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Prologue

Jamie


Jamie sat in the dark kitchen, munching on his cereal. For once, his mom had gotten something properly sweet and sugary, with these colorful little crunchy marshmallows Jamie was trying and failing to save for last. So yummy. 
Did she know what was about to happen? Jamie hadn’t told. But maybe the grown-ups had other ways of knowing…
He looked up from his bowl as the kitchen light turned on. There was a loud thump. A suitcase falling on the floor.
“Jesus Christ!” Jamie’s dad had a hand held up to his heart, like Jamie’s surprise presence in the kitchen had caused it to stop in his chest. But Jamie didn’t have that power.
Wouldn’t it be cool if he did though?
“You scared me, son. It’s three in the morning. What are you doing up?”
Jamie studied his father intently. His hair was such a light brown it was almost blond. And those blue eyes always a little red-rimmed. Jamie looked nothing like him.
He was happy about that.
“Couldn’t sleep. Just having some cereal.” Jamie crunched a marshmallow between his teeth for effect. “What are you doing, Dad? Leaving?”
His dad stared at him in that way he did sometimes, like Jamie was strange, like his dad was afraid of him. Then he shook his head like he was clearing his thoughts and answered the question. “Business trip, buddy. Got an early flight.”
“Leaving and not coming back,” Jamie mused, stirring his spoon around in his bowl.
There it was again, flashing across his dad’s face. Definitely fear. “Why do you say that?”
Jamie just crunched his cereal some more. It was a stupid question, and his dad knew it.
“Did you—did you see something, buddy?”
Ooh, interesting. Jamie smiled, setting his spoon down. This was new. His dad never liked to talk about Jamie’s…specialness. “What would I have seen, Dad?”
But the moment of honesty was apparently already over, because his dad shook his head. “Nothing. It’s just a work trip, buddy. I’ll be back in a week. Wouldn’t want to miss you turning the big eleven.”
Jamie shrugged off that silly statement. Trying to distract Jamie with mentions of birthdays? Ridiculous.
His dad turned to leave.
“Sandra,” Jamie said softly. So softly.
But his dad heard it. His face went white.
“You think I might have seen Sandra, Dad?” Jamie asked. “Or…California?”
Oh, his dad did not like that at all. He was shaking his head again, but he was starting to look more angry than scared. Would he yell at Jamie? It wouldn’t be the first time he’d blamed his son for something Jamie had seen in his dreams.
As if Jamie had a choice what visions came to him. As if he had a choice about any of it.
“There’s no way.” His dad ground his teeth as he said it, and the words came out gritty. Like rocks smashing together. “I’ve never— There’s no way you could know that name.”
Jamie sighed like he’d seen the adults around him do when they were super disappointed in something. The denial was boring and pointless, but his dad never seemed to get tired of it.
Like now. “It’s not natural,” his dad was spitting out. “You’re not natural.”
Jamie didn’t know what that even meant. He’d been born on this planet, hadn’t he? He hadn’t been built in a lab or flown in from outer space. How could he be “not natural”?
“You shouldn’t know these things. You don’t know these things.” His dad grabbed his suitcase off the floor. “I’ll be back in a week. Back by your birthday.”
He didn’t hug Jamie goodbye. Didn’t even glance back. He just left the room with his lie floating in the air.
Jamie knew it was a lie, because he’d seen his birthday. Mamá had been there. Also a new bike. But no Dad. And there wouldn’t be again. He had a new family now. Sandra and her kids in California.
Sucks to be them, Jamie thought. He refused to be sad about it. He wasn’t sad about it. What did Jamie want with someone who didn’t want him? Who would leave Jamie’s mom—the best lady in the whole wide world—behind just because his kid creeped him out sometimes?
It’s not even my fault. I didn’t ask for any of it.
Jamie wasn’t sure how long he sat there in the kitchen, but his cereal was all soggy by the time his mom came in, doing that special waddle she did now that her pregnant belly had gotten so massive.
He didn’t mind her big belly. She was growing his little sister in there. One who was going to look just like him and Mamá. Dark hair, dark eyes. Beautiful.
“Mijo, what are you doing up?” His mom kissed his forehead in passing, and some of that dark, icky feeling his dad had left behind went away at the gesture.
Jamie smiled brightly at her. “I like this new cereal you got.”
“Mm. Thought you would,” she said, grabbing the kettle off the stove and filling it with water. “Although, that was supposed to be for a certain special occasion.”
“Dad left for his business trip.”
His mom’s hand froze with the kettle hanging over the sink, her whole body rigid from his words. “Did he now?”
For the first time that morning, Jamie felt a little…lost. Should he tell her? He didn’t want to lie—he wasn’t a liar—but he didn’t want to make her sad either. Should he have warned her before? But telling people ahead of time never seemed to do any good. It only freaked them out, or they got all angry when things turned out exactly the way Jamie had said they would.
But then his mom turned and looked at him, her dark eyes serious, and he realized she already knew. And that she knew he knew.
They shared a long look, he and Mamá. But she didn’t ask him any questions, or tell him how weird and “unnatural” he was for knowing the grown-up stuff he wasn’t supposed to know about. She just smiled at him.
It wasn’t her best, brightest smile, but it wasn’t too bad either.
“Maybe I’ll have a bowl of cereal too.”




one
Lucien


Ses longs mugissements font trembler le rivage, 
Le ciel avec horreur voit ce monstre sauvage.
Those lines from the old tragedy kept ringing around in Luc’s head, making themselves heard even above the whimpers of the man he was draining. It was distracting, honestly. Luc hated when he thought in French. It brought back too many old memories.
Memories he had no need for. People he’d rather forget.
Luc pushed the drained body away with a sigh, letting it flop unceremoniously onto the hot concrete.
Another disgusting cretin for the books. More rat than man, really.
Luc licked stray drops of blood from his lips anyway, not willing to waste the feed, even if he was repelled by the source. It wasn’t the blood’s fault. The blood had been fine—food was food—but he didn’t want to touch the scum it came from any more than he had to. He knew the horrible things his newly deceased prey was capable of. Those horrible things were exactly why he had been chosen in the first place.
And now what? Luc held himself still, assessing. He waited for that internal push. The drive to go further, to hunt more. But the monster inside him was feeling satisfied for the moment, satiated by the dregs of society they’d just feasted on.
Luc stretched languidly, cracking his back with a satisfying pop, catching sight of the freeway sign ahead of him as he did.
Only a few miles outside of Phoenix.
Ridiculous how far Luc had sunk, to be caught dead—well, undead—in such a graceless town. There was just no elegance to it. A concrete jungle smack dab in the middle of the desert, where human society had no right to be.
But then again, there was no elegance to Luc himself these days either. He’d been reduced to a mindless fucking beast, the monster inside him driving his actions, his appearance, sometimes his very thoughts.
And where to next? he asked his internal master. There was no answer, not when it was feeling so docile from the kill, but Luc felt the hint of a pull. Further south, it seemed. Phoenix wasn’t their destination, just a pit stop to grab a little…snack.
Luc had thought too, for a moment, that he’d caught a certain scent. A cinnamon…something…driving him to stop the car. But it had been gone the very next instant.
He sighed, checking his reflection in the car window to see if he’d missed any spots of blood. He was probably chasing phantoms anyway. What did he think he was going to find? A mate waiting for him in the desert? Some cactus flower meant only for him?
Unlikely.
And who would want to be mated to you anyway? Shackled to an honest-to-God monster.
He was taken away from his own maudlin thoughts by an older man—at least, older in terms of appearance—turning onto the side street where Luc was standing, the drained body conspicuously at his feet. Luc shoved at it indelicately with his shoe, pushing it behind his car and out of the intruder’s eyeline.
He supposed he could have been more discreet with his choice of location, gone inside a building or something. But ah well, done was done. He hadn’t been thinking very logically at the time.
The older man shuffled toward him, the smell of his sweat invading Luc’s nostrils, and Luc wrinkled his nose in distaste. Summer in Arizona, a horrific blow to the senses. The heat itself didn’t bother Luc—he could feel a pleasant warmth, nothing beyond that—but he hated what it did to the humans around him. The sweaty gracelessness of it all.
Perhaps if he were somewhere with more class. Corsica, possibly. People there knew how to handle the elements with style. Luc sighed wistfully to himself at the memories of sleek tanned bodies in pale linen, salty skin paired with dry white wines.
Life had been good, once.
And now he was…here. They all were.
Himself, the geriatric, and the corpse.
Said geriatric lifted his head to give Luc a nod, mere steps away from coming into sight of the drained body at Luc’s feet. Luc smiled easily at the stranger, taking sick satisfaction in the way the man instantly paled under the flickering streetlight, all the delicious blood draining from his face.
Luc couldn’t blame him.
He knew exactly what kind of monster the man saw. Subtle, perhaps, but nonetheless terrifying to humans, in Luc’s extensive experience. All-black eyes without a hint of white, veritable pools of darkness, with fangs glinting from between his bared teeth. Luc hadn’t had his human face out in he didn’t know how long. The monster was always front and center. Always in fucking charge.
The stranger tripped over his own feet, his frightened eyes on Luc’s unnatural pair. “S-Sorry,” he stammered.
Luc smirked at him. Poor little lamb. “And what are you apologizing for, exactly?”
“Didn’t—didn’t know anyone was here,” the man said, backing away hastily.
“On this very public street?”
But the stranger had no response to that, already disappearing back around the corner he’d arrived from.
Spineless little hamster.
Luc could follow him, he supposed. Drain the little hamster and show him what kind of nightmare Luc really was. The monster may not be hungry anymore, but it never said no to a bit of bloodshed.
So why wasn’t Luc moving forward, going for the chase? Why did his limbs feel so heavy and unwilling? Just because the man was a potential “innocent”? What was the point of hanging on to any last-ditch morality anyway? Luc would descend into a feral state soon enough, whether he liked it or not. He was only delaying the inevitable with his lack of action.
He ducked back into his car, annoyed with himself and the endless cycling of his thoughts. He already knew what stopped him. His very own goddamn words. A promise to a lovely, naive boy, freshly turned. I can hang on.
He spoke the words again now to himself, hands gripping the steering wheel tight enough to crack the leather. “I can hang on.”
He had so far, more or less. Over a year spent wandering around the American Southwest, unable to bring himself to stray any further away than that.
Something held him here. And it wasn’t the charm of the fucking locals.
He wondered how young Daniel was faring these days. His monster perked up at the thought. It had liked Danny very much. The sweet, lovely look of him. The honeyed taste of his blood.
And that’s how you justified turning a young man against his will? Liking the taste?
Luc didn’t know if he was asking those questions of himself or his monster.
He wasn’t even sure he could tell the difference anymore.

