal, he dismissed the well-intentioned advice. He killed the priest in the most delicious way he knew. Taking his time, he pushed the padre’s head to one side and pierced his neck with his fangs.
When his body went limp, Gabriel held him up and fed. The warm liquid tasted wonderful! He felt rejuvenated.
“What the hell are you doing, Gabe? You’re only supposed to kill.” Alex shouted, yanking Gabriel’s arm.
But Gabriel’s need to feed was too strong and Alex was no match for him.
“You can quit now,” Seth said. “He won’t be chasing us anymore.”
Unable to stop, Gabriel continued feasting.
When Seth joined Alex to pull Gabriel away, Father Darius’ body dropped to the pavement with a dull thud.
Not quite sated, Gabriel seized the body and drank some more.
Finally, Alex pulled Gabriel to his feet. “Damn you. I know what you’re doing.”
“I couldn't help it. He was ‘AB Negative’ and you know that's my favorite flavor.” He ran his tongue over his lips and licked off the blood. He wiped away any trace of blood with the back of his hand. “Oh man, that was awesome! I should have done that a long time ago.”
Alex opened the Cadillac's trunk. “Come on. We need to get out of here and get rid of him…now.” With Seth's help, he picked up the body and dropped it in the trunk.
While Seth and Alex worked to clear away every trace of the kill, Gabriel leaned against the wall and came to a decision about his participation in the program. “I’m done,” he announced.
“With what?” Alex asked.
“The program. The lab. Everything. I'll never set foot in that damned place again.”
Seth’s eyes grew wide. “But you have to. Crawford said it’s too late to turn back.”
Still high from his fresh kill and with arms outstretched, Gabriel swaggered toward them. "Does this look like it’s too late to you? If I can turn, so can you. How about it, Seth? Alex?”
As he was getting ready to try talk them into turning back with him, Alex's cell phone rang.
“It's Rome,” Alex said and answered the call.
As Gabriel watched, he wondered if there was news about Grace.
After the brief conversation, Alex hung up.
“Is she okay?”
“Yeah. Grace is safe and on her way to Deanna’s apartment. She asked if I’d let Deanna know—in case she's worried.” Alex ran his index finger over the cell’s screen. “I'll go tell her. Don't leave without me, okay?”
“Not a chance.”
“Thanks. Be right back.” Alex pocketed his phone and left to deliver the message to Deanna.
Seth sauntered to where Gabriel watched Alex disappear around the corner of the club. “What's up?”
“Rome called to let us know Grace is okay, and Alex is on his way to tell Deanna what’s going on.”
As much as Alex and Seth irritated him at times, they were his support group and he didn't want to be the only one turning back into a vampire. Not to be overlooked was the “safety in numbers” factor. He needed someone. Someone like Seth, who’d be easy to turn. He preferred Alex, but he was too close to Roman.
A pleasant surprise greeted Gabriel when he peeked inside the trunk. “Whoa. Seth, come over here. I want you to check something out.”
Seth sauntered over.
Gabriel pointed into the open trunk. “He’s still alive, Seth. Feed,” he said in a hoarse whisper.
Backing away from the car, Seth shook his head. “No way, Gabe. I don't wanna turn.”
But Gabriel persisted. “Come closer. Have a taste. Don't think of it as feeding. Think of it as a super market sample.” He closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath. “Lean in. Smell the sweet fragrance,”
He didn’t budge.
Knowing once Seth caught a whiff of the powerful scent of fresh blood, he’d be unable to resist, Gabriel draped an arm around his shoulder and slowly led his fellow-warrior back to the open trunk. Come on. Do it.
Seth refused to look in the trunk.
“Breathe in the scent, Seth.”
Seth shuddered. When he finally glanced inside, he leaned over the priest's body and growled.
Gabriel watched as his best friend succumbed to temptation. He smiled and licked his lips while Seth drank.
A few minutes later, after feeding, Seth sat on the ground and leaned against the nightclub wall. He hid his face in his hands and wept.
Gabriel checked the priest for a pulse. After verifying Father Darius was dead, he slammed the trunk shut. He knew he should feel sorry for Seth, but he was thrilled to have his best friend join him in immortality.
“Why'd you make me do it, Gabe? I didn't want to turn.”
“Seth,” he said in a gentle voice. “Deep down, you knew this was your only option. We're a team again. Like in the old days…before we hooked up with Rome and Alex. Don't I always know what's best for you? I'll take care of you forever. I promise.”
Fearing he may have lost Seth's trust and loyalty, Gabriel feigned compassion and crouched in front of him.
“I was almost human.” Seth closed his eyes. “How could I be so stupid to let you talk me into turning?”
Gabriel rested his hands gently on his friend's shoulders. “Look at me, Seth.”
Seth met his gaze.
“You’re not stupid because you were smart enough to realize the program wasn't worth shit. Trust me. You did the right thing.”
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ROMAN
ROMAN SAID nothing during the drive from the club to Deanna’s apartment. Instead, he became a sounding board for her rage as she relived her potentially deadly encounter with Father Darius. Seeing her so emotionally shattered broke his heart.
Failing to protect her was his fault. And now she was being sucked into his violent world. He despised himself for causing her pain.
He parked the car and held her close, breathing in her delicious jasmine scent. His woman was soft, feminine, and as precious as gold. And she belonged to him alone.
As he carried Grace up the stairs to Deanna’s apartment, he was thankful she had such a strong ally. There weren’t many people who would open their home to protect someone who, not only dated a vampire, but was being stalked by his enemy—a slayer sent to destroy him. Allowing Grace to stay with her also put Deanna in harm’s way. She even protected Grace’s job by volunteering to cover her shift and offering to explain to their boss that Grace had been in a minor accident on her way to work. Minor accident, my ass! Ambush was more like it.
In the past, Roman and Deanna had issues. But now they shared a common goal—protecting Grace. And tonight they’d done just that. He also had another reason for keeping her safe—their unborn child. Considering what might have happened to her if Deanna hadn’t alerted him about Grace going to the club tonight, caused him to shudder.
Holding her in his arms, her heartbeat drummed against his chest.
“Everything’s all right, babe. You’re safe now.” He brushed his lips against her eyelids. The pounding in her ribcage was replaced by a slower, steady tempo, letting him know she had finally calmed down.
“We’re here.” He carried her into the building and up the stairs.
At the door, he held up her key ring. “Which one?”
She pointed to the largest gold-toned key with the words Do Not Duplicate etched on it.
Reaching around her, he unlocked the door, pushed it open with his knee, and carried her over the threshold. Still in his arms, she reached for the light switch and flipped it on. Once inside, he closed and bolted the door.
“Do you think he’ll find me again?” she asked in a small voice.
He dropped the key ring on the coffee table, eased her onto the sofa, and knelt beside her. “You don’t have to worry about him,” he whispered, and brushed her hair from her face. “He won’t be bothering you anymore.” He didn’t want to tell her that the son-of-a-bitch was probably dead before they even drove out of the parking lot.
She grabbed the front of his jacket. “Kiss me.”
He obliged by pressing his lips to hers while he laced his fingers through her hair.
“Make love to me,” she begged, desperation sounding in her voice.
Surprised by the request, he jerked his head back and locked gazes with her. “You’ve been through a lot tonight, babe. What you need is some sleep.”
“What I really need is you inside me. I’m wound up tight as a yo-yo. What’s the matter? Aren’t you up to it?” She challenged him.
Damn, she was sexy. “Under different circumstances, yes. But right now.…”
Propped up on pillows, she reached for him. “Please,” she whispered. “I need you to hold me. Make love to me.”
Before things heated up more, he wanted to confirm that making love wouldn’t be painful or uncomfortable because of her scuffle with Father Darius. “Babe, I don’t want us to do anything if you were hurt.”
“The only hurt is the emptiness I feel inside.” She brushed her lips against his and bit his bottom lip. “Fill me up.”
How could he resist? He couldn’t deny the woman he loved what she wanted. Heat flooded his body and settled in his groin. He kissed her gently and when she gasped, he withdrew. Had he hurt her?
“Don’t stop. I want more. Give me all of you.”
“Oh, Baby” he whispered as his breathing grew labored. Staring down at her…begging him…tempting him, his arousal strained against the confines of his tight jeans. He ripped off his leather jacket and tossed it on the sofa.
He carried her into the spare bedroom and lowered her to sit on the edge of the bed. Kneeling in front of her, he unzipped her vest. As he unfastened her bra, a low appreciative growl surfaced from deep within his throat. He cupped her large breasts and kissed each one.
Desire made him dizzy. He wanted to relieve her stress and his own desire, but considering her condition, he reminded himself to be gentle. “Tell me if I’m too much for you. If I hurt you…or our baby.”
“Pregnant women have sex all the time or haven’t you heard?” She bracketed his face between her hands and kissed him. “Discussion over. Now take off your clothes,” she ordered and crawled to the center of the bed.
Seated on the edge of the bed, he slipped off his shoes and socks. Grabbing the bottom of his T-shirt, he pulled it over his head, and dropped it on the floor.
Leaning over her, he gave her an opened mouth kiss. She accepted the invitation and slipped her tongue inside. He groaned as his tongue matched hers stroke for stroke. Running his hand down her body, he slid his hand to her center and massaged her until she writhed beneath his palm.
With her face flushed and lips parted, she never looked more alluring or erotic.
“Lay down.”
When he did, she climbed on top and straddled him, grinding against him.
He massaged her breasts and moved his hands down to her vee. When he touched her most sensitive spot, she took hold of his length and guided him inside.
“You feel so good,” she whispered. As he filled her completely, she moaned and let out a quiet, breathy scream. She set the rhythm, and he followed her lead.
They moved in concert. Slow at first. Then wild and uninhibited. He loved the feel of her. How she clenched and caressed him inside her. How she worked him into a frenzy, causing him to lose himself.
Release for both came fast and hard. Totally spent, they parted, rolled onto their sides, facing each other. Their sweat-slicked bodies intertwined, they enjoyed wave after wave of aftershocks.
He kissed her thoroughly, deeply. How could he have been so lucky to find someone like Grace? He traced her jaw with the back of his index finger. The corners of her swollen lips curled upward and when she opened her eyes, her intense gaze pierced his soul.
“You’re magical. I can’t even remember my life without you.” He kissed her tenderly.
While cradling her in his arms, his thoughts were consumed with everything he’d left undone tonight. He needed to meet up with his team ASAP to get an update on the priest. Hopefully, Gabriel was able to squeeze information out of him before the kill. According to the bouncer, Father Darius started showing up about the same time Dark Syde
started performing at the club. Which meant Erik, inadvertently or intentionally, had led the priest to him.
Slaying Erik continued to haunt him. And he still didn’t know what his vampires were allergic to. There were too many lose ends. If he didn’t tie them up soon, his life wouldn’t be worth shit. And with a baby coming, he couldn’t let that happen.
“Roman?”
Wasn’t she asleep? “Yeah, babe?”
“The priest came to the club tonight to warn me about you. About what you were. And I told him I already knew—that you told me. He said you were a beast and a killer.” She hesitated. “But you’re not like that anymore, are you?”
“No,” he answered weakly. But he still killed, didn’t he? Perhaps the priest was right. He was a beast…a monster.
As Grace snuggled closer, he kissed her forehead.
As he waited for her to fall asleep, he played with her hair—winding and unwinding long blond strands around his finger. A contented expression settled on her face and from time to time, she sighed.
When she drifted off to sleep, he slipped out of bed and quietly dressed. He lay back down, just to feel her soft, warm body next to his, and would remain at her side until Deanna arrived home from work.
The sound of keys clanking jarred Roman out of his reverie. Someone was entering the apartment and it had better be Deanna. He jumped out of bed and zipped into the living room. Positioning himself in front of the sofa, he watched and waited.
The door opened. Deanna stood in the doorway. When she looked in his direction, she jumped back and dropped her keys. “Roman! You scared the crap out of me. I forgot you were going to be here.” She retrieved her keys from the floor and set them, along with her handbag, on the dining room table. “How is she?”
Roman grabbed his jacket from the sofa. “She was pretty worked up—which is understandable—but once we got here, she started to unwind. I did what I could to help her relax. She’s sleeping now. I stuck around until you got home because I didn’t want to leave her alone.” He slipped on his jacket, picked up the key ring from the coffee table, and followed her into the kitchen.
Deanna pulled a cold beer from the refrigerator and twisted off the cap. “Do you want one?”
“Thanks for the offer, but I need to get going. My truck’s at the lab, so I’m taking Grace’s car. I’ll return it tomorrow. But first I have to bring up her suitcase and backpack.” He spun the key ring on his index finger and headed for the front door. “Be right back.”
Roman bounded down the stairs and into the parking lot. When he gathered the items from her Sentra, he rushed upstairs and knocked lightly on Deanna’s front door.
“It’s open,” she shouted.
He pushed open the door and carried Grace’s things inside. “Where to?”
“Go ahead and put them in her bedroom.”
Roman brought the items into the room where Grace slept, and set them on the floor next to the dresser. Filled with love for her, he smiled, returned to the bed, and kissed her forehead. “Sleep well, my darling,” he whispered. Leaving her to her dreams, he backed out of the bedroom, and closed the door behind him.
“Is she still sleeping?” Deanna asked from the kitchen.
“Like a baby.” He cleared his throat. “Thanks for giving me the heads up about her going to work.” Thinking about what could have happened to her if he hadn’t shown up at the club, caused his stomach to churn.
“I had no choice. You know how stubborn she is. Once she puts her mind to something, no one can change it.”
“No kidding.”
Deanna sipped her beer. “I spoke with Jerry about covering Grace’s shift while she recovered from her accident and he agreed she should stay and rest for at least a month. I never did tell Jerry what actually happened to her.”
“Good thinking. Tonight really shook her up. She needs time to get back on her feet.” On his way to the door, he hesitated. “And Deanna, thanks for being there for her. I appreciate it.”
“No problem. I’d do anything for Grace. That’s what friends are for.”
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ROMAN
AFTER LEAVING GRACE’S SIDE, Roman got behind the wheel of her Sentra and breathed in her sweet scent. It filled her car, hugging him like a favorite aunt.
Sick with worry over what happened to her tonight, a cold chill swept over him, causing goose bumps to rise on his arms. Her life would be a lot less complicated if he had walked away the first time he saw her at the club. Much safer, too.
Now it was too late.
The pale glow of morning peeked over the horizon when he pulled up to the gate of the institute’s parking lot. He punched his code onto the keypad, the gate opened, and he went on in.
Alex and Seth stood in the parking lot, and when he drove past, both looked in his direction. What were they doing outside? At this time of day, they should be in the lounge. Something was wrong.
He parked Grace’s car next to his truck and jogged in their direction. “Where’s Gabe?” he asked.
“Over here.” Gabriel leaned against his sports car, parked next to Seth’s Cadillac.
Roman motioned him to follow. “Coming inside?”
Gabriel shook his head. “No can do, man. No can do.”
As Seth took his place next to Gabriel, Alex joined Roman.
Curious what Gabriel was up to, Roman narrowed his eyes and strode toward him. “What are you talking about?” By the time he stood face to face with Gabriel, the answer was clear. He smelled fresh blood. Gabriel had turned.
“I’m done,” Gabriel said. “They screwed us royally. I’m never going back inside that place. I’m over it.”
“Where will you go?”
Gabriel shrugged. “Haven’t planned that far. But I’m willing to bet there’s a safe house somewhere nearby.”
Even though Roman had threatened to replace Gabriel in the past, he actually didn’t want him to leave. For years, he’d been his next in command, the warrior he’d personally selected to be his replacement. He needed Gabe more than ever now so he could step down and lead a normal life with Grace and their child.
“What will you do?” Roman asked.
“What I’ve always done. I’ll do whatever’s necessary to survive.”
“Don’t feed along Ortega Highway,” Roman warned, recalling what had happened to the other vampires under his protection.
“Oh yeah, and about that. Why haven’t they figured out what killed them? What’s taking so damn long?” Gabriel argued.
He’d been thinking the same thing himself. “I need you to help fight the slayers.”
“No, you don’t. Even with the fucked-up formula, you’re still stronger than any slayer out there.” Gabriel sneered. “The program’s a bust. Time to move on. Come on, Seth, let’s go.”
Seth didn’t move, but remained next to Alex
Gabriel stared at Roman. “Why do you want to stick around and die when you’ve got this hot woman who’s crazy about you? You’ve got everything going for you. Hook up with us and stay alive. Forever. For her.”
However tempting the offer, Roman stood firm. “I can’t. And if you do this, you’ll go back to looking over your shoulder. Not knowing who you can trust. Or who wants to kill you.”
Gabriel squared his shoulders. “Isn’t that what we’re doing now?”
Touché.
“What if they fix the formula? Think about what you’re doing.” Roman’s voice softened. “Even the Elder Council advised us to give it more time. We’re doing this for our race. Don’t go back to being hunted like a dog. Stay.” He stepped back and scanned the lot. “Speaking of being hunted, where’s the good padre?”
“Let’s say we took care of him, and leave it at that.” He glanced at Seth.
“Did he say anything before he died?”
He shook his head. “He wasn’t talking. So I killed him.”
“Damn.” He’d hoped Gabriel had gleaned information from the priest before the kill. “How did you get rid of him?”
“We took a ride along the Ortegas. Then cleaned out the trunk of Seth’s Caddy by rolling the trash down a cliff.”
Seth glanced at Gabriel. “I hope the cats got him, don’t you?”
“Sure, Seth.” He nodded toward the door of the laboratory. “You two better get inside before Crawford comes looking for you.”
Alex stood eyeball to eyeball with Gabriel. “Don’t do this. They’ve already slowed down the negative effects of the formula. Wait a little longer.”
Backing away, Gabriel smirked. “Are you two fucking crazy? The sooner Crawford gets rid of us, the better. Why would he want to keep us alive? Think about it. We’re evidence of his screw-up. Having us around makes him nervous.”
“I’m in. How about you, Roman?” Seth asked, while inching closer to Gabriel.
The decision wasn’t easy and Gabriel’s offer tempted him. “I can’t. Not for me, but for.…” He shook his head as thoughts of Grace and their unborn child flashed through his mind. “I can’t do it, man. Not yet.” His voice shook.
Seth turned to Alex. “How about you?”
“Turning back isn’t an option for me either.” Alex returned to Roman’s side.
“So you’re busting up our team?” Gabriel said, appearing anxious, shifting from one foot to the other.
“No, you’re busting it up,” he answered. If it wasn’t for Grace and the baby, he’d walk away in a heartbeat. Maybe Gabe was right. Maybe the formula was unfixable. Damn them. Damn the program.
He clenched his fists.
“I thought we were brothers. Blood brothers.” Seth’s voice quaked. He shifted his gaze from Roman to Alex.
“We still are,” Alex said. “Nothing will ever change that.”
Narrowing his eyes, Gabriel jabbed his index finger at them. “If you go back inside, they have the control.” He moved his gaze to Roman. “What will you do if they stop you from seeing Grace??”
“I’d like to see them try.”
Gabriel threw up his hands. “I’m done. Let’s go.” He put his arm on Seth’s shoulder and led him toward their cars.
“Hold on,” Roman couldn’t let his former warriors walk away without saying goodbye. He embraced Gabriel. He held Seth a little longer, fearing it might be the last time he would see his friend. Would Seth have to pay the price for Gabriel’s recklessness? “Watch your back,” he whispered in his ear.
He and Alex left their former comrades in the parking lot and jogged toward the building. When they reached the door, two engines revved and they turned to watch their friends drive away. Before he had a chance to swipe his keycard, the door opened.
Doc waved them inside. “There you are. I was just heading outside to check if you’d returned. Your drinks are waiting.” He poked his head outside. “Where are Gabriel and Seth?”
“They quit,” Roman answered.
Doc’s jaw went slack and he let the door bang shut. “What did you say?”
“They turned back,” Alex explained.
As he and Alex trudged toward the lounge, a lump formed in his throat. The clomping sound of their heavy boots echoed throughout the barren hallway.
Doc jogged to catch up. “But that’s not possible.”
“You’re wrong, Doc. They can and they did.” Roman opened the door to the lounge, and held the door open while Doc and Alex entered before him.
Doc dragged his hand over his face. “Damn. Are you sure?”
“I smelled it. They’ve turned into full vampires again,” Roman said. “Alex, you were with them. Go ahead and tell Doc what you know.”
“Didn’t actually see it happen. But afterwards, I rode back with Seth. When we got here, they packed up their shit, then stuck around to say good bye to Roman…and try convince us to join them.”
Roman checked the lockers lined up against the wall opposite the plasma TV. Sure enough, the doors were wide open, and the lockers cleaned out.
Slipping his hands into his lab coat, Doc stared at the empty lockers and shook his head. “They did it. They actually did it.”
“I didn’t agree with them quitting the program, but I helped them pack up.” Alex stared at the lockers. “In a way, I kind of envy them for leaving.”
Although Roman didn’t say as much, so did he.
Roman and Alex pulled off their jackets and tossed them on the sofa. They kicked off their boots and made themselves comfortable in their recliners.
Doc went next door to the lab, and returned with a frosted tumbler in each hand. He gave one to Roman, the other to Alex. After dimming the lights, he sat on the armrest of Seth’s recliner. “Where do you think they’ll go?”
“Not along Ortega Highway, that’s for sure.” Roman sipped his drink. “Speaking of Ortega Highway, did you ever find out what killed my vampires?”
Doc shook his head. “Because we’ve devoted our attention and resources to the formula, we put finding the cause on the back burner. Only temporarily, of course. And once you’d moved your vampires out of the area, we saw no urgency.”
“We had an agreement. Part of our bargain was that you find out why our vampires died. I need to know. So does the Elder Council,” Roman said
“We’ll get back on it right away.”
Alex gulped his drink. “What’s going to happen when Crawford finds out Gabe and Seth are gone?”
“Probably nothing. I’m the one who’s going to catch flak. I screwed up. I should have kept closer tabs on them. Especially Gabriel.” Doc stood and rubbed his chin. “You realize I have to notify Crawford.” He started toward the door, then stopped and turned around. “I’m curious about something. Why did the two of you decide to stay?”
Roman answered first. “Something’s changed.” Yeah, like Grace and his unborn child.
“I’m with Roman,” Alex added. “Anything’s better than vampirism.”
“It might not seem like it,” Doc said, “but you both made the right decision.” He winced. “Wish me luck telling Crawford. It’s never pleasant to be the bearer of bad news.”
“You’re doing it now?”
“Might as well get it over with.”
Roman stood and wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans. “There’s no need for you to do this alone. They were my responsibility. I’ll go with you.”
“So will I,” Alex said.
Doc held up his hand to stop them. “It’s better if I don’t get anyone else involved. This project and everything connected to it is my baby. I can handle him.”
They wished him luck and said goodnight.
Roman stared at his cell phone, hating what he had to do. “I need to update the Elder Council that our team is now two men short.”
“Shit. I forgot about them. Can’t you request replacements without telling them about Gabe and Seth leaving?”
“Normally, I’d stall. Considering the problems we’re having with the formula, it’s best to turn our territory over to the L.A. team. As much as I hate to admit it, by ourselves, we’re not strong enough to battle slayers.”
Stepping down also eliminated another problem—having to tell the Elder Council about Grace and his impending fatherhood.
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DOC
AS MUCH AS Doc hated to perform the unpleasant task of informing his boss about the vampires’ leaving, he had no choice. Crawford needed to be informed immediately. If he found out on his own, Doc would lose his job, which would leave the vampires completely at the mercy of his supervisor. And Doc would never let that happen.
Pulling a deep breath into his lungs, he let it out slowly before trudging down the empty hallway to Crawford's office. His feet felt like cement blocks as he forced his legs to move forward. How was he going to tell his boss that Gabriel and Seth had left the program? Worse yet, how could he tell him they’d turned back to vampires? Bracing himself against the wall, he wiped sweat from his brow. After drawing another deep breath, he forced his feet toward his destination.
When he arrived at Crawford's office, the door was already open. Behind the desk, his boss sat signing papers.
Coughing to clear his throat, Peters knocked lightly on the doorjamb. “Excuse me, sir. I need to talk to you about a situation.”
Crawford looked up from a stack of papers and his brow furrowed. “Shut the door.”
With tentative steps, Doc entered the office. He closed the door and stopped at the chair facing the desk. To steady his knocking knees, he gripped the top of the chair and leaned against the back for support.
His boss pushed his chair away from the desk and tapped his pen vigorously against the armrest. “What happened?”
Dreading to relay the information he came to deliver, he shoved his shaking hands into the pockets of his lab coat before proceeding. “Gabriel and Seth have left the program.”
Crawford gripped the pen and glared at him. “And how do you know this?”
“Alex and Roman informed me when they returned to the lab without them.” Here it comes. The lecture. God, I hate this job.
Veins in Crawford's neck bulged, his face reddened and he threw his pen across the room. He jumped from his chair and pounded both fists on the desk—signaling his tirade was about to begin. “I made a monumental mistake when I involved you in the program. Obviously, you weren't up to the task, were you?”
“No, sir,” he answered, studying his shoes.
As Crawford paced behind his desk, his rage seemed to subside. “I'd fire you right now, but you know too much. You also helped develop the formula and you've befriended Roman. He trusts you and Alex trusts him.” He leaned against his desk, and pointed at him with sharp jabs. “I swear to God, if either Roman or Alex leave the program, I will hold you personally responsible. From now on, watch them like a hawk in case Gabriel or Seth try to contact either of them. Your job's on the line. Do you understand what I'm saying?” he asked in a hoarse voice.
You need me more than I need you or this institute. “Yes, sir.” Standing tall, he puffed out his chest. If it wasn’t for his friendship with the vampires, he’d have left a long time ago.
Returning to his chair, Crawford sat and crossed his arms. “So tell me. Have Gabriel and Seth turned?”
“Apparently so.”
“And where do you think your vampires are now?”
Now they're my vampires?
He bit his bottom lip. “Roman and Alex doubt they'll remain the area. Hopefully, they're heading to L.A. or San Diego. Because God help us if people around here start turning up dead.”
Crawford spun his chair around and stared out the window. “Where they go is probably irrelevant, because wherever they are, we better pray they can't be traced back to the institute.”
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GRACE
GRACE TOOK Deanna’s advice and skipped classes the next day. Still sore from her confrontation with the priest, her aching body needed the rest and she slept until noon. To her relief, Jerry had been apprised of her accident and penciled a different bartender’s name on the schedule to cover her shift for a few days.
At seven o’clock that evening, she stepped into the shower and welcomed the hot, pulsating water spray beating the tightness from her shoulders and back. She stayed in the shower until her shoulders were raw. She turned off the water and wrapped herself in the fluffy bath towel. After drying herself, she pulled on an oversized T-shirt, slipped into a pair of cotton pajama bottoms, and combed snarls out of her freshly washed hair. Turning sideways in front of the full-length bathroom mirror, she sucked in her stomach. Good! She wasn’t showing yet.
Before her pregnancy became more evident, she needed to tell her best friend the truth about her condition. Might as well get it over with. She padded into the hallway, and knocked on Deanna’s open bedroom door.
“Deanna?”
“Yeah?”
“Are you decent?”
“You know I’m never decent,” she joked. “But come in anyway. I’m in the bathroom.”
Grace gave a half-hearted chuckle and crossed the bedroom to enter the bathroom. Deanna, in a short, black dress, stood in front of the sink, toothbrush in hand.
“Before you go out, can we talk?”
“Sure. What’s up?” Deanna squeezed a dollop of toothpaste on her toothbrush and started brushing her teeth.
Staring at the floor, Grace took a deep breath and ran her palms over her stomach. “There’s something I want to tell you.”
Deanna stopped mid-brush and stared at her.
The word pregnant stuck in Grace’s throat. Saying the word aloud terrified her. Anticipating her friend’s response terrified her even more. While contemplating how to approach the subject, Grace watched her own hands rub her stomach.
Deanna’s gaze flew to Grace’s midsection. Her eyes grew to the size of half dollars. She dropped her toothbrush in the sink, leaving traces of toothpaste smeared around her mouth. “No! Please don’t tell me you’re pregnant!” Her knees buckled and she grabbed the edge of the sink.
The wide-eyed horror on her friend’s face brought tears to Grace’s eyes. She nodded and burst into tears.
“Oh, my God, Grace! Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
Deanna grabbed a hand towel and wiped the toothpaste from her mouth. “How far along?”
“I’ve missed a couple periods and started getting sick—”
“Why didn’t you say something sooner? I could have helped you.”
And get this reaction? “I tried telling you yesterday morning, but you didn’t—”
“That’s
what you wanted to talk about?”
She nodded. “Uh-huh.”
“You’ve got to get rid of it.”
“I knew you’d say something like that.” Grace stormed out of the bathroom and kept running until she reached the living room. Deanna followed close behind. How could she be so insensitive?
“Stop, Grace! Stop!” Deanna caught up and pulled her close, wrapping her arms around her.
“It’s my baby, not yours,” Grace cried out, pulling away.
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said those awful things.” Deanna sat on the sofa and patted the cushion next to her. “Come. Sit.” Snatching the remote from the coffee table, she muted the television. She scooped a handful of peanut M&M’s from a small, clear plastic bowl on the coffee table and popped them into her mouth, one at a time.
“Aren’t you going out tonight?” Grace pulled a Kleenex from the box of tissues on the end table, and wiped her eyes and blew her nose.
“It’s not a date or anything. Just a few of us from class going out for a drink.” Deanna picked up her cell and sent a quick text. “No hurry. I’ve got plenty of time. Do you want to talk about the baby?” she asked, and resumed eating M&M’s.
Grace shook her head and sat next to her friend. She stared at the wadded-up tissue in her hands, hoping the floor would swallow her up.
“Or not. Either way, I’m here for you.” Deanna un-muted the television and tossed a handful of candy into her mouth. Speed-chewing, she stared at the TV—her gaze fixated on a Seinfeld re-run.
Fearing she’d say something to invite a lecture on safe sex, abortions, her job, school, or vampires, Grace remained silent. Quietly seated next to Deanna, her own mind filled with doubts.
What kind of mother would she be? How could she take care of an infant when she could barely take care of herself? Was Deanna right? Maybe it was a mistake to bring this baby into the world, after all. She hated herself for entertaining such thoughts. Tears stung the backs of her eyes.
“It’s Roman’s, isn’t it?” Deanna blurted.
“Yes.”
“Be right back.” Deanna walked into the kitchen and returned with a bottle of imported beer and a large bag of barbeque potato chips. She ripped open the bag and thrust it in front of Grace. “Chips?”
Without looking up, she shook her head. “I’m not hungry. Nothing sits right in my stomach anymore—especially Italian food. The smell of garlic makes me nauseous.”
“Must be tough, especially with your lab project.” Deanna popped a few chips into her mouth.
“That’s why I’m resigning from the team. And it was my bright idea to use garlic as an ingredient in the first place.” Considering the irony, a weak smile tugged at Grace’s lips.
“All your hard work. It’s not fair. See what this pregnancy is doing to you? It’s ruining your career.”
“But it’s not about me. It’s about the animals and the environment.” Her voice caught and she rubbed her forehead, trying to relieve the rapidly emerging headache. “What good am I to the team if I keep excusing myself to go throw up in the restroom? The project will go on. With or without me. It has to. We’re saving animals.” She raised her voice in frustration. “Do you have any Tylenol?”
“Sure do.” Deanna disappeared into her bedroom and returned with a bottle of Tylenol and a glass of water. She handed both to Grace.
“Thanks.” Grace washed down two tablets with the glass of water.
Without missing a beat, Deanna continued the conversation. “I hate for you to quit your project. Can’t you use something besides garlic?” she asked, chewing on chips and chipping away at Grace’s frazzled nerves.
Grace closed her eyes and blew out an exasperated breath. “We can use rhubarb leaves, but they’re toxic. There will be other experiments. Other environmental causes. I’ll be fine. This isn’t the end of the world.”
Another round of silence and munching on snacks.
“I’ve been thinking, Grace. It might not be a good idea for you to go back to your apartment at all. Move in with me. You’ll be safer here.”
“But I have a lease.”
Deanna snorted. “Yeah, right! Your lease is month to month. The landlord only requires you give a thirty-day notice.”
“But I like my place.”
“I do, too. It’s a cute apartment. But you shouldn’t be alone right now. Promise you’ll give notice right away. If you won’t, I will. I can get some of the guys to help pack up your stuff and move you out of your place and in with me. You won’t have to lift a finger. We’ll take care of everything.” She reached over and touched Grace’s arm. “Please think about it.” She stuffed her mouth with a handful of chips.
“Maybe I shouldn’t even have this baby.” She hadn’t meant to say those words aloud, but it was too late to take them back.
“Are you having second thoughts about keeping it?” Deanna asked, still chewing.
She shrugged. Maybe Deanna’s right. I don’t even know if the baby’s human. If it’s a vampire, maybe it would be better if it never took a breath.
“If that’s what you decide.” Deanna’s eyes lit up. “I can take you to a clinic or a doctor who’ll terminate your pregnancy.”
“No!” She gasped, feeling both guilt and shame for even entertaining such a thought. How could she do this to a baby who didn’t ask to be born?
Deanna stared at the television and chugged her beer. “I know you want to do the right thing and all, but give it some thought. Roman won’t be able to help you. You’ll probably be raising the baby by yourself. It’ll tie you down. And what about your future? Your dreams?”
“I’ll put them on hold. Right now, I have to take care of my baby.”
“Then you should call your parents. I bet they’ll help you.” Deanna put the chip bag down and picked up the bowl of M&M’s.
“My dad told me if I ever got in trouble, not to call him. He always said, ‘You made your bed, now lie in it’ or something like that. They’ll pressure me to give my baby up for adoption.”
Deanna seemed to perk up. “Actually, that’s not a bad idea. Maybe you should give adoption some thought.”
But Grace stood firm. “There’s nothing to think about. I’m keeping my baby. It’s part of me now.”
She grimaced. “What if it’s a—”
“What if it’s not?”
“If you keep it, whose last name will it have? Yours?”
She shook her head. “His. And if it’s a boy, I’m naming him Romano Santos, Junior.” Her friend’s grilling was taking its toll on her and she prayed her headache wouldn’t turn into a full-blown migraine. Squeezing her eyes shut, she massaged her temples. “Can’t we talk about this some other time?”
“I don’t want to upset you or strong arm you into doing something you don’t want to do.” Deanna’s voice hitched. She paused. “Romano Santos is a great name. I don’t believe I’ve ever heard you mention his last name.”
“He’s Argentinean.”
Deanna dabbed a tissue under her eyes and wiped her nose. “Are you mad at me?”
Grace shook her head. “Of course not. I’m exhausted. And my head is killing me.”
“Why don’t you try get some rest before Romano Santos, Senior, gets here with your car? Romano Santos,” she repeated. “It sounds distinguished and kind of rolls off the tongue. Little Romano Santos. I like it!”
Relief settled over Grace, drawing a smile. She picked up the velvet pillow next to her and hugged it. Deanna was right. She would be safer living here.
“I’ve thought about it. And I’d love to stay with you. I’ll give my notice tomorrow.”
Deanna wiped her mouth on a tissue. She stood and brushed crumbs from her lap. “There…now that we’ve settled that. I can finished getting ready to go out.” Her eyes misted. “I can’t believe we’ll finally be official roomies,” she said with a grin.
“Neither can I…and I can’t wait.” She knew the move would please Roman, and couldn’t wait to tell him the news.

AN HOUR LATER, as Grace lay on top of her bedspread, next to Roman’s lean, muscular body, a welcome calm swept over her. This was exactly how she’d always imagined it would feel to be loved. Cherished.
He lifted her hand from his chest and kissed each of her fingertips. “I’m glad you’re going to live with Deanna. Knowing you’re not alone, I’ll breathe a lot easier.” He hesitated. “I wish we were moving in together.”
“So do I,” she whispered and touched his face. Was that a tear? She knew Roman had to return to the lab before morning, but didn’t want him to leave. “Please stay with me tonight.”
“I’d love to,” he whispered and feathered tiny kisses across her forehead and eyes. “But that’s not possible right now,” he said softly, and played with her long hair, winding and unwinding it around his index finger.
“Roman?”
“Shhh.” His fingers grazed her cheek, sending shivers up and down her spine.
“I love you.”
“I love you, too.”
Afraid he’d leave if she fell asleep, she fought to stay awake. But soon her eyelids betrayed her. They closed and she drifted off.
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ROMAN
ROMAN WAITED until Grace was asleep before he called Alex to pick him up.
Less than a half-hour later, Alex arrived. He brought news of rumors that slayers had been sighted and tracked to neighboring Riverside County.
“Let’s check it out before heading back home,” Roman said and climbed in the passenger seat of Alex’s SUV.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Alex said.
Heading east on Ortega Highway, they passed the institute and kept going until reaching Lake Elsinore where they picked up Interstate 15 and headed south.
Nearly midnight, they reached Temecula, where Alex pulled off the freeway onto a deserted two-lane blacktop road. “From what they told me, it should be over there.” He pointed to a turnoff and killed the headlights. He made a left turn onto a rutted gravel road and coasted to a stop behind a dilapidated, rusted out, doublewide mobile home. From there, they proceeded on foot.
Except for a few stars and a sliver of moonlight, complete darkness. Luckily, during their transformation, their ability to see in the dark remained intact. They headed into a neglected, overgrown avocado grove and swiped dried tree branches away from their faces.
“This is bullshit,” Roman complained in a hoarse whisper. “We’d better come across something pretty damn quick or I’m going to be pissed.” He would much rather have stayed with Grace and watched her sleep in his arms. Instead, he was traipsing around in the middle of who-knows-where searching for something that may or may not exist.
Alex started toward a clearing.
Roman pulled him back. “We’re not going to find anything out in the open. Any campsite will be hidden.” He nudged Alex aside and took the lead, creeping around the perimeter, searching for signs of life. A slight movement to his left.
He checked it out and found nothing. With hands on hips, he gave the area one last glance. “This turned out to be a bust. Let’s head back.” His stomach growled, reminding him that he needed to feed. These wild goose chases were a waste of valuable time.
A hissing sound.
Then a sharp, debilitating pain in his gut.
Footfalls rushed toward him. Lots of them. An ambush. Roman dropped to his knees, gripping the crossbow bolt impaled in his stomach.
“No,” Alex roared.
Four tall men dressed in black, charged them at supernatural speed. Vampire speed. Two attackers restrained Alex. He twisted his body, trying to break free.
Roman slumped forward. His heartbeat faltered and he struggled to breathe. Kicked in the shoulder by an attacker, he fell on his side. Unable to move, he still held onto the bolt with both hands.
A hooded assailant approached, aiming a crossbow. “That was for Erik,” the bowman said.
“You’re making a mistake,” Alex shouted. “It was self-defense.”
Roman didn’t recognize the vampires, but knew they were assassins, armed with an ancient weapon he himself had used for the same purpose over a century ago. A poison bolt meant for retribution.
The archer stood over him, nocked another bolt in the barrel of the crossbow and aimed at Roman’s heart. “And this one’s from me.”
Roman squeezed his eyes shut and prepared to die. He thought of Grace and the child he would never see. Déjà vu. Over two hundred years ago, he died and was turned before his bride of less than a year gave birth to their first child. Why did he deserve such a fate again? He was damned and justifiably so. He prayed for mercy for his soul, and protection for Grace and their child. A tear rolled down his cheek. My sweet, precious Grace. Once he completed his holy petition, a peace fell over him. Through half-closed eyes, he stared at the man poised to kill him.
The archer lowered his weapon. “An eye for an eye, Roman. You should have known better than to kill one of your own.” Once again, he squeezed the trigger on the bowstring. “Payback’s a bitch, ain’t it?”
Gritting his teeth, Roman closed his eyes and waited for the fatal projectile to pierce his body. None came. Instead, a heavy boot kicked the back of his head. Everything turned black.
He regained consciousness. Lying on the hard ground with pain so intense, he begged to die.
Alex knelt next to him. “You’ve lost a lot of blood. This is going to hurt like a son-of-a-bitch, but I need to get the broadhead out of your gut.” Sweat dripped from Alex’s blood-smeared face while he worked.
“Call the Elder Council. Tell them what happened.”
“Already done.”
Roman tried asking about the assassins, but his jaw seized and only ragged groans sounded. And once the sharp blade sliced into his midsection, he lost consciousness.

WHEN ROMAN OPENED HIS EYES, he was strapped to a gurney with an IV hooked up to his left arm. Glaring, white lights beat down, blinding him. He snapped his eyelids back shut.
The room reeked of antiseptic, choking him. He felt as though his abdomen had been ripped in half. In excruciating pain, his body jerked involuntarily.
In scrubs, Doc Peters leaned over him. “Try not to move while I re-wrap the dressing.”
“Where am I?” Roman whispered, fighting the spasms.
“Back at the lab, thank God. Alex saved your life. He did an excellent job removing the broadhead and stopping you from bleeding out. You were fortunate there’s still some vampire blood coursing through your veins. No human would have survived.”
His breath grew labored. “What happened to those bastards?”
“They were chased off by a couple truckloads of migrant farm workers on their way to the deserted mobile home near the ambush sight. They were plenty rowdy. The vamps must not have wanted witnesses, and split. The farmers offered to help, but when I told them we were on our way to the ER, they drove off,” Alex explained.
“What’d they do to you?”
Alex ran his fingers over a fist-sized bruise on his cheek. “They knocked me around a bit. They were going to force me to watch you die. Then kill me. We’ve got some drunk avocado pickers to thank for saving both our sorry asses.”
“You realize they’ll be back to finish the job, don’t you?”
“Their leader, the guy with the hood, told us that from now on we’d better sleep with one eye open.”
Still groggy, Roman pushed himself up to rest on his elbows.
Doc gently pushed him back down. “Don’t try to sit. You gave us quite a scare, you know.” He pulled a stethoscope from a metal tray and listened to Roman’s heart. “Good news. It’s much stronger.”
“Get this damn needle out of my arm before I yank it out myself,” Roman whispered hoarsely.
“Hold on. You’re not completely out of the woods yet. I’ll stop the IV, but the PICC line stays in case I need to start another IV.”
“Restraints make me crazy.” Roman’s voice grew weak. “How long have I been out?”
“A couple of days.”
“Why so long?”
Doc explained the nature of Roman’s injury and how he’d suffered a slight setback, causing a delay in healing. “Looks like you might have had a bad reaction to the formula. As a precaution, we tossed everything out and mixed up a new batch. The techs are running tests to determine if the poisoned broadhead, combined with one or more of the ingredients in the formula, was the problem. Or perhaps, a reaction with the antibiotics you were given. Either way, you’re damn lucky you survived.”
“Would you do me a favor, Doc? Grace can’t find out what bad shape I’m in. It’d be too stressful for her in her condition. Please don’t tell her.”
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GRACE
“WHY AREN’T you answering your phone?” Grace whispered, running her index finger over Roman’s likeness on her cell phone’s screen. She hadn’t seen or spoken to him in over a month. Whenever she called, Alex answered, saying Roman had the flu and would call her back when he was stronger.
Flu, my ass.
Female intuition shifted into high gear. Something was wrong. Something serious. Possibly deadly.
Alex had lied to her and Roman probably put him up to it. She bristled at the possibility.
Her cell phone rang and her heart flew into her throat. Roman? But a different name lit up the screen. A name that made her groan.
“Hi, Mom,” she said, trying not to sound too disappointed. “Nothing’s wrong.” She lied. At one time, they were close and spoke daily. But no more. And she missed those conversations. How would she tell her mother she was pregnant by a vampire? “I’ve got this horrific headache. Can I call you later?”
After saying goodbye, she clutched the phone to her chest, and burst into tears. When had she turned into such a weeper? She used to be spunky. Pregnancy made her super emotional and she hated it.
Dabbing at her eyes with a tissue, she decided to follow her gut. She held her breath and hit speed dial.

Roman

ROMAN’S CELL PHONE RANG. “Who’s calling?”
Alex checked Caller ID. “It’s Grace again. Do you want me to keep telling her you’ve got the flu?”
Considering it had been nearly five weeks since they spoke, he shook his head. “I’d better talk to her myself.”
Alex handed over the phone.
Pushing himself to rest on one elbow, Roman lifted the phone to his ear. “Hi, babe. Yeah, it’s really me. God, it’s good to hear your voice. I haven’t called, because I’ve been sick. The flu.” He forced the lie out past his lips. “No, I can’t see you now. Might be contagious. I miss you, too. I’ll be okay in a few days. Talk to you later. Promise. Love you, too.” When he finished the call, the corners of his mouth twitched upward. He eased himself back into a reclining position and set the phone on his chest—over his heart.
Doc, wearing a stethoscope around his neck, rolled a stool next to Roman. “Did Grace put that smile on your face?”
“What do you think?”
“That she must be pretty special.” Doc listened to Roman’s chest.
“You have no idea.” And she was special. Roman missed her so much, his heart ached.
Doc pulled out the ear tips, and the stethoscope hung from his neck. “I envy you. You’re a lucky man to have a woman care that much about you.”
“Check it out.” He brought Grace’s picture up on the cell’s display screen and handed the phone to Doc.
“Is that her?”
“Sure is. And I get to see her beautiful face every time I use my phone.”
“How’d you ever score someone as pretty as her?” Doc asked, checking out her photo.
“Pure luck,” Alex piped in. “Being at the right place at the right time—much to Gabe’s chagrin.”
“Is that so?” Doc sounded intrigued.
“Yeah. Gabe’s the one who likes them tall and blonde. But Roman saw her first,” Alex leaned back and laughed out loud. “And she wasn’t even his type. He prefers dark-haired women. Always did.”
“Until Grace.” Doc said.
“Until Grace,” Alex agreed.
“Just one question. What the hell did she ever see in you?” Doc eyeballed Grace’s picture one more time before handing the cell phone back to Roman. “She looks a lot different than the surveillance photos.”
Roman sighed. “Ah, yes. The infamous surveillance photos.”
On the nightstand, Alex’s cell rang. “Who could be calling at this hour?” he asked, without checking his phone.
Doc picked up the phone and checked caller ID. His eyes grew wide. “It’s Gabriel. I wonder what he wants.”
“You answer it,” Alex snapped. “I’ve got nothing to say to him.”
Doc answered on the third ring. “Gabriel? Don’t hang up. It’s me, Doc. Listen carefully. Something’s happened. Something bad. Vampires ambushed Roman. It was touch and go for a while, but he’s going to be all right. But if they tried to kill him, they might be after you, as well. So be careful.”
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GRACE
“HE’S HERE!”
Grace spotted Roman in the passenger seat of his truck and her heart fluttered around in her chest so hard, she swore it would bust out of her ribcage and take flight. Although she’d spoken with him often, it had been two months since seeing him. She raced out of the apartment, down the stairs, and waited for him on the sidewalk. The late afternoon air was chilly. Goose bumps formed on her arms and she rubbed them vigorously, trying to warm herself.
When he came into view, she flew into his arms and nearly knocked him down.
“Looks like someone’s glad to see you,” Alex said, grabbing hold of Roman’s arm to steady him.
She hugged Roman around the waist and held on as they climbed the stairs to the apartment.
Alex trailed behind.
“I’m glad you’re feeling better, Roman,” Deanna said from the open doorway. “Grace has been a basket case.” She glanced at Alex. “Long time no see.”
“Too long,” Alex answered.
Deanna cleared her throat. “Hey Alex, how about we leave these two lovebirds alone. Can I buy you a drink somewhere?”
“Sounds like a good idea,” Alex said, as he and Deanna made a hasty exit.
Finally alone. It was time to get down to business. Grace cast Roman a come-hither glance to let him know she had romance on her mind.
He raised a brow and dragged his gaze over her body, landing on her growing breasts, accentuated by a low cut blue, short-sleeve angora sweater. “Thank you for wearing blue today.”
“I wore it for you.”
Beginning at her lips, his kisses worked their way down her neck, while his hands trailed over her breasts, before settling on her growing stomach. “Our baby’s getting bigger.” His eyes watered. “This is awesome.”
“How about we get a little more comfortable?” Taking his hand in hers, she led him into her bedroom. “I missed you so much,” she whispered and curled her fingers around the top of his jeans.
His hand covered hers and stopped her from proceeding. “I want to. Boy, do I want to. But I’m not sure I can perform up to expectations.”
“Didn’t you miss me?”
“More than anything.”
Pulling his shirt out of his waistband, she slipped her hands under his shirt and ran her palms over his bare torso. When she touched his stomach, he winced. “Did I hurt you?” Curious about his reaction, she tugged the hem of his shirt higher, and caught sight of the long scar on his stomach. She gasped. “When did you get this?” With her index finger, she traced the length of the wound. The last time she’d seen his naked body; his stomach was tight, toned, and free of scars.
“It’s nothing, babe.”
“Nothing? Who do you think you’re talking to? I’m not an idiot, Roman.” The rage building inside spilled out in the form of angry tears. “Mighty aggressive flu to leave you with such a nasty scar. Why don’t you tell me all about your flu?” she asked, making air quotes.
He pursed his lips and drew in a ragged breath. “Like I told you before, I have a dangerous job. I usually come away unscathed. Sometimes I’m not so lucky.”
“Someone did this to you?”
He held up his hands to stop her from questioning him further.
Refusing to look at him, she turned away. She wanted to scream. To break something.
“Injuries come with the territory.” He outlined her shoulder with his fingertips.
She covered his hand with her own. Seeing the ugly scar on his beautiful body jolted her into reality. Shortly after they met, he’d hinted at the deadly nature of his occupation, but she refused to believe him.
“Can’t you quit your job?”
“I’d planned to, so I could settle down with you.” He squeezed her shoulder gently. “Gabriel was supposed to be my replacement.” His voice softened. “But he’s gone now.”
“Oh, my God. Gabriel’s dead?” She covered her mouth with her hand.
“Hell, no. He’s too ornery to die. He quit the program and…left.”
Grace struggled to take in what she’d just heard. “He’s gone?”
“Yup.”
Fighting the urge to burst into tears, her throat tightened. “If Gabriel walked away, why can’t you?”
“Because he’s not the one in charge, babe. I am.” His voice softened to above a whisper. “Good, peace-loving vampires are counting on me to make feeding along Ortega Highway safe again.”
Vampires. There was that word again. Why couldn’t she visualize him in his true nature—a being who drank blood? Between the blood-substitute formula failing and someone trying to kill him, how much time did he have left?
“Oh, Roman.” She groaned, turning to face him. “Please tell me you have good news about the feeding formula.”
A faraway look settled in his eyes. “The lab is still working on it.”
She ached to know the reason for his sudden melancholy. Her heart told her he was holding something back. But instead of pressing him for an answer, she let it go.
“Lay with me,” he said.
Realizing their moments together were numbered, she wanted to be with him as much as possible. Resting her head on the pillow, she opened her arms to receive him.
Locked in her warm embrace, he showered her with kisses, while his hand moved over her stomach.
In silence, she held him close, trying to become one with the man she loved. Their bodies intertwined, she closed her eyes, and breathed in his musky, male scent. A lazy, comfortable smile tugged at her lips.
“Can’t wait to see our baby.” He rubbed her belly. “Seems like babies take forever to make their appearance. Or maybe it’s waiting for them to be born that’s the hard part.”
Suddenly, reality took center stage, pushing aside any hope for the future. If a cure wasn’t found soon, Roman might die before seeing his only child being born. The possibility of such a scenario caused her eyes to fill with tears. And as hard as she tried, she couldn’t prevent them from rolling down her face and onto the pillow.
He held her tighter. “Having a life grow inside you is a beautiful thing. Thank you for giving me this miracle,” he whispered and kissed her eyelids. “Now that you’re beginning to show, it’s more important than ever that you keep a low profile. Try staying indoors as much as possible. There are a lot of people who want to harm our baby. Because I’m the father, hunters and the Church will want to destroy any child who might have vampire blood flowing through its veins. The scientists say they want to protect it, but don’t be fooled by their so-called charity. They want to test it…experiment on it.”
“I understand,” she said, giving him the answer he wanted to hear. She shared his concern to protect their child, but refused to become a prisoner in her own home. From now on, she needed to be extra vigilant whenever she left the apartment.
“Don’t ever forget how much I love you and the life growing inside you.” He kissed his fingertips and pressed them on her stomach.
Being away from him had been devastating. How much time do we have? What will I do when he’s gone? She studied him, trying to burn his face in her memory. “Maybe the scientists are wrong. Maybe our future isn’t as grim as they predict.”
He stroked her hair. “I wish that were true, babe. But for now, until we learn differently, or the scientists come up with a cure, we’ve got to make the most of whatever time we have left. Let’s make a pact right now and promise each other to focus only on the wonderful memories we’ve made. And the good sex. Promise?” He held her right hand between his palms and placed it over his heart.
The front door opened.
“Deanna and Alex are back.” She fumbled to repair her mussed up appearance and Roman did the same.
“Hey, Rome,” Alex shouted.
“Coming.”
With their arms around each other, Grace and Roman joined their friends in the living room.
Alex checked his watch. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but we gotta get back to the lab. We’ve been gone nearly an hour."
"I know." Roman grabbed his jacket from the sofa and walked with Alex to the front door.
Grace embraced Roman and stroked his back.
He leaned down; tenderly brushed the hair from her face, and kissed her good night.
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ROMAN
ON HIS WAY back to the lab, Roman rode an emotional high. Being with Grace had that effect on him. A wide grin still covered his face when Alex parked his truck in the parking lot.
Opening the passenger door, Roman was immediately assaulted by chilly air blowing into the cab. His breath caught. He cupped his hands, blew into his palms, and rubbed them together. Since leaving Grace and Deanna, the temperature had dropped to below freezing, not unusual for elevation of over three thousand feet in Southern California.
“Damn, it’s cold. Next thing you know, it’ll start snowing,” Roman said.
“It is winter, by the way. A little snow in the foothills is hardly a rarity,” Alex said sarcastically.
“Smart ass.”
Guided only by dim parking lot lights, he eased himself out of the truck, and stepped onto the pavement. His footing faltered, forcing him to hang onto the door handle to keep from falling. Pain shot across his midsection. “Damn!”
“Stay right there.” Alex wound his way around the back of the truck. “Hang on to me.” He linked arms with Roman and helped him across the lot. “You’re still hurting, aren’t you?”
“It’s nothing. I must have pulled a muscle.” If he made anyone aware of the depth of his pain, he’d be confined to the institute and wouldn’t be able to see Grace. And he wasn’t going to let that happen.
At the side entrance, he swiped his keycard, and pushed the door open. Immediately greeted by the warmth of the indoors, he stepped inside. The door slammed shut behind him.
“Alex?” He would have sworn Alex had followed him inside. He popped the door open.
Alex stood outside the entrance. “You might want to come out here and take a look.” He jerked his chin toward the side of the building. “We’ve got company.”
Roman pulled his collar up around his neck for warmth before leaving the toasty hallway to return to the frigid, nighttime air.
A shadowy figure emerged from the darkness and sauntered toward them.
Gabriel! “What the hell are you doing here?” Roman snapped. “I thought you were done with this place.”
“I’m here on business.”
Alex scanned the parking lot. “Where’s Seth?”
“Gone.”
Fury shook Roman’s body. His hands formed tight fists. “What do you mean ‘gone’?” The sense of doom Roman sensed the last time he saw Seth had come to fruition. He would never see his friend again.
“What part of ‘gone’ don’t you understand?” Sarcasm filled Gabriel’s voice.
“Seth worshipped you.” Roman’s rage simmered, soon to erupt. His heartbeat quickened. “You were supposed to take care of him.” He lunged at Gabriel, who shoved him against the wall. With the wind knocked out of him, Roman slid down the side of the building and ended up in a heap on the cold pavement. Debilitating pain sliced through him as he tried pulling himself up. He couldn’t move. His body quaked and, even in the freezing temperature, sweat ran down his face. His teeth chattered as he waited for Gabriel to deliver the next blow.
“I don’t want to hit you. Don’t make me,” Gabriel stood over him, his fists becoming lethal weapons.
Alex grabbed Gabriel from behind and hurled him aside. “Knock it the fuck off, you know he’s still hurt. Take a poke at me instead and see what happens.”
Gabriel smirked. He bounced on the balls of his feet and charged. Before landing a blow, Alex delivered a roundhouse kick to the side of Gabriel’s head, sending him flying against the building. He slid to the pavement next to Roman. Blood ran from his nose.
Crawford charged from the building. “What are you trying to do? Put us on the sheriff’s radar?” His gaze darted past the empty guard shack to the road. He stared at Gabriel. “You were told to stay away. To disappear.”
Gabriel wiped his bloody nose on the sleeve of his jacket.
Doc charged out of the building and stared at Roman. “What happened?”
“I fell.” He held out his hand and Doc pulled him to his feet. Searing pain stabbed his midsection, causing him to wince. “Something’s happened to Seth.”
“Is that true, Gabriel?” Crawford asked.
Gabriel dabbed at his nose with the back of his hand. The bleeding had stopped. “They got him.” He pushed away from the wall and stood.
“Who’s they?” Doc asked.
“Slayers. Well-trained, young ones. At least a half dozen of them. The sons-of-bitches ambushed Seth. They’re traveling in packs now, like the dogs that they are.”
Roman wasn’t buying any of it. “What were you doing while this was going on?”
“I swear I couldn’t stop them. They had Seth surrounded. There was a gunshot and then they dragged him away. He didn’t stand a chance. And when it was over, they cheered. Can you believe it?”
“And you just stood by and watched him be killed?” Alex shouted.
“I told you there were too many of them.” He dabbed at his bruised nose.
Alex stepped toward Gabriel. “Since when has that ever stopped you?”
Gabriel said nothing.
Roman’s gut twisted. He blinked away tears that threated to pour out. Poor Seth! “Damn you!” He held his stomach and staggered toward Gabriel. “Why didn’t you try save him? He was your responsibility.”
Crawford grabbed Roman’s shoulder. “That’s enough. Time to rein it in.” He turned to Doc. “Get him inside. I’ll deal with Gabriel.” He pulled him away and began walking in the opposite direction, toward the main entrance.
“You sure you can handle him by yourself?” Doc asked.
“It won’t be a problem.”
Doc and Alex wound their arms around Roman’s waist and helped him toward the door.
“Seth didn’t deserve to die.” Roman’s voice shook.
Gabriel broke free from Crawford. “Alex! Come back here. I want to talk to you,” he shouted, rushing toward him.
Alex offered no response.
“Don’t walk away from me!” Gabriel yelled. “I need you guys.”
Alex turned to Gabriel. “You don’t need us. We’re not like you anymore.”
“You’re wrong, Alex. You’re just like me.”
Alex resumed walking toward the building.
“You can’t run away from what you are,” Gabriel shouted.
Roman’s body trembled. “You killed Seth,” he bellowed.
“I told you I couldn’t stop the slayers. There were too many of them.”
Without turning around, Roman and Alex kept walking.
“Hey. Come back here,” Gabriel yelled.
Alex stopped, but Roman and Doc stayed on course.
“You can’t order me around. I’m not Seth.” Alex jogged to catch up with Roman and Doc, who swiped his card in the reader. Doc pushed the door open, allowing Roman and Alex to enter before him.
“You okay?” Alex asked Roman.
“Yeah. But I’m kind of curious why Gabriel decided to show his face around here again. He never does anything unless it benefits him. I think I’ll stick around and find out what’s going on.”
Alex patted Doc’s shoulder. “You go on ahead. I’m going to stay here with Roman for a while.”
“Will you make sure he’s all right?”
“I will.”
“I’ll be in the lab,” Doc said, and disappeared around a corner.
Roman popped the door open far enough to watch Gabriel standing in the middle of the parking lot, staring at the ground.
“He looks so vulnerable and…pathetic,” Alex noted. “I’ve never seen him more alone. I almost feel sorry for him.”
“Don’t go soft on me now. Remember this is the guy who let Seth get killed.”
“Shhh. Check it out.” Alex pointed at Crawford who headed toward Gabriel. The doctor put his arm around Gabriel’s shoulder and led him away. “I wonder what that’s about,” he asked after the pair disappeared around the corner.
Roman rubbed his chin. “Haven’t a clue. Gabriel said he was here on business. What kind of business would he possibly have with Crawford?”
It was beginning to snow. Large flakes floated slowly to the ground like white feathers. The outside light above the door illuminated the falling snowflakes, making them glisten like diamonds. Roman pushed open the door and stepped outside. He held out his hands, and watched the flakes melt on his palms.
“Remember this?” Alex held his head back and let the snowflakes kiss his face.
Roman faced skyward. “Yeah. It’s been a long time. Too long.”
“Ever wish you could go back to when we were kids? And we could start over?”
“Except for meeting Grace…every day, Alex. Every day.” He closed his eyes and let the snow fall gently on his eyelids. The cold flakes melted when they landed. Memories of long ago flashed before him. Pleasant memories.
He always loved the snow.