[image: image-placeholder]Well, he hadn’t gotten very far at all, had he?
Luc leaned against his car, the hood still warm from his drive. He watched the foot traffic on the street ahead, his jeans-clad legs crossed.
Tucson.
Still in fucking Arizona. He’d thought he’d be crossing the border tonight, with the way he kept getting pulled south, but his monster had other ideas. And now here he was, still in the goddamn desert.
Nonetheless, there was a certain appeal. A—dare he say—charm here that Phoenix had been lacking. He’d pulled into a street with rows of adorable one-story adobe houses, their front yards a mix of spiky desert plants and decorative rocks.
No Corsica, surely. But cute enough.
The houses were right on the edge of a small downtown, and a good number of people were out and about for so late in the night, more than half of them looking like drunk college students—tipsy infants toddling around looking for the right place to grind against each other before the bars closed for the night. One such group passed by him now, the young men rowdy, the young women wearing tight, short dresses, miles of tanned legs on display.
Luc grimaced as one of the men—clad in a loose tank top and board shorts—bumped into him, displacing Luc’s crossed legs.
“Whoa, dude. Sorry ’bout that.” The man used a hand on Luc’s arm to steady himself, flashing him a smile, the expression freezing on his young face the moment he got a better look.
“Dude. Freaky eyes.”
Luc bared his teeth in the approximation of a grin. “Are they?”
The guy nodded, patting Luc’s arm again, his own eyes glazed with liquor. Or, judging by the look of him, cheap beer. “Yeah, but that’s okay. You do you, bro.”
Luc resisted—just barely—the urge to snap the man’s fingers. Bro? There was only one man Luc had ever called brother, and that man had forsaken him long ago. Driven away by Luc’s rage, by the monster under his skin that called to him at that very moment to erase this buffoon from existence.
But Luc held it together. Again.
He pinched the bridge of his nose as the young man swayed off. The mix of perfumes and body sprays here was giving him a headache and—more importantly—making it hard to grasp onto the one scent he wanted to focus on. There was that cinnamon smell again that kept pulling at the edge of his consciousness, just strong enough to distract him, too faint to pinpoint where it was actually coming from.
A drink. He needed a drink. And not of the hot blood pumping under these coeds’ skin. The alcoholic kind, preferably strong enough to strip paint. Maybe there was a decent bar here, one with passable whiskey. Or would that be too much to ask from a place like this?
Luc reached into a pocket for his sunglasses, the ones he often wore regardless of night or day. He’d had enough of humans staring at him. He took off down the street in the direction of downtown, where the revelers seemed to be coming from. Hopefully where that scent was coming from as well. Maybe—just maybe—he’d get a special treat tonight. A meal that wasn’t the worst of the worst of humanity. Maybe this time it would be a beautiful human, someone small and pliable. Someone Luc could sink his cock as well as his teeth into.
Do you really trust yourself enough to go that far?
Luc didn’t answer his own question. He just walked until his monster pulled him to a stop at a dive bar on the corner, only a few blocks from where he’d started. There was that delicious cinnamon smell again, stronger than before.
Something is here, Luc’s monster crooned. Something delicious. Something just for us.
Luc was about to enter the dimly lit establishment when he realized the scent wasn’t coming from inside the bar.
It was coming from out back.
He made his way around the corner on silent feet, back into the alleyway bordering the bar. His monster tensed with anticipation. Here was the source of the delicious scent. At last.
A young man was there, leaning against the brick wall of the building with his eyes closed, a cigarette in hand, one knee bent with his foot planted behind him. He had on ratty, torn black jeans, and a worn gray T-shirt with cuffed sleeves. His hair, which hung almost to his shoulders in messy disarray, was…green. A deep green with flashes of dark roots peeking through.
My eyes used to be green once.
Luc wasn’t sure why that was the thought that came to him, looking at the young man.
Luc couldn’t stop looking.
He wasn’t sure why. The stranger was handsome, sure enough, with a smooth, sharp jawline, tawny skin, and thick sooty eyelashes any woman would kill for. But he wasn’t Luc’s type. Not at all. Luc preferred delicate, refined lovers.
Not wiry alleyway punks with nicotine addictions.
The young man finally seemed to notice there was someone else in the alley with him, opening his eyes as his head turned Luc’s way. Luc watched first in fascination as a myriad of different expressions crossed the man’s face in an instant—shock, delight, hope, awe—and then in increasing confusion as a wide smile stretched across full, surprisingly red lips.
What was that smile for?
No one had greeted the sight of Luc with a smile like that since…maybe ever. No one had ever reacted with such pure and simple delight to his presence.
Luc couldn’t tear his gaze away from the sight of it as the green-haired man slowly dropped his cigarette, crushing it under one booted heel, never taking his eyes off Luc as he crossed over to him with slinky grace. One of his incisors was crooked, Luc noticed.
It was infuriatingly charming.
“You came.” The young man’s voice was soft and smooth, almost melodic. Luc wanted to hear more. He wanted to lick the very air.
He wanted to—
He wanted to run. He felt as if he was caught in something massive and weighty and beyond his ability to bear.
But he just stood there, barely daring to breathe, and his monster remained just as frozen, caught in the man’s eyes, which were almost as dark as Luc’s own, hardly a border distinguishing between pupil and iris.
Luc was worried if he moved, if he broke his statuesque stillness, his monster might snap and eat the stranger right up. Devour him without a thought to the consequences. The man’s scent was just too delicious—cinnamon and spice with just a hint of peaches underneath—even with the disgusting cigarette smoke mucking it all up.
No wonder that cinnamon scent had been so hard to track down, with all those toxic chemicals masking it.
The stranger stopped just a hair’s breadth from Luc—much, much too close, yet still Luc couldn’t move—and cocked his head, the movement of his hair revealing piercings all along his ear. “There you are, monster. Where have you been?”
His voice was smooth and soft, and he asked the question like they’d known each other for a lifetime.
Luc didn’t know how to answer. “Hell” was what wanted to come out, of all things. “Utter hell. The depths of despair. Get me out. Help me.”
But that would be an insane thing to say. This young man wasn’t really asking him at all. He couldn’t be. He didn’t know who Luc was.
So why did it feel like he did?
Luc’s silence did nothing to diminish the man’s smile. He was busy running his eyes over every inch of Luc’s face, pausing at the sunglasses for a moment, his slender fingers twitching as if he was tempted to take them off.
Luc was tempted to let him.
Luc wasn’t sure how long they stood there, he and his monster both mesmerized, while the stranger seemed to drink in the very sight of him. But finally, at the end of his perusal, the green-haired man gave a long, deep sigh, then turned dark, glittering eyes to meet Luc’s. “I’ve been waiting for you, you know. What took you so long?”
And then the stranger leaned in and slammed his mouth against him.




two
Lucien


Luc had run. From a human. A mere  boy. Like a complete, utter coward.
His monster was furious, raging at him for leaving the alleyway. But for the first time in a very long time, Luc was finding it easy to keep control over himself. He didn’t turn back.
We would have hurt him, he argued, trying to appease the beast within.
He had no doubt about the truth of his words. The minute their lips had touched—his and this man’s, this stranger’s—a tsunami of need had crashed over him. Luc had wanted…more.
He’d wanted to bite the strange young man. To sink his teeth into that slender neck. To fuck him into the wall. To claim his very soul.
We could have, his monster whispered, a new tactic from the roars of anger Luc had been ignoring. You could go back right now. Taste him again. Turn him. A new toy for us. A companion.
“If you don’t shut your trap, I’ll drive us straight out of this godforsaken town,” Luc snarled.
A woman walking past gave him a startled glance—talking out loud to his monster, a ridiculous move—but Luc paid her no mind. He needed silence in his head. He needed to think.
His monster had other ideas. Isn’t this what you’ve been searching for? Your flower in the desert. Your mate. Mate. Mate. Mate.
Christ Almighty, the beast was actually chanting. Luc was going to lose it.
His monster wasn’t wrong. He had been searching. For decades. He’d been hunting for that fated soul to tether him to his humanity. Ever since Luc had first learned mates existed—that the descent into a feral state could be avoided by a bond to another—he’d been desperate for it.
A way to live forever. A way to avoid eternal damnation.
A way to never end up alone again.
But he hadn’t accounted for the power of that first encounter. All that searching, and at the moment of meeting, he’d been…terrified. Who’s the scared little lamb now?
Luc was a being on the edge, barely in control of his own faculties. How could he expect to accept a mate without crushing him in his overly greedy grasp? Would the monster even let itself be tamed?
Nothing to do but ask the beast itself.
And you would allow that? he asked his monster, keeping his words in his own head this time. A mate? To be shackled by a human?
The monster inside him was silent for a long time. I want him, it finally answered. It almost sounded like a plea.
Well, what the fuck was Luc supposed to do with that?
Luc hadn’t always had full conversations with his monster, like a fucking lunatic. It had used to be a series of urges, long ago, and then it had gradually grown to simple commands.
Feed. Fuck. Hunt. Kill.
But as he’d lost his way, giving in more and more to anger and greed and a lust for blood, the monster inside him had gotten more…vocal. Persuasive. A snake in the proverbial grass. Luc couldn’t tell if it and he were melding together or becoming more distinct. It was hard to know when they so often wanted the same thing.
Like this young man. This desert flower.
Luc wanted him too.
He made it to his car somehow, his mind a hazy fog. He stood outside the driver door, taking in his own reflection with glazed eyes. What had the stranger seen to make him smile like that?
Something beyond the superficial, apparently. Because, Lord…what a fucking mess.
Luc was still handsome, no doubt about it. It wasn’t arrogant to say, when he’d never in his multiple centuries of living had any trouble finding a partner for the night. But his thick dark hair, with its permanent smattering of gray at the temples, was overly long, his usually artfully stubbled facial hair overgrown. His clothing was rumpled, and was that…blood on his collar?
Shameful. Absolutely shameful.
This wouldn’t do.
He thought back to the young man as he climbed into his vehicle, holding a picture of him in his mind’s eye. That wild green hair, the chipped black polish Luc had noted on his nails. His mouth had tasted of cinnamon but also of ash.
He wasn’t who Luc had ever imagined for himself.
I’ve been waiting for you, you know. The words rang in his head. He couldn’t get them out. Nor the image of that open smile, that sweetly crooked incisor.
Why would anyone smile at Luc like that?
He’d thought once, some decades ago, that he’d found his mate. He’d convinced himself that attraction, admiration, and the first stirrings of love were the signs of a soul bond.
Victoria.
Beautiful, elegant, wild.
A perfect match, he’d thought. But he’d been wrong. He’d fooled himself—himself but no one else—and he’d lost it all. The woman and his chosen brother all in one fell swoop.
But his attraction to Victoria hadn’t felt like this. This gut punch, this overwhelming pull.
Luc let out a deep breath, trying to shake off his reaction to the stranger. After a quick search on his phone and a fifteen-minute drive to the outskirts of the desert, he pulled into the parking lot of a massive hotel.
“Welcome to the Oasis,” the elderly gentleman manning the counter greeted as he entered.
Luc didn’t waste time with pleasantries. He locked eyes with the man, after removing his sunglasses. “You’ll give me your best room. Indefinite stay. No ID or credit card required.”
“Our best,” the man repeated. “Yes, of course.” He started fiddling with the computer in front of him.
“Have whiskey sent up to my room,” Luc ordered, then paused. “And I need a salon. The best you know. One that caters to men.”
He was in his room—a massive suite with an adjoining living space, a small kitchen he would never use, and a king-size bed Luc was currently sprawled over—with a whiskey in hand twenty minutes later.
His monster had been uncharacteristically quiet as he made his moves, clearly sensing that victory lay in the waiting.
“We’ll do this on my terms,” Luc muttered, downing a gulp of his drink.
He wasn’t being noble, not at all. Just…cautious. However pleased this stranger appeared to have been to see him, he’d obviously been mistaken. He didn’t know who Luc was. What he was.
And Luc worried if he rushed things—if he scared this little desert flower off—it could botch the mating bond. He didn’t know enough about how it worked to be sure. Did the human need to love him before he was turned for the bond to solidify? If the young man despised and feared him and Luc turned him anyway, would they both be rewarded with an eternity of misery?
And what hope did Luc have for an alternative? Because who in their right mind would want to be shackled to a monster?
Luc’s life had been hell for nearly a century, and it was a hell of his own making. He’d hurt people he loved. He’d killed people who only maybe deserved it. He’d ruined lives.
Luc didn’t deserve a mate.
Luc didn’t deserve anything good at all.
But who was he really kidding? Luc smirked to himself as he took another sip, his monster purring in satisfaction as it sensed his capitulation. Because Luc would take the good anyway. He’d find his little desert flower again and make him his.
What was the point of being the villain if he didn’t get what he wanted in the end?