Gabriel

IN DR. CRAWFORD’S OFFICE, Gabriel stood at the window, playing with the zipper on his leather jacket as he watched the light snowfall. He knew the snow wouldn’t last and would disappear by the time the flakes reached the pavement. Yet whenever it snowed, he was overwhelmed with memories of his childhood in England.
He splayed his hand on the window—cold to the touch. Like his conversation with Crawford.
“Showing up her tonight was a foolish move. I warned you that sooner or later you’d be seen…which you were.”
“Apparently.” How could he tell Crawford he’d been watching the institute since he’d left and deliberately made an appearance when he knew Roman and Alex were present? He missed the camaraderie being part of a warrior team. He especially missed Seth.
Neither man looked at the other, but watched the parking lot instead.
"I may have another assignment. Are you interested?” Crawford asked.
He glanced at the doctor. "Of course," Gabriel whispered hoarsely as his fingertips swept across the cool windowpane.
“This time, it’s a priest.”
“Even better,” he answered, unable to hide his smile.
Dr. Crawford laughed. “Excellent. Do my requests bother you?” Before Gabriel answered, he held up a hand. "Don't answer that. I don't want to know. I just want it done.” He handed Gabriel a business card. “Take care of him."
Gabriel glanced at the card and grinned. “It’ll be a pleasure.” He zipped up his black leather jacket and raised the collar. "Is there anything else?"
The doctor backed away from the window and wandered over to his desk. He sat in his chair, leaned back, and folded his hands. "You realize there will be others."
"I'm sure of it," Gabriel answered, and slowly licked his lips. "Call me when you need me to take care of another problem."
"You can count on it."
Gabriel pulled keys from his jacket pocket. "Well Doc, I need to get going. It's feeding time."
"Any chance of you ever re-joining the program?"
"When you fix the formula. Talk to me then."
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DOC
THE MORNING after Gabriel’s surprise visit, Doc Peters and Crawford were summoned by Father Bernard to St. Mary’s Catholic Church in San Juan Capistrano, located fifteen miles from the institute.
The steeple bell tolled ten times as Doc Peters and Crawford reached the ivy covered walls surrounding the parish courtyard. They entered through double wooden gates leading to the church office and marched down the cobblestone path to Father Bernard's office.
“Why do you think he wants to meet with us?” Doc fidgeted with a wadded up gum wrapper in his jacket pocket.
Crawford seemed less concerned about the meeting. “You know these church types. They're always seeking donations. I'm sure this priest isn’t any different.”
But Doc wasn't so sure. “He said it was urgent.”
He held the door open for Crawford to pass through first, and followed him down the terra cotta tiled hallway leading to the carpeted reception area. Behind the antique cherry wood desk, a stick-thin, young brunette greeted them.
“We're here to meet with Father Bernard,” Crawford announced.
She flashed a toothy grin and fingered the pearl buttons on her cardigan. “Right this way,” she said, and escorted them into his office. She gestured to the two padded high-back chairs across the large cherry wood desk. “Please have a seat. Father Bernard will be right with you.” Once the men were seated, she left them alone and closed the door.
The office was cold, severe. Floor to ceiling bookcases lined one wall. Behind the desk a huge open Bible rested on a cherry wood credenza. Above it, a large crucifix hung on the wall. A long, brown leather sofa covered most of the opposite wall. French doors to the right of the desk led to a brightly colored rose garden—a sharp and welcome contrast to the room's monotone décor. A subtle fragrance of roses wafted into the office.
“Looking around this place reminds me of my too many years at Sacred Heart Catholic School,” Crawford remarked.
Doc laughed. “Sorry, I can't relate. I never set foot in a church in my life.”
“So this is a first. Sort of.”
The wall clock chimed once. Both men checked their watches. Ten thirty. The door opened and they stood up as a stocky, middle-aged man strode in.
“Good day, I'm Father Bernard,” he said, shaking their hands.
Crawford introduced himself and Doc to the priest.
“I want to thank you gentlemen for seeing me on such short notice. I’d intended to drop by the institute to speak with you personally, but my schedule didn’t allow me time to get away.” His pleasant demeanor quickly disappeared. “I'm hoping you can help us with a serious matter.” The priest wound his way around the desk and lowered himself into a leather chair.
Doc swallowed hard. Did he hear correctly? Us?
“Let me cut to the chase.” He leaned back and gazed through the glass doors. “We've heard rumors about your institute and its possible involvement with the undead.”
Doc felt the blood drain from his face. His stomach churned. He and Crawford exchanged wide-eyed glances. Holy shit! He tried formulating a response, but panic ruled and his mind went blank.
Crawford chuckled nervously and cleared his throat. “Rumors. Nothing but rumors. Let me assure you that everything we do at the institute is completely above board.”
“An interesting response. Considering.”
Considering…what?
After a long, uncomfortable pause, Crawford jumped to his feet. “If there's nothing else…”
Eager to seize the opportunity for a hasty exit, Doc tried to do likewise, but his arms trembled and his heart pounded as he pushed himself up from his chair.
Hopes were dashed when the priest pointed his index finger at the pair. “This meeting isn't over until I say it's over. Sit back down!”
They slowly lowered themselves back into their chairs.
“Allow me to apprise you of what we know,” Father Bernard exclaimed confidently.
Doc gulped, fearing the worst. Sweat formed on his palms. The priest knows.
Father Bernard pushed himself away from his desk and paced behind it before stopping at the French doors. “We're searching for Father Darius who contacted us regarding his quest to capture and destroy a clutch of vampires. Four of them. But he was especially interested in Romano Santos.
“What led Father Darius to South Orange County was a band called Dark Syde. Apparently, the band’s singer is an alleged vampire—and a friend of Santos. When Father Darius traced the band to a local club in Mission Viejo, he knew Santos would be nearby. Months ago, he confirmed Santos was in the area and called us. Knowing he couldn't capture him and his vampires without help, he asked for reinforcements, but none were able to arrive in time. Killing the vampires one at a time would have been possible, but not four…” He lowered his eyes and shook his head.
“I can’t see how any supposed vampires concerns us,” Crawford said.
“Don’t act naïve with me. It may not be common knowledge, but you know very well vampires exist. Hunters have spotted these unholy creatures in the vicinity of your institute. Which leads me to conclude you're harboring them.” He hesitated. “Are you?”
Crawford straightened in his chair. “Absolutely not! There are no so-called vampires on our premises.”
Relief swept over Doc. His boss wasn't lying. Roman and Alex were no longer one-hundred percent vampires. Gabriel had already left the institute. And vampire hunters had killed Seth. Doc relaxed and folded his hands in his lap.
The priest moved to the corner of his desk and leaned against it. “You see, currently the Church has a problem. We're most concerned about Father Darius's disappearance. The last time we heard from him, he was on his way to a club hoping to speak with Santos’s girlfriend. We have reason to believe he's involved with a mortal named Grace. A pretty young blonde who works at the club.” Pausing, he drew in a deep breath and pushed it out slowly. “Unfortunately, we never heard from Father Darius again.” He shot Crawford a knowing glance. “Are you acquainted with her?”
Looking as if he’d been hit by a two-by-four, Crawford shot back, “Why would we know her?”
The priest shrugged. “Just a feeling.”
Doc squirmed. He had to warn Roman.
“Another vampire we want is Gabriel Shapiro. Not only does he have a quick temper, he's ruthless and enjoys taunting his prey. The Church has been hunting him for nearly two hundred years. Almost as long as Santos. He and Santos now travel together. As a team, they are especially dangerous.”
Two hundred years?
The priest glared at them. “If you're harboring the vampires, do not be deceived by them. They aren't human. They have no souls. They kill people!” He pounded his fist on the desk. “Tell me what you know!”
Stunned by the priest’s outburst, Doc jumped.
“I know nothing about any vampires,” Crawford stammered, but stood firm.
“They've been sighted near your institute.”
“That's a lie,” Crawford shouted.
Resting his folded arms on his ample stomach, the priest narrowed his gaze on Crawford, “Because these creatures are particularly elusive, we've changed our strategy and formed a new, larger, highly organized team of seminarians to hunt and destroy the vampires. The seminarians have recently entered into an extensive training program because vampire slaying is a deadly occupation.” He peered through the glass doors and pointed to a group of young men jogging through the courtyard. “And there they are now.”
Doc and Crawford turned to watch the joggers.
“The man in front is Father Lucas,” the priest noted in a boastful manner.
The much younger, taller, bulked-up priest waved at him.
Father Bernard waved back and leaned against his desk. “Besides his efforts to find out what happened to Father Darius, he's also in charge of our new class of vampire slayers. We're fortunate to have him. He came highly recommended with a hundred percent success rate.”
Doc’s heart pounded in his chest and worked its way into his throat. He couldn't breathe. If this vampire slayer and his small army got anywhere near Roman and Alex, they would certainly be killed. He needed to protect them from the young priest.
Father Bernard returned to sit in his chair. He rested his folded hands on the desk. “So you see, we take vampires seriously here and will not allow them to run amok in South Orange County.”
Doc swallowed hard and glanced at Crawford, who was chewing on his bottom lip as a trickle of perspiration ran down the side of his face.
A frown showed on the priest's face. “I'm laying it all out on the table. Whether or not you admit you're harboring the vampires, Father Lucas and his hunters will capture and destroy them. That's a given. Now for my other request. Do you know this Grace or how to reach her? Apparently she recently quit her job at the club.”
“We haven't any idea who this woman might be or how to get in touch with her,” Doc explained as he fidgeted in his chair. He was telling the truth because he knew Roman would never disclose her whereabouts to anyone—even him.
Crawford piped in. “Have you tried one of the colleges? Maybe she's a student.”
“We've already tried, but without a last name… Can you tell me what it is?”
He's trying to trick us. “Of course not. We don't even know who you're talking about,” Doc answered.
The priest stared at them, a sly grin showing on his face. “I won't lie to you. I think you know more than you're willing to admit. Be forewarned, from this day forward we will be watching your institute very closely.”
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ROMAN
IN THE LOUNGE, Roman sat across the chessboard from Alex and waited for his cousin’s next move.
“Aha!” Alex chuckled manically and moved his knight into position to get a clear shot at Roman’s king. “Check.” He hooked his thumbs in his pants pockets and leaned back on his chair. A victorious grin crept across his face.
“Damn you.” Roman stroked his chin, contemplating where to move next. He had two choices.
The door flew open and slammed against the wall.
Vampire survival instincts clicked on. With lightning speed he and Alex jumped up. Their swift motion jarred the card table, shifting the game board, knocking over chess pieces. They kicked their chairs behind them, set their feet apart and leaned forward, assuming an attack position.
Doc stood frozen in the doorway. Color had drained from his face and his eyes grew wide as an open bear trap. His jaw moved, but no sound came out.
“Don’t ever do that again!” Roman said.
Grabbing his chest, Doc wobbled toward the wall.
Alex hurried to Doc’s side and led him to an empty chair at the card table.
Roman retrieved the chairs Alex and he had kicked to opposite sides of the room and returned them to their rightful places at the table.
“Whew!” Doc placed his trembling hand over his heart. “Let me catch my breath.”
“Do you need to change your shorts?” Alex joked as he moved a chair next to Doc.
Doc blew out a breath and wiped perspiration from his brow. “No, I’m all right. You gave me quite a fright, is all.”
Wearing a wide grin, Roman squeezed Doc’s shoulder. “And we aren’t even at a hundred percent. At full power, we’d have been nothing but a blur.” He pulled a chair from the table and sat next to Doc. “So what brings you to our man cave? Take as much time as you need to answer. We aren’t going anywhere,” he said, returning the chess pieces to their rightful places on the board.
“There’s something you need to know.” Doc cleared his throat. “We may have a problem.”
Roman set down the rook. Whatever Doc was about to say, he had his attention. He shot Alex a sideways glance.
“Earlier today,” Doc said. “Crawford and I were summoned to St. Mary’s Church by a Father Bernard.”
Suspecting the worst, a sinking feeling settled in Roman’s gut. “About what?”
“We had no idea what he wanted to discuss. Curious, we kept the appointment.” He locked gazes with Roman. “There seems to be a missing priest. A Father Darius. Do either of you have knowledge of this man’s disappearance?”
Roman shook his head.
Doc ran a hand down his face. “Apparently, said priest was on his way to the club where Grace works…and no one’s seen or heard from him since. Father Bernard believes Grace knows how and why the priest is missing and he’s most anxious to speak with her.”
Roman jumped up. “No way is he or anyone else talking to her!”
“Calm down,” Alex said. ”Let’s hear what else he has to say.”
Doc wiped perspiration from above his upper lip. “Seems a while ago, the Church had contracted a renowned, up and coming vampire hunter to put together a team of seminarians. Training is happening right now on the Church property. The team is being trained for one purpose—to find and destroy you.” He fixed his gaze on Roman.
“What’s this vampire hunter’s name?” Alex leaned forward.
“Father Lucas. Have either of you heard of him?”
Roman glanced at Alex, who shook his head.
“Heard of him, yes, but don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure of meeting him,” Roman answered sarcastically. “I’ll check with the Elder Council to find out what they know.”
Alex narrowed his eyes. “Were they the new slayers Gabriel warned us about? The ones who killed Seth?”
“Sounds like it might be. Remember to be careful and stay close to the lab,” Doc said. “Of course, Crawford and I denied knowing you, but the priest wasn’t buying it. He warned us that they’re going to be watching the institute from now on. He also mentioned Gabriel by name. If either of you talk to him, you’d better advise him to stay away. Better yet, tell him to get the hell out of Orange County. And warn Grace, too.”
Roman clenched his jaw. “I swear to God, if anyone goes anywhere near her, I’ll—” he said, his voice shaking.
“You’ll what?” Doc asked. “Prove to them you’re a threat after all? That the hunters are justified in slaying you? That we lied? Listen Roman, Crawford took a risk trying to convince the priest that we never heard of any of you. If you do anything that might reveal yourself or implicate the institute, they’ll kill you and shut us down.”
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ROMAN
ROMAN MUTED the television and cocked his head in the direction of the lab where Crawford was mixing their formula. “He’s up to something. Listen, he’s humming.”
“I wonder what’s going on,” Alex said.
“Don’t know, but I’m hoping his good mood has something to do with relaxing the ban on us leaving this damn place.” Ten days had passed since Doc informed Roman of his visit with Father Bernard. Crawford also stressed the importance of staying diligent…and “invisible.”
So far, he’d heeded their warnings. But now, he was missing Grace too much to remain sequestered within the walls of the institute.
Sounds of clinking glass and metal stopped. Crawford wheeled the feeding cart into the lounge and handed over their personalized tumblers filled with formula. He rolled a stool next to Roman and straddled it. A Cheshire-cat grin slithered across his face like a snake. “Why didn’t you tell me your girlfriend was pregnant?”
The accusation caught Roman off guard. Since discovering Grace was expecting his child, Roman hadn’t told anyone, except Alex. Would Alex betray a member of his family? Impossible. He glanced at Alex, who shook his head.
Then how did Crawford find out? By merely seeing Grace, now in her fifth month, how could he possibly diagnose her condition? Especially since the last time Roman saw her, her pregnancy was barely noticeable. Was Crawford was trying to trick him into admitting Grace was pregnant. If so, why?
“I have no clue what you’re talking about,” Roman said.
“Oh, I believe you do,” Crawford answered, in a condescending tone. “How long did you think you could keep something this monumental secret?”
Roman gripped the armrests of his recliner and stared straight ahead. He wanted to strangle whoever told Crawford. “That’s impossible. Vampires have no sperm.”
“But you forget, Roman, you’re also part human. And as such, you probably have sperm. The only problem is which genes were more dominant at the time of conception—human or vampire.”
“You must be mistaken. There is no baby,” he said nonchalantly, trying to hide his rage and fear.
Crawford wheeled the stool closer. “Stop denying it. I saw her with my own eyes. She was at the mall, sitting inside Starbucks without a care in the world. Laughing and giggling with a friend,” he mocked. Crawford’s grin faded. “And Roman, your girlfriend is most definitely pregnant.”
After promising to keep a low profile, had Grace ignored his request to stick close to home? His stomach churned and he felt as of his heart was being ripped out of his chest.
“Your girlfriend needs us. If, God forbid, the baby’s a vampire.”
“There is no baby,” he repeated through clenched teeth.
Crawford snorted. “We’re much more qualified to care for a bi-species infant than you.”
“You’re not qualified to take care of shit. Look what you did to us,” Roman ground out.
Crawford rested a hand on Roman’s shoulder. “Please, Roman. Do the right thing. Let us help her and your baby,” he said with a phony sincerity.
Roman bristled and jerked his shoulder away. “She doesn’t need your help and she’s not pregnant!”
He leaned closer, invading Roman’s space. “You may think your child will be human, but have you considered the other possibility?”

Grace

ROMAN’S PHONE call about her being seen by Crawford at the mall had hurled chaos into Grace’s life, causing her stomach to drop to the soles of her feet. Her rubbery legs failed her and she collapsed on the sofa, clutching her cell.
She needed to speak with Deanna. Needed to hear her calming voice. She hated bothering her best friend at work, but her reason for calling was important. Her fingers trembled as she pressed speed dial.
Deanna picked up on the first ring. “Is something wrong?”
“Roman called. The director of the institute saw us at the mall and confronted him.” Her throat was as dry as the Sahara Desert. She swallowed hard. “He knows I’m pregnant.” Experiencing a fluttering sensation in her womb, she instinctively rubbed her belly. Why did she wear the brand new, gray shift to the mall? Why hadn’t she chosen something less form-fitting?
“No way.”
Tears stung the back of her eyes. “Roman warned me something like this might happen if I left the apartment. And now he’s pissed off at me. But I refuse
to live like a hermit for the rest of my life.” She sat up straighter and took in a deep breath, trying to slow down her thundering heartbeat. “Crawford wants our baby. Do you think…? What if Roman gives him my baby? I’ll just die if he—”
“He’s not going to give your baby to this guy or anyone else. So get that idea out of your head right now. And he’s not trying to turn you into a hermit. I’m sure he doesn’t like this isolation any more than you do. He only wants to keep you safe.”
“I know you’re right, but everything is so damn complicated.” She ended the call and dialed Roman’s number.
“Grace?”
“I’m sorry. Do you hate me?” She burst into tears.
“Of course, I don’t hate you,” he answered with compassion.
She needed to see him. Needed to feel his strong arms around her. “Can you come over so we can talk?”
“I can’t. Not now, anyway. It’s not that I don’t want to be with you, but Crawford’s watching me. He wants our baby…and you. So, for now, until I come up with a way to sneak out of here, it’s best if we stay away from each other for a while.”
“Don’t say that.” Even though she knew he told the truth, his words still hurt. A tear trailed down her cheek “How did he get so powerful that he can order you and everyone else around like you were his servants?” She wiped her eyes.
Roman hesitated. “He knows too much…about me…my vampires…the priests. Babe, if that son-of-a-bitch decides to talk, it could be the end of Alex and me…and us.
For the first time, she felt the baby move and wished Roman was with her to share this moment. Filled with amazement, she gently rubbed her stomach, but wondered if their baby sensed its daddy’s words were breaking her heart.
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ROMAN
STAYING AWAY from Grace wasn’t working for Roman. He missed seeing her, holding her in his arms while he inhaled her intoxicating fragrance, making love to her. Screw Crawford. Screw the institute. Tonight he was determined to sneak away to spend time with Grace. He lowered himself into his recliner and scooped his cell from the end table. When he dialed her number, she answered on the second ring.
“Hi Babe, it’s me. I miss you.”
“Me too,” she whispered.
The sound of her voice made him smile. “Can I come over?”
“What about Craw—?”
He’d take his chances. Grace was worth the risk. “Fuck him. I need to be with you.”
“I’d like that too, but I’ve eaten something that doesn’t agree with me and…I’m not feeling very well. How about tomorrow night? Will that work for you?”
Not being able to be with her was a letdown. But whatever time he had with her, he’d take. “I’ll try,” he said, trying to hide the disappointment in his voice. “Take care of yourself…and our baby. Until tomorrow. Love you.”
“Love you, too. ‘Night.”
He hung up and ran his index finger over the screen of his phone.
Alex entered the lounge. “There you are. Been looking for you. Doc and I think tonight’s a good night to check out the woods along Ortega Highway. How about it? Want to come along?”

BY NOW, nearly a year had passed since he’d sent his vampires to settle in Los Angeles. And with the passage of time, the urgency to find out what killed them waned. Yet, finding the cause never left his mind, and it bothered him that no one else seemed concerned.
Previous tests results had proved inconclusive—nothing toxic had been unearthed. How could something not considered poisonous kill his vampires? As long as he had a free night, why not put his time to good use and research the matter once more? He shrugged. “Sure.”
At sundown, he, Alex, and Doc drove to the wooded area along Ortega Highway. Doc parked the van on a gravel road, far away from heavy traffic to avoid detection.
Donning latex gloves, they grabbed flashlights and plastic bags. They fanned out to collect foliage, animal droppings, and anything else to test for toxins, and agreed to meet back at the van in thirty minutes.
Roman searched underbrush, gathering samples as he went. For not having rained, the ground and foliage were unusually damp, prompting him to wipe his hands on his trousers several times. With his sample bag half-full, his eyes watered and he started wheezing. Overpowered by a God-awful stench that slammed into him like a bulldozer, his breathing grew laborious. He staggered back to the van, crawled inside, and slammed the door shut. Immediately, the tightness in his chest eased up. He dropped his flashlight and bag of samples, and turned on the overhead light. Retrieving water from the cooler, he downed one bottle after the other. The water brought the relief he sought and his breathing returned to normal.
Someone pounded on the back door of the van. “Open up. I can’t breathe.”
Recognizing Alex’s voice, Roman pushed open the door.
Alex dove inside, gasping for air as he dropped his bag of samples and flashlight. “That smell. What the hell is it?”
“I can’t tell. The stench wasn’t this strong before, was it?”
Alex began coughing. He shook his head “We would have noticed. What the fuck is going on?”
Roman grabbed a water from the cooler. He twisted off the cap and handed Alex the bottle. “Damned if I know. Here. This will help.”
After splashing water on his face, Alex finished the bottle in two gulps. “Thanks, got any more?”
Roman gave him a second bottle.
Doc opened the driver’s side door, flashlight and sample bag in hand. He glanced at Roman and Alex and his mouth went slack. “What the hell happened to you two?”
“What’s that stink?” Roman asked.
”Where?”
“Outside. Shut the door. Can’t you smell it?” Alex wiped his eyes.
Doc closed the door. A few seconds later, he climbed back inside, settling behind the wheel.
“Smell anything?” Roman asked, hoping Doc could solve the mystery of what had caused such a violent reaction from Alex and him.
Doc shrugged. “Garlic?”
“Garlic,” Roman and Alex said in unison. Of course.
Doc snorted. “Oh, come on, that’s an urban myth. Garlic doesn’t really repel vampires, does it?”
“Until a few months ago, you thought vampires were also an urban myth,” Alex said.
“True.”
“I’m willing to bet garlic, by itself, is probably safe,” Roman said. “But what if it’s mixed with a toxic ingredient?” Had something as obvious—and archaic—as garlic killed his vampires?
Doc shifted in the driver’s seat and turned to face them. “You might be onto something. I read a blurb in a science journal about an environmental lab at ISC that’s working with a company back east to come up with a non-toxic pesticide. And garlic is a natural insect repellant.”
Alex downed the rest of his water. His eyes flashed at Roman. “You once mentioned Grace was working on a project for her Master’s in Environmental Sciences. Did she ever say what she was working on?”
He shook his head, embarrassment burned his cheeks. “We never discussed her project in any depth. But then, I never discussed details of what I did either.” Whenever they were together, they focused on their relationship and each other—not their work.
“I can’t believe it. Weren’t you even the least bit curious about her project or what the hell she did at the college?” Alex said.
Roman narrowed his eyes and tried to recall any specific discussions about her work. “We talked about a lot of things. And if I brought up the subject, she bragged about the project being top secret,” he said, making air quotes. “She mentioned running tests, collecting and analyzing data, but never anything specific. I’ll make a point to find out.”
“You think?” Alex snapped.
Doc turned on the headlights and cranked over the engine. “Let’s get these samples back to the lab. I’m anxious to test our theory.”
“Not as anxious as I am to talk to Grace.”
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GRACE
GRACE LOOKED FORWARD to her appointment with Dr. Shelby, her handsome, young, ginger-haired OB/Gyn. Following a routine examination, she sought answers regarding cramping she’d been experiencing lately. Well into her fifth month of pregnancy, she feared something may be wrong.
But the doctor assured her that cramping or occasional light spotting isn’t unusual during pregnancy. “But if spotting becomes heavy, or if you experience lightheadedness, or pain, call my office immediately. After hours, go to the ER. For right now, eat balanced meals, stay hydrated, and take things slow for a while.”
“What if I fall or do something that might hurt the baby? I’m so clumsy.” She fought back tears, worrying about the wellbeing of her unborn child.
“Babies are well protected in the womb. Learn to relax, take a nap, put your feet up, and avoid stress.
She had a dilemma. Avoid stress? Impossible. She wanted to see Roman, who didn’t want to lead Crawford to her, so meeting him tonight was risky, not to mention stressful. And what about slayers who sought her to get to Roman?
“Grace?” Dr. Shelby asked, tearing her away from her thoughts. “Are there any other concerns you’d like me to address?”
“None I can think of.” Or that she was willing to disclose.
He made notations on the computer and closed her file.
Grace patted her stomach. “It’s a boy, isn’t it?”
“Most of the time, an ultrasound will reveal—”
“No! No ultrasound.” Besides the baby’s sex, what else would an ultrasound show?

Roman

ROMAN REQUESTED, and Doc agreed to disable the institute’s security system long enough for him to slip away undetected. Roman knew that by leaving the property he risked being seen by the priests and Crawford, but he had to take that chance. He needed a face-to-face with Grace to question her about her research project.
Previously, whenever they were together, what she did at the college didn’t seem important—until now.
He slipped out of the institute and drove off the premises with relative ease. “Thank you, Doc,” he murmured. With time working against him, he raced to Grace’s apartment, and parked in the lot behind the building. Anxious to speak with her, yet fearing what he’d discover about her project, his stomach rumbled. He took the steps two at a time up to her apartment, and rapped lightly on her front door.
When Grace opened the door, he forgot the reason for his visit. His breath hitched at the sight of her—decked out in a lilac-colored dress that made her blue eyes appear pale lavender. He pulled her close, which was becoming more difficult, due to their baby growing inside her.
Resting his cheek on the top of her head, he whispered, “I love you.” After avoiding emotional intimacy for over two hundred years, he had surrendered himself to the beautiful woman he held in his arms. He didn’t feel he deserved to love or be loved again, especially after being forced to desert his pregnant wife two centuries ago. Now here he was once more, awaiting, anticipating the birth of another child.
His child.
Their child.
He’d been blessed with a second chance for a family.
Grace took his hand and led him toward the bedroom. “I had a doctor’s appointment today and he suggested I take it easy and avoid stress until the baby’s born.”
“What the hell?” He dropped her hand. “Dammit, Grace. Why didn’t you tell me something was wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong. Only normal pregnant-lady complaints. In fact, my dear,” she said between quick kisses on his cheeks and lips. “Now that you’re here, everything’s perfect.” She held his hand again and continued to the bedroom.
He pulled away. “No, Grace. Stop.” He cupped her cheek in his hand. “We need to discuss something.”
She paled and her eyes widened. “Sounds serious. What’s going on?”
To put her mind at ease, he smiled. “Come, sit with me.” Placing his hand on the small of her back, he led her to the sofa. “Grace?” he asked softly and breathed in and out several times trying to steady his jangled nerves.
“You’re scaring me.”
“Grace,” he repeated. “Tell me about your science project.”
She gave him a quizzical look. “What do you want to know?”
“Everything.”
“I didn’t think you were interested.”
“Well, I am now. Tell me about it.” His voice trembled. He wanted to scream and punch the wall. But he had to keep it together. He ground his teeth, struggling to hold back the anger threatening to erupt—reminding himself she was the mother of his child. He closed his eyes, trying to block out what he believed in his heart to be true—she had killed his vampires.

Grace

WHAT GRACE FEARED MOST—THE end of her relationship with Roman—started to unfold. Not wanting to see the horror and disappointment on his face, she looked away.
“Tell me about your project.” He spoke quietly, controlled.
She stalled, fearing where this conversation was headed. “It’s no longer mine. I resigned.”
“Grace,” he said softly. “Tell me. What were you working on?”
Dear God, he knew. Her heart sank, taking with it every hope for their future together. “An all-natural pesticide,” she whispered as her stomach churned with dread.
“And why did you resign?”
She met his gaze. Her heart pounded in her ears and her body shook so violently, her teeth chattered.
“I had to resign because….”
His facial expression grew stoic, frigid, unforgiving. “Because?”
“The aroma made me nauseous,” she answered, barely above a whisper.
“What aroma, Grace? Garlic?”
She refused to answer.
“Garlic is a natural insect repellant.”
“So are rhubarb leaves,” she squeaked out.
“Did you use rhubarb leaves?”
“No.”
“Why didn’t you tell me the truth when I told you about my vampires dying?”
“I don’t know. I wasn’t sure. I didn’t make the connection, at first, but now.…” Her words faltered and failed to make it past her lips.
“But you suspected.”
“Not right away.” She couldn’t stand by without defending herself and the program. She drew in a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “Most pesticides harm the environment and even smaller animals. We tested our pesticide and found it safe for animals.”
“But not for vampires. Where did you test your pesticide?”
She winced, before answering. “In the woods.”
“Where? What woods?”
Why did he ask when he already knew the answer? “Along Ortega Highway.” Her voice came out in a strangled whisper.
“So it was you.” His voice broke, riddled with disappointment.
“Not me exclusively. Our team. It seemed like such a worthwhile project. Our pesticide works. It kills ticks and fleas and other disease-carrying insects. We’ve saved the lives of innocent animals.”
Roman’s eyes turned black. He clenched his jaw.
Her eyes brimmed with tears. “Now you’re really scaring me. Why are you staring at me like that?”
“Did I ever explain the reason we came to the lab?” His voice sounded low, unrecognizable.
“Something about a feeding program.”
“Did I ever tell you why we needed a feeding program?”
“I don’t think so,” she said, not sure of her answer. “Maybe. But I don’t remember.”
He hesitated, as if choosing his words carefully. “Grace, we found out what killed the vampires. The ones who died were severely allergic to garlic.”
She grew lightheaded. Knowing his answer, she asked anyway. “Are you accusing me of killing your vampires?”
Silence.
“Say something, Roman. Anything.” Her chin quivered.
His gaze flew to the front door. Seeking an escape? His silence roared, filling the room, pulverizing her heart.
Unable and unwilling to experience his wrath—which would surely come—she fled into the sanctuary of her bedroom, slammed the door, and turned the lock.