three
Jamie


Jamie had fucked it all up. 
You don’t go around kissing people without their consent, he chastised himself, kicking his foot against the outer brick wall of the bar. Big fucking no-no.
The alley was deserted now. Empty. A fact that was completely Jamie’s fault.
But he was still having a hard time keeping the smile off his face.
He tried to twist his lips into a frown. No smiling. Very bad. You did a bad thing. Naughty boy. You scared him off.
But really, how could he not smile? He’d finally met him. In the flesh. In the real fucking world. The literal man of his dreams. Or, you know, monster of his dreams, to be precise.
And ohhh, Dream Guy was just as scrumptious as Jamie had seen in the visions. Tall, built, intense. Smelling like absolute sin. With that lovely little smattering of salt and pepper at the temples of his abundant dark hair.
Hello, Monster Daddy.
Sure, he’d been looking a little worse for wear. Definitely more rumpled than Jamie was used to seeing, with his scruff more overgrown than usual. But he still managed to look like he should be in some Italian ad for Campari or whatever. And the way he’d stopped in his tracks and stared at Jamie like he was the fucking Holy Grail or something?
So hot.
Could Jamie really be blamed for wanting to make out with him until the sun came up? For slamming their mouths together the moment he was in reach? After all, Jamie had been waiting for him all his adult life. Which, okay, was only five years, but that was like almost a quarter of his existence.
But after tearing his lips away, Dream Guy hadn’t greeted Jamie with any recognition or exuberance. He’d just held those beautiful, built muscles tense with unnatural stillness, those black eyes focused on Jamie with unwavering intensity, not even breathing, as far as Jamie could tell.
Possibly because Dream Guy didn’t need to breathe at all. Jamie wasn’t quite sure how that worked yet.
Jamie had taken a step back, immediately regretting the distance. But apparently they were starting at square one, and Jamie had really needed to slow his roll before he scared him off entirely.
But still. “Smile for me?” Jamie hadn’t been able to help asking. He’d wanted to see those chompers in the flesh, so to speak.
But Dream Guy’s lips had stayed firmly closed, that stern, stunned expression frozen in place on his handsome face.
“Hmm.” Jamie had pursed his lips thoughtfully, tapping his fingers restlessly against his jeans, wishing he hadn’t dropped that cigarette. He could have used something to take the edge off. It was the moment he’d been waiting for since he was a teenager—the very first time he’d had the vision but definitely not the last.
“Are you going to say anything?” he’d asked, cocking his head.
A slight shake of the head, that intense gaze still focused on Jamie. He’d wanted to bask in it, like the fucking sun.
“Can I touch you?”
Another shake of the head, more pronounced this time.
It was all a bit surprising because damn, Jamie hadn’t expected his dream guy to be so fucking shy.
He’d sighed, rocking back on his heels, shoving his hands into his pockets to stop the nervous finger tapping. “So no talking and no touching. All right, then. Clearly you need some time to process or whatever. But I’ll be back tomorrow night. I expect to see you here. Don’t fuck it up.”
He hadn’t bothered explaining what it was. Whatever Dream Guy knew or didn’t know about the two of them, he’d clearly had an intense reaction to Jamie’s presence. He had to have some sense of their connection.
Jamie would have to have faith. And maybe a bit of patience.
He could do that. Probably. The former he was good enough with, the latter…well, he’d waited this long. He could wait a little longer.
But not much longer, please and thank you.
Dream Guy had nodded slightly at his words, his hands clenching at his sides. Fuck, but Jamie had wanted him to speak. Was his voice as gruff and raspy and delicious as it sounded in Jamie’s head?
But it wasn’t happening that night. He’d watched as Dream Guy turned and left the alleyway, his movements stiff and unnatural. Jamie knew for a fact he could move with more languid grace than that. Must have been having an off day.
It had taken everything in Jamie to hold still when he’d fled, to not run after his monster and cling to his side like a fucking mollusk. But Jamie wasn’t going to beg anyone to stay who didn’t want to. That wasn’t something he would ever do.
The plus side was he’d gotten a real nice view of an amazing, muscled ass on the guy’s way out. Dream Guy could fill out that denim; that was for sure.
“Fuck, yes,” Jamie breathed, adjusting himself in his own jeans as he thought back on it. Soon enough he’d get his hands on that ass. That body. That cock.
He laughed to himself, heading back into the bar through the back door.
His life was just getting better and better.
Monique was inside, wiping down the counter, her black braids swishing with her movements. It looked like she’d already kicked the patrons out for the night. She glanced up at Jamie’s entrance, eyes widening as she took him in. “What the fuck are you smiling like that for? Someone just suck you off in the alleyway?”
Jamie laughed wildly, feeling a little manic. “I fucking wish.”
He skipped up to the bar, plopping himself down on a stool. “But nope. Better. Much better. I just met—” He paused for dramatic effect. “—the One.”
Monique halted her cleaning, eyeing him like he’d just announced he’d flown to the moon and back. “Excuse me?”
Jamie nodded sagely. It was impressive news; he didn’t blame her awe. “I’ve met him. The One.”
She cocked her head at him, arching a brow. “Just now. In the alleyway.”
“Yep.”
Monique dropped the rag she’d been using and crossed her arms, leaning a hip against the bar, giving him her undivided attention. “And what’s his name?”
Jamie shrugged. “No idea.”
“Okay…” Monique let out a slow breath, clearly using all her stores of patience to deal with him in his current state of euphoria. “What’s his deal, then?”
Jamie shook his head. “Couldn’t tell ya.”
They had a stare-off then, Jamie trying but completely unable to keep the stupid grin off his face. Monique blinked first, eventually shrugging and giving him a wry smile. “Is this one of those things I’m just gonna have to chalk up to Jamie being Jamie?”
“Jamie being Jamie” was how they danced around the issues of some of Jamie’s…particular weirdness.
“Sure is,” he answered cheerfully.
“Okay, well, congrats on meeting ‘the One.’” She used air quotes around the words, just to be a bitch. Jamie didn’t mind.
“You’re gonna have to ask Alice to help you out tomorrow,” he warned her. “I’ve got a date.”
That finally seemed to get to her. “Man, really? You’re just gonna bail on me like that?”
Jamie shrugged. “Sorry, darling. It’s an emergency. And I’m not officially your employee. Plus, this way, you get to flirt with sweet Alice all night long.”
Monique paused thoughtfully at that. “Solid point. I think she’s pretty close to going on a date with me.” She waved a dismissive hand at him. “Fine. Do as you will.”
Excellent. Everything was working out perfectly. Jamie resisted the urge to throw his head back and laugh like some evil mastermind. He cleared his throat. “Mind if I have a beer while you wipe up? I’ll get the chairs for you after.”
Monique shrugged. “Suit yourself. But drink it silently. I’m not talking to you while you’re this…giddy. It’s freaking me out.”
Jamie waved off her hesitance. “Whatever. I’m always in a good mood. This is nothing new.”
“Yes, you are always in a good mood, weirdo. But not usually this”—she gestured vaguely at him—“this.”
He tossed a coaster at her, which she dodged with ease, ducking under the counter and setting a can of beer on the bar for him. He nodded his thanks, miming zipping his lips.
He didn’t mind if she wanted silence. That suited him better anyway. He had things to think about. Plans to make.
A monster to make his.
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Well, no, the visions had been going on for as long as Jamie could remember. But the visions of his dream guy had started somewhere around his eighteenth birthday. Like a gift from the heavens, if Jamie believed in stuff like that.
Which he sure as shit did not.
But still. A gift. Because he’d known—he’d immediately known—that this was the man for him. His person. His motherfucking soulmate.
It hadn’t been anything special. A handsome man adjusting the cuffs on a sleek leather jacket. But Jamie had felt an indescribable pull to that man. So that’s my type, he’d thought. That’s exactly it. No one else will do.
The visions of him had come regularly after that first night. At least weekly, sometimes more. Jamie’s favorite weeks were those where he got more than one. They…fed him. Fed his soul. He had a person out there, just for him. And he knew it was only a matter of time before their paths crossed in the real world, beyond the bounds of Jamie’s head.
And would you look at that? He’d been right.
He’d never heard a name—never seen anyone address the stranger by one—so Jamie had taken to calling him Dream Guy. As in, the man of his dreams. That was, until he’d seen Dream Guy rip out someone’s jugular and drink from it. With his fucking fangs.
And then Jamie had realized the man of his dreams was more like the monster of his dreams.
As to what kind of monster his visionary boo was, what with the blood drinking and the pointy chompers, vampire was what Jamie had come up with. But who the fuck really knew? Jamie had never met anyone other than human before.
Unless you counted himself.
Jamie didn’t count himself.
Jamie was definitely human. Just with…added bonus abilities. Ones that sometimes creeped people out, or lost him friends or the occasional job or father or whatever.
But that was their loss. Jamie was awesome, creepy visions notwithstanding.
He supposed he should have been freaked out by the revelation that the person he’d started to consider his destiny had turned out to be someone—something—that ate humans for breakfast. But by then it had been too late. He’d seen too much.
Technically only little glimpses, but they were enough for him. There was a loneliness there. Jamie could feel it, even through the distance. A deep, dark sadness behind all that dangerous, sexy allure that came out when Dream Guy was alone.
And Dream Guy was almost always alone.
Jamie wanted to fix it. He didn’t know why it was so compelling, but it just…was. Jamie knew what that kind of loneliness felt like. Even with his friends, even with his loving mother, sister, stepfather. He knew what it was like to feel like the odd man out.
But more than that, he wanted to fix this particular man’s—this monster’s—loneliness.
It didn’t make sense; he knew that. None of it did. But since when had Jamie’s life—his visions—made sense? And for the first time, those visions hadn’t felt useless or frightening. Because they’d been pointing Jamie to a future he wanted.
A future with his monster by his side.
He drummed his fingers on the bar, nodding along to his own thoughts, watching Monique move about in the empty space. He just couldn’t seem to sit fucking still.
So Jamie drained his beer quickly, stacked the chairs in a rush, and called to Monique, “Heading out!”
She gave him a little salute from where she was now counting the cash from the till.
He left through the front door this time, the heat of the night smacking him in the face the moment he left the air-conditioned bar. He breathed it in, reveling in the warmth. He fucking loved the desert. So much beauty all around, if you only knew where to look for it. And who wanted the cold anyway? Jamie would take a hundred and ten over minus twenty any day of the week.
But where to next?
Jamie debated which way to turn. He could go left—back to his apartment. But that most likely meant a night of pacing around the house, trying to walk the excess energy out of his body. He could try to do some work, but the thought of sitting stationary long enough to eke out some code seemed less than likely in his current state.
That left one option.
Jamie turned to the right, setting a brisk pace, pulling a stick of cinnamon gum out of his pocket as he went. He couldn’t arrive reeking of cigarette smoke.
It took him less than ten minutes to make it to the rust-colored house. He opened the door—she always left it unlocked, no matter how many times he gave her grief for it—and called out in a loud whisper, “Mamá?”
He wasn’t trying to wake anyone, but he knew she would most likely be up. She was a night owl, just like him.
“Mijo?” The answering whisper came from the living room.
Jamie tiptoed over, smiling to himself at the picture she presented when he arrived. She was in her old robe, her dark hair in a loose bun, glass of wine in hand, and what looked to be RuPaul’s Drag Race playing on the TV.
“What are you doing here, mijo?” she asked, holding her face up for him to drop a kiss on her cheek and laughing softly at the exaggerated smack he delivered. “We’ll need to be quiet. Eric and Izzy are sleeping.”
He held a finger to his lips in acknowledgment. “Quiet as a mouse, Má,” he said, keeping his voice soft. “Just wanted to see you.”
He could already feel that restlessness leaving his body, his energy leveling down to match hers.
“Uh-huh.” She looked him over skeptically, her dark eyes mirror images of his own. “Not buying it. What’s happened?”
He flopped down onto the couch next to her. “I’ll just get all keyed up again if I talk about it. I’ll tell you tomorrow.”
She gave him a knowing look. “My special Jamie. What trouble have you gotten yourself into now?”
Jamie smiled wide, unable to help himself. “Something good, I promise.”
She laughed, covering her mouth with one hand to keep it quiet, then gestured to the bottle of wine on the side table, one standing next to an old, framed photo. “Pour yourself a glass, cariño.”
Jamie shook his head, careful to keep his eyes off the photo. He hated that she left it up there. It was a cute enough picture in theory—Jamie’s dad holding him as a baby—but it had no place in their lives. Not anymore. But his mom insisted she wasn’t going to throw away perfectly good memories just because of bitterness.
Jamie didn’t get it. If someone said they were going to stay with someone, they stayed. If not, they weren’t worth anything. Not them. Not their memories.
Worthless.
Plus, his mom had Eric now, and he was awesome. A good stepdad to Jamie, an amazing father—because he was her father, as far as Jamie was concerned—to Izzy.
“I just want to sit with you for a while,” he said, settling back more firmly into the couch. It calmed the jittery nerves, having his family nearby.
She smiled tenderly at him in understanding. “My restless soul.”
That nickname had started right around the same time as Jamie’s visions of Dream Guy. His mom claimed he’d started acting like he had one foot out the door. Like he was itching to run off, to find something new and exciting out there in the wide world.
But Jamie hadn’t run off at all. He’d stayed in Tucson, through college and afterward. He’d known his monster was coming to him, not the other way around.
See? Patient as all fuck.
And Jamie’s wait was finally coming to an end. He smiled at the thought, leaning his head against his mother’s shoulder. She petted his hair absently, her eyes already back on her show. “Maybe you can help your sister with her math homework in the morning? When Eric tries it, the two of them end up yelling at each other.”
“Sure, Mamá. Whatever you need.” He didn’t mind helping Izzy with her homework. It would help pass the time until he could see Dream Guy again.
Or maybe Jamie would even see him in a vision once he wound down enough to go to sleep.
He had a feeling that wouldn’t happen tonight though. Not when Dream Guy was here in Tucson, close enough to touch. Close enough to smell. (And oh, he’d smelled so scrumptious. An earthy sandalwood scent—so fucking masculine and enticing.) Close enough to taste.
And Jamie wanted another taste. Did he ever. He wanted his tongue back in that man’s mouth. All over his body. Licking all around his co—
Jamie shifted on the couch, trying to rein in his wayward thoughts. Maybe snuggled up with his mom wasn’t the best place to be thinking about his attraction to certain monstrous someones.
So he’d help out tomorrow. Keep his thoughts out of the gutter until he was in a position to put them to better use. Jamie sighed happily.
Yeah, everything was coming together just fine.




four
Lucien


Luc sipped his neat whiskey carefully. Not bad for a desert dive bar. He took a healthier swallow and perused the horrendous art decorating the darkly painted walls. 
Was that a portrait of a horse in a tutu? Christ Almighty.
He easily ignored the looks being thrown his way by the other patrons. He’d chosen a dimly lit corner booth on purpose, but the stares still came in. He wasn’t surprised. Half of them were from people who wanted to fuck him—an immodest assessment but an accurate one, in his experience—and the other half were probably from people who thought he looked like a complete ass wearing sunglasses indoors after nightfall.
He definitely did look like an ass. But he also wasn’t taking them off anytime soon. After all, he didn’t want to scare off his desert flower before the young man even had a chance to sit down.
If his desert flower even showed up, that was. Luc was hoping very much that he would so he wouldn’t have to hunt the human down like a horrific creep. He was determined to make a better impression this time.
He could admit he hadn’t been at his best the night before. Some might even say he’d frozen completely after the stranger’s kiss. Unable to move, unable to speak, barely even able to hear the young man’s words over the roars of the monster in his own head.
Our mate. He’s our mate. We found him. We’ll take him. We’ll turn him. All ours.
Lord above, it had been deafening, that roar, starting from the moment the green-haired youth had approached close enough for Luc to breathe him in, and not ending until well after Luc had put multiple city blocks between them.
All day long it had been a struggle, the monster’s docility at the end of the previous night apparently only temporary. It had decided in the morning it wanted to find their flower immediately. Hunt him down. Stake their claim. It wanted to take him as theirs. And it had required every bit of restraint in Luc to fight that urge.
He deserved a gold fucking medal for that restraint.
He’d continued to resist the monster’s urging. We’ll scare him. He’s young and human. He’ll hate us. He needs to be assimilated. He needs to be…courted. And we could be wrong. We’ve been wrong before.
The monster had scoffed at that last part, with good reason. It had never mistaken Victoria for their mate. It had been…ambivalent, to say the least. It had liked the smell and taste of her well enough, but it had never clamored for her. Never truly craved her. Luc had thought that would change once she turned, once she became a vampire and solidified the bond.
But then, she never had.
She’d chosen death over eternal life with him. Had finally revealed the fear she’d always had of him and his kind. Of becoming like him.
Luc drained the rest of his whiskey in a gulp, wishing it were easier for his unnatural body to feel the effects. But he’d need the bartender to leave the bottle on the table for that. Not a good look for a first…date? Scheduled encounter with a mysterious stranger?
Luc wouldn’t freeze this time. And he wouldn’t scare the young man off either. He’d be…charming. He’d be patient. He’d learn everything he could about this little desert flower he’d found.
He wouldn’t repeat old mistakes.
Luc set his glass down and swept a hand through his hair. It was back to a respectable length, shorn shorter on the sides than on top. He’d compelled a stylist at the recommended hair salon to give him an appointment that morning, baring his teeth when the other customer waiting had raised a fuss. His facial hair was also back to its stylish hint of stubble.
Luc held his breath as the scent of cinnamon wafted into the bar.
Finally.
He watched with a predator’s intensity as the young man from the night before entered, drinking in the sight like it was cool water on a hot day. The human was almost equal in height to Luc’s own stature, probably an inch or so above six feet. A little skinny, perhaps, but there was a wiry strength evident in his limbs. He definitely wasn’t delicate.
But he was…compelling.
Luc kept his gaze fixed as the human approached the bar, greeting the female bartender with familiar warmth.
Luc waited at his table for the young man to order his drink. See? He could be patient.
He tapped his finger on the table.
So fucking patient.
An eternity or three later and his human was arriving in the corner, setting a bottle of beer on the table. That smile—that fucking smile—lit up again as the young man sat down. “You showed up,” he said, giving Luc an appreciative once-over.
“I did.” Luc’s answer came out in a low growl. He watched in fascination as the youth’s dark eyes widened at the sound of it.
“And he speaks,” the man said, his voice coming out a little breathless.
“Your name, if you please,” Luc demanded.
The youth—he couldn’t have been much older than twenty, although clearly he was old enough to drink—cocked his head, brushing a lock of green hair out of one eye. Luc noted that he had rings on his fingers and the piercings in his ears were filled with little black stones. “Yours first.”
Luc smirked at the demand. “Lucien Volaire. You can call me Luc, if you like.”
“Luc. Lucien. Luc.” The young man repeated his name, rolling the syllables in his mouth as if taste testing them.
Luc liked hearing his name from those red lips. Maybe a little too much. He cleared his throat. “And yours?”
Slender fingers toyed with the beer-bottle cap. “Jamie. Jamie Hernandez.”
“Jamie,” Luc mused. It suited him. “What did you mean when you said you’d been waiting for me, Jamie?”
A mischievous glint entered Jamie’s eyes. “Exactly what it sounded like.”
“Explain,” Luc demanded gruffly. So much for being charming. So far he was just barking out orders, like Roman on one of his moodier days. But he needed to know.
Jamie pursed his lips, studying Luc’s face. “Take off the sunglasses first.”
Luc narrowed his eyes, hidden behind the dark lenses. “Why?”
Jamie gave him a look like he was wasting both their time asking pointless questions. “Because I want to see your eyes again.”
“Why?”
“Because even knowing what they’ll look like, I want to see them for myself.”
Luc tensed. Even knowing what they’ll look like? What did that mean? Luc had never run into this human before; he was sure of it. He would remember if he had.
He would remember every single second of it.
Luc raised a hand and lifted off the sunglasses, keeping his eyes on Jamie as he did. The youth sucked in a sharp breath at the reveal, but there was no hint of fear or disgust in his dark gaze. He only smiled that charming, open smile. “There he is.” He bit into his lower lip. “Man, you’re a fox.”
Huh. “You’re not frightened.”
Jamie shot him an exasperated look. “Listen, I don’t care about the eyes. Or the fangs, for that matter. I know what you are.” He shrugged. “At least, I think I do.”
Luc resisted the urge to flip the table in frustration. “Explain,” he gritted out. “Please.”
Jamie took a swig of beer, seemingly for courage, then set the bottle down and met Luc’s gaze head-on. “I get visions. And I’ve been getting them of you. For years.”
Luc cocked his head. “You have the Sight?”
Jamie flicked at his bottle cap. “Whatever you want to call it. But I get visions of the future sometimes. Usually in dreams, but it’s been known to happen when I’m awake.”
Oh, now that was interesting. Very interesting. Luc had met someone like that before, a very long time ago. They hadn’t seen the future, but they’d been able to glimpse into a person’s past with a touch. There were supposedly other humans out there with different types of gifts beyond the norm.
Their blood was supposed to be incredibly delicious.
Let’s take a taste and find out, his monster wheedled. Luc ignored it. “You’re a seer.”
Jamie shrugged. “And you’re a vampire. Or some other monster I don’t have a name for yet.”
Luc was at a loss. All his plans for easing Jamie in, for going slow, for hiding the monster within—and here Jamie already knew Luc wasn’t human. Had known it before they’d even met. Before Luc could fully register that idea, the bartender approached with two whiskeys. She smiled at them both as she dropped them off. “You all looked like you could use these.”
Jamie turned his smile to her. “Thanks, Monique.”
Luc shifted, barely containing a surly growl. He wanted that smile focused back on himself; he didn’t want it given to anyone else. That smile was his. He cleared his throat, and Monique caught his eyes, her hand jostling the whiskey out of its glass in her surprise. “Whoa.”
Jamie glanced between them, then gave Luc a cheeky grin. “Oh, the contacts? He’s an extra in a play. It’s a real goth production. Demons and witches and shit.”
“Oh, dang.” She gave Luc an appraising look. “That’s pretty cool. Gotta love the arts, man.” She tossed them both a sardonic salute and turned back to the bar.
Luc was frozen again, wondering what exactly had just happened. He’d been outed as a…thespian?
Jamie laughed in delight at the look on Luc’s face, then slammed back his shot of whiskey, gesturing for Luc to do the same. “Come home with me, vampire. We’ve got a lot to talk about.”
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Jamie looked from it to him. “You like my saguaro?”
“It’s quite…phallic.”
Jamie laughed. He had a way of doing that with his whole person, throwing his head back, chest shaking. Luc rarely saw someone so…sincere…with their reactions. So unstudied.
“We didn’t have to go far,” Luc remarked as they entered the little house. They’d barely walked two blocks to get there.
“Yeah,” Jamie said, tossing his keys carelessly on a table in the entryway. “It made sense to be close to the bar.”
“Is it that important to you, proximity to watery beer and tacky art?”
Young Jamie didn’t react to the jibe other than to laugh again. “I live with Monique,” he explained. “She owns the bar; she owns the house. And don’t let her hear you call her art tacky. She prefers…eclectic.”
He led Luc into a cozy living room, one clearly decorated for comfort rather than style. Luc kept his lip from curling but just barely. Not to his taste at all—all the furniture seemed more or less thrown together haphazardly. There was even a small fireplace, although Luc couldn’t imagine anyone needing a fire in this heat.