Roman

ROMAN SHOULD HAVE FOLLOWED HER. But he didn’t. Grace may not have been directly responsible for killing his vampires, but she certainly had a hand in it. He needed time to digest what she’d just revealed, and decide what to do with the information. But he couldn’t come to a decision with her in the next room. He needed to get away from her.





35
GRACE
WITH EVERYTHING out in the open regarding Grace’s involvement in the pesticide project, she needed to do what she could from her computer.
She still had offsite access to the software program tracking the experiment. Shortly after Roman stormed out of her apartment, she powered up her laptop and logged on.
As she scanned the project notes, Ryan’s entry dated yesterday jumped out:
“When re-treating a previous site, a problem arose when the sprayer malfunctioned and spilled the remainder of the pesticide in a concentrated area near the highway. Immediately, the team saturated the affected area with water in an effort to dilute the solution to make it safe for animals.”
To ensure nothing like this happened again, Grace needed to weaken the formula immediately. Tweaking it on-line was a breeze. But there was still the problem of any formula already mixed. To alter the pesticide already prepared, she needed to get into ISC’s science building.
She quickly changed into a pair of black maternity slacks and an oversized black, long-sleeved T-shirt. Evening classes were over at ten o’clock, and she waited an additional hour to make sure the classrooms were cleared out. Except for security guards, janitors, and a few professors, the building would be empty. If security discovered her milling around inside, she’d explain she was there to clean out her locker before going out on maternity leave. The late hour would be justified by her not wanting to disrupt classes.
To avoid detection, she parked her Sentra among the couple dozen vehicles still in the lot. She stepped onto the pavement. Keeping her gaze forward, she swung her backpack over her shoulder, and hurried through the front door of the building. With her head down, she hiked through the lobby and up the stairs, moving at a normal pace to avoid drawing unwanted attention. Once upstairs, she quickened her steps before sprinting down the hallway.
She saw no one.
So far, so good.
Getting inside the environmental lab unnoticed might be tricky. She headed left and stopped in front of a door with the words Do Not Enter emblazoned on a placard. Gripping her keycard, she glanced both ways and swiped her card in the reader. When she didn’t hear a click, she jiggled the handle. A second swipe of her card brought the same result. Someone must have deleted her access after she withdrew from the project.
Damn efficient of them.
Damn inconvenient for her.
Afraid of sounding an alarm after a third attempt, she decided to try her next option—if she had one. “Okay, think,” she muttered and smacked herself in the forehead with the heel of her hand.
Of course, that’s it.
She hurried around the corner and stopped in front of Room 200—the lecture hall. When she noticed a keypad, relief settled in her gut. She remembered the code. Hopefully, no one had rekeyed it after she quit the highly confidential project. Drawing in a deep breath, she concentrated, trying to recall the combination.
A smile curled her lips, and she punched in two-two-seven-zero-eight. A faint click and she turned the handle. The door cracked open and she stepped inside. She eased the door closed, leaned against it, and brought her hands to her chest. Relieved to have made it inside without detection, she let out a high-pitched giggle. When her knees stopped knocking and her heartbeat slowed, she scanned the deserted lecture hall, illuminated by outside lights.
Valuable time was slipping away. Needing to get to work, she rushed past rows of desks before stopping in front of a door with a window. A quick peek inside verified the lab was also empty.
“Please let it be unlocked,” she whispered. She held her breath and turned the knob.
The door opened and she stepped inside. The glow from outside street lamps continued to provide enough light for her to see and move around safely.
Footsteps sounded in the lecture hall. She froze. Was it her over-active imagination? She cocked her head in the direction of the sound and heard it again—louder this time. Was it one of the science professors? A janitor? Security? Or someone more sinister?
The footfalls came closer and stopped outside the lab. If the footsteps belonged to security, how would she explain her presence in the dark lab? If she had a legit reason for being there this time of night, she’d have turned on the lights.
Damn. Why hadn’t she thought of that?
The door handle wiggled. She forced her trembling legs to carry her behind a long counter near the wall. Snatching a glass beaker from a shelf next to the counter, she crouched, trying to hide from anyone standing outside the door. A debilitating cramp tore across her stomach. She hugged her midsection and doubled over. Dear God, please don’t let it be a labor pain. Not now! If she’d followed Dr. Shelby’s advice, she’d be home right now, instead of hiding in a science lab. The pain eased up and her focus returned to the person on the other side of the door.
She adjusted her grip on the glass beaker and waited, prepared to strike.
Alone. With no backup. If she hadn’t fought with Roman, he’d be here with her. Someone needed to know she might be in trouble.
She dialed Roman’s cell phone. Maybe he would help her after all.
The door creaked open.
Inside the lab, a phone rang.
Her stomach flipped. Her throat tightened.
“Hello, Grace?” A familiar voice said.
“Roman?” Her hands shook as she pocketed her phone. She set the glass beaker back on the shelf and stood to reveal herself. “What are you doing here?”
“I could ask the same question,” he shot back.
She jerked her chin in his direction. “You first.”
He jammed his cell phone in his pants pocket and stepped toward her. “I made a stop on my way home. When you drove by, I figured you were up to something. Curious why you’d be out this time of night, I followed you and ended up here.”
“Why did you follow me inside?” she asked in a quiet voice
“I couldn’t very well let you go in alone. God only knows what would happen if you ran into trouble. You’re carrying my child, for cryin’ out loud.”
Tears welled. “I thought you hated me.”
His brows drew together and his gaze softened. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t pissed. But I could never hate you.”
“How did you figure out which room I’d be in?” Her voice broke.
“I checked every door on this floor until I found one that wasn’t locked.”
She gasped. How had she been that careless? “I left the door unlocked?”
“Don’t worry. I locked it. I figured you wouldn’t be in a lecture hall, and trusted my instincts. When I checked the lab. I saw you hiding behind the counter. Or have you forgotten I can see pretty well in the dark?” Coolness and sarcasm oozed from him. “Now it’s your turn to tell me what you’re doing here.”
“I came to alter the pesticide. To make it safe.” Tears stung the back of her eyes, and she blinked hard to keep them from spilling.
“So tell me what you need me to do to keep you out of trouble?” he asked.
He didn’t even acknowledge her explanation of why she was here, and she wanted to wipe that smug expression off his face. “Keep your eyes and ears open while I clean out my locker and do my thing with the formula.”
“Okay.” He folded his arms across his chest and leaned against the wall.
Grace spun the padlock on her wall locker and opened the door. She unzipped her backpack and stuffed it with steno pads, a notebook, a lab coat, and a pencil pouch crammed with pens, pencils and markers. When she finished, she closed the locker door and zipped her backpack. The weight of it sent a sharp pain through her womb. Didn’t Dr. Shelby once mention to avoid heavy lifting?
“Can you hang onto this?” She handed over her backpack.
He swung it over his shoulder and stood guard in front of the door leading to the hallway.
Modifying the formula to match the changes she’d made on the computer program would take more time. She went to work, hoping to finish the task before security made their rounds. If guards found her in the lab after hours and checked her ID, they’d discover her access had been revoked. Worse yet, if they spotted Roman, she’d have a lot of explaining to do.

Roman

ONCE GRACE MODIFIED THE FORMULA, they raced from the building and didn’t stop until reaching her car in the parking lot. She unlocked the doors.
Roman opened the driver’s side door and dropped her backpack behind the seat.
“Thank you.” Grace slipped in behind the wheel and left the car door open.
He leaned over, to speak with her. “Did you get everything done?”
Grace nodded. “I diluted the garlic solution. The pesticide’s weaker now, but will still be effective enough to kill insects—and only insects.” She studied him, an expectant expression in her eyes.
Her betrayal was like a scorpion’s sting, and he couldn’t bring himself to forgive her quite yet. He needed more time to cool off.
“Before I left the apartment, I tweaked the formula from my laptop and made a small notation in the footnotes justifying the change. That way, if anyone finds out, there won’t be any repercussions when they mix up a new batch. The change is minor, no one will even notice.” Her eyes watered. “Roman,” she whispered in a husky voice. Her chin quivered and she touched his hand.
“I’ll call you,” he said, pulling back.
“Soon?”
He nodded.
“I’m so sorry about what happened. I know I can’t bring your vampires back, but I can certainly prevent anything like that from ever happening again.”
He tried responding, but emotion choked back his words.
After fastening her seat belt, she sat up straighter and stared ahead. Resolve was etched on her face. “Your vampires are safe now.” Her voice broke and a sob escaped. “I’m sorry.” She pulled the car door closed, jammed her key in the ignition. And without saying goodbye, she drove off.
As he watched her Sentra disappear out of the parking lot, he didn’t feel anger, but sadness. Sadness because she shouldn’t have to shoulder the blame herself. He was partly responsible. But dammit, why didn’t she say something before?
He should be with her right now. Lying next to her. Making love to her. Recalling the last time they shared a bed, he longed for the intimacy they once enjoyed. But after her betrayal, could anything between them ever be the same again?
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ROMAN
ROMAN RETURNED from meeting Grace at the university and pulled into his usual parking spot behind the lab. By now, he was sure security had been alerted of his absence and had informed Crawford, who would probably keep him under lock and key for going against his direct order. He retrieved his cell phone from the passenger seat and noticed a missed call from Doc.
Curious why Doc tried contacting him, he hit redial. Realizing it would be as easy to speak with him in person, he hung up before the first ring. When he stepped outside, it was starting to rain. He locked his truck and sprinted toward the building.
Doc met him at the door, his brow rutted with worry.
“What’s wrong?” Roman asked.
“Didn’t you get my message?”
“Uh, no. Why?”
“It’s Alex.”
Roman’s heart flew to his throat, choking him. He shoved Doc aside and charged down the hallway, his boots pounding the tile floor on his way to the lounge.
“Stop. I need to speak with you before you go in there,” Doc shouted, trying to catch up.
Something had happened to Alex—his cousin and best friend. Ignoring Doc’s warning, Roman barged into the lounge. The lights were turned low and the heavy medicinal odor caused him to retch. The sight of Alex, pale and asleep on his recliner, made him gasp. He whirled around to face Doc. “What the hell happened to him?”
“He’s sleeping now.” Doc lowered his voice and touched Roman’s arm. “I’m afraid he’s quite ill with pneumonia.”
“What the hell?” Roman pushed Doc’s hand away and knelt next to Alex’s recliner. “Alex, it’s me. What’s this bullshit I hear about you getting pneumonia?” Seeing his cousin—his rock—so pale made his voice tremble. He rested his forehead on his cousin’s chest, as he struggled to keep his emotions intact and remain strong.
“Is that you, Roman?” Alex spoke in a quiet, weak voice.
He lifted his head and wiped his eyes with the heels of his hands. “You scared the shit out of me. Don’t ever do that to me again.” While managing to show a feeble smile, he held his cousin’s hand, and shot a hopeful glance at Doc. “He’s awake. That’s a good sign, right?”
Doc shook his head.
Roman jumped to his feet. He grabbed Doc by the arm and pulled him near the door, and away from Alex. “Are you trying to tell me he’s dying?” he whispered, hoping Alex couldn’t overhear their conversation.
Doc opened the door and motioned for Roman to follow. They stepped into the hallway and Doc closed the door behind them. “The next twenty-four hours will be critical. He’s stabilized, but extremely weak.”
“Ehhh. Wrong answer.” Roman took hold of Doc’s lapels, lifted him off the floor, and slammed him against the wall. “This is your fault. If we hadn’t come to this fucking institute, none of this would have happened. We trusted you and look where it got us. You were supposed to help, instead of weakening us to the point where we can no longer fight slayers or defend ourselves against…garlic. You’re no better than the hunters who want to kill us. I swear, you’d better do something to fix Alex now.” His gaze drifted to Doc’s jugular, and he salivated, watching the large vein pulsate—calling him to feed. Every fiber in his body struggled to keep him from killing Doc.
Doc closed his eyes and trembled. “Please don’t do it, Roman.”
Forcing Doc to beg for his life, caused Roman’s body to quake. He couldn’t kill Doc. He was his friend. Remorseful, he dropped Doc to the floor, and stumbled outside into the rain.
“God no, not Alex.” Groaning, he tore his jacket from his body, along with his shirt. He threw the clothes aside and beat his chest, wailing like a wounded animal. “No.” he screamed, reaching toward the heavens. Holding his face in his hands, he dropped to his knees, and rocked back and forth moaning, allowing raindrops to pound his bare shoulders and back.
Anyone but Alex. Roman remained on his knees until the agonizing rage that possessed him subsided. His hands shook as he gathered his torn clothing from the wet pavement. Someone approached from behind. “Get away from me,” he shouted, without turning around. The footsteps came closer. “Didn’t you hear me? I said, ‘Leave. Me. The. Fuck. Alone!’”
“Roman,” a male voice said softly.
“Get out of here, Doc, I almost killed you!”
“But you didn’t when you had the chance.”
Still on his knees, Roman rested his palms on his thighs and doubled over. “Everything’s happening too fast. Why can’t you save Alex?” Once there were four of them…soon he’d be the only one left. He couldn’t even depend on Grace. He was truly alone. His stomach churned at the possibility this was Grace’s doing. “Tell me,” he ground out. “Was it the pesticide?”
“It’s possible the pesticide may have exacerbated his already deteriorating condition, but I highly doubt the pesticide caused the pneumonia. Let’s go inside before you catch pneumonia, as well. Give me your jacket.”
Roman reluctantly handed it over. “Sorry I took it out on you. None of what’s happened is your doing. I don’t know what got into me,” his voice broke as grief overtook him.
“I understand your suffering. All’s forgiven.”
“Thank you,” he answered barely above a whisper.
Doc draped the leather jacket around Roman’s bare shoulders and helped him to his feet. He put his arm around his friend and guided him back inside.
For over two hundred years, Alex had been his rock. His most loyal warrior. They were family. Closer than brothers. Their mothers were sisters. He and Alex grew up together—born only five days apart. Together they were turned. He had no memory of life without him.
Alex stirred.
“¿Hay algo que puedo hacer para usted, Alejandro?” In Spanish, Roman asked if there was anything he could do for him. He hoped hearing their native language would bring comfort to his cousin.
Alex’s eyelids snapped open. “Me ahorro,” he whispered, begging Roman to save him.
Had he heard correctly? The only way he knew to save a vampire was to feed him blood. But before doing anything drastic, he’d better make damn sure he understood his cousin’s request. “¿Hambre?”
“Si.” Alex answered, confirming his hunger.
Hunger to a vampire meant one thing—blood. If Alex was dying, Roman would do anything to save him, even if it meant feeding him blood. But first, he needed to verify his suspicion. “Alimentación usted...sangre?”
Alex slowly licked his bluish lips. “Si. La sangre…Por favor.”
“Si.” Roman scanned the room to verify they were alone. He balled his hands into tight fists and released a low growl. In deep concentration, he squeezed his eyes shut and tried forcing his fangs to drop. But they stayed put. Damn.
Roman charged into the lab and stopped at the stainless steel refrigerator. He jerked the side-by-side doors open, and sent the broken padlock flying across the room. In a frantic search for blood inside, he checked the labels on every plastic container lined up on shelves. No luck.
Growing more desperate, he raced to the padlocked door across the hall. He pulled off the lock, tossed it over his shoulder, and barged inside. He crossed the room and yanked open the heavy, insulated door of a walk-in refrigerator. Floor-to-ceiling shelves stood on three sides of the room. He charged inside. Starting on the top shelves, he quickly inventoried each bottle, jar, and plastic pouch.
When his frenzied search for urgently needed blood turned up empty, he settled on the obvious solution.
Hurrying back to the lab, he rummaged through several drawers in the long, stainless steel counter. He chose a knife from the drawer and ran his thumb across the razor-sharp edge until he drew blood. He sucked the bleeding cut dry and returned to Alex, who slept.
“Alejandro, estoy de vuelta,” he said to let Alex know he’d returned.
When Alex failed to respond, Roman gently shook his shoulder. Time was running out! He straddled a stool next to Alex, set the sharp blade on his lap, and opened Alex’s mouth slightly. He gripped the blade in his unsteady hand and scraped the blade against the inside of his own left wrist. As the red liquid oozed out, he held his breath and cut.
His cell phone rang. Startled, his hand holding the knife jerked, making the cut deeper than intended. Pain shot through him like a bolt of lightning. He held his wrist over Alex’s open mouth and let the crimson liquid flow. Nausea swept over him. Still he continued to feed Alex. No sacrifice was too great to save his cousin.
With his eyes still closed, Alex licked his lips. Blood flowed into his mouth and he groaned.
Feeding Alex, Roman grew light-headed. Weakness replaced strength. A ringing sound squealed in his ears. A powerful pounding in his temples, accompanied by a gray veil that covered his eyes. His head drooped. Everything turned black.

“WHAT THE HELL did you do to yourself?” The first voice Roman heard after regaining consciousness belonged to Doc.
A bearded, young man was holding Roman’s legs. A middle-aged bespectacled man held him under his arms. Together, they lifted him onto a gurney. The lounge bustled with lab techs scurrying about, pushing metal carts, carrying white towels, and swabbing blood from the floor. When had they arrived? Many of them, male and female, he had never seen before.
Doc wheeled him into the lab and, with the help of two husky males, lifted Roman from the gurney onto the stainless steel countertop.
Roman looked down at his own body, covered with blood. “What happened?”
“You came close to bleeding out,” Doc snapped.
All activity centered on Roman. A tech cut off his blood-soaked clothes. Another rinsed his torso with warm liquid. Doc started an IV in Roman’s left arm.
Roman grew dizzy—like a rag doll being pushed and prodded. The room spun out of control. When he attempted to sit, someone held him down. Fear clenched his gut. “How’s Alex?”
“Bloody. You passed out on top of him,” Doc answered.

ROMAN WAS grateful for the time left to spend with Alex. Grateful they weren’t moved to the infirmary. Grateful they were transferred to the more comfortable lounge where lights were dim and soft classical music soothed their souls. Barely alive, pneumonia-ravaged Alex lay on the next recliner. The loss of blood sapped Roman’s strength.
He ran his right hand over the bandaged wrist and glanced at the IV in his left arm. As he watched Alex’s chest rise and fall, tears filled his eyes. “I’m sorry I can’t save you,” he whispered. “Sleep well.”
The door burst open and Crawford rushed into the room, followed by Doc.
“He’s much too weak,” Doc said. “Please don’t do this now.”
Crawford held up a hand, stopping his colleague from speaking. “Roman, it’s time you and I had a little chat.”
“He needs his rest,” Doc argued.
“Don’t worry. I’ll keep it brief,” Crawford said, giving a dismissive wave. He approached Roman. “Your unborn child needs our protection. Because your transformation was incomplete at the time of conception, there’s a good possibility your baby may not be human. If it isn’t, we can help. We are its only hope.” He drew in a deep breath, and released it slowly. “Grace can’t hide forever. We want her and so does the Catholic Church. Our reasons are quite different, however. Let us protect her and your child from the ones who want to destroy them.” His cell phone rang. Checking caller ID, he paled.
“Is something wrong?” Doc asked.
“It’s Father Lucas, the new priest at St. Mary’s. He’s calling again. I need to speak with him.” He hurried out of the room.
“Father Lucas?” Roman asked.
“Since Father Darius’s disappearance, the Church has become awfully interested in this institute. And now it seems, Father Bernard, the elder priest, has also gone missing.”
As Roman attempted to sit up, Doc rushed over and adjusted his recliner. To make him more comfortable, he slipped a pillow behind his head.
“Be straight with me, Doc. Does the missing priest have anything to do with Gabriel?”
“Yes, he’s involved, along with Crawford.”
“How can a snake like Gabriel help Crawford? They despise each other.”
“Apparently, they’ve become partners in crime. It seems Gabriel’s preventing a possible predicament for the institute. And, as you know, with Crawford, it’s all about the institute.” Doc turned his attention to Alex and checked his IV. “Let’s leave it at that. I can’t say more. Please don’t ask me anything else.”
Roman coughed and turned toward Alex, who struggled for each breath. “He’s not going to make it, is he?”
“He’s very weak.”
“When I fed him my blood, why wasn’t he healed?”
Doc finished adjusting Alex’s IV, and sat between the cousins. “Unfortunately, it may have been too late to reverse the process. Remember the samples we collected in the woods?”
“Of course.”
“While you were out, Alex insisted on helping me test the specimens. I should have stopped him. Looking back now, I believe that he may have been mildly allergic to garlic, as were the vampires who died. Our tests show garlic is an ingredient of the insect repellent. Alex didn’t go into anaphylactic shock, but the garlic attacked his already weakened respiratory system. His lungs…” He chewed his bottom lip. “I’m sorry.” Doc patted Roman’s shoulder. “And you didn’t do yourself any good either. Your little blood-letting stunt cost you over half your blood volume and you went into shock. It was also hard on your heart.”
Roman sniffed. He wiped his nose with the back of his hand and glanced at it. His stomach churned. “Can you believe it? I’ve got a fucking nosebleed.” His voice trembled as he reached for a tissue on the end table. “And this bloody nose I didn’t get from Gabriel.”
Doc hurried to the sink, rolled out a handful of paper towels, and wet them under the faucet. He wheeled the stool closer to Roman, and gently cleaned his face. “Are you in any pain?”
He closed his eyes and shook his head. “Only tired.”
“If you experience any pain, please let me know and I’ll give you something to make you comfortable.”
Seeing his own shed blood, startled Roman. Except for physical confrontations, he never got nosebleeds. Was something wrong? Was the end drawing near for him, as well? He prayed to live long enough to meet his only child. And when he thought of Grace and their unborn baby, he closed his eyes. The last time he and Grace were together, things did not end well. Right now he would give anything to see her, hold her, and beg her forgiveness for being such an asshole.
“I’m sorry, Grace,” he whispered. “Alejandro.” His mind reeled with worry.
His jaw seized. A sharp pain pierced his chest, and he grasped Doc’s arm.
“Roman, what’s wrong?”
A crushing weight settled on his chest. “Pain. I. Can’t. Breathe.”
“Code Blue. Laboratory Lounge,” Doc shouted.
Pandemonium broke out. A tech ran out of the lounge and shouted Doc’s words.
Roman’s cell phone rang.
And everything turned black.
Again.
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GRACE
LABOR PAINS STARTED AT MIDNIGHT.
Too often Grace had thought she was in labor only to discover the pains were Braxton Hicks contractions. What was happening now was different. Her contractions were ten minutes apart—growing in frequency and intensity. Too nervous to sleep, she paced between her bedroom and the kitchen. She put off waking Deanna right away, deciding instead to wait for a sign that labor had truly begun.
She waited. And waited.
At four o’clock in the morning her water broke, giving her the confirmation she needed. The painful contraction that followed hit hard enough to drop her to her knees. Her heart pounded with fear and excitement.
When the pain subsided, she pulled herself to stand and hobbled to Deanna’s bedroom. “Deanna, wake up,” she cried, pounding on the closed door. “The baby’s coming.”
Deanna flung open the door. She yawned and rubbed her eyes. “Are you sure it’s not a false alarm? The baby isn’t due for a couple weeks.”
“Either I peed my pants or my water broke,” she wailed glancing at the soaked crotch of her sweatpants.
Deanna flicked on the bedroom light and after a few “Oh, my God” yelps, snatched a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved sweatshirt from a dresser drawer and raced into her bathroom. “Stay right there,” she yelled.
“I need to change my pants!”
“Go ahead, but hurry,” Deanna shouted. “Did you call Roman?”
“Yes. But he’s not answering. We broke up over three months ago. I didn’t want to tell you because I knew you’d—.” Another contraction attacked and she doubled over. “Oh, God.”
Deanna, wearing only a bra and panties, poked her head out of the bathroom. “Whoa. Back up a second. What did you just say about Roman? I noticed he wasn’t coming around, I assumed he was restricted to the—”
“We had a huge fight and broke up.” She leaned against the doorjamb, and waited for the contraction to diminish.
“Tough. Call him anyway and tell him to get his ass to the hospital. He’s about to become a father. And if you don’t call him, I will. Damn him. This wasn’t an Immaculate Conception. It’s his kid, too.”
Still upset over how Roman had treated her during their fight; a part of her didn’t even want to notify him she was in labor. But Grace decided to be the better person in their shaky relationship and honor her promise to let him know when the time came.
She redialed his number and, after four rings, her call went to voice mail. Angry and disappointed, instead of leaving a message, she hung up. “Damn you, Roman!”
When the pain faded—and before the next one started—she seized the opportunity, and changed into a new pair of sweatpants.
Where was Roman? Had something terrible happened to him? Deciding to give him one more chance, she called again. This time, instead of his phone ringing, her call went directly to voice mail. “I’m in labor,” she shouted and hung up.
Another contraction struck—much stronger than the previous one—and she doubled over in pain. She retched. Their baby was ready to be born and wasn’t going to wait for his father.
She waited out the contraction, and dialed Roman’s number one more time. Voice mail. “Damn, you. I’m having our baby,” she yelled into the phone. “I’m on my way to the hospital.” Her contractions were seven minutes apart.

Roman

ROMAN WOKE WITH A START. Bright overhead lights stung his eyes and he snapped them shut. He swung his arm over his face, blocking out the light.
Where was he? Shading his eyes from the glare, he surveyed his surroundings. He was on a damn gurney again.
“What the hell happened? Where’s Alex?” His voice sounded weak and unrecognizable to himself.
“I’ve given you something for pain,” Doc explained.
Far away, the muffled ring of his cell phone sounded.
He gasped. “My phone,” he whispered and closed his eyes.

Grace

GRACE HAD ENDURED four hours of hard labor in a birthing suite. Her feet were in stirrups, and a white sheet covered her from the waist down. Each contraction grew stronger and more painful than the previous one. She wondered if she could, or wanted, to endure the pain any longer. Kill me now. Sweat soaked her hair and trickled down her face.
A young female nurse entered, too chipper for her own good. “How are you doing, Mom?”
“Is something wrong?” Grace asked. “Why is it taking so long?”
“Labor generally takes longer with the first baby. Sometimes it lasts several hours. But don’t worry. You’re doing fine.” The nurse lifted the sheet covering Grace’s legs. “Sorry, but I have to do this.”
“No,” Grace screamed. “Don’t touch me. The pain will start again.”
The nurse ignored her plea and performed a pelvic check anyway.
Deanna pressed a cold, damp towel across Grace’s forehead.
“God, no.” She gripped Deanna’s hand during a particularly hard contraction. “When will they stop?” Grace whimpered.
“As soon as your baby decides to make an appearance.” The nurse glanced at the monitor next to Grace’s bed. “It won’t be long now. Scoot your bottom as far toward me as possible. I’ll get the doctor.”
She clasped Deanna’s hand and, with her assistance, did as she was told. “Is the baby coming?”
“Anytime now.”
“Where’s Roman? He promised to be with me when our baby is born. Do you think he’s—?”
“Right now, he should be the last thing on your mind.” Deanna squeezed her friend’s hand. “You’re about to have a baby, Grace!”
For months, Grace had worried about her baby. Was he or she human? She was about to find out. “I’m scared, Deanna. What if the baby’s a—”
Dr. Shelby, in green scrubs and a surgical mask hanging from his neck, rushed into the birthing suite. He straddled the stool in front of her spread thighs and pushed them further apart. “Here we go, Grace. This is it.”
The nurse zipped in and wheeled a tray next to the doctor. He pulled up his mask and the nurse handed him a fresh pair of latex gloves, which he quickly slipped on. He inserted fingers inside her, causing another painful attack.
She screamed.
“Your baby’s crowning, Grace. Push!” the doctor shouted.
She groaned and tried pushing. “I can’t. I’m too tired.”
“Yes, you can. Harder. Push harder,” he said.
The nurse grinned. “I can see the head. Your baby’s got a lot of dark hair.” She glanced at the monitor again. “It won’t be long now.”
“Push, Grace, Push,” Deanna and the nurse said in unison
Grace gritted her teeth. “I can’t. I’m pushing as hard as I can.”
“Yes, you can,” Deanna shouted.
“One more push,” the doctor said. “That’s all I need. Just one. And this time, give it everything you’ve got.”
She grunted and screamed and the baby left her body. The pain, unbearable before, miraculously disappeared. She held her breath until she heard the newborn cry. Exhausted and relieved, she wept.
Tears streamed down Deanna’s face. “You did it, Grace. You did it. I’m so proud of you.” She hugged her and dissolved into sobs.
The doctor held the baby up for her to see. “It’s a boy.”
Grace gasped. “He’s beautiful.”
Dr. Shelby handed her son to the nurse, who placed him in Grace’s eager arms.
Her son made grunting sounds.
“To think I had this wonderful life inside me.”
“He’s perfect,” Deanna gushed.
“I know.” Grace ran her fingers over his pudgy cheeks. Tears filled her eyes. “He looks like Roman.” She smiled at Deanna. “I told you it was a boy.”
But was he human? She swallowed hard. “Doctor, is he okay?”
“He’s perfect. Your boy has ten little fingers and ten little toes.”
The nurse approached the bed. “I hate to do this, Mom, but I need him for a few minutes to clean him up. But don’t you worry; I’ll give him right back.” She plucked the baby from Grace’s arms and carried him behind a screen.
“While she’s doing that, let me stitch you up,” he said. “You tore during delivery. You should feel only pressure, but no pain.”
The doctor was right. No pain. If he hadn’t told her what he was doing, she would never have known he was stitching her up.
Deanna’s eyes glistened as she leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Your face is glowing. You look like an angel.”
Totally spent, Grace closed her eyes and waited to hold her baby.

GRACE’S EYELIDS POPPED OPEN. How long had she slept? Except for a dim light over her bed, the room was dark. Next to her bed, a clear, Plexiglas bassinette held her tiny, cocoon-wrapped little treasure.
Where was Roman? Why didn’t he answer his phone? After all they’d been through, she couldn’t believe his anger kept him from being present at the birth of his only child. Or was the reason for his no-show be something worse?
She grabbed her cell phone from the nightstand and dialed his number. An unfamiliar voice answered.
“Roman, is that you?”
“Yes.”
“In case you’re interested. I just had our baby. I left you voice mails,” she snapped, trying to make her voice sound as sarcastic as possible.
He responded with a labored cough. “How are you doing? And the baby…our baby, is it a boy or a girl?”
Roman’s voice sounded weak, filling her with compassion, and her anger disappeared. “We did it, Roman. We made a normal little boy. And he’s perfect.”
“Thank you for giving me the most wonderful gift…a child.” His voice faltered.
Fearing he was near death, as he’d warned, cold shivers skittered up and down her spine. “What’s wrong?” she asked, hugging the phone with both hands.
“Alex died,” he answered in a raspy voice.
Her hand flew to cover her mouth. A sick feeling landed in the pit of her stomach. Not Alex. “When? How?”
“Early this morning. Complications from pneumonia.” His voice shook. “He’s gone, Grace. Alex is gone.”
Aware of how close he and Alex were, her heart ached for Roman, for his loss. “I’m sorry. How are you doing?”
“Not so good,” he answered in a weak voice.
“You sound…different,” she said, her voice breaking. “What’s happening?”
“I had a heart attack. Can you believe that? A fucking heart attack.”
Impossible. The last time she saw him, he’d been healthy and energetic. Her mind grew numb. He was dying. Not now! She dropped her phone on the bed and stared straight ahead.
Her trance broke at the sound of their baby crying. She limped to the bassinette and picked up their son. When she held him next to her breast, he stopped crying. Loneliness gripped her, leaving an empty feeling in her heart. Roman should have shared this moment.
The lit-up screen on her cell phone reminded her that Roman still waited on the other end of the line. Cradling her son, she propped the phone between her ear and shoulder.
“Roman, are you still there? Yes, that’s our baby. He’s got a full head of thick black hair just like you.” She cried softly.
“I’m sorry for being such an asshole. Please forgive—”
“Only if you forgive me.”
“Deal.” He coughed. “I love you, Grace.”
Tears of relief streamed down her face. “I love you, too. Let’s start fresh. No lies. No secrets. No fighting. We’ve created a precious baby and I can’t wait to show you how wonderful he is,” she whispered. “I want you to name him.”
“Let’s name him after you,” he answered immediately.
His answer caught her off guard. “But Grace is a girl’s name.”
“Because you’re a preacher’s kid, and you gave me an angel.” His voice hitched. “I want to name him Christian.”
She choked back sobs. “How about Christian Alexander? After Alex.”
The infant fussed, drawing her attention away from the phone conversation. Bundling him tighter, she held him closer. “I’ll send you a picture to show you how beautiful he is.”
“I want to hold him in my arms, but I’m too weak to leave on my own. And if someone brings me to you, Crawford will follow me to your apartment and snatch him. He as much as told me he would. And I don’t want to give him the opportunity.”
“But it’s worth the risk. You need to meet your son.” Grace missed Roman and longed to hold him as tightly as she held their infant. “If you can’t come to us, I’ll bring him to you in a few days when he’s stronger.”
After more coaxing, he agreed to help sneak their child into the institute. She reached for a tissue, still choking back sobs. “Roman, if I’m going to pull this off, I’ll need someone on the inside to smuggle us in. Is there anyone at the lab you can trust?”
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GRACE
“IT’S TIME,” Grace announced.
Deanna closed her laptop and set it on the coffee table. She glanced at her watch. “You ready?”
“Whenever you are.” Grace’s stomach churned with excitement. Tonight she would introduce her week-old son to his father. Eager to please Roman, she wore the blue angora sweater he liked. She bundled Christian in a hand-made quilt and carried him to the front door. She snatched her navy jacket from the coat rack, and they were on their way.

AS EXPECTED, traffic on Ortega Highway was sparse at nine o’clock in the evening. Their trip was problem free—even traffic lights cooperated. And with speed-demon Deanna behind the wheel of her Jetta, they arrived at the institute in record time.
The guard shack was empty. At the security gate, Deanna turned off the headlights and rolled down the window. She punched the access code, provided by Roman, onto the keypad. The gate swung open and she drove onto the property.
According to plan, the outside lights had been turned off. Lady Luck continued to smile on them. A full moon provided enough light to drive safely without headlights. Except for a dark, late model sedan, the lot was empty. Deanna reached the building and turned left, toward the laboratory wing. Once there, she pulled up to the entrance and stopped.
“We’re here.” Deanna slipped out of the driver’s seat and hurried to open the back door.
Grace undid her seat belt and stepped outside. She smiled at her sleeping baby. Through all her jostling to ready him for the outing, it was a miracle he remained asleep. Reaching inside, she undid the belt securing Christian’s car seat, and lifted him to her chest. Her tiny son wriggled in her arms, but didn’t awaken.
“I’m scared to death. Say a little prayer no one sees us,” she whispered.
“Will do. Good luck.” Deanna touched the baby’s face, and handed Grace a bottle filled with breast milk. “See you later, cutie,” she whispered to Christian, and gave Grace a thumbs up. “Don’t worry. I’ll be right here waiting for you.”
Holding her child close to her chest, Grace glanced at the security camera over the door. When the camera showed no signs of life, she exhaled. So far, so good. She knocked lightly on the door and it opened immediately. A man in a lab coat, stood in the doorway.
Eyeing him suspiciously, she hoped he was Roman’s inside man. “Dr. Peters?”
“You’re right on time.” He peeked around her to scan the parking lot. “Hurry.”
Tightening her grasp on the baby, she stepped inside. As she followed Peters, their footsteps echoed in the stark, white hallway.
He grasped the doorknob on a closed door and hesitated. A grave expression spread across his face. “I don’t want you to be alarmed, but what you’re going to see will shock you.” He sucked in a deep breath and pushed it out quickly. “Roman’s had a massive heart attack. He’s very weak. But he’s a fighter and is looking forward to seeing you and his son.” He glanced at the powered-off security camera in the corner of the ceiling near the exit. “Are you sure you’re up to this?”
Grace nodded and swallowed hard. “He needs to meet his son.”
“I understand.” Dr. Peter’s eyes misted and he pushed open the door.
She peeked inside the small, dimly lit room. Near the door, a nightlight glowed. To the left of the doorway, against the wall, Roman rested on a narrow hospital bed. He appeared thin and gaunt—much worse than she imagined. Her knees buckled.
Gripping her elbow firmly, he held her upright. “Don’t worry, I’ve got you.”
“Thank you, Dr. Peters.” She regained her footing and stepped across the threshold. Keeping her focus on Roman, she inched toward him.
“Everyone calls me Doc.”
A whirring sound distracted her. Her gaze swung to a rotating table fan resting on a desk under the window. The blinds were drawn. A vanilla scented room deodorizer sat next to the fan. Vanilla had always been one of Roman’s favorite scents. The simple detail added for his comfort, caused her breath to hitch.
With little time to spare, she removed the quilt that cocooned her baby and draped it over a high-back chair. Carrying their infant son, she stepped to the narrow hospital-style bed and leaned against the bed rail.
“Roman, it’s me, Grace.”
His eyelids fluttered open. “Grace.” The corners of his mouth twitched upward.
“Your son would like to meet you.” Her own voice sounded thick and hoarse. Tears filled her eyes. She held Christian close to Roman, making it easier for him to see his son’s face.
Doc turned on the small table lamp next to the bed.
Alarm surged through her and she bit back a gasp. She misspoke when she assured Doc that she was prepared to see Roman in his deteriorated condition. He appeared more fragile than their newborn, and she barely recognized the strong man she’d fallen in love with. His skin had a grayish hue. His dark eyes had lost their sparkle, and his hair had lost its sheen. She fought to still her trembling hands.
“I want to see my son,” Roman whispered. “Help me sit up.”
Doc rushed to his bedside and adjusted the position of the bed, raising Roman to a partially sitting-up position. He propped a pillow behind Roman’s head.
Squinting at the infant, Roman whispered, “He’s beautiful.”
“I know,” she answered, forcing her words past the lump in her throat. The room started spinning. She grew faint. Her world was crashing in around her. The man she loved was dying and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do to stop it. Losing him would be unbearable.
He reached up and touched her face. “I didn’t want you to see me like this.”
She opened her mouth to speak, and realizing her quaking voice would betray her, said nothing. Grief and dismay had launched a spear through her heart. She needed a word of comfort and searched the small room for Doc. As tears slid down her cheeks, her gaze found his.
Doc cleared his throat. “He’s a good looking kid, Roman, even if he does resemble you.” His voice shook as he spoke. “I’m sorry I forgot to ask. What’s the young man’s name?”
“Christian Alexander,” she answered, barely above a whisper. She touched Roman’s face. He pulled her hand to his lips and kissed it. He’ll never watch his child grow to be a man. It wasn’t fair.
“Let me touch him.” Roman set her hand down and reached for his son.
She held Christian in front of him.
Tenderly, he grazed his fingertips over his son’s tiny face. “Thank you for giving me such a beautiful child.”
Doc touched Grace’s shoulder. “You need to hurry. I’m afraid it won’t be long before someone notices the lights in the parking lot and a few surveillance cameras are turned off.” He placed his hand under her arm and gently moved her from Roman’s bedside.
“But I just got here.”
“Please, Doc,” Roman said. “Give us a little more time.”
Doc grimaced. “All right, but only a few more minutes.”
“Thank you.” She tried harnessing her emotions, but failed. Agony over Roman’s fate took the form of tears streaming down her cheeks. “I can’t stand being away from you. I love you.”
Christian started fussing. To quiet him, she kissed his cheek and held him closer. Once he settled down, she pulled the baby bottle from her pocket and set it on the nightstand.
“He’s always hungry when he wakes up.”
“Perhaps you’d be more comfortable sitting down when you feed him.” Doc moved the chair next to Roman and motioned for her to sit.
She eased herself onto the chair, uncapped the nipple on the bottle, and swiped it across Christian’s lips. He panted and moved his head back and forth across the nipple before latching onto it and drinking vigorously.
As the baby continued to feed, Roman touched his head. “My sweet, beautiful, precious angel.”
Doc cleared his throat. “Grace, I need to remind you…the surveillance cameras.”
She set the bottle on the nightstand. “Doc, can you hold him for me?”
“I’d be happy to.”
Grace handed him the infant. With both arms free, she went to Roman and held his face in her hands. Her lips brushed his.
“Say goodbye to Christian for me. Promise you’ll tell him that his father loved him more than anything.” His weak voice trembled.
“I promise.” She wept quietly.
“Please don’t. I always hated when you cried.”
A tear dripped on Roman’s cheek and she wiped it away. “I can’t help it. My heart is breaking.” How could she survive without the man she loved at her side?
He stroked her hair. “So is mine, sweetheart. So is mine.”
Knowing the answer, she asked anyway, hoping for a different response, “Can I visit you again?”
“I don’t have much time left.” His fingers grazed her cheek and he touched her hair. His dark eyes pierced her soul.
At that moment she knew, without a doubt, Roman would always be her one true love. She wanted to tell him, but her throat seized, strangling her words.
He stared into her eyes and mouthed, “I love you.”
Pressing his hand to her lips, she kissed his palm.
“Before you go, will you do something for me?” he whispered.
“Anything.”
“I don’t know what’s going to happen to me when I die. I’ve been in hell for so long. Then I met you and found hope. Will you pray for my soul?”
Even though her father was a minister, she had never done anything like this before and feared she’d make a mistake. “I don’t think I know how.”
“Yes, you do.”
Resting her head on his chest, she closed her eyes and pleaded with the Almighty to accept him. She grasped his hand and held it.
He stroked her hair. “You did fine, Grace. He heard your heart. Look at me.” His smile had become peaceful as he stared into her eyes, her soul. “You’re so beautiful.” He touched her sweater and smiled. “You remembered.” He breathed in and out slowly. “Thank you…for being you,” he whispered and closed his eyes.
“It’s time to leave,” Doc said.
Tears streamed down her face as she backed away from Roman’s bed and reached for her baby. “Thank you for everything, Doc,” she whispered and received her infant.
The baby wailed. Holding her son to her chest, Grace snatched the quilt from the chair and followed Doc.
He rushed her out of Roman’s room, down the short hallway, and through the exit leading to the parking lot. As promised, Deanna’s car was parked near the door, engine running, waiting for her, ready to speed off.
The exit door slammed shut. Grace leaned against it and called Roman’s name. She pushed off and struggled to place one foot in front of the other. Her knees quaked and she began to fall. Before hitting the pavement, a steady arm caught and lifted her.
Had she been apprehended by Crawford? Had coming here put Christian in danger? Roman? Feeling as helpless as the baby she held, she tried crying out, but her voice remained silent. With a baby in her arms, she couldn’t fight back.
“Hurry. Crawford heard the baby’s cry,” a strong, male voice said.
Her breath caught. “Who? Wha…?” She turned to see who hurried Christian and her along.
“Gabriel?” Seeing the face of the man who’d saved her from Father Darius, her fear disappeared.
“Don’t worry. I’ll take care of everything.” He opened the car door and helped her and her child inside.
“Roman’s dying.”
“I know. Now get out of here before Crawford sees you.”
“What’s going on?” Deanna shouted from the front seat.
“Grace will explain. Now move,” he shouted.
“But I didn’t say goodbye…didn’t even get a chance…” Grace quickly secured Christian in his car seat while her heart shattered into a million pieces.
“Haul ass. Now!” Gabriel slammed the car door shut.
Deanna stomped on the gas pedal, and with tires squealing, raced for the exit…as the lights in the parking lot came to life.
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DOC
DOC STAYED at Roman’s bedside to comfort him after he’d whisked his small family away. As his dying patient groaned in agony, Doc held his hand, wishing he could take away his pain.
The door opened and Crawford burst in. “I heard a baby cry.” His gaze darted around the room. Catching sight of the baby bottle on the nightstand, his jaw clenched. He bolted from the room. The back door to the parking lot opened and closed.
While Doc waited for Crawford to return, he prayed that Grace and the baby were safely off the property. Considering what might happen to Roman’s young family if Crawford caught sight of them, he shuddered.
A few seconds later, Crawford stormed back into the room. “You know I want that baby. Where is it?”
Doc let out a ragged sigh of relief—Grace made it to the car safely. He hurried to stand in front of Roman’s bed, shielding him from another interrogation concerning Grace’s whereabouts. “I was granting the wish of a dying man to see his child. Were circumstances different, you would have done the same.”
“I doubt it. Bring me that child.”
“I can’t do that. I gave Roman my word.” Whatever demands or accusations Crawford hurled at him, he refused to back down. He folded his arms across his chest and shook his head.
Crawford stepped toward Roman.
Doc blocked him.
Narrowing his eyes into slits, Crawford clenched his jaw. “I want to speak with Roman. Step aside.”
“Not a chance.” His friend lay dying and needed a champion. Doc willingly accepted the challenge.
“I won’t tolerate such insubordination.” Crawford jabbed his index finger into Doc’s shoulder. “You’re fired.”
A smile curled Doc’s lips. “Yes, sir.”
Crawford’s face reddened. “I want you out of here tonight!”
Freedom. “It would be my pleasure.” Standing up to his tyrannical boss made his spirit soar. He should have done this a long time ago. Knowing he’d done the right thing for Roman gave him the confidence to press further. “I’ll leave, but I’m taking Roman with me.”
Crawford snorted. “You’re joking! What the hell do you want with a dying vampire?”
Doc stood straighter and squared his shoulders. “I promised I’d be with him until the end and I plan to honor his wish.”
“He’s not going anywhere. But you are. Clear out your office.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “I want you off the premises before sunrise.” He made a hasty exit, slamming the door behind him.
Clicking his heels together, Doc offered an exaggerated salute as Crawford’s heavy footsteps echoed in the hallway, growing dimmer before fading into silence.
The exit door clicked open. Another set of footsteps sounded, this time coming closer. Had Grace returned? Curious, Doc eased the door far enough open to peek into the hallway.
Gabriel shoved the door open and stepped inside.
Doc checked both directions in the hallway to verify Crawford had moved on. “What are you doing here?” he asked Gabriel, easing the door closed.
“I was here earlier. Crawford told me about Alex.” Gabriel scanned the room, and his gaze settled on the bed. “When I found out about Roman, I had to see him.”
Doc couldn’t allow any possible confrontation between Gabriel and the gravely ill Roman. “If I recall correctly, the last time the two of you saw each other, the meeting ended badly. I can’t let you upset him. You need to leave.”
Lacking his usual cockiness, Gabriel’s shoulders slumped. “I’m not going anywhere until I talk to Roman. I need his forgiveness.” His voice broke as he uttered the word ‘forgiveness’.
“I’m not sure he’ll even recognize you,” Doc whispered, warning Gabriel about the gravity of Roman’s condition. He was losing his friend. His eyes misted. “He’s fading quickly.”
Gabriel rushed to Roman’s bedside. He gripped onto the bed rail and leaned over him. “Roman. It’s me. Gabe. Please hear me out.” His voice quaked. “I’m sorry for everything I ever did to you. Everything.” He gripped Roman’s hand. “I saw your son outside and he needs to be protected. I swear on everything that’s holy, I’ll guard him with my life. I’m the only one who knows how to keep him away from Crawford and the Church. I’m begging you. Please let me do this for you. Let me protect your child. I owe you. It’s my penance for everything that’s ever happened between us. Please let me help you.”
Opening his eyes slightly, Roman studied Gabriel’s face, and nodded. He lips formed the word “Yes,” and his eyelids fluttered shut.
Someone knocked on the door.
Doc and Gabriel locked wide-eyed glances. Had Crawford returned?
Darting behind the door, Gabriel flattened himself against the wall, and out of sight from whoever stood in the hallway.
Expecting to come face to face with Crawford, Doc opened the door slowly. Stunned to find no one, he checked the hallway. It was empty. He stepped outside the room, closed the door behind him, and waited. When the knocking resumed, he moved to the exit and cracked the outside door open wide enough to see the caller.
Grace stared at him through red, puffy eyes. Streaks of black mascara ran down her cheeks. “I’m here to see Gabriel.”
There was no point in denying Gabriel’s presence. She’d obviously seen him enter the building. He opened the door completely, pressed his index finger against his lips, and motioned for her to follow.
As soon as he opened the door to Roman’s room, she rushed inside. “Where’s Gabriel,” she asked, scanning the room. “I know he’s here.”
Gabriel stepped out from the shadows. “What are you doing here? I told you to leave. Your baby’s not safe.”
“What I have to say won’t take long.” Tears welled as she grabbed the front of his jacket and stared into his eyes. “You’re the only one who can help Roman. You have to save him.” Her voice broke, filled with emotion.
Gabriel’s body stiffened and he narrowed his eyes to slits. “What are you asking me to do?”
“I’m not asking. I’m begging. I don’t care what he becomes. Please, Gabriel, please. Do whatever needs to be done to save him.” She hugged him around his waist. “For Christian. I’ll accept Roman no matter what. Turn him. Please don’t let him die.”
“But this is what he wants,” Doc interjected, glancing at Roman’s still body lying on the bed. “He told me he’d rather die than have his child suffer for the monster he was—like his family had suffered over two hundred years ago.”
She backed away from Gabriel, but her gaze never left his. “What he wants isn’t as important as what his son needs. And a son needs his father. I love him, Gabriel. Please, please bring him back to me. Turn him,” she pleaded in a voice barely above a whisper.
“After you left, Crawford stopped by,” Doc said, trying to reason with her. “He knows you were here because he heard your son crying. He saw the baby bottle on the nightstand. It’s too dangerous for you to be here. And knowing him, he’ll be back to check on Roman, if nothing else. You need to leave immediately.” Doc’s words came out in rapid fire. He grabbed her arm.
Grace jerked her arm free.
Doc shot Gabriel a pleading glance. “Help me get her out of here.”
“I’m not going anywhere until Gabriel promises to turn Roman.” She stared into Gabriel’s eyes, imploring him to do the right thing. “You’re going to turn him, aren’t you?” It sounded like a demand, rather than the pleas of a grief-stricken woman who would soon lose her mate. She grabbed the front of Gabriel’s jacket and shook him. “Please, Gabriel. I’m begging you.”
Gabriel blew out a deep breath and nodded, in resignation. “I’ll do what you ask.”
“Thank you,” she whispered and embraced him.
“Now go,” Doc said, touching her shoulder.
Breaking her embrace, she backed away from Gabriel. “Roman,” she said, turning toward him.
Doc stepped between her and Roman’s bed. He rested his hands on her shoulders and squeezed gently. “There’s no time. Please, you need to leave.” He handed her the baby bottle.
“Good bye, Roman,” she whispered, craning her neck to see beyond Doc.
Nervous and impatient to get her off the premises, Doc pulled her away. Taking long strides, he reached the door and stopped to lean his ear against it, listening for sounds in the hallway. Hearing nothing, he opened the door slowly, and glanced both ways. The hallway was empty. With his arm around her waist, he hurried her down the hall. At the exit, he eased the door open, and she stepped outside. A car pulled up.
Grace turned to face him—her eyes moist. “Thank you.” She climbed in the back seat, pulled the door shut, and the car sped away
As the Jetta raced across the parking lot and out the gate, a heavy weight lifted from Doc’s shoulders. With Grace safely off the property, he rushed inside to tend to Roman.
Gabriel stood near the bed, watching Roman sleep.
“So what do you think? Will it work?” Nothing would please Doc more than to have his favorite vampire back. But how would Roman feel when he found out Gabriel, his former nemesis, had sired him?
“You aren’t actually considering it, are you?” Shock sounded in Gabriel’s voice.
“Roman needs more time, which is something I can’t give him. But you can. In the meantime, I’ll continue working on the blood-substitute formula—perfecting it. Once he’s whole again, and if he consents, which I’m sure he will, I can start him on the program once more.”
“But the program’s fucked up.”
“It is now. You should turn him. Allow him to enjoy his child and help raise him.”
Staring at Roman, Gabriel stroked his chin, contemplating the proposal. “You realize there’s no guarantee it’ll work. It might be too late to turn him.”
“But you’ll try?”
“I’ll try. For Grace and their son.” Gabriel took a deep breath. “I’m a little out of practice. I haven’t turned anyone in over fifty years.” He rubbed his palms together. “Let’s do it.”
Doc had never witnessed a turning in person. He’d seen dozens of vampire transformations in movies, and had a pretty good idea what took place. But would he have the stomach to watch?
Gabriel stretched his six foot five inch body to its full height and stared at Roman. He spread his arms, nearly spanning the length of the bed. He groaned and held Roman’s head in his hands, tilting it to the side to gain easier access to his neck. An animalistic, throaty rumble followed. Gabriel opened his mouth wide, showing fangs. A loud growl followed. He lowered his head and drove his fangs into Roman’s neck.
Sounds of Gabriel feeding filled the small room. Growling. Hissing, Moaning. Thrashing.
The inhuman sounds grew louder. The metallic smell of blood filled the room.
Doc’s gut churned, but a morbid fascination kept him riveted to his chair. He closed his eyes. His breathing hitched. Crawford! What if he heard them? Surely, the sounds would rouse his curiosity. He had to stop Crawford from entering the room. He lumbered toward the door and leaned against it.
The noise.
Doc covered his ears, trying to block out the guttural sounds coming from Gabriel. Or were they coming from Roman? He wasn’t sure.
It grew quiet. Doc dropped his hands from is ears. His gaze pivoted to the bed where Roman’s body twitched and trembled while Gabriel fed, draining him. Roman let out a weak moan. Then stilled.
Gabriel unlatched his jaw from Roman’s neck. He stood and arched his back. “Check if he’s alive,” Gabriel said in a hoarse voice. Blood dribbled from his chin and in a gesture as normal as breathing, he wiped his mouth and chin with the back of his hand, smearing blood on it. He fixed his gaze on Doc.
Gabriel’s dark eyes had turned red.
Caught off guard at the sight, Doc drew in a strangled breath. He’d witnessed Gabriel turn into a monster and it terrified him. He trembled. Struggling to keep his legs from folding, he willed his feet to inch toward Roman. When he reached the nightstand, he grabbed onto the bed rail to steady himself. He fished a stethoscope from his lab coat pocket and pressed it against Roman’s chest, listening for a heartbeat. Finding none, he set the stethoscope on the nightstand.
“It’s over. He’s gone.” Doc steadied his wobbly legs and hung onto the chair next to the bed.
Gabriel quickly bit his own wrist and squeezed it until red liquid oozed from the punctures. He opened Roman’s mouth and positioned his wrist above it, allowing the blood to drip between his lips.
Within seconds, Roman’s mouth opened and Gabriel pressed his bleeding wrist to Roman’s lips. Roman clamped his teeth around Gabriel’s wrist and sucked life back into his body.
“Stop,” Gabriel said. But Roman continued to feed. Gabriel tried pulling his wrist away, but Roman grabbed Gabriel’s arm with both hands and fed.
“More,” Roman gasped, trying to sit up.
“That’s enough for now.” Gabriel forced Roman back into a reclining position and held him down.
Roman lifted his head and his dark eyes searched the room. “What happened? Where’s Grace?”
Doc gasped. His friend was alive, but looked and sounded very weak. And very dead.
“You need to rest. Give your body time to heal so it can return to full strength,” Gabriel said, giving Roman’s arm a reassuring squeeze. “Sleep.”
Roman’s chest rose and fell erratically. When his breathing finally stabilized, he closed his eyes and leaned back on the pillow.
Doc settled into his chair. “What now?”
“Now we wait.” Gabriel pulled up a chair and sat next to him.
For having successfully turned his former ally, Gabriel’s shoulders drooped and he stared at the blank wall behind Roman’s bed.
Doc sensed something was wrong. “You don’t want this to work, do you?”
“Why do you say that?”
“Are you in love with Grace?”
“You heard what the lady said. She loves Roman.”
“That wasn’t my question. You were planning to hook up with her after Roman died.”
He didn’t answer immediately, but kept his focus on Roman. “I considered it.”
“I thought so. What you did—bringing him back for Grace—was the most unselfish thing I’ve ever seen you do. You’re a good man.” He patted him on the back.
Shaking his head, the corners of Gabriel’s mouth curved slightly upward. “No, I’m not.”
Seeing no point in arguing, Doc leaned back in his chair and waited for something—he wasn’t sure what—to happen. Together, the men sat at the bedside of their friend. Doc wondered about the real reason Gabriel stopped by to see Roman. Did he truly want his forgiveness? Did he want to re-enter the program? Or did Crawford send Gabriel to spy on him? Curiosity about Gabriel’s relationship with Crawford got the better of him. “I was under the impression you and Crawford were business partners. What happened?”
“I got sick of doing his dirty work. He’s on his own now,” he answered coolly.
Had Gabriel suddenly developed a conscience? “Why did you help him in the first place? What was in it for you?”
“Free meals.”
Of course! Gabriel’s needs were so basic. Slumped in the chair, the vampire seemed vulnerable, much smaller than his tall frame.
Gabriel pushed out a deep sigh. “They’re gone now. Alex. Seth. You probably don’t believe me, but I had nothing to do with Seth’s slaying. If Roman’s turning doesn’t take, I’ll have no one. At one time Roman and I were real close. Everything I know, he taught me.”
“I have many questions. How’d you all meet? Where did you come from? What were you before? How and when you became…”
Gabriel folded his arms across his chest. “I was an only child and grew up on the outskirts of London. My parents owned several hundred acres of land. Seth’s parents worked on our estate. His mother was one of our cooks and his dad worked in our stables. Seth and I were the same age and hung out. Man, did we get in trouble. What one of us didn’t think of, the other did.
“Interesting.”
He chuckled, and a faraway look slipped into his gaze when he tried recalling details from a time long ago. “When I married, I inherited my own estate. By that time, Seth and I had grown up together. Like brothers. And because he loved horses, I hired him to be in charge of the stables.” Gabriel’s expression darkened. “We still hung out at local taverns and picked up whores.” His voice softened. “One night, we picked up the wrong wenches who didn’t want our dicks. They wanted our blood. And they turned us. I was forced to leave my wife and twin daughters.” His voice broke.
“I’m sorry.”
“Seth didn’t have to leave anyone. He never married. Neither did Alex. Alex and Roman were born and raised in Argentina. Their mothers were sisters. In college, Alex studied math. Roman took up philosophy. At some point, they switched their majors to medicine. One night after witnessing a horrific accident, they ran to help the victims, and were ambushed by vampires. The rest, as they say, is ...”
Alex studying medicine was not a surprise, considering how he’d saved Roman’s life. But Roman? He had no idea he’d studied to be a physician.
Gabriel cleared his throat. “The four of us hooked up in New Orleans.” He paused to glance at Roman.
“He had recently married a woman named Maria. Soon after they married, she got pregnant. Because most of the villagers had witnessed the vampire attack, Roman was run out of town before she gave birth. Later, he found out his wife had given him a son. A son he never saw. He never got over it until now.”
“When he met Grace,” Doc said.
“When he met Grace,” Gabriel repeated. “I’m not denying we had disagreements in the past, but he’s a good man who deserves to be happy.”
“I agree.”
Gabriel stood and stretched. “I probably should get going in case Crawford shows back up.” He pulled his wallet from his back pocket and handed Doc a business card. “Give me a call if you need me when he wakes up. But if …” He stopped and cocked his head toward the door. “Someone’s coming.”
Crawford. Doc slipped the business card into the breast pocket of the shirt he wore under his lab coat and hurried to stand in front of Roman’s bed, shielding him.
Gabriel returned to his hiding place behind the door.
If Crawford entered, he’d most likely want to get a closer look at Roman—out of curiosity, if nothing else. But Doc didn’t want his boss anywhere near him. Gulping down a deep breath, he waited for someone to enter. The footsteps grew louder. Came closer and stopped. The doorknob moved slightly, but the door didn’t open. One hundred one. One hundred two. Three seconds later, the footsteps moved farther away. Then faded.
Gabriel darted to Roman’s side. He was still fast asleep. “This is bullshit. Get his stuff together. I’m busting him out of here right now.”
“Where will you take him?”
“To the safe house where I’ve been staying. Nobody will find him there. Besides, it will be better if I’m with him when he wakes up. He might not be too happy about being turned and I don’t want him to take it out on you or Grace.”
“What happens when Crawford discovers he’s gone?”
“I’ll worry about that when the time comes. Right now it’s too dangerous for him to stay here. Actually, for you, too. Pack up what you need and get ready to leave with us.”
The idea of getting out from under Crawford’s thumb appealed to him. “He did fire me.”
“Then you’ve got no reason to stay.”
“I need to also bring my files along, so I can continue working on the formula. We can’t fit everything in your Corvette. Use my car.”
“Won’t work. Crawford knows your car. We’ll use mine. I traded in my ‘Vette for a new SUV. It’s parked around the corner.”
Gabriel lifted Roman from the bed and carried him across the room. He turned his ear toward the hallway. “It’s clear. Can you get the door? I’ll bring Roman to the SUV and make him comfortable. Call when you’re ready to be picked up.”
“Hold on.” Doc yanked the thin blanket from the bed and covered Roman’s body. He held the door open for Gabriel, and did the same at the exit. “See you in a few minutes,” he said and watched them disappear around the corner.
Doc hurried back into the room. Perspiration beaded on his brow. It’s over. A buzzing sound. Where was it coming from? Roman’s cell phone lay on the bed. By the time he picked the phone up, he’d missed the call. Curious, he checked the Missed Calls option and Grace’s name appeared on the screen.