He sat down on the worn couch, smoothing out the cushions before he did so. Jamie crossed over as if to sit next to him, but Luc shook his head, pointing to the overstuffed chair across from him. “There.”
Jamie froze for a moment, then smirked at him as he took a seat. “What? You afraid of little old me?”
“The better question is, Why are you not afraid of me?”
Jamie leaned forward in his chair. “Why would I be?”
Shock at the young man’s casual attitude made Luc blunter than he would normally be. “You’ve seen my eyes, my fangs. I’m assuming you might even have seen me kill in one of those helpful visions of yours. You called me ‘monster’ before. You’re not wrong. It’s natural for a human to fear a vampire.”
The smile Jamie gave him started slow, a tilting up of the corners, but it grew steadily until he was practically beaming at Luc. “Yeah, you’re a monster,” he agreed easily. “But you’re my monster.”
Luc sucked in a breath, feeling momentarily…unmoored. Who was this strange human, to say such things to him?
Jamie, seemingly satisfied with rendering Luc mute for the moment, leaned back against his seat in a graceful sprawl, one leg hooked over the arm of the chair. Luc took in the sight with greedy eyes. He had to admit to himself what he hadn’t wanted to the night before, too focused on keeping the monster from tearing right into the delicious-smelling stranger.
Young Jamie was sexy as hell.
He had an underlying androgynous beauty, roughened up by his dyed hair and punk style. His lips were full and naturally reddened in a distractingly enticing way. And he wasn’t shy of meeting Luc’s gaze; that was certain. Those dark eyes were focused on him with an intensity Luc didn’t usually see in mortals.
Luc wanted to eat him up. And we will, his monster crooned. In time.
Luc had no idea why his monster had gone from chomping at the bit with impatience to settling in for a game of cat and mouse, but he had no choice but to be grateful for the reprieve. He still had questions.
“Tell me about the visions,” he ordered.
Jamie cocked his head. “The visions of you or the visions in general?”
“Let’s begin with ‘in general,’ I think.”
Jamie bit that delicious lip again before finally turning his gaze away. “They started when I was a kid. I had…glimpses. People I hadn’t met. People I knew doing stuff I’d never seen them doing. Took me a while to figure out I was seeing stuff that hadn’t happened yet. Sometimes it was little stuff. Sometimes it was bigger. I saw— There was—” He broke off, shrugging. “Anyway, it is what it is. Like I said, it usually happens when I’m asleep.”
Luc considered pressing him on whatever he’d been about to say but in the end decided to leave it. For now. “And you can tell the difference? Between dream and vision?”
Jamie was tapping the fingers of his right hand against his thigh, a nervous habit Luc had clocked the night before. “Oh yeah. It’s obvious. I just…know. Not that it does any good.” He gestured with his chin to the mantle, where there was a photo of him and the bartender, arm in arm. “Monique and I used to be a lot closer. Then I had a vision of her ex getting into a crash before it happened. I warned her about it, but it was already too late. The whole experience freaked her out a bit. I tend to freak people out a bit, if I let my guard down.”
Luc’s lip curled at the thought. Humans were so goddamn narrow-minded. “She should have been honored,” he bit out.
Jamie laughed in surprise. “What?”
“You have a gift,” Luc explained. “You’ve been blessed with the Sight. She should have been honored to be the focus of one of your visions.”
Jamie gave him an assessing look. “Some would say it’s a curse. If I can’t change the outcome. I don’t have any actual power, not really.”
Luc waved a hand in the air, dismissing that thought. “It depends how you look at it, I suppose. But I say any ability beyond the norm like that makes you…special. Unique. And who doesn’t want to be unique in this boring, mundane world?”
Jamie didn’t respond, only smiled at him, eyes glowing, like Luc had just done something truly amazing.
Luc cleared his throat. “And your visions of me?”
“Oh, I’ve been having them for years now. Little glimpses. I knew right away we were connected. Bound.” Jamie’s lips parted slightly as he kept staring at Luc with that unnerving intensity. “Was I right about that?”
Luc nodded carefully. Bound they certainly were.
Jamie smiled brightly. “Awesome. Can I suck you off?”
Fucking hell. Luc found himself frozen again, even as his cock filled at the impertinent request. That was the last thing he’d expected to come out of the admittedly peculiar human’s mouth.
That mouth. Luc took it in again. Those red lips, the way Jamie kept biting at them when he wanted to tease. Because that was what he was doing, wasn’t it? Teasing Luc.
You think you can wrestle with the devil and not get burned? Luc wanted to ask. But he kept that question to himself. No need to kill the mood just yet.
Let him taste, the monster whispered. I’ll be good. I’ll behave.
Luc hadn’t heard a promise like that from the monster within for over half a century. So that made it two against one in favor of cock sucking. And in all honesty, it would take a better man than him to turn down an offer such as that. A much, much better man.
Luc gave in, widening his legs in invitation and leaning back against the lumpy couch. Jamie grinned wide and slid off his seat before crossing over the short distance and gliding down onto his knees between Luc’s thighs.
Yesss, Luc’s monster sighed. Come closer, little flower. It wanted Jamie within reach. It wanted him within their grasp always.
But Luc held himself still, afraid if he moved, he’d pounce. He could hear the blood pumping in Jamie’s veins, and the human’s heart rate accelerated as he slowly—reverently—unzipped Luc’s jeans. Luc could smell cinnamon all around—from Jamie’s gum, yes, but also under the surface. Jamie’s own intrinsic scent.
Luc wanted to taste it from the source.
But he couldn’t trust himself to taste without going all the way. He’d end up turning the human before the night was out. So Luc clenched his fists at his sides, the very picture of restraint.
Jamie cocked a brow at him as he tugged Luc’s jeans past his hips, Luc lifting slightly to aid him. “Are these silk?” he asked, fingering Luc’s briefs, slender digits brushing against Luc’s thighs.
“Yes,” Luc answered gruffly.
Jamie rubbed his nose over the briefs, against Luc’s bulge, and Luc’s cock hardened completely at the touch.
“So soft,” Jamie murmured before mouthing at the silk, holding Luc’s eyes as he dampened the briefs with his tongue, right at the base of Luc’s cock. “How old are you, by the way?”
“Well over two hundred.”
A chaste kiss against the clothed head, the silk already damp from Luc’s precum. “How many people have you been with?”
“Countless.” Luc exhaled sharply as Jamie nipped his inner thigh.
“I’m extremely jealous. Wanna know how many people I’ve been with?” Jamie taunted.
Luc growled, fingernails digging into his palms. “Not if you want those people to live past the night.”
“Ohh, possessive monster. I like it.”
Luc finally gave in to the urge and released his clenched fists, running his fingers through that jade-colored hair. “You’ll find I’m beyond ordinary possession, my flower. Don’t think to toy with me. I’ll crush any obstacles you put in my way, human or otherwise.”
His warning didn’t have the effect he’d hoped, Jamie’s dark eyes glazing over with lust at his words.
Ah well, he’d tried.
Luc pulled his briefs down impatiently, one hand gripping the thick base of his cock, holding the head up to Jamie’s red lips. “Finish what you started.”
Jamie’s eyes widened at the sight of Luc’s unclothed cock. “A monster in every way, huh?” But he seemed game for the challenge, leaning in to tongue at the fat head before mouthing along the side, humming at the taste.
Luc smirked down at the little tease. “What did I say about toying with me?” He tugged Jamie’s head back and shoved his cock in with one sharp thrust, pressing in until Jamie gagged deliciously. Luc pulled back immediately, point proven, but his breath caught in surprise when Jamie followed him back down impatiently, taking Luc’s cock in deep again, dark eyes looking up at Luc for approval.
Luc gave it graciously, stroking the man’s hair gently. “You like it a little rough, flower?”
Jamie nodded, humming his agreement around Luc’s cock.
“How dangerous for us both,” Luc murmured. “Relax your throat for me.”
Jamie complied eagerly, and Luc pumped himself in and out, watching the way those dark eyes watered with every thrust. “Such a good boy for me, hm? J’ai trouvé un trésor en ce désert, je pense.”
He didn’t know what compelled him to speak French—his natal tongue he’d been so careful to avoid speaking out loud for so long—in that moment. But he was rewarded when Jamie whimpered around his cock at the sound of it, swallowing hungrily around the head.
Luc grunted at the tight heat massaging his cock. Fuck. He wasn’t going to last. It had been so long since he’d been touched, since he’d had a companion other than his own hand.
He gripped his fingers in that jade hair as his balls drew up tight, groaning long and low as he released into Jamie’s greedy mouth.
His human swallowed every drop.
Luc sighed happily at the sight of it, his muscles relaxed, his monster practically purring. “Perfect, ma fleur. Shall I touch you in turn?”
Jamie shook his head with a small smile, leaning back onto his elbows and placing himself on display. Luc’s sharp eyes were just able to make out the wet spot on those black jeans. He hummed in understanding, deeply pleased at the sight. “Did you come in your pants just from sucking me off? Impatient little creature, aren’t you?”
Jamie grinned at him easily. “Can’t help it that you’re so fucking hot, monster daddy.”
Luc raised a brow at the moniker, and Jamie laughed in that way he did, throwing his head back.
“Fuck,” he sighed out when he was done. “I need a shower. You coming?”
“I think not,” Luc said, declining the invitation. He needed space to clear his head before he ate this human alive.
Sexy would have been an understatement.
Jamie had been—well, he’d been perfect, on his knees, his eager mouth on Luc’s cock. Absolutely perfect.
His monster rumbled its agreement.
Perfect.