Grace

AT ELEVEN O’CLOCK, Deanna pulled her Jetta into the apartment parking lot.
Emotionally drained, Grace felt as old as Roman. A sick feeling settled in the pit of her stomach. What if Gabriel couldn’t or wouldn’t turn Roman? He was so weak…so fragile. Maybe it was too late to save him.
Her cell phone rang. A familiar number showed on the screen. She raised the phone to her ear. “Roman? Oh, Doc,” she said softly, unable to hide her disappointment. “I didn’t know your number, and called Roman’s phone hoping someone would pick up. Did Gabriel turn him? Thank God. I’d appreciate if you’d keep me posted. Thank you.” Her shoulders sagged and she hung up. Cradling the phone with both hands, she brought it to her chest.
Deanna glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “Is everything okay?”
“Gabriel did it. Now we wait.”
She closed her eyes, leaned back, and touched her sleeping baby’s arm. Recalling Doc’s argument that Roman didn’t want to be turned, she slumped and covered her face with her hands. Once Roman found out it was her idea, would he be pissed at her? Did she let her love for him overrule common sense? What if she’d made a mistake?





40
DOC
DOC WAS RUNNING out of time. Crawford wanted him off the property tonight. The wall clock in his office showed less than thirty minutes to midnight.
Two moving boxes sat on top of his gray, metal desk. One box was filled with reference books. At the bottom of the second box were personal files he’d kept locked in a cabinet on each vampire, none of which had anything to do with the institute? From the same cabinet, he also packed notes and data on the failed feeding project that Crawford had deliberately omitted from the database. The files were covered by framed certificates and miscellaneous items from his desk—Sudoku puzzle books, a Stephen King novel, several CD’s, a clipboard, and two extra pairs of glasses. He slipped out of his lab coat, folded it, and laid it on top of the items. Once filled, he secured the boxes with masking tape.
Packing up his office brought an onslaught of memories of the damn Ortega Project. They never should have started it. Who would’ve thought that while they were developing the perfect artificial blood formula to feed vampires, they would stumble upon a formula that reversed vampirism? Did they fail because they tampered with nature? With fate? He blamed himself for the failure and cursed for getting personally and emotionally involved with the subjects.
He’d never said goodbye to Seth. An innocent who didn’t deserve to be slain. An innocent who followed Gabriel wherever he went. An innocent who always did his master’s bidding.
Alex. The most well liked and level-headed among the vampires deserved, but never received, a proper goodbye. During Alex’s final moments Doc had abandoned him trying to save Roman. Feeling remorseful for allowing Alex to die alone, a lump formed in his throat. “I’m sorry,” he murmured.
And now Roman. Doc was closest to him and viewed him as a brother.
Instead of the four becoming human, Alex and Seth were dead, Gabriel and hopefully, Roman had turned back. All of them would have been better off without the institute.
As he slid the taped-up boxes aside, his thoughts drifted to Grace and Christian. What would happen to them? To Roman? How long could Gabriel hide not only Roman, but himself as well? It struck Doc that, aside from Gabriel’s offer, he had no place to go. Moving his belongings from the office to his home in Irvine was out of the question. He doubted it would be wise to return home to pack up his own personal things. His home would be the first place Crawford would search for him or Roman. Perhaps it would be wise to hole up in one of the many motels in the area. Or maybe Gabriel had some ideas.
Gabriel—the
least likeable vampire survived the fiasco unscathed. Doc never liked or trusted Gabriel. But now because of their mutual concern for Grace, Roman, and the child, they had joined forces to protect them from Crawford and the Church.
How could he explain the lack of a body when Crawford came looking for Roman? And he most definitely would. As midnight drew near, Doc realized by now, Crawford would be on the hunt. If so, he may need assistance in combating his temperamental boss. He quickly pulled the business card from his shirt pocket and dialed the number printed on it.
“Gabriel, I’m in my office and ready to leave. And please hurry. I’ve got a real bad feeling all hell’s about to break loose.”
Crawford stormed into his office. His face red with anger. “Where’s Roman?”
Without acknowledging his former boss, Doc ended his call.
Slamming his hands on the desk, Crawford’s eyes grew wide with rage. “Where’s Roman?”
“I honestly don’t know.” And he didn’t.
“It’s your job to keep me apprised of something as vital as disappearing vampires. Where. Is. He?”
Doc flinched. “I. Don’t. Know. Have you forgotten? I don’t work here anymore. You fired me.”
“Tell me where the child is are and you can have your job back.”
Chances of his betraying Roman were highly unlikely. “I can truthfully say I have no idea where he is.”
A smug, self-satisfied grin slithered across his face. “He? Roman had a son?”
Biting his bottom lip, Doc avoided eye contact. He shook his head. Damn! Why did he say that?
“If you cooperate and tell me about the boy, you can stop clearing out your office. You’ll be reinstated immediately.”
“I don’t want my job back. My work here is finished.” He picked up the taped-up box containing the top secret files and carried it past his former supervisor.
Crawford grabbed his arm. “You’re not going anywhere until you tell me about the child.” He glanced at the taped-up box. “Open it. Everything in your office is property of the institute.”
“It’s personal property. Nothing inside is from the institute.” Doc had always kept his files under lock and key, and considering Crawford rarely, if ever, set foot inside his office, he saw no urgency to remove the files. Damn. If only he’d brought the damaging information home this confrontation wouldn’t be taking place. Damn. Fearing Crawford would gain possession of the personal files and potentially damaging notes against his leadership, the institute, and the formula, he gripped the box tighter.
Crawford blocked the doorway. “In that case, I’m sure you won’t mind showing me the contents.” He slammed the door shut and strode toward him. “Open the damn box.”
His pulse pounding in his temples, Doc stood his ground. The confidential information inside was his property. He would protect his vampires with his life, if need be.
“Give it to me!” Crawford reached for the box.
Adrenalin pumped through Doc’s veins. He dropped the box on the floor behind him and stood next to his desk. Hating confrontation, he usually avoided it. But this time he would not back down. Left with no other option, he prepared to fight.
When Crawford rushed him, Doc grabbed a large textbook from his desk and whacked his former boss across the side of his head. Crawford fell to his knees. Doc picked up the box and opened the door. From behind, Crawford grabbed Doc’s shoulders, holding him back, preventing him from leaving.
Doc held the box close to his chest. With his boss behind him, he backed up hard and slammed his boss against the door jamb several times. When Crawford slid down the jamb and landed in a heap on the floor, Doc darted for the exit.
Before he reached the door, an arm hooked around his neck from behind and began choking him. Crawford’s breath chilled the side of his face. “Drop the fucking box!”
The choke-hold tightened. Doc fell forward, about to collapse.
The outside door flew open.
Gabriel charged in. “Release him!”
Crawford released Doc and dropped him to the floor.
Gabriel pinned Crawford to the wall with one hand.
With the wind knocked out of him, Doc struggled to stand. He stretched out his arm. Gabriel grabbed his hand and pulled him to his feet.
“Get the hell out of here while you’ve got the chance,” he yelled at Doc and tossed him keys to the SUV.
Doc pocketed the keys. “I need to make sure I haven’t left anything behind.”
“Go ahead and check, but be quick about it.”
Still weak and out of breath, Doc’s body trembled. He slid the box filled with confidential data across the floor toward the exit. With Gabriel to protect him, it was safe to double-check the file cabinets, book shelves, and desk drawers for anything he may have missed.
“I thought we had an agreement that you’d stay away from the institute,” Crawford said to Gabriel.
“I never agreed to shit. I’m only here to make sure nothing happens to Doc. Once he’s out of here, with any luck, you’ll never see me again.”
Crawford’s eyes shifted to an alarm lever on the wall near the exit.
Gabriel took notice. “Don’t even think about it. You seem to have forgotten my warning not to piss me off,” he said and bared his fangs. “And now I’m pissed.”
After verifying he’d left nothing of importance behind, Doc carried the second box past Gabriel, who still held Crawford against the wall, and hurried outside.
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ROMAN
ROMAN AWOKE, in his underwear, lying on a thick mattress in the middle of the floor. How long had he been asleep? He squinted, trying to focus his blurry eyes on his surroundings. The room was small, approximately nine feet square, with wall-to-wall plush, gray carpeting. Black, velvet drapes covered the single window, blocking out any trace of daylight from seeping inside.
His mind drew a blank. Nothing looked familiar.
“Where am I,” he shouted.
His stomach growled. The last time he woke up this hungry, he was a— impossible. Fragments of memory skittered across his brain and started taking form. No. He pushed himself from the mattress and staggered across the room to open the door. “Gabriel,” he roared into a long, narrow, carpeted hallway. “Gabriel!”
Powerful hunger pains seized his body, sending it into spasms. He grabbed onto the door to stabilize his trembling legs. Damn. “God, no.” He covered his face with his hands and rested against the doorframe. It couldn’t be. If Grace found out what had happened to him, he would lose her for sure. And his son.
“Where the hell are you?” Roman bellowed.
Gabriel stormed in his direction, his lips twisted into a snarl. “Shut the fuck up. What are you trying to do? Raise the dead?”
Roman lunged at him, but his weak legs failed and he reeled against the wall. “What did you do to me? You should have let me die.” Hunger sapped his strength, making him no match for Gabriel, who had little trouble pushing him away.
“Damn you. I was only following your mate’s orders.”
His growling stomach flipped and churned. “Grace asked you to do this?”
“How many mates do you have?”
Stunned, Roman shook his head. “Don’t bullshit me! Grace wouldn’t ask you to do this. Tell me the truth!” He balled his hands into fists and charged.
Gabriel pushed him away with one hand and pinned him against the wall. “Now you listen to me, you ungrateful son-of-a-bitch. I hauled your sorry ass out of that hell-hole you call the Ortega Research Institute before Crawford got the chance to get to you.” He released his hold on Roman, letting him slide down the wall and land in a heap on the carpet. “When you want to talk, I’ll be in the kitchen.” Leaving Roman doubled over in pain, lying in the middle of the hallway; Gabriel marched through the darkened living room and into the kitchen.
Debilitating spasms seized his gut, preventing him from standing. He managed to push himself into a crouching position. “Help me, Gabe. I need to feed,” he said in a hoarse whisper.
“Hold on. Be right there.” Gabriel opened and closed the fridge.
“Hurry.”
He returned and squatted next to Roman. “Drink up,” he said. “It’s fresh from the ER.”
Roman tore a corner off the pouch, leaned his head back, and emptied the contents into his mouth. The pain subsided. “Thanks.”
“Do you feel strong enough to walk?”
“Yeah.”
“First put on some damn clothes,” Gabriel said and retrieved a pair of black jeans and a black T-shirt from the floor of the room Roman had just left, and handed them over. “Here you go.”
“Thanks.” Roman dressed quickly. But when he took a step, his legs gave out and he stumbled against the wall.
Gabriel offered a hand. Roman gripped it, and with Gabriel’s help, resumed his balance.
Perspiration beaded on Roman’s forehead and upper lip. His legs wobbled.
“Lean against me.” Gabriel put his arm around Roman’s torso and led him into the living room, to a long, leather sofa. The sofa faced a thirty-six inch flat television screen where some news channel’s talking heads provided background drone. He handed Roman a second bag of blood and sat on the corner of the couch-length coffee table.
Roman tore the corner off the second bag and drank. He grabbed his stomach and doubled over.
“Take it slow. Your system’s not used to full-strength blood. This isn’t the shit you were fed at the institute.”
“You should have let me die.” Roman curled up and fell on his side, clutching his stomach. “Damn you.”
Unfazed by his rant, Gabriel pulled up a dining room chair. Turning it backwards, he straddled it. “Ready for the truth now?”
“Hit me.” Anxious to hear what events led to his becoming a vampire once again and living among them in a safe house, he grabbed the back of the sofa and pulled himself into a sitting position.
“This is the way it went down. You were dying. Grace fell apart and begged me to turn you. Said your son needed you and she couldn’t live without you, or some shit like that. So I turned you—for Grace and your son.
“When I realized you and Doc weren’t safe at the institute with Crawford poking around, I got the two of you the hell out of Dodge. Doc’s hiding out with us, but he’s kind of nervous being stuck here with a houseful of full-blown vampires.” He snorted. “But he doesn’t have anything to worry about. No one’s going to touch him. For now, we lie low until we come up with a plan.”
Gabriel started pacing. “You and I. We can take care of ourselves. But we’ve got to protect your boy from hunters. And Doc knows too much about what went on at the lab. He’d be in real trouble if Crawford found him. Doc says he wants to continue the program.” He shrugged. “I’m not sure if it’s such a good idea, but he has it in his head that with a little tweaking, the blood-formula will work. “So that’s it. Now if you’ve got a problem with what I did….” He pounded his own chest. “Come get me.”
Were Roman strong enough, he’d have jumped off the sofa and ripped out Gabriel’s throat. But he wasn’t. Payback would come later, but right now he couldn’t do a damn thing, except hold his churning gut. “Where am I…exactly?”
“In a safe house. I crashed here when I left the program.”
“How long have I been here?”
“A couple days.”
“Where’s Grace and my son?”
“At Deanna’s.”
Roman glanced at the hallway that led to the bedrooms. “Who else lives here?”
“Besides Doc and me, there’s this married couple, Mavis and Paulo. They’re vampires. Warriors. Good ones. Strong.” He nodded toward the hallway. “With all the racket you made, I’m surprised you didn’t wake them.”
“Where’s Doc now?”
“Scouting for a place to set up another lab. Actually, I believe he stays away as much as possible. Don’t think he trusts his roomies.” He let out a hardy belly laugh.
“Who doesn’t trust us?” a man said, walking into the living room, his eyes fixed on Roman. The man stood at least six foot six, with dark hair and eyes. A tall, big-breasted redhead followed close behind. Both wore black.
Gabriel made the introductions. “Roman, these are your new housemates, Paulo and his mate, Mavis. They’re good … er … people.” He chuckled, so did the couple.
“No seriously, Gabe, who doesn’t trust us?” Paulo repeated, his face losing its smile.
“Doc. But trust probably isn’t strong enough word. The guy’s scared shitless.”
More laughter. The male half of the couple seemed friendly. Mavis, more cautious. Her eyes studied Roman.
Paulo put his arm around Mavis’s waist and after more pleasantries; opened the drapes slightly and peeked outside. “It’s almost time. The sun will be gone soon.” He grabbed Mavis’s hand and sauntered past Roman. “You’ve been the topic of most of the conversations around this place. It’s nice to finally meet you.”
Mavis smiled and wiggled her fingers at Roman and followed her mate down the hallway.
Great. He was back living with a bunch of vampires. It would have been better for Grace if he had died. That way, she could honestly tell everyone that her baby’s father died from a rare blood disease. Now he was a monster again. One of the damned, eternally cursed. “Leave me alone,” he growled at the hovering Gabriel.
“No can do. I sired you, which makes you my responsibility. Right now, my job is to oversee your transformation. I need to make sure you’re fed and don’t do anything stupid.”
Roman clenched his teeth. Damn! Like it or not, he was now bonded to Gabriel. Did Grace realize the consequences of asking Gabriel to turn him? Did Gabriel honor his promise to keep her safe? “How’s Grace?”
“As well as can be expected under the circumstances. She wants to see you, but that’s not going to happen until you’ve gotten over your cravings. It’s too risky to let you anywhere near her when you’re this hungry.”