five
Jamie


Jamie shuffled out of his room on bare feet, rubbing his eyes against the offending morning brightness. Usually when he woke up, he liked to linger in bed, maybe dick around on his phone or read for a while, but this morning, he had a special guest. 
Well, fingers crossed he still did.
He listened for signs of his vampire, padding down the hallway and turning into the kitchen when he didn’t spot him in the living room.
There you are.
Jamie couldn’t keep the grin off his face. There he was indeed, in all his luscious, built glory, glaring out the kitchen window onto the street beyond. Or, at least, Jamie assumed he was glaring. He could only see the back of his dark head, but the set of Luc’s shoulders was definitely…tense.
“Morning, monster.”
If Jamie had hoped to startle him, no such luck. Luc didn’t even twitch at his words.
“Morning, human.” Fuck, Jamie really liked that voice. Deep and rough, and with that little touch of a French accent when he got turned on?
Absolutely killer.
Jamie made his way to the coffee maker, rinsing out yesterday’s leftovers and starting a fresh pot. He glanced over at the vampire—still glaring out the window—as the rich smell of coffee filled the kitchen. “What a gentleman you were, sleeping out on the couch all night.”
That had Luc turning away from the window. He fixed his black eyes on Jamie, and Jamie’s stomach swirled at the attention. He wanted those eyes on him always.
“I didn’t sleep,” Luc growled. Ohh, his voice was extra sexy when he was grumpy. “And you had your lips around my cock less than twelve hours ago, so I don’t know about ‘gentleman.’”
Jamie grinned. So touchy. “Yeah, that was hot. Wanna do it again?”
Luc’s muscles grew even more rigid, if that was possible. How fun. Although, Jamie was a little worried he was going to pull something, tensing up like that.
Jamie knew he was playing with fire, taunting this supernatural creature he’d once seen practically rip someone’s jugular out in a vision. But it was so…enticing. So much power and violence just under the surface. Jamie was itching to see it explode.
Possibly like how it had felt with Luc’s rough hands guiding his head last night. His careful restraint snapping, all because of Jamie’s mouth on his cock.
Jamie shivered at the memory.
He’d have been very happy to continue their sexy games all night long, but Luc had refused to spend the night in his room, no matter how Jamie had pouted. Okay, Jamie hadn’t pouted. But he’d done some real heavy-duty puppy-dog eyes. Still no dice.
But the vampire hadn’t left either. That had to count for something, didn’t it?
Jamie poured himself a cup of coffee, ignoring Luc’s continued stare, not bothering with milk. He needed the full, bitter bite of it this morning. He had a feeling he needed to have his wits about him with this one.
So much fun.
“Did you scare the bejesus out of Monique, lurking out here?” he asked, sipping at his coffee.
Luc shrugged one broad shoulder. “Your housemate never came home.”
“Oh dang, girl must’ve gotten lucky.” Jamie used his free hand to pull his phone out and shoot her a quick text, just to be sure she’d spent the night at Alice’s house and not anywhere more sinister. Although, he imagined he would have gotten a vision if something were truly wrong.
Jamie hadn’t had a single one last night. He’d slept like a freaking baby.
Monique responded immediately, with enough water droplet and tongue emojis that Jamie had to assume he’d been right about the getting lucky thing.
Nice.
Reassured, he started rooting through the pantry for his bagels. He held the bag up to Luc when he found it. “You want one of these?”
Luc shook his head, still eyeing Jamie with otherworldly focus, like he held the secrets to the universe or something. “I don’t eat,” the vampire said.
Jamie’s brows lifted. “Ever?”
“My monster doesn’t like it.”
Jamie cocked his head, studying the vampire in front of him. So many interesting things to learn about him. “You had whiskey last night.”
“Liquids are a little more…negotiable.”
Jamie nodded, popping his bagel into the toaster. “So your kind isn’t down with the solid foods. Got it.”
“Not all of us. I’ve known others who didn’t mind it.”
Jamie grabbed a plate. “You’ve got vamp buddies?”
Luc’s face, not exactly an open book to begin with, closed off even more. “No. Not anymore.”
Huh. Interesting. Jamie decided not to press. His dream man was guarded; that was for sure. And Jamie didn’t want him running off again. Not when Jamie had finally gotten a taste of everything he wanted.
He sat down at the kitchen table with his bagel, more than a little amused with the rapt way Luc watched him eat his breakfast from across the kitchen. It was enough to make a guy feel self-conscious. Was Jamie a weird chewer or something? He made up for his discomfort by making a big show of licking his lips when he was done, enjoying the way heat filled Luc’s gaze at the sight.
“So…” After setting his plate in the sink, Jamie settled in and leaned back in the kitchen chair, refilled coffee cup in hand. “Your monster. Explain.”
Luc stepped forward then but only to the edge of the kitchen counter, still keeping several feet between him and Jamie. He clearly was really afraid of getting too close, no matter how much he denied it.
Adorable.
“The part of me that…awoke…when I was turned from human to vampire,” Luc explained.
Jamie cocked his head. “You talk about him like he’s a separate person.”
“It feels that way. The longer I live, the stronger it gets. Eventually it will take over completely. I’ll go mad and be put down by others of my kind.”
“Well, that’s not very nice.” Jamie didn’t like that bit at all, actually. He’d just finally found the man of his dreams; he wasn’t about to let him get taken over by some overeager demonic inner entity.
He rose from his chair, approaching the vampire.
Luc gave him a hard look, one he clearly hoped would stop Jamie in his tracks. “What are you doing?”
“Shh,” Jamie soothed. He reached up to hold Luc’s face in his hands, the vampire’s short stubble scratching at his palms, pleased as punch when Luc didn’t move away. “Hey. Monster.”
“What—?”
“Shh. I’m not talking to you.” Jamie met Luc’s black gaze, searching for…he wasn’t sure what. “Hey, monster,” he repeated. “Sounds like you’ve been giving Lucien here a hard time. I’m gonna need you to chill. I like this guy, can’t have you driving him bonkers when we’ve only just finally met.”
Jamie had thought Luc’s eyes were a solid, flat black. But peering into them like he was, hard enough to drill a hole, he could see there were depths there. Shadows. And some of those shadows…shifted…at his words.
Jamie grinned wide. “He hears me.”
Luc, his head still gripped in Jamie’s hands, scoffed at that. “That’s nothing special. It hears everything.”
“Will he talk to me?”
“Perhaps sometime. Although, that’s not something I’d ask for, were I you. Right now, it’s watching. Waiting.”
They stood there for an endless minute before Luc shook his head out of Jamie’s hold.
“It doesn’t work that way, human. You can’t just command it to behave.”
But he didn’t look too sure of his own words, in Jamie’s opinion.
Jamie crossed his arms, his fingers tapping against his biceps. “Then how does it work? How do we keep you from losing it?”
Luc opened, then closed his mouth, seeming to wage an internal war with himself. “I— There—” He didn’t finish his thought.
Jamie cocked his head. “I bet Mr. Monster would tell me, if I asked nicely.”
Luc’s brow furrowed. “It’s not a pet. You should be afraid.” He leaned closer, invading Jamie’s space. “Do you know what it wants to do with you? It wants to eat you up, little human. Wants to drain you dry and then make you one of us. It wants to steal your life. I want to steal your life.”
Jamie held in his grin at having his vampire in his space and didn’t say the thoughts he wanted to out loud. My life is already yours. It has been since the first time I saw you in my head. His dual-faceted monster clearly wasn’t ready to hear it.
That was okay. Jamie could wait.
Instead, he asked, “You want to turn me?”
The mild tone of his voice only seemed to enrage Luc further. “Why are you not afraid?” he growled, black eyes flashing. “You don’t know me. What I’m capable of. And you would be bound to me for eternity?”
That caught Jamie’s attention. “Why would I be eternally bound to you if I turned?”
Luc leaned back, startled, like he’d said too much. He didn’t answer Jamie’s question. There was clearly a fair amount he wasn’t telling Jamie—wasn’t willing to tell Jamie. But that was all right, for now.
Jamie would get it out of him eventually.
Jamie stepped back and gave in to a deep, catlike stretch, enjoying the way Luc’s gaze traveled to the bit of skin between his boxers and sleep shirt that was exposed with the gesture. “Well, now that your temper tantrum is out of the way, I’m gonna go get dressed. Got places to be.”
Luc’s lips pressed flat, the vampire clearly displeased with the idea. “Where are you going?”
“I’ve got some errands to run. You’re coming with me. Unless”—Jamie shot Luc his best sultry look—“you want to take me up on my offer to get my mouth on you again?”
Luc made a strangled noise in the back of his throat, but he shook his head.
“Shame,” Jamie sighed.
Luc didn’t rise to the bait this time. He was rubbing at his chin with one hand, assessing Jamie. “You want to be seen with me? Out in the daylight? Like this?”
What kind of question was that?
“A hunk like you?” Jamie asked. “Hell yes.”
Luc shot him a bemused look. “You’re strange, human.”
“I liked what you called me last night better.”
Luc raised a brow in question.
“You called me your flower.” Jamie bit his lip, suddenly embarrassed. He’d meant to tease the vampire, but he felt more like he’d exposed himself instead.
“Ah.” Luc smiled, all sharp teeth. “Tu veux que je t’appelle ma fleur, petit?”
Ohhh fuck. He was doing it again. The pretty French words. That was majorly cheating. Jamie’s cock shot up to half-mast immediately.
Luc smirked at him. “You liked it when I spoke French last night as well, I recall.”
Jamie couldn’t help himself. He swayed forward, wanting to touch and be touched. Needing it. But Luc took a step back. Jamie scrubbed a hand over his face, doing his best to hold in a little half scream. So fucking frustrating. And he knew he wasn’t the only one affected. Jamie didn’t miss the bulge in the vampire’s jeans. You couldn’t. That thing was a behemoth.
But Luc seemed determined to keep his hands to himself this morning. “Get dressed, flower,” he ordered. “I’ll be waiting.”
Jamie turned to head into his room, muttering to himself about stubborn vampires. At least Luc wasn’t going anywhere. Not yet. That would have to be good enough.
For now.