Roman

THE NEXT FEW days were sheer hell. Roman felt like a prisoner in the one-story, four bedroom house in Riverside County. Located in Lake Elsinore, the safe house stood at the opposite end of the infamous Ortega Highway.
Gabriel and Doc guarded him in shifts. During the evenings, Gabriel kept watch. When Roman slept during the day, Doc took over. Each made certain his hunger wouldn’t overpower him, and fed him at four hour intervals. As ravenous hunger and stomach cramps subsided, he was gradually allowed contact with the outside world.
His first contact—Grace. His fingers shook when he hit speed dial.
“Roman, is that you?”
Hearing her say his name was overwhelming. The last time they’d spoken, he was near death. “Yes, Sweetheart.” His voice faltered as he pushed back tears threatening to spill. “I miss you.” Silence broke out at the other end of the line. Had she hung up? “Grace?”
“When can I be with you?”
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ROMAN
A MONTH LATER, when Roman’s hunger subsided, he was allowed to visit Grace.
He bounded up the stairs to her apartment. Waiting in the doorway, wearing a pink button-down blouse and blue jeans, was the most beautiful woman in the world, cradling their tiny son in her arms.
As he reached for her, emotion choked away his words.
“Oh, Roman.” She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him.
Between them, Christian wriggled, forcing them to step away from each other.
Roman stared at his son’s perfect face. The infant opened his large, brown eyes, drawing a gasp from Roman. His son looked like a miniature of himself. Through tear-filled eyes, he touched Christian’s silky cheeks. “Thank you, babe.” He stared into Grace’s eyes. “He’s beautiful, perfect.” He raised an eyebrow. “Fangs?”
She shook her head. “No fangs. Here, hold him.” She supported the back of their son’s neck and handed him over.
Enveloping his son in his large hands, Roman admired his tiny child. “He’s light as a feather.” Christian met his father’s stare and belched.
They burst into laughter.
“A man after my own heart,” Roman joked.
Grace pulled the burp rag from her shoulder and wiped their son’s mouth. “Follow me. I want to show you where he sleeps.” She led the way into their shared bedroom, where his blue bassinette stood next to her queen size bed.
One day, Roman vowed to himself, they would live in their own home and Christian would have a room for himself. Still cradling his son, he sat on the edge of the bed, unable to pull his gaze away from the life Grace and he had created. Lucky wasn’t a word that came even close to describing his emotions. He was blessed. Blessed to have a beautiful, normal child.
“When you pulled up, I noticed you were in the passenger seat. Who was driving?” Grace asked.
“Gabriel. He’ll be back to pick me up in a couple of hours.” Roman laid their tiny son on the bed. He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her. “Guess he figured we needed some privacy.
When Grace laughed, he realized how much he missed her laughter.
“He figured right.” She sat next to him and slid her arm around his waist. “Happy?”
Deciding to show rather than tell, he gently placed his son in the middle of the bed. He stood in front of her and held her hands in his. Dropping to one knee, he stared into her eyes. “I love you, Grace, and want you to be my wife. Will you marry me?” His voice shook.
“How would that be possible?”
“We can go to Vegas. Or someplace else where there’s no waiting period. We can do it. Say ‘yes’. Please marry me.” He had entertained the idea of marrying Grace ever since they became a couple. Repercussions? He’d worry about them later. Right now he needed a legitimate family, something he’d wanted for a long time.
Her eyes widened and her jaw went slack.
“Take your time. But hurry.” He chuckled. “While you think about it, how about we get comfortable?” He kicked off his shoes and climbed on the bed next to his son. When he reached for her, she joined them.
For several minutes, they lay on the bed with Christian nestled between them. Roman rested on one elbow and with his free hand, played with Grace’s long, blonde hair—winding and unwinding strands around his index finger. Her hair felt like fine silk and shone like spun gold.
“Yes,” she whispered.
“Yes what?”
“Yes, I’ll marry you.” Her voice broke, heavy with emotion.
He thought his heart would burst with joy. After kissing her deeply, he lay next to the two most precious people in his universe. He was the luckiest vampire in the world.
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GRACE
IN THE DARKENED LIVING ROOM, Grace settled into her comfortable rocking chair and nursed Christian. Everything was peaceful. And wonderful. Perfect.
Once Christian’s belly was full, he unhooked his mouth from her tender breast and kicked his little legs with surprising strength. Not having spent a lot of time around babies, she didn’t recall them being as strong.
“Whoa, you’re getting to be such a big boy.” She lifted him to rest against her collarbone and patted his tiny back. His gentle breath tickled her neck. She kissed his pudgy cheeks. “I love you, sweetheart,” she whispered.
As if he understood her sentiment, his lips curled upward. At that instant, unconditional mother-love became real. She returned his smile and the bond between mother and child solidified.
His eyelids drooped and he showed her a big yawn. Maybe tonight, she’d finally get the good night’s sleep she craved.
Roman’s visit couldn’t have come at a better time. She’d missed him dearly. Up until today, she had to settle for only his voice to comfort her during their separation. Some evenings they spoke on the phone as many as three times. But nothing substituted for his strong arms around her or the passion in his kisses. And soon they’d be husband and wife.
Another big yawn from her son and his body went limp. “Off to dreamland, little guy.” After closing her nursing bra, she carried him across the cushy carpeting into their bedroom. With great care, she set him in his bassinette, and watched the product of her and Roman’s love, sleeping.
Besides Roman, baby Christian was all she had. She tucked a soft, yellow baby blanket decorated with white bunnies around him, and smiled at her innocent babe asleep.
Easing the bedroom door closed, she buttoned her pajama top and padded back into the living room. She plopped on the sofa, drew her legs up, and turned on the television. With jangled nerves from lack of sleep, she channel-surfed, searching for a show that promised belly-laughs. Choosing a Frasier rerun, she snuggled under a fleece blanket.
A key sounded in the front door. Tossing the blanket aside, she sat upright and held her breath, hoping it was Deanna.
The door creaked open. “Anybody home?” Deanna asked.
Hearing her friend’s cheerful voice, Grace’s breathing returned to normal. “Only Christian and me.”
“No Roman?”
“He left hours ago.”
Deanna flipped on the lights and headed into the kitchen. “Have you called your mom yet?” she asked, pulling a bottle of Coke from the refrigerator. Lately, Deanna’s mantra seemed to be call-your-mom. Call-your-mom. Call-your-mom.
“I will.”
Deanna arched one brow. “Yeah, right.” She closed the refrigerator door and scanned the living room. “Where’s the little squirt?”
“In the bedroom. Sleeping, thank God!” Grace wound her hair into a twist and fastened it with a hairclip.
“Good.” Deanna tipped her soda. “Hopefully, tonight you can get a full night’s sleep. You’re starting to get dark circles under your eyes.”
Grace chuckled. “I don’t even remember what it’s like to sleep through the night.”
“With him asleep, you can call your mom. Right? No more excuses.” Deanna set her drink on the coffee table. “I’ve got to get out of these clothes. Be right back. Call your mom now.”
As much as she hated to admit it, Deanna was right. Grace had run out of excuses about why she couldn’t make the call and now guilt weighed heavy on her heart. She wiped her sweaty palms on her pajama bottoms, and plucked her cell phone from the coffee table. She hit speed dial, and after one ring, someone answered.
“Hi, Mom?”
“Honey, I’m glad you called. Your dad and I have been worrying about you since you-know-who… We’ve always been able to talk to each other about anything. I miss that…How’s school? Tell us everything you’ve been doing.”
“I’m sorry, but I’ve been kind of busy. With school and work and all.”
“About the whole Jake fiasco. What he did—”
Grace didn’t want to talk about Jake. “There’s something you and Dad need to know. Something’s happened.”
A gasp sounded from the other end of the line. “What’s wrong, honey?”
Christian chose that exact moment to howl. Grace slammed her cell to her chest, and prayed her mother didn’t hear him cry. To quiet her son, she ran into the bedroom and slipped a pacifier in his mouth. It worked. He stopped crying. That was close. Maybe her mother hadn’t heard him cry.
“Where are you?” her mother asked.
“Home.”
“Was that a baby crying?”
Oh God, she heard him. “Yes.” She closed her eyes, dreading the questions that would surely follow.
The voice on the other end sounded casual, but suspicious. “Whose baby is it?”
“Uh….” She couldn’t bring herself to answer. Every inch of her five foot eight body quaked. A sick feeling swept over her. As much as she wanted to tell her mother it belonged to a friend, the words stuck in her conscience. She didn’t want to lie anymore.
“Grace, are you there?”
“Yes.”
“I asked you who the baby belonged to.”
Her hands shook and she took a deep breath. “Mom, I…uh….” Instead of conjuring up some sophisticated answer, she simply blurted, “Mine.” She’d finally said the once-feared word. Tears welled. Her worrying was for naught. “He’s mine, Mom. My baby.” The heavy burden she’d carried for so long lifted.
Silence screamed from the other end of the line.
“When did you have this baby?”
“Nine weeks ago,” she answered softly, closed her eyes and waited for her mother’s response.
“What?” Mom shrieked. “That’s over two months! And you didn’t tell us?” Silence. “Is it Jake’s?” she asked, her voice lowering to a growl. Jake would be the obvious assumption.
Grace bristled at the thought of Jake touching her. “No.”
“It’s not?” Another uncomfortable pause zinged her from the other side of the conversation. “Then who’s the father?”
“He’s someone you don’t know. I met him here—after Jake and I broke up.” A sob forced its way up from her heart. “Please don’t hate me.”
“I could never hate you. You’re my daughter.” Her mother’s voice trembled. “I love you.”
Tears spilled from her eyes. “I love you too, Mom.”
Her mother cleared her throat. “Now tell me about my grandchild.”
Grace wiped her eyes. “It’s a little boy. His name is Christian Alexander.”
“Tell me about the father. When am I going to meet him and my grandbaby?”
“His name is Roman. I’m not sure when you’ll be able to meet him. Right now, he’s not doing too well. He has a…blood disorder.” She wasn’t lying. He did have a blood disorder. Sort of.
“I feel terrible. I should have been there for you.” Racked with sobs, her mother continued. “I could have helped out. I was sick as a dog the entire time I carried you.” Regaining her composure, her mom spoke with conviction. “I’m going to fly out to spend time with you and meet my grandbaby as soon as I can, but it’ll have to wait until next week.”
“Please Mom, you don’t have to.”
“Yes, I do. I have to see my grandson.”
“I’ll email you a picture.” An uncomfortable pause followed. “I have more news that should make you happy. Roman and I are getting married.” Knowing her mother would start pressuring her into having her dad perform the ceremony, she decided to drop one more bomb. She squeezed her eyes shut. “He wants to go to Vegas.”
“Why wouldn’t he want to be married in your church?”
“He’s not Baptist.” She shook her head and moved the phone from her ear, staring at it in disbelief. Not Baptist? Considering his blood disorder, religion was the least of his problems.
Her mother didn’t comment, so her explanation seemed to work. She returned the phone to her ear.
“Okay, I understand. I think.” Her mom sounded confused and she didn’t blame her.
She needed to hang up fast before her mother began her anti-Vegas spiel or worse yet, before she started asking about Roman’s blood disorder. “Oops. Got to go, Mom. I need to feed my baby. I promise I’ll e-mail you a picture of him tomorrow. Love you,” she rattled off at machine-gun speed.
“Love you, too.” Her mother barely had time to respond before Grace hung up.
Deanna stood in the doorway, holding the drowsy baby.
“Look. I’m still shaking.” Grace held up her trembling hands.
“You did good, kid.”
“My mom wants to come out for a visit. That’s all I need—her and Roman together. What if she can tell he’s not exactly what she expected in a future son-in-law?” She snorted. “A blood disorder. I told her Roman had a blood disorder!”
They broke out in a fit of giggles.
“Aren’t you glad you talked to her?”
Wiping away tears of laughter, she nodded.
“What about your dad?”
“She’s going to tell him about Christian. But before he gets too spun up, she’s going to remind him that seven months after they were married, I showed up.”
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ROMAN
SUPERHUMAN STRENGTH and bat-like night vision were what Roman liked most about being a vampire. The downside—blood thirst. But if he had a choice between being a vampire or a human, he’d choose the latter. Mortal men were able to make love to a woman without wanting to sink their fangs into her flesh while riding the crest of passion.
He lounged on the sofa sipping a Bloody Mary, made with real blood, when Gabriel, dressed in all black, strutted into the living room of their safe house.
“You coming along?” Gabriel slipped on a Chicago White Sox baseball cap and brought the brim down low to shade his eyes.
“Nope. Thought I’d work out, built back my strength.” He sipped his drink. “My nights of trolling the infamous Ortega Highway are behind me.”
Traffic accidents were commonplace along the dangerous, isolated highway, allowing vampires to feed on the fatal and near fatal accident victims until ambulances showed up. Sometimes ambulances took up to a half hour to arrive, leaving plenty of time to fill their bellies.
He loved the sport, but the hit and miss outcomes frustrated him. Hunting in packs brought better results, but since Grace, he’d lost his taste for hunting. He held up his glass. “Sure you don’t want me to fix you a drink for the road? It’s fresh.”
A car horn blared and Gabriel glanced over his shoulder at the kitchen door. “The natives are restless.” He scooped a sheathed knife from the top of the coffee table.
“Catch you later.”
“Don’t feed on any animals,” Roman reminded him. Since vampires had died from drinking animal blood whose skin absorbed the natural garlic-based repellent, everyone still had to be extra careful. He chugged down the rest of his drink and headed into the kitchen to rinse his glass in the sink.
Grace filled his thoughts. Her kiss. The feel of her body next to him. Him inside her. They would be married soon and he would head up a family again. After all these years. Christian Alexander Santos! Thinking about his son warmed his soul. Thinking about Grace made him hard.
At the kitchen table, Doc slouched over open binders spread out before him. Curious how Doc’s work was progressing, Roman glanced at the data. “How’s it coming? Anything yet?”
Doc exhaled loudly. He pushed his eyeglasses to the top of his head, and rubbed his eyes. “I still can’t figure out where I screwed up.”
“Right now we’ve got bigger problems.” Roman ambled back to the sink and stared into the darkness outside the window. “Gabe got wind of an ambush.”
Doc looked up from his work. “By who?”
“Apparently, the priests aren’t too happy that Gabriel and I are still around. By now, the team of hunters trained by Father Lucas—the same hunters who killed Seth—have become more experienced. More deadly. Gabe also reminded me that your esteemed ex-boss is still alive and well and searching for us. Guess he’s none too pleased the two of you ran off with my body. He doesn’t like loose ends. So it seems it’s a good thing I was turned. I’ll need vampire strength and speed to stand up to our enemies.”
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GRACE
GRACE SPENT the afternoon in a campus coffee shop, enjoying lunch and gossip with former classmates. She also used the get-together as an excuse to show off her beautiful son and the black pants suit she’d recently purchased.
But she stayed much too long and Christian grew tired and fussy. He had to be fed and put down for a much needed nap. Anxious to get him home, she bid a hasty goodbye to her friends and hurried to her Sentra. After belting Christian into his car seat, she climbed in behind the wheel, and turned on the ignition. The radio blared the latest Maroon 5 hit. She peered over her shoulder and shifted into reverse.
Someone tapped on the driver’s side window. Her breath caught and she let out a yelp. She hit the brakes, and her head jerked in the direction of the tapping.
Brent stared in at her, laughter showing in his eyes. He motioned for her to roll down the window.
Shifting into park, she lowered the window, but kept the engine running, hoping he’d get the hint that she needed to keep their conversation short.
“So what brings you back to our old stomping grounds?” A big smile lit up Brent’s face.
She turned down the volume of the radio. “I met a few friends for lunch. How about you?”
“Tying up a few loose ends.” His gaze riveted to the back seat. “Yours?”
She glanced at Christian in his car seat, sucking on a pacifier. “Yeah.”
“Boy or girl?” He leaned closer to the open window, shifting his stance for a better look at the back seat.
She grimaced. “A boy. His name’s Christian Alexander.”
“Great name.” He stepped back. His brows drew together. “I hadn’t heard you’d married.”
“Actually, I didn’t.” Her grip tightened on the steering wheel.
He winced as his face reddened slightly. “Oops. Sorry.”
“No worries.” She gave a dismissive wave. “We haven’t seen each other in months, so you had no way of knowing. But his father and I are planning to marry soon.”
Brent showed a sheepish grin, unable to hide his relief. “Well then, congratulations are in order. When’s the big day?”
Dammit. I knew he’d ask. “We haven’t set the date yet. We’re still in the planning stages.”
“How old’s your baby?” he asked, nodding at Christian.
She glanced at her son in the rearview mirror and smiled. “Ten weeks tomorrow.”
“He’s a beautiful baby.” His eyes widened. “Hey, I want to thank you for helping me decide to make a career change.”
Her brow furrowed, trying to recall any conversation they may have had on the subject. “How’s that?”
“Remember when I gave you a ride home in my Miata?
“Ah…your birthday present.”
He hooked his thumbs in his pockets. “Your questions about the Catholic Church started me thinking seriously about the priesthood.” He puffed out his chest. “I’m in the seminary now.”
Her stomach dropped. “I’m happy for you. I know you’ll do well.” Recalling her unpleasant encounter with Father Darius, she wondered—was Brent an enemy now? She chewed on her bottom lip and squirmed. “Sorry I can’t talk right now. I need to get going.”
“Let’s stay in touch. You still have the same number?”
Grace nodded.
He eyeballed Christian again. “Congratulations.”
“Thank you.” Grace grinned and quickly rolled up the window.
Brent waved to her while she finished backing out of the parking space.
Heart pounding, she drove down the nearest row of cars to get away from his questions. Before exiting the lot, she checked her rearview mirror. A man approached Brent and pointed at her car. Crawford. She recognized him from photos on the Ortega Research Institute’s website.
Was Crawford asking about her? Her breath caught. Brent had helped her move into Deanna’s apartment. He knew where she lived.
The only way to protect her son from vampire hunters sent by the Church, and from Crawford, was to get as far from Southern California as possible. Suddenly, paying a visit to her parents in Michigan seemed like a damn good idea. Maybe she could stay in the family’s vacation cabin located on a small, private island—a perfect place to hide.
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ROMAN
AFTER RINSING his coffee mug in the kitchen sink, Roman heard a faint whistle and looked up. As a projectile headed straight at him, he angled his torso out of its path. The crossbow’s bolt shattered the window pane and zipped past his ear.
Outside, twigs snapped. Movement, followed by thundering footsteps headed in his direction.
“Ambush,” he shouted and ducked behind the sink.
Had the archer returned to finish the job he’d started in the avocado grove in Riverside County, as promised? If so, who tipped him off regarding Roman’s whereabouts? Was there a mole in their midst?
Attacking at dusk, the assassins probably assumed the vampire residents would still be asleep. They obviously hadn’t counted on Roman being an early riser.
At the back of the house, shouts came from behind closed bedroom doors.
Gabriel led the charge, followed by Paulo. Prepared for battle, they carried pouches filled with wooden stakes, and sawed-off shotguns loaded with silver bullets—in case some of the attackers were shifters. If the attackers were vampires, the ammunition would temporarily disable them, giving Gabriel and Paulo enough time to drive stakes into their hearts.
Armed with a loaded crossbow, Mavis brought up the rear.
Roman jumped up and grabbed a butcher knife from the wooden block on the countertop. Another shot flew through the broken window, barely missing his head. Standing, even for a split second, proved to be a reckless move. But he had no choice. He needed a weapon to defend himself and his fellow-vamps. He crouched lower, keeping his head well below the countertop.
War cries came from every direction. The house was surrounded. They were outnumbered and in a whole lot of hurt. Windows crashed at the back of the house, drawing Gabriel and Paulo toward the noise. Gunfire followed. Lots of it.
Someone kicked in the kitchen door, sending it crashing to the tile floor. A hooded archer stood in the doorway, bow drawn. Mavis drew her crossbow. The archers faced each other, poised to kill. From the archer’s stance and demeanor, Roman recognized him as the same vampire who tried to slay him in Temecula. Once again, he seemed to be in charge of the assassins. But who was he?
The archer faced Mavis. “Put down the crossbow. Our battle isn’t with you. It’s with Roman. Where is he?”
Roman held his breath and watched the exchange. He didn’t want anyone else to die because of him. He stood, arms raised in surrender. “Here I am. Come get me.” Maybe he could get in one good lick before his slaying.
Mavis sneered. “He has a life mate, Trey. And a son.”
The archer sent to destroy him had a name. Trey. He would have to find out more about the mysterious assassin. First, he needed to put a face on the hooded vampire who wanted him dead.
“A son?” The archer sounded surprised and turned toward Roman. “Is that true? You have a son?”
“Damn you, Mavis!” Roman yelled. Why the hell did she say that? He growled from deep within his chest. How did she know about Christian when he’d made a point of never mentioning his son’s name in her presence?
Both archers turned and aimed their weapons in Roman’s direction.
“You, Mavis? Why?” So much for this being a safe house. What had Gabriel gotten him into? Why had he taken him to this particular house?
An evil smile spread across her face. “Erik was my brother.”
“Erik was my friend,” Roman said.
She lifted her chin and bared her fangs. “What’s that saying? ‘With friends like you, who needs enemies’?”
“I had no choice. It was self-defense.”
“It was murder,” she argued.
The archers aimed their weapons, cocked their bows, and took aim.
Using supernatural speed, Roman darted between the shooters, hoping his sudden movement would startle and confuse them.
The archers followed him with their crossbows and squeezed the triggers. But he moved too fast for them to stop their bolts’ release. Mavis’s bolt streaked out the open door past the archer. Trey’s speared through her chest, launched her against the wall, and impaled her.
Mavis dropped her weapon and grabbed the bolt with both hands. She looked up at her slayer, her mouth open to speak. Only a weak gasp came out. Her body slumped and her head drooped. Blood ran from the wound and dripped onto the floor.
Roman raised the butcher knife. He let out a growl, bared his teeth, and charged the archer.
Before Roman thrust the blade into Trey’s heart, a canister was thrown into the kitchen. Smoke filled the room, stinging his eyes. He squeezed his eyes shut and coughed. Keeping a tight grip on the knife, he caught sight of the open door and stumbled outside into the fresh air. Inhaling deeply, he filled his lungs with clean air. He collapsed against the side of the house, groggy from inhaling smoke. Once his equilibrium returned, he pushed himself to stand, and scanned the area. The vampires, including Trey, were gone.
Crashing sounds drifted from inside the house. Gabriel needed help.
Roman held the knife in one hand. With the other, he pulled his shirt in front of his nose and mouth for a make-shift air filter and headed inside to help Gabriel. Smoke in the kitchen had dissipated as he staggered across the room and glanced at Mavis’s body, still impaled on the wall.
He lumbered into the living room. Paulo had Gabriel pinned against the wall—their weapons on the floor, their faces bleeding. Gabriel grunted and pushed Paulo away. Paulo scooped up one of the shotguns and pointed it at Gabriel’s chest. The blast wouldn’t kill him, but it would stun him long enough to give Paulo the opportunity to plunge a wooden stake into his heart.
Not going to happen. Roman snarled and bared his fangs. He caught Paulo unaware and landed a roundhouse kick to the side of his head. The gun flew out of Paulo’s hands and across the living room, landing on the kitchen floor. Paulo chased after the weapon.
“They set us up, Rome.” Gabriel panted, trying to catch his breath.
“I figured as much.”
“Where’s his bitch?”
“Stuck in the kitchen. She’s become a regular wallflower.”
“Where’s Doc?” Gabriel asked.
“In town, thank God. No mortal could’ve survive an all-out vampire battle.”
From the kitchen, Paulo screamed. “No! Mavis!”
Roman picked up both shotguns and tossed one to Gabriel, who made his usual one-handed catch. “He must have seen her.”
With guns leading the way, Roman and Gabriel barreled into the kitchen. Paulo had pulled Mavis from the wall and sat on the floor cradling her pale body in his arms. “You sons-of-bitches,” he sobbed.
“Trey did this. Your battle’s with him, not us,” Roman said.
Inconsolable, Paulo held his wife to his chest and rocked back and forth as he brushed kisses over her face.
Roman pressed Paulo for information on the archer. “Who’s Trey?”
“I’ll tell you if you promise to slay me so I can join my mate,” he said, brushing her hair from her forehead. He pressed his wife’s face to his heart.
Roman shook his head. “What if you don’t tell me the truth?”
“Maybe you’ll get a chance to ask him yourself,” Paulo whispered nodding toward the rear of the house. “They’re out back. Trey’s with them.”
“Call them in here,” Roman snapped, staring at the grieving vampire seated on the floor. “Once he’s inside, I’ll kill him and put an end to your miserable life.” He turned toward Gabriel. “Get the flamethrowers.”
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GRACE
GRACE’S CELL phone slipped from her trembling hand. Unable to move, her body seemed heavy as stone. Anchored in the center of the living room, she stared at the phone at her feet. Her worst nightmare had begun.
“They’re coming to get my baby,” she said, in a hoarse whisper.
Deanna stopped unloading the dishwasher. “Who’s coming?”
“Slayers.” Her legs gave out. She started to fall, but Deanna hurried to her side and caught her before she hit the floor.
“What’s happening, Grace?” Deanna asked, her eyes wide with terror. “Who called you?”
She wiped her sweaty palms on her yoga pants. “Brent. He called to tell me…the priests….”
“Brent? How would he know something like that?” Deanna asked.
“He’s one of them now—a hunter. They were discussing an ambush and my name was mentioned.” She felt faint. Her head was spinning. What was she going to do?
Deanna’s hand flew to her mouth. “No!”
“Brent slipped out of the meeting to warn me.” Her throat became dry and she swallowed hard, trying to free the words stuck in her throat. “Priests are coming to get Christian. They want to kill my baby.” Her voice became a high-pitched whimper. “My sweet baby.”
Deanna gripped Grace’s hands and stared into her eyes. “When Grace? When?”
“As soon as they round up everyone and load the weapons.” Her last words came out as a scream. “Weapons to use on my baby boy.”
“What else did Brent say? Think. What else?”
“He said he’s trying to stall them. To give me more time.”
“Did he say how much time you’ve got?”
“An hour. An hour-and-a-half tops.”
“Deanna glanced at the wall clock. “Okay, it’s ten o’clock now. We’ve got until eleven.”
Roman. “I need to call Roman,” Grace said.
“While we wait for him, I’ll start throwing things together you’ll need. I’ll try not to wake Christian.” Deanna raced into the bedroom.
“Christian,” Grace whispered. Her eyes filled with tears. She snatched her cell phone from where she’d dropped it and hit speed dial.
“Hi babe, what’s up?” Roman asked, sounding rushed and out of breath, unaware of the tragedy unfolding regarding his son.
“The priests found us. They’re coming to get Christian. And they’ve got weapons. Weapons, Roman. He’s only a baby.” Her voice faltered. “My baby.”
“Be right over,” he said firmly, taking charge of the situation. “Don’t open the door for anyone. Do you understand? No one gets inside the apartment but me.”
Her teeth chattered. “Yes.” The call ended and so did her strength. Her knees buckled and she dropped to the floor.
Deanna poked her head out of the bedroom. “Grab Christian’s diaper bag by the door and start filling it with his stuff from the pantry.”
Unable to move, Grace remained on the floor, struggling to breathe. “They’re going to take him away from me.”
“No, they’re not!” Deanna ran to her. “I don’t want to be a bitch or anything, but you’d better get your ass up off the floor and start filling the cooler with bottles of your milk.” She jerked Grace up by both hands and left her standing in the middle of the room, staring at the front door. Deanna threw the blue, soft-sided cooler at her, and pointed at the kitchen. “Fill this up. Now!”
Deanna raced back into the bedroom. Sounds of drawers opening and closing reverberated throughout the apartment.
Grace’s heart tried to jackhammer its way out of her rib cage. One sluggish step at a time, she forced her feet to move toward the kitchen.
“I don’t hear you pack-ing!” Deanna’s sing-song voice rang from the bedroom.
Grace took several deep breaths. “I can do this. I can do this.” No, she had to do this. For Christian. Filled with new resolve to protect her baby, she clutched the cooler to her chest and darted into the kitchen. She opened the refrigerator, and scooped bottles of breast milk into the cooler.
She brought Christian’s diaper bag into the kitchen and set it on the counter. From the pantry, she grabbed her breast pump, empty baby bottles and nipples and set them in the diaper bag. To make sure Christian had milk while she packed, she warmed two bottles of breast milk and set them on the counter.
Someone knocked on the front door. Grace’s heart stopped. She jumped back and covered her mouth with her hand to stifle a scream. “They’re here.” Her words came out as a guttural whisper. Only ten minutes had passed since Brent’s call. How’d the priests get here this fast?
A familiar voice sounded from the other side of the door. “It’s me, Roman. Open up.”
“Thank God, you’re here.” Grace clutched her chest and she ran to open the door.
Roman barged inside, closed and locked the door behind him. He pulled her close and held her tightly in his strong arms.
She grabbed his shirt with both hands. “Please don’t let them take our baby.” Bile rose in her throat at the thought of sweet, precious Christian being in danger.
“I won’t let anything happen to our son. Or you,” Roman said in a calm voice.
“They’re going to kill him,” she whispered, her fear escalating. “They have weapons.”
“The weapons are for me,” he said, rocking her gently. “Not Christian. I’ll get you to safety temporarily. From there I’ll find us a place long-term.”
She backed out of his embrace. “I know a safe place. My parents’ cabin in Michigan. No one will think to look for us there.”
“Perfect.” He rested his hands on her shoulders and stared into her eyes.
“Do you have any clue how far that is?”
“I’ve a pretty good idea.”
A loud knock sounded on the door. Her heart flew to her throat. “That’s them. They’re here.”
Roman placed his index finger on her lips and motioned for her to stay as he peered through the peep hole. “It’s Gabriel.” He unlocked and opened the door far enough for him to slip inside.
“You ready to go?” Gabriel closed and locked the door.
Deanna poked her head from the bedroom. “I’m packing them up now, but could sure use your help.”
“Pack only what they need. Nothing more.” Gabriel joined Deanna.
Christian howled.
Now that her baby was wide awake, no one held back making noise. Drawers opened and were slammed closed.
Grace scurried into the bedroom to tend to their crying son. She scooped him up, along with his yellow blanket, a fresh pair of pajamas, and the small terrycloth teddy bear he always slept with, and retreated into the much quieter living room.
“What can I get for you, babe?” Roman asked.
“Can you bring me the baby bottles on the kitchen counter?” She preferred breastfeeding, but right now, her jittery nerves would prevent her from producing milk. Holding Christian to her chest, she jerked her head in the direction of the bottles.
Roman hurried to the kitchen and returned with both bottles. “Here you go.” He handed her a bottle and set the other on the coffee table.
Deanna whizzed past. “We’re almost done packing up what Christian’s going to need.” She ran into the kitchen and dug around in the pantry. “Bingo!” Carrying a box of trash bags, she headed back into the bedroom.
“Roman, we can use some more help in here,” Gabriel shouted.
“Be right there.”
Grace closed her eyes. This couldn’t be happening. Christian didn’t deserve any of this turmoil.
“Look at me.” Tenderness sounded in Roman’s voice as he knelt in front of her and touched her face.
She met his gaze.
“I know this is tough for you to hear, but every minute we’re still in this apartment, brings them another minute closer. These guys don’t screw around. They mean business. They want our son. They want me. And they’ll kill anyone who stands in their way. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”
She nodded, trying to keep from crying, but worrying about her young son proved too powerful. She burst into tears.
“I’m sorry, babe. I truly am.” He kissed her cheek.
“Roman?” Gabriel bellowed.
“Coming,” Roman yelled back. He lifted her chin and held her gaze. “While you get him ready to leave, we’ll start loading the car. And you might want to put on something warmer than a tank top. It’s cold outside.” He kissed her quickly, and disappeared into the bedroom.
“And be sure to bring plenty of water,” Gabriel shouted.
“Got it.” Deanna ran to the pantry, retrieved a case of bottled water, and dropped it near the front door. She returned to the kitchen, brought out the cooler and diaper bag from the counter, and set them next to the water.
Keys jingled. “Everybody ready?” Gabriel shouted.
Grace’s heart pounded. This was it. She pushed herself from the sofa.
“You all set?” Roman asked.
“I need to change him first.”
Roman brought her the diaper bag near the door. “I’ll be right back. I need to give Gabe and Deanna a hand and start loading the car.”
“Hurry.” While Grace changed Christian’s diaper, heavy footsteps pounded on the floor behind her, followed by the front door opening and closing.
Outside, a vehicle roared to life.
Incoherent mumbling and sounds of plastic trash bags rustling rang from the bedroom. More footfalls moved across the floor of the apartment and out the front door.
Grace dressed her son in fresh pajamas. Grabbing a cable knit sweater from the closet, she pulled it over her tank top. She was ready. She faced the door, where Roman waited.
“Let’s go,” he said, his jaw set, his eyes dark.
“My jacket.”
Roman grabbed her navy ski jacket from the coat rack. He opened the front door and reached for Christian. “Let me carry him.”
This was her baby. Her son. “No,” she said, shaking her head adamantly. “I’ll carry him.” She handed Roman both baby bottles and the small teddy bear instead. Cradling her son next to her racing heart, she stepped into the night.
Roman cupped her elbow, guiding her down the steps and into the dark parking lot.
Waiting to say goodbye, Deanna stood next to the black Suburban, hugging herself, staring at the pavement.
Grace stopped in front of her friend. “Goodbye, Deanna. Thank you for everything,” Handing Christian to Roman, she embraced her friend, and they wept on each other’s shoulders.
“We have to get going,” Roman gently reminded her. He held the door open, waiting for her to enter. Inside the vehicle, he’d already belted Christian in his car seat.
“I’m really going to miss you and Christian.” Deanna’s voice faltered and tears ran down her face.
“Me, too.” Grace sobbed and climbed into the back seat, keeping her head lowered, unable to look at her friend.
Roman closed her door and took his place in the shotgun seat. Gabriel shifted the SUV into gear, drove out of the parking lot, and merged into busy Friday night traffic.
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GRACE
GRACE’S HEAD WAS SPINNING. Everything was unfolding too fast. One minute she was watching television. The next, a telephone call had turned her world upside down. Nothing would be the same again. Now she and the innocent baby sleeping next to her in his car seat, were fugitives.
“What’s going to happen to Deanna when the priests get to her apartment?” she asked, fearing her friend might be in jeopardy. After everything she’d done to help her. It wasn’t fair leaving Deanna in such grave danger.
“She won’t be there,” Roman said, turning to face her. “It’s all arranged. Doc’s at her place right now. As soon as she locks up, they’re gone. She’ll be in good hands. He knows what to do.” He refocused his attention on the road ahead.
Grace fished a tissue from her purse and dabbed at the stubborn tears that refused to stop spilling. She wiped her nose.
Roman turned around and reached for her, and when she placed her hand in his, he offered a reassuring squeeze. Even amid such chaos, his smoldering gaze caused her heart to flutter. “It’s going to be all right.”
Somehow when he uttered his assurance, she believed him. He offered her a comforting smile, calming her. After giving her hand one more squeeze, he released it and faced forward.
In the front seat, he and Gabriel were engaged in an animated, but hushed conversation, and she couldn’t help wondering what they were discussing. A chill swept over her and she reached for the plaid blanket next to the car seat. She snuggled under the warm fleece and stared at the familiar shopping mall to her left.
Christian stirred.
She peeked between the front seats to check the clock on the dash and realized they still had time to spare before the slayers would arrive at the apartment. They were packed and on the road in under an hour. And with Doc’s help, Deanna would also be long gone by the time the priest-slayers arrived. Realizing Deanna was safe, she drew in and blew out several deep breaths.
“Fuck!” Gabriel swerved to avoid being hit by an oncoming Hummer. “It’s them. They’ve seen us. Hold on.”
The Hummer ended up behind the SUV, but made a dangerous U-Turn in the middle of the busy intersection and followed them.
Roman turned in his seat and watched the pursuit. “Floor it.”
Following his suggestion, Gabriel stomped on the gas and wove in and out of traffic. The Hummer gained speed and rode the SUV’s bumper.
The car seat rocked back and forth, and Christian woke up screaming.
Grace’s heartbeat drummed in her ears, as she gripped the car seat, struggling to keep it stabilized. Desperate to calm her son, she stuck a pacifier in his mouth and rubbed his belly, which seemed to work.
In the front seat, Roman ordered Gabriel to “keep driving.”
The SUV pulled ahead of the Hummer.
Who was chasing them? She turned around and recognized the man sitting in the front seat next to Crawford. Brent. The Hummer gained momentum, bearing down on them. With each twist and turn of the SUV, tires squealed.
“Brent’s in there. So is Dr. Crawford”
“What the…?” Roman turned around and started into the oncoming Hummer. “It is Crawford! What the hell is he doing siding with the priests?”
“Probably didn’t have a choice,” Gabriel said. “He has info on every one of us. You too, Grace. He also knows I took care of his priest problem.”
“You killed them?”
Gabriel swerved and out-maneuvered the other driver while putting even more distance between the two vehicles. “And who do you think asked me to do it?”
“What if they catch us?” she shouted.
“They won’t,” Roman answered. “Gabe’s too good a driver to let that happen.”
“What if we get arrested?”
“Not going to happen.” He pointed at the yellow traffic light in the intersection ahead. “Gun it!”
Gabriel stomped on the gas pedal and raced through the intersection.
The light turned red.
The Hummer followed. Horns blared. Tires screeched.
Grace squeezed her eyes shut.
Behind them—a loud crash.
She whipped her head around just as the Hummer flipped from its side to upside down. Its smashed front end, pressed against the underbelly of an eighteen-wheeler. “Brent’s in there!”
“Forget him. He’s your enemy now,” Roman said coolly.
A northbound Interstate Five on-ramp was coming up on the right. Gabriel entered the on-ramp and accelerated. “Here we go!” he shouted and merged with freeway traffic.
Once safely on the freeway, Roman checked on Grace and Christian. “I told you I’d take care of you.” He dialed his cell phone. “Doc? No need to rush. Crawford and Company had a slight accident and will be out of commission for a while. So take your time.” He hung up, turned on the radio, and changed stations until he found one that played classical music.
“Brent was my friend!” She doubled over and held her stomach. “I think I’m going to be sick. Pull over.”
“I can’t. Not now! I need to put as much distance between us and anyone else who might be following us.”
Gabriel stomped on the gas pedal and steered the vehicle into the carpool lane.
“You mean there might be others?”
“Exactly. Gun it, Gabe.”
The SUV picked up speed.
“What if the police are looking for this car?” She glanced over her shoulder, watching for red flashing lights.
“Right now, everyone’s more interested in the accident than us. Besides, other than speeding, we didn’t break any traffic laws,” Roman explained.
Christian resumed crying.
Grace kissed his cheek and put the pacifier back in his mouth. His crying stopped. “What if I can’t do this? Running…hiding.”
“Right now, you don’t have a choice,” Roman said tenderly. “I swear to you, Gabe and I can keep you and Christian out of their clutches. We won’t let them get anywhere near either of you.”
The probability of living the rest of her life as a fugitive horrified her. And what about Christian? Would he ever have a normal childhood? She swallowed the lump in her throat and blinked back the moisture pooling in her eyes. Would he even have a childhood?
Gabriel checked the side mirror and slowed down. “Try to chill, everyone. We’ve got a long ride ahead of us.”
He was right. With over two thousand miles to go, she decided to make the best of it. She picked up a baby bottle and touched Christian’s small lips with the nipple. He latched onto it and chugged down the milk in only a few gulps. She undid the straps on his car seat to burp him. Closing her eyes, she draped him against her shoulder, patting and rubbing his back.
Thank God, the next few hours passed by peacefully. Christian slept soundly. And, mercifully, she dozed on and off, as well.

GRACE WOKE up and rubbed sleep from her eyes. Her neck ached from having fallen asleep in a sitting position. Sunrise peeked over the horizon. It was a new day. A new beginning. “Where are we?” she asked and massaged the kink at of the back of her neck. “Utah,” Roman answered. At some time during the night, he’d taken over driving duties, and now sat behind the wheel.
Gabriel rode shotgun. He’d moved the seat all the way back and stretched his body to its full length.
“I need to feed Christian,” she said. “Can we stop somewhere?”
After checking the GPS, Gabriel retrieved a pair of sunglasses from the center console and slipped them on. “There’s a twenty-four hour diner coming up, how does that sound?”
“Sounds great.” After being crammed in the back seat for what seemed like forever, she couldn’t wait to pile out of the car and stand on solid ground.
Roman pulled into a parking space near the front door. Raking his fingers through his hair, he grabbed a pair of sunglasses for himself. He unfolded his tall body out of the driver’s seat and stretched. With a lazy grin covering his face, he opened the back door. “You need any help with Christian?”
“Uh-uh. I think I’ll feed and change him before we eat,” she said and pulled the sweater over her head.
“Take your time.” Roman closed the door and joined Gabriel, who leaned against the passenger door.
When Grace finished nursing her baby and changing his diaper, she tapped on the car window to let Roman know she was ready to go inside the diner.
“Why don’t you give him to me so you can enjoy your meal,” Roman said.
She handed Christian over and slid out of the car. Before heading into the diner, she pulled on her sweater, jogged to the far side of the building, and tossed her baby’s disposable diaper in a large trash can. As she joined the others, the sight of Roman holding their son filled her with joy.
Gabriel opened the door to the diner, waited for everyone to enter, before following the small family over the threshold.
Stepping inside, aromas of freshly brewed coffee and bacon smacked Grace in the nose and made her stomach growl. She followed the young, pony-tailed, gum-smacking waitress to the back booth.
The waitress introduced herself to the party, but fixed her gaze on Gabriel, who shot her a seductive smile. She whipped out her order pad and pencil. “What can I get you folks?”
“Black coffee for me,” Gabriel said with a grin.
“Same here,” Roman added. “What about you, Grace?”
She ordered the breakfast special, and took the opportunity to visit the Ladies’ Room to freshen up, wash her hands and splash water on her face.
When she returned, her food was waiting. “That was fast,” she remarked. While she filled her belly with crisp bacon and a generous portion of scrambled eggs, her companions sipped coffee. Glancing from one vampire to the other, she shoved the small plate of wheat toast to the center of the table and gestured for them to help themselves.
They shook their heads.
“You sure?”
“We feed…er…eat mostly at night when you’re asleep. That way, you never see us,” Gabriel answered.

CONFUSION SHOWED on Grace’s face as she narrowed her eyes and drew her brows together. She stared at Gabriel for a few seconds before she paled. She understood.
To alleviate her fears, Roman lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles. “It will be all right,” he whispered and stared into her eyes.
“I know,” she said, but her quivering chin betrayed her.
Gabriel pushed himself away from the booth and tossed money on the table to cover the bill, plus a generous tip.
“Time to hit the road,” Roman said.
Grace showed an anemic smile. She slid out of the booth and reached for Christian.
After handing over their son, Roman hurried to the front of the restaurant and held the door open for Grace.
Already outside, Gabriel opened the driver’s door. “Next stop, Colorado,” he announced and took his turn behind the wheel.
A half hour later, Grace gasped. “I just realized I never told my parents I was coming. I spent so much time getting ready to leave, I forgot to tell them.” She fumbled in her purse, searching for her cell phone.
Roman exchanged glances with Gabriel. He leaned against the passenger door and watched with amusement. “Yeah. It might be a good idea if your folks found out ahead of time they were getting company.”

AFTER PLACING THE CALL, Grace held her breath and waited. “Please, please, please pick up.”
Her mother answered after the fourth ring.
“Hi Mom, sorry if I woke you, but I thought I’d better let you know that Christian and I are on our way to visit you and Daddy.” She winced, unsure of her mother’s reaction. “Yeah, right now. No, we’re driving. I’m not sure how long we’ll be staying. It might be a while if that’s okay with you.”
Excited screams sounded from the other end of the line.
Grace flinched and held the phone away from her ear. “I was wondering if, while I’m there, I can stay in the cabin.” She crossed her fingers and stared at Roman.
“Thank you.” Overcome with gratitude, her voice broke. “I can’t tell you how much that means to me. Right now, we’re in Utah. I’ll be there in a couple days. I can’t wait either. You’re going to love him. He’s such a good baby.”
Christian scrunched his face as he stretched, arched his back, and twisted in his car seat.
She glanced at her son. “No, he looks like his dad. I love you too. Bye.” Relieved, she sighed and dropped the phone in her purse. The prospect of staying on the private twenty-acre island, away from the threat of Crawford and the Church, eased the ache in her heart. Now maybe they’ll be safe.
She nuzzled Christian, making him coo. “You look exactly like your daddy. Yes, you do.”
Roman’s eyes twinkled. “Ah, Grace, you neglected to tell her that you were bringing along a couple of traveling companions. It’ll be quite a shock when she sees Gabe and me.”
She covered her mouth to stifle a gasp. “I don’t know why I didn’t mention it.” What would her mother say when she showed up with two men? Neither her husband. And both vampires.
“You’re lucky you have parents who love you,” Roman said.
“And you’ll get to meet them pretty soon. They’re at the cabin right now and should be there when we arrive. Mom’s decorating and Dad’s still working on his sermon.”
“Sermon!” Gabriel yelped, jerking the steering wheel to avoid sideswiping the center divider on the highway.
“What’s the matter, Gabriel? Didn’t Roman tell you my dad’s a preacher? Does that scare you?” She giggled.
“Not really. We play on opposite teams, is all.” He let out a robust belly laugh. “Besides, I’m Jewish.”
She broke up, laughing hysterically at the absurdity of Gabriel’s comment. “As if being Jewish is more disturbing than you being a vampire?” It was good to laugh so hard that tears streamed down her cheeks.
When she stopped laughing, she called her mother to explain that Roman and his friend would also be visiting. To her relief, her mother didn’t mind at all.

Roman

A DINER in Colorado was their next stop.
Roman sat across from Grace in the booth. Until now, he hadn’t noticed the dark circles under her eyes. Vampires didn’t need much sleep—if any. But Grace was mortal.
He shook his head in disbelief. When had he lost the memory of his short-lived humanity? He had to make this right. Grace needed to sleep in a bed, instead of dozing while sitting up in the back seat of an SUV.
“How about we find a motel and spend the night?” He glanced at Gabriel and jerked his head in Grace’s direction.
Gabriel peeked at Grace. “Sounds good to me.” He got the hint.
“Is it safe?” she asked.
“I wouldn’t have suggested it if it wasn’t,” he answered.
The smile on Grace’s face told him he’d made the right decision.
After she finished off a healthy helping of fried chicken and French fries from a drive-through, they found a roadside motel and checked in.
The welcome break in their routine allowed Roman a chance to hold Grace in his arms while she slept.
In the morning, everyone showered, changed into clean clothes. Once more refreshed, they continued their journey.

THEIR NEXT STOP WAS IOWA. As before, they spent the night in a motel and Roman held Grace while she fell asleep in his arms.
During the following day’s trek, rather than ride shotgun, he sat in the back seat with Grace and their son.
But as the day wore on, Christian seemed to grow more and more agitated as he squirmed and fussed. Had the trip been too much for him? Should Roman have found them a safe house in Los Angeles instead of traveling thousands of miles? Could something be wrong?

Grace

“I’D BETTER FEED HIM. He’s probably just hungry,” Grace said softly as she pulled her shirt up to unhook her nursing bra.
She moved her son from the car seat to her lap. Lifting him to her breast, she draped a receiving blanket over her left shoulder while he fed. Soon sucking sounds drifted from under the blanket.
“I was married once—a long time ago.” Gabriel’s voice became soft and tender. “We had twin daughters, Gabriella and Georgia. You two are lucky to have a kid. A son. And Roman…” His voice broke. “I’m honored you asked me to help protect your boy.”
Roman reached over the back of the front seat and squeezed Gabriel’s shoulder.
“Ouch.” A sting on her nipple. “He bit me.” She pulled Christian away from her breast and touched the wet spot where he fed. Warm liquid. She squinted, trying to see clearly inside the SUV. “Can you turn on the light?”
“Sure thing.” Roman turned on the overhead light.
There was blood on Grace’s finger. Checking her breast, she noticed traces of blood. Brushing it away revealed two punctures near her nipple. A sick feeling settled in her gut as she slipped her index finger inside the infant’s mouth. She brushed her fingertip along Christian’s upper gum. Two tiny fangs pierced her finger.
“No,” she screamed. “No, no. no.”
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ROMAN
ROMAN TURNED off the overhead light. “Pull over,” he said calmly.
The SUV swerved as Gabriel fought to control the vehicle. “What the hell happened?”
Ignoring Gabriel’s question, Roman focused on the upcoming road signs. “There’s an off ramp coming up. Take it.”
“You got it.” Gabriel clicked on the turn signal and exited the freeway at the first opportunity. “I need to find a safe place to stop.” He moved his head from side to side, scanning the area. A dark pickup pulled in front of their vehicle, cutting them off. Gabriel swerved to avoid rear-ending the truck.
To stabilize himself, Roman grabbed the back of the shotgun seat. “Slow down,” he said.
“Where are we?” Grace asked robotically.
Roman wasn’t sure…and didn’t care. His thoughts were consumed by the fact that the baby he and Grace created in love, was a monster—like him. What kind of life would he have living in the shadows—needing to feed his unnatural hunger?
He glanced at Grace and what he saw send a chill down his spine.
Staring straight ahead, arms at her side, refusing to hold or comfort their child—unrestrained and unprotected—on her lap.
“Grace,” Roman yelled, trying to shake her out of her trance-like state.
She didn’t speak. Christian lay on her lap. Red-faced and screaming. His tiny fists flailing.
Roman undid his seat belt and snatched the screaming infant from her lap. He held him to his chest, kissed the top of his son’s head, and bounced him up and down gently. Soon Christian’s shrill screams turned into gut-wrenching sobs.
“Grace,” Roman repeated. “Look at me.”
Finally, her gaze moved to meet Roman’s, revealing the horror she must feel inside. He wanted to assure her that they would handle this together. But his throat seized.
“I hate what we’ve done,” she murmured. “I hate that my baby’s part-vampire.”
“But he is and we have to deal with it.”
Where was that damn exit? “Gabriel, what the hell’s going on with the off-ramp?”
“A few more feet,” he answered and pulled off the highway and onto an access road. He kept going until a remote area, near a forest, and away from traffic, came into view. He stopped. “We’re here.”
The abrupt stop jarred Christian and he resumed crying.
“He’s hungry,” Roman said softly, looking at her.
Offering no response, Grace stared straight ahead.
Now he was getting pissed. “Look at me, dammit. Look at our son.” His voice became firm.
She closed her eyes. “I can’t. Please don’t make me.”
“Your son needs you.” He shook her arm and held the infant in front of her. “Hold him.”
Her penetrating gaze shot straight to his heart, filling him with compassion. Now he knew what his late wife felt when she discovered he was a vampire. “Aren’t you even going to hold your own child? Your son? You knew this was a possibility. You…we had plenty of time to prepare.” He spoke in a deep, unrecognizable voice.
She choked back a sob and covered her face with her hands. “But I hoped…he would be human.”
“It’s not his fault what he is. A child needs its mother. He needs to be fed,” he said tenderly.

Grace

GUILT AND REMORSE FLOODED over Grace like a tidal wave. Christian wasn’t to blame. She and Roman were. She opened her arms to receive her baby. “Forgive me,” she whispered. “God, please forgive me.”
Roman handed Grace their son and kissed her cheek. “That’s my girl.” He kissed her other cheek. “We can do this.”
“I’m not sure what to feed him.” Her voice trembled. “Or what to do. I can’t nurse him anymore.” She handed the baby back to Roman. “I need to get to my cooler.” She jumped out of the vehicle. As she headed toward the back door, her steady deliberate footsteps crunched on the gravel road.
“Where are you going?” Roman asked.
“To get him a bottle.”
She climbed in the back of the SUV and rummaged through bags and boxes. Inside the back of the van, off to the side, stood a large cooler. “Is this your cooler? It isn’t mine.”
“It belongs to Roman and me. It holds our…food supply. We don’t want to get hungry and have to stop to find something to eat,” Gabriel yelled from the front seat.
Grace grabbed a bottle of water, spotted her cooler and riffled through it. She found a bottle of breast milk. The milk was too cold and she had no way to heat the bottle. For now, until she figured out a way to bring the milk up to room temperature, water would have to do. She handed Roman a baby bottle filled with water.
“Feed him this until I get back.” She scooted out of the back of the SUV, set the bottle of milk on the seat, and sat next to Roman who was feeding baby Christian.
“Can I have my son?” Her voice quaked and she held out her arms.
Roman wiped moisture from his eyes. “Here you go.” He handed her Christian, along with his baby bottle, and watched as his son eagerly sucked on the nipple. “You’re doing the right thing by not letting him develop a taste for blood.” He brushed a wisp of dark hair from Christian’s forehead and grinned. “He’s beautiful.”
“Yes, he is.” Staring into her son’s eyes, warmth flowed through her veins, filling her with love only a mother could feel for her child. “I’m so sorry, sweet baby.”
He spat the nipple out of his mouth and seemed to smile at her.
Lifting him to her face, she kissed his silken cheeks. “I love you, too.” A tear fell. She cradled him for a few minutes longer until he started falling asleep. Roman held out his hands and she gently placed the babe in his arms. She took a deep breath, fastened her seat belt, and folded her hands in her lap.
Roman reached over and traced her face with his fingertips. He kissed her tenderly. “We’re ready, Gabriel. Let’s go.”
Gabriel cleared his throat, turned on the headlights, and started the engine. The turn signal clicked on and he eased the vehicle back onto the road.
“Roman? Did you know about Christian before tonight?” The word wouldn’t come. Especially when talking about her son.
“I suspected.”
How come she couldn’t tell? “When?” she asked.
“The minute I looked into his eyes.” He reached for her hand.
“Who else suspected?” she whispered.
He chewed his bottom lip and stared at Gabriel. “Gabriel. Doc. I figured we might be needing help raising him. I hadn’t come across any How To books on the care and feeding of baby vampires.”
She withdrew her hand from his and turned to face him. How could he keep such suspicions from her? “Why didn’t you tell me? As his mother, I had a right to know.”
“And have you hating your own flesh and blood?” His voice rose.
Blood! There was that word again. She didn’t argue because she knew Roman was telling the truth. Folding her arms across her chest, she narrowed her eyes, and stared out the side window.
Tempers simmered and no one spoke.
A few minutes later, when Grace calmed down, she recalled the unfamiliar items in the back of the van. “Do those duffle bags belong to you?”
“We were clearing out our place… You see, there was this…fire and—”
She grabbed Roman’s arm. “Whoa. Back it up a minute. A fire? When?”
“Right before you called me over to your place,” he answered nonchalantly.
“How? Why?”
Roman chuckled. “We were burning some garbage and a fire broke out.”
“Luckily, it was small, contained in the kitchen,” Gabriel added.
“A grease fire?” she asked.
Roman hesitated and traded glances with Gabriel. “Sure.”
“But…?” Different scenarios floated around in her head about what might have happened. Each scenario worse than the previous one. “Don’t tell me,” she murmured, “I don’t want to know.”
“We needed to find a new place, too. So it worked out.” Roman rubbed his palm up and down her arm, leaving a trail of goose bumps.
Her hand flew to her mouth. “What if Christian bites my parents? How am I going to explain that their grandson’s a vampire?”
Roman laughed. “You won’t have to. Just make sure he doesn’t get hungry when he’s around them.”
“How can I do that?”
“Watch him. Listen to him. In his own way, he’ll tell you.”
Grace decided staying on top of Christian’s hunger would be a priority—especially around her parents.
“Oh, and by the way,” Roman said, interrupting her thoughts, “Doc’s going to be joining us as soon as he finds a safe place for Deanna. He’s also been working on a special formula for our son, something that’ll ward off his craving for blood.” He snorted. “Hell, I even promised to be a guinea pig again. For Christian’s sake. Maybe we can start the program together.” He poked Gabriel in the back. “Gabe’s thinking about giving it another shot, too.”
“Dream on.” Gabriel said.
Roman’s mood sobered. “But right now, the way things are, it’s better to hold off starting any program. We need to stay what we are. We’ve got no choice, because no mortal can protect Christian from who or what wants him.” He thumped himself in the chest. “We’re his safety net.”
“But where’s everyone going to live?”
“Doc and I will stay with you until we find someplace permanent,” Gabriel answered.
“My parents look forward to meeting you guys, but what will they say when Christian and I are living with three men? Two of which aren’t my fiancé?”
“Tell them we’re your harem or his godfathers,” Gabriel answered in a cheesy Marlon Brando impression.
She groaned. “No seriously, what do I tell them?”
“They’re helping us move, right?” Roman asked.
Grace nodded. “Yes.”
“Then that’s all you need to say.”
Christian slept in his car seat, fastened between his parents. Roman fixed his eyes on the road ahead. Gabriel drove in silence.
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GRACE
FOR THE REMAINDER of their journey, Roman and Gabriel traded off driving duties several more times while Grace tended to Christian.
The long road trip gave Grace the opportunity to find out more about the vampires and decided Gabriel wasn’t such a bad guy after all. The men, though they often clashed, shared a strong bond and she got the feeling they were more like brothers than friends.
Soon she’d be home. Her stomach churned at the prospect of facing her dad. Living with three men, he might not even let her stay at the cabin. She couldn’t blame him if he put the kibosh on her plans. What would she do then? She closed her eyes and tried to push that possible problem out of her mind.
As Grace neared her home, she panicked. There was no way she would meet her parents until she’d tidied up. Midway through Wisconsin, she begged Roman to rent a motel room where she could clean up, fix her hair, and apply makeup. She’d given Christian sponge baths whenever the opportunity presented itself, so his appearance wasn’t a concern.
Roman relented. They checked into a motel where everyone showered, changed clothes, and stretched their legs. Because the room didn’t have a microwave, Grace filled the bathroom sink with hot water and warmed two bottles of milk.
Three hours later, they were on the road again.

AT EIGHT O’CLOCK, they crossed the Northern Michigan border. Gabriel drove the last leg of the trip. Having grown up in the area, Grace recognized landmarks and street names, and directed Gabriel which way led to her parents’ cabin.
A half hour later, Gabriel navigated the vehicle along the paved two-lane highway leading to the lakeshore. They passed a road sign that read “Crystal Island.”
“We’re almost there.” Her shallow breath came out in puffs.
He drove around the large lake until they reached the causeway leading to the tree-shrouded twenty-acre island.
“Is this it?” Gabriel asked.
“Yes.” Her heartbeat pounded in her ears. She offered up a quick prayer that the meeting between her parents and her vampires would go smoothly.
The full moon guided them along the single-lane dirt road. Tires stirred up gravel, ricocheting small stones against the bottom of the SUV. She cringed at the sporadic thuds and small bumps in the road. Road kill? She squeezed her eyes shut. “Tell me when we get to the island.”
“We’re here,” Gabriel said. “Where to next?”
Her eyelids snapped open. “Slow down.” She scanned the left side of the road and pointed to a white mailbox. “This is it. My parents’ cabin.”
“And your new home,” Gabriel added.
As they approached the driveway, Roman said, “Pull over and kill the lights.”
Gabriel eased off the road and came to a stop.
“Wake Christian up,” Roman whispered to Grace.
“But he’s sleeping peacefully.”
“When he wakes up, he’ll be hungry. Do you want your parents to see him when he wants to be fed?”
She gasped. “That never occurred to me.” Knowing when to feed him might be a problem. Her hands trembled. She gently nudged her son awake. He scrunched up his face and opened his eyes. He stared at her and howled, revealing tiny fangs.
“Here you go, babe.” Roman handed her a bottle.
When she positioned the bottle near Christian’s mouth, he grunted and moved his head from side to side until he latched onto the nipple and sucked.
After a few seconds, Roman touched her hand. “Check his fangs. Check if they’ve receded.”
She pulled the nipple from Christian’s mouth and ran her index finger along his upper gum. “They’re gone.” She gave him a weak smile. “Are you sure this will work? I don’t want my parents to find out. I’ll break the news to them later, but only if I have to.”
“Remember to feed him at the first sign of hunger. You need to stay close to him. Watch him. Study him. Learn his body language.” Roman lifted her chin and kissed her gently. “Sorry the Vegas plans didn’t work out, but we can go back and do it anytime. I still want us to get married. If you’ll still have me, that is.” He took her hands and lifted them to his lips. “I can make a good life for you.”
“There aren’t a whole lot of jobs around here for vampires.”
He lowered his eyes. “Don’t worry your pretty little head about money. I have plenty. Until now, I had nothing to spend it on, so I banked most of it.”
“Was it an inheritance?”
“Not exactly. We hunt hunters. Slayers.”
“And we’re damn good at it, if I must say so myself,” Gabriel boasted.
“Since our team broke up, a larger squad made up of warriors from L.A. and San Diego took over our territory. Gabe and I plan to put together a new team up here. This time around, we’ll freelance. There’s always a need for what we do.”
“But isn’t it dangerous?” she asked.
Gabriel laughed. “Just a tad.”
“So you see, babe, I can provide for you and our son. He will be raised by two parents who love him and each other.” He glanced at the driveway, drew in a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “Okay, let’s go say hello to your folks.”
Gabriel turned the headlights back on and signaled to make the turn into the driveway. Before turning, he locked eyes with Grace in the rearview mirror.
“Grace, no matter how you get along with them, if they’re like any other grandparents on the planet, they’re going to love their grandchild.” He shook his head. “God, there’s so much love around here; I think I’m going to puke. You’ve got nothing to worry about. Us—Roman and I—on the other hand….” He burst into laughter. “Now that’s another matter.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Was Gabriel planning to feast on townsfolk?
“You can wipe that frown off your face,” Roman said. “We’ll behave ourselves. They’ll never know what we are. We’ve been fooling folks for a long time and are good at it.” He poked Gabriel’s shoulder. “Keep going.”
As Gabriel drove onto the property, loose gravel crunched under the weight of the vehicle. A porch light came on and the front door opened.
“I think they see us,” Grace said.
Gabriel pulled into the driveway and stopped the car.
A blonde woman poked her head out of the doorway.
“There’s my mom.” Grace’s heartbeat sped up and her stomach did somersaults.
“Go to her,” Roman whispered and leaned over to give her a quick peck on the cheek. He scanned the property surrounding the cabin. “This is a perfect place to raise our son. It’s beautiful here. It’s isolated and peaceful and safe.”
Gabriel jumped out of the driver’s seat, slid open the side door, and took hold of her hand. “You’re shaking. Take a deep breath, close your eyes, and count to ten.”
She handed the baby to Roman and squeezed her eyes shut. “One, two, three….”
Dressed in jeans and an oversized T-shirt, an older version of her daughter sprinted toward their car. “Gracie! Gracie!”
“See, I told you there was nothing to worry about.” Roman grinned.
Grace ran toward her mother’s outstretched arms. They embraced and wept on each other’s shoulders.
Pushing away from their hug, her mother darted toward the SUV with Grace following close behind. “Where is he? Where’s my grandbaby?” Her mother poked her head inside the vehicle where Roman held his son. “Look at him.” She squealed and reached for the baby. “Can I hold him?”
Roman handed his son to the boy’s grandmother and climbed out to stand next to Grace. He slipped his arm around her waist and she rested her head on his chest, watching her mother hold the squirming baby in her arms.
“Look at that gorgeous hair,” Grace’s mother gushed. “And those big brown eyes. You’re going to be a regular lady killer when you grow up. Yes, you are.” Tears streamed down her mom’s face as she lavished kisses on Christian’s pudgy cheeks. She pulled him close to her heart, rocking him. Choking back sobs, she smiled at Grace. “Thank you for giving our family such a wonderful little treasure.” She stared at Roman. Tears stopped and she tilted her head. “Hello. And you must be…?”
Grace put her arm around Roman’s waist. “Mom, this is Roman. Christian’s father. Roman, my mom, Susan.”
“Well hello, Roman, Christian’s father.” Her brows drew together and the smile left her lips. “How’s your blood disorder?”
“Ma’am?”
“When you were sick, I explained you had a blood disorder,” Grace answered, giving him a don’t-you-dare-say-a-word look.
He smiled at Susan. “I’m fine now. Thank you for asking.”
Susan’s gaze darted to Gabriel, who leaned against the front of the SUV with his arms folded across his chest. “And this is Roman’s friend?”
“Yes, Mom. This is Gabriel. He helped us move.”
Susan’s scrutiny shifted between the two men. “I’m happy to meet both of you. You must be famished. There’s plenty of food inside. Follow me.”
“Thanks, but I’m good,” Gabriel said
“Nothing for me either,” Roman added. “Instead, we’ll start unloading the car and give you two ladies a chance to catch up.” He winked at Grace before hurrying to the back of the vehicle. He handed Gabriel two large trash bags filled with clothes, and he pulled out the diaper bag and a small carry-on suitcase.
Loaded down with Grace’s and Christian’s things, they swaggered toward the cabin.
Susan watched the vampires climb the porch steps where they waited at the front door until someone opened it from inside. “My, they’re polite young men.” She turned toward Grace. “So tell me, what are your plans for tonight? Your dad and I were planning on spending the night but, there are only two bedrooms.”
Grace got the message. “The guys can sleep in the back of the SUV.” She scanned the area around the lake. “They’re a couple of night owls.”
“Don’t be ridiculous! It’s chilly outside.”
Christian started grunting and squirming. Susan kissed the top of his head and handed him to Grace, who held him to her chest, gently rocking back and forth.
Susan grimaced. “I don’t know if you’re living together or what, but because of your dad, it would be best if you not sleep with Roman. At least not tonight, anyway.” She put her arm around Grace’s waist and strolled toward the cabin. “There’s the sofa. Or maybe they’d rather sleep on our new recliners. They’re super comfy. We fall asleep on them all the time.”
Christian gave up a loud burp. They laughed. Grace nuzzled Christian’s cheeks.
“You mentioned getting married in Vegas?”
She remembered. “There wasn’t time before we left.”
“Wonderful. Then your dad can marry you after all.” She grinned. “See how things have a way of working out?”
As long as Mom was in a good mood, Grace decided it would be the perfect opportunity to tell her about Doc. “Another one of Roman’s friends will be bringing the rest of our stuff in a couple of days. He’ll be staying here too until he and Gabriel find a place—if that’s okay with you and dad.”
“Your friends are always welcome in our home.” They started walking toward the cabin, when a portly man with red hair stepped onto the porch.
“It’s Daddy!” Grace turned her back to her father. “I can’t face him.”
Heavy footfalls made their way down the driveway and stopped directly behind her.
“Can you ever find it in your heart to forgive me?” a deep voice asked.
Grace spun around to face her father. “For what?”
He brushed her hair from her forehead and kissed it. “For failing you.” His voice broke. “We were always close. You should have been able to come to me about you and Jake ending your engagement. And when you held your pain inside, I misunderstood…and I pushed you away. I had no idea how much Jake had hurt you.”
Tears filled her eyes and she wrapped her arms around his waist. “I’m sorry for disappointing you, for making you ashamed of me.”
“Nothing could be further from the truth. I’m proud of you. You’re my daughter, I love you.”
Roman and Gabriel strode past on their way to the back of the SUV.
Her father glanced at them. “Thank you for helping our daughter. It’s greatly appreciated.”
“No problem, sir,” Roman said.
“Your fiancé seems like a nice fellow. I’m going to like him. His Jewish friend seems nice, too.”
Grace grinned. She held her breath, hoping her father wouldn’t be able to spot Gabriel’s real character flaw.
Christian cooed, drawing a grin from her father. “He’s a handsome young man. A nice addition to the family.” He hugged them both tightly. Christian, pinned between them, wriggled and grunted. Her father backed away. “Oops! Sorry, I didn’t mean to crush you.” His voice cracked. “Welcome home, Gracie.”

Roman

ROMAN SCANNED the property dotted with evergreen trees and pulled a deep breath of fresh air into his lungs. He’d always loved the scent of pine. He and Gabe finished unloading the vehicle and were headed toward the cabin when loud rustling sounded overhead in the tall trees. Both ducked and looked upward.
“What’s that?” Roman asked.
Grace’s father looked toward the racket and chuckled. “Bats. Don’t tell me you fellows are afraid of bats.”
“On the contrary.” Roman smiled. “I like them.”
“Good,” the pastor said, “because of the nearby bat sanctuary, there are loads of them around the lake. But I found if you leave them alone, they won’t bother you.”
Roman glanced at the full moon. “You know something, Gabe? I just might like it here.” His gaze lifted to the treetops. “As a matter of fact, I’m beginning to feel right at home.”





EPILOGUE
GRACE
THREE MONTHS Later
“Will you, Roman, have Grace to be your wife? Will you love her, comfort and keep her, and forsaking all others, remain true to her as long as you both shall live?” Pastor Raines asked through a broad smile.
Even though Grace knew Roman’s answer, she closed her eyes and held her breath, awaiting his confirmation.
“I will,” he answered, while Christian rested in his arms. It was Roman’s idea to make their son a part of the ceremony and no one objected.
Grace pushed out a ragged breath. Oh, how she loved the man who stood next her, holding their son.
The pastor turned to look at his daughter through tear-filled eyes. “Will you Grace, have Roman to be your husband?” His voice broke. “Will you love him, comfort and keep him, and forsaking all others, remain true to him as long as you both shall live?”
“I will,” Grace whispered, clutching her wildflower bouquet. She wanted to kick off her sandals and run barefoot in the newly clipped grass, shouting to the heavens, “Yes! Yes! Yes!”
The exchange of vows went perfectly. In a few short minutes, they would be declared husband and wife. Husband and wife forever. She liked the sound of it.
Despite her worry that rain would ruin her outdoor wedding, today turned out to be a perfect day for the lakeshore ceremony. The sun shone brightly, forcing wedding party and guests to wear sunglasses. Small boats dotted the lake. Good weather. Good friends and family.
Glancing over her shoulder at the people closest to her and Roman, warmed her heart and made her smile. Forming a semi-circle were Deanna, Gabriel, Doc and her teary-eyed mother, who dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. Completing the semi-circle were Jerry, her boss from After Dark and his wife, along with Mark and Jennifer.
A gentle breeze loosened a wisp of Grace’s hair from a comb decorated with flowers that matched her bouquet. She pushed the curl away from her face. As the wind picked up, her short lavender halter-top sundress embraced the back of her legs. Her dress matched the lilacs in the floral spray. Roman and Christian wore khakis and white short sleeved shirts.
“The rings, please,” the pastor said.
During the vows, she tried focusing on each spoken word, wanting to remember every detail, but the promises made seemed surreal and the ended up a blur. She would make a point to focus on the ring ceremony.
Her mother approached Roman. He handed over his son, along with a small baby bottle from his pocket.
Grace had filled his bottle with a blood-substitute formula that Doc mixed up to resemble apple juice. As a precaution, she insisted Christian have a bottle during the ceremony—in case he got hungry and flashed his fangs.
Mrs. Raines had a firm grip on her grandson and stepped back to stand next to Gabriel, who offered Christian a smile.
Roman reached in his pocket and retrieved a wide, gold band.
“Repeat after me,” Pastor Raines said. "With this ring I thee wed, and all my worldly goods I thee endow. In sickness and in health, in poverty or in wealth, 'til death do us part."
Grace’s eyes misted when Roman repeated the promise and slid the ring onto her trembling finger. She gazed at the ring. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered.
“So are you.” He brought her left hand to his lips and kissed it.
Pastor Raines cleared his throat. “Grace, do you have the ring?”
She looked over her shoulder and made eye contact with Deanna, who stepped forward. Grace gave Deanna the bouquet and Deanna handed her Roman’s wedding band.
When her turn came, she repeated the promise enthusiastically. “With this ring I thee wed, and all my worldly goods I thee endow. In sickness and in health, in poverty or in wealth, 'til death do us part."
Her hands shook as she slipped the gold band around Roman’s ring finger on his right hand. The ring only made it over the first knuckle.
Roman shook his head and held out his left hand. “Wrong hand,” he whispered. He removed the ring and handed it back.
She broke out in nervous giggles. Her flub seemed to relax the witnesses and wide grins appeared on their faces. Even her father chuckled.
After taking a deep breath, she started over. With a wide grin, she repeated the promise perfectly and slipped the ring on the correct finger.
They were pronounced man and wife and when Reverend Raines announced that Roman may now kiss the bride, he did so with gusto. He lifted Grace, twirled her around, and lowered her until her lips met his.
She cupped his face in her hands and kissed him. Hard. The next kiss was tender and slow. Then she hugged him tight and kissed him again.
The witnesses cheered. Even on-lookers in boats near the shore shouted and whistled.
No need to pinch herself now. It was real. They were husband and wife. Mr. and Mrs. Santos. Grace thought her heart would burst with joy. Happy that her plans to elope to Vegas fell through, a lakeside wedding officiated by her own father turned out to be more intimate. And with only family and closest friends in attendance, it was perfect.

The End
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