[image: image-placeholder]The bell on the door chimed above them as they entered the brightly lit building, the air-conditioning a sudden shock to the system after the outdoor heat of the afternoon. Jamie sent a little wave to the woman behind the counter. Anna, he was pretty sure her name was. She’d helped him out a few times before, always with good recommendations.
Luc let out a weary sigh behind him. “What is this place?”
Jamie turned his head to smile at him, his grin widening at the grumpy look on Luc’s face. “My favorite used bookstore.”
Luc raised a brow at him. “This is your important errand?”
Jamie laughed, steering them in the direction of the science fiction. He started rifling through the spines. “Books are essential to my overall well-being. You should know that if we’re going to be eternally bound.”
Luc gave a little growl from behind him. “That’s not something to joke about.”
Hm. His vampire sounded pretty pissed. “Then tell me what you meant by it,” Jamie requested. How was Jamie supposed to know what he was or wasn’t allowed to joke about if he didn’t know what the hell was going on?
But Luc stayed silent. Fine by Jamie. He started browsing in earnest, amused by how Luc moved subtly closer every time Jamie strayed too near any of the other customers.
Jealous, monster?
To test it, Jamie sidled closer to a cute guy a little further down the aisle, shooting the dude a little wink for good measure. There was a grunt from behind him, and then Luc was looming over him (how did he loom like that, when they were almost the same height?), his body between Jamie and the bookstore cutie.
A shiver ran through Jamie as Luc leaned in, his breath hot against Jamie’s ear. “I told you not to toy with me, flower. I wouldn’t rile up the monster like that, if I were you. Not if you don’t want a bloodbath in this sorry excuse for a bookstore.”
Jamie just grinned at him, meeting those black eyes without an ounce of fear. “Don’t worry, monster. I only have eyes for you. I just want you to stick a little closer is all.”
He wasn’t even teasing. Or at least, not just teasing. Luc was so careful to keep space between them, to keep his distance. Jamie did want him closer. Needed him closer. And if he had to toy around a bit to get what he wanted, so be it.
Luc growled then. Like, for real. A low, rumbly, honest-to-goodness growl. Jamie had the sense—he didn’t know how he knew it; he just did—that it was coming from the monster within more than Luc himself. A challenge or an acquiescence? Either way, Luc seemed to relax afterward, his posture softening as he leaned against the bookshelf, placing a little more space between them. But not too much this time. “Carry on, then, foolish flower,” he murmured, waving a hand at the book in front of him in invitation.
Jamie felt the vampire’s eyes on him as he browsed, watching him in that intense way he had, like he was clocking Jamie’s every move and expression, filing it all away for later.
After a while, Luc spoke again. “I could buy you books, you know. New books.”
Jamie shot him a grin from his place on the floor, where he was organizing his stack of finds. “I can buy me new books. But I like doing it this way sometimes. It’s like a treasure hunt.”
Luc made a noncommittal noise, eyeing his pile of books skeptically.
Jamie flipped through one of them, a science fiction bestseller he’d been wanting to get his hands on for months. “You’re a bit of a snob, aren’t you?” he asked casually.
Luc barked a short laugh, smirking down at him before crouching low so they were eye to eye. He ran a finger down the back of one of the books, and Jamie shivered as if it was his own spine being touched so delicately. “I just want you to know,” Luc crooned, stroking the book. “I could buy you anything you want. A fine house. Fine clothes. Pretty baubles to decorate yourself with.”
Jamie cocked his head, licking his lips. “Are you trying to seduce me with your riches? Don’t you know I’m already a sure thing?”
Luc’s finger stopped its movement, the vampire seemingly taken aback by his own actions. “Habit, I suppose.”
“You make it a habit of seducing people?” Jamie didn’t like that at all, actually. He hadn’t been lying the night before in his teasing—thinking of the number of people Luc had probably been with over his impressive life span made him insanely jealous.
Luc’s brow furrowed. “I used to. Often. And well. But it’s been a long time since I’ve trusted the monster within enough to attempt it. Too long.”
Jamie filed away that bit of information. “Is that why you’re afraid to touch me?”
“Am I?” Luc asked mildly, though the heat in his eyes was a contrast to his tone. “Are you so sure I want to touch you?”
Jamie leaned in closer. “You do. You’re dying to. Go ahead. I don’t mind.”
But Luc stood in one quick motion, placing distance between them once again.
Jamie really hated that.
He paid for his books at the counter, greeting Anna warmly as she rang him up.
She smiled at his selection—he’d gone for a number of space odysseys today—then gasped as she caught sight of who was lurking behind him. “Whoa.”
Jamie turned his head to look at his vampire. He’d kind of forgotten how freaky Luc’s eyes might look to other people. Jamie was so used to them now.
“Vampire cosplay,” Jamie offered up, shooting Luc a teasing grin before turning back to Anna. “He’s practicing for Halloween.”
“Oh.” The cashier gave a little laugh of relief as she started packing his books into a bag cheerily. “Very cool. With a little fake blood dripping down your chin? That would look amazing.”
“I’ll get right on that,” Luc said flatly.
They went out to lunch afterward, Luc watching him eat with the same intensity as that morning. When Jamie called him out on it, he shrugged, seemingly unembarrassed. “You’re very…vibrant,” he supplied. “In everything you do. I like to watch.”
That little tidbit had Jamie grinning like a madman for the rest of lunch.
Walking downtown afterward, Luc sneered at everyone who passed them by. Subtly, sure, but definitely sneered.
“You don’t like people much, do you?” Jamie asked, popping a piece of gum into his mouth.
“I don’t like these people. Sweaty. Unrefined.”
“It is over a hundred degrees out right now.”
“Unfair to blame the heat. I should take you to Europe. Italy, perhaps. People there know how to handle the elements with style.” Luc sighed almost wistfully. “Such fond memories of that place.” He shot Jamie an assessing glance, the corners of his mouth tilting up. “I’d like to dress you in linen.”
“Excuse me?”
Luc nodded. “A linen suit. Cream-colored, I think. You could keep the wild hair. It would look lovely, the juxtaposition.”
Jamie laughed in delight. Oh, fuck yeah. The vampire could put as much distance as he wanted between them, but he clearly had it just as bad as Jamie. Dressing him in linen?
Please.
“You fuck me, you can dress me however you like,” Jamie taunted.
Luc’s nostrils flared at the offer. “Desperate,” he accused.
“For you? Always.”
Luc gestured in the direction they were heading, once again resisting Jamie’s bait. “Where are you taking me?”
“My mom’s house,” Jamie explained. “I want you to meet her. My sister too. Oh, and my stepdad. The whole crew should be home, I think.” He kept going for almost a block before he realized Luc had stopped behind him. He turned back, shooting Luc a questioning glance.
“You wish for me to meet your family.” Luc said the words slowly, as if speaking a foreign language.
“Yes.”
“Like this?” Luc gestured to his face. His eyes. His fangs.
Jamie cocked his head. “Do you come any other way?”
At Luc’s silence, Jamie nodded. “Then yes. We can tell them it’s a cosplay. Or just your version of freaky self-expression. They won’t judge.”
At Luc’s skeptical look, he blew out a breath. “Listen, monster. No one’s out there looking for vampires to be real. That’s not gonna be anyone’s first assumption about your eyes or even your teeth. People will make up excuses in their minds, just to keep their own sense of reality intact.”
“You really don’t care,” Luc mused, wonder in his voice.
“How you look?” Jamie asked.
“What I am.”
Jamie shrugged. “No, I really don’t.”
“You don’t think I’m…damned?”
Was that what was getting Luc’s goat? Questions of morality? Or did he mean, like, literally? Did Jamie’s vampire believe in hell or something?
Jamie put his hands on his hips, his bag of books thumping against his thigh with the gesture. “Well, that’s a heavy fucking question for three in the goddamn afternoon. But what, because you drink human blood?” He shook his head emphatically. “I don’t really believe in damnation, monster. Not for just being what you are. You can’t help that.”
“And for the things I’ve done?” Luc asked.
Jamie cocked his head. “You’d have to let me get to know you for me to have any real inkling about what you’ve done. You gonna let me in like that?”
Luc stood there for a long time without answering, eyeing Jamie like he was some kind of unfathomable mystery of the cosmos. Finally, he lifted a hand, waving at the street ahead. “Lead the way.”
Weird moment aside, Jamie grinned to himself the whole way to his mom’s house. Finally—Jamie refused to acknowledge that “finally” might be an overstatement when they’d only met less than forty-eight hours before—they were getting somewhere. Some progress was being made.
But when he opened the door to his mom’s, looking behind him to gesture Luc inside, the vampire was gone.
And Jamie was alone.




six
Lucien


The sound of the glass shattering was incredibly satisfying. As was the blood running down Luc’s fist, even if the myriad of cuts would be healed before the hour was through. He’d have to compel his way out of paying for the damage to the mirror, but that could wait until he checked out of the hotel. 
Luc stared at his jagged, broken reflection, baring his teeth at his own image.
Coward. Spineless, worthless coward.
He’d run from the human. Again. He’d let himself be intimidated by the prospect of…meeting the parents? Run off by the first mention of easy domesticity. Luc hadn’t been around anyone’s parents in—well, in his entire time as a vampire. It wasn’t his habit to meet the families of his meals before biting into them.
But Jamie had wanted Luc to meet his family. To—what? Drink afternoon tea, chat about local sports teams or the weather?
You’re in America, you idiot. Nobody drinks afternoon tea.
It was incomprehensible to him. Jamie wanted Luc…enmeshed…in his life. Wanted him to see his favorite places, meet his favorite people. He wanted Luc for some reason. All of him, it seemed.
Resident monster. Vengeful psychopath. Destructive killer.
Nobody actually wanted all that in their life, did they?
Go back. Go back. Go back. Jamie. We want Jamie.
The monster’s chanting was a relentless litany in his mind.
Now it fucking spoke. Around their human it had been quiet as a fucking mouse, as if mesmerized by him. Like the young man was some kind of goddamn snake charmer. And maybe he was. Maybe, along with the Sight, he had some secret powers of persuasion. Because none of Luc’s actions made any sense where this human was concerned.
Luc had thought, with Jamie knowing what he was—accepting it, even—that he’d turn the young man immediately. And why wouldn’t he? He had his mate. What he’d been searching for all these decades, right there in his grasp.
So why couldn’t he just take it? Take him.
But Jamie was so…vibrant. So alive. The way he charmed the people around him, smiling that gorgeous fucking smile at everyone, laughing with his whole goddamn body. And he had a family, apparently. One he loved and trusted enough to share his life with. To share Luc with.
Could Luc take that away from him? How much of a monster could he really be? How much of a monster could he be to his soulmate?
How far was he willing to take being the villain of the story?
Freshly turned vampires couldn’t be trusted to be around humans in the beginning, after their transition. They were too bloodthirsty, too impulsive. Too deadly. Luc knew that truth all too well. To turn Jamie would be to take him away from everything he knew and loved.
Luc looked around the room for something else to break. He considered the window, the flimsy little hotel desk chair. But ultimately he stayed right where he was, shoulders drooping in resignation.
For so long, he’d been devoured by anger. By vengeance. By envy. He was comfortable with every one of those bitter emotions. But now he was consumed with want. He wanted to touch Jamie. Wanted to run his fingers through that messy green hair again. Wanted to sink his cock into that rosy mouth. Wanted to fuck him until he begged for mercy.
But Luc was afraid if he started, he wouldn’t be able to stop. He wouldn’t just fuck—he’d bite. He wouldn’t just bite—he’d drain. And he wouldn’t just drain—he’d turn.
Would Jamie hate him then? For snuffing out all that vibrant life? For chaining him to a monster he didn’t know the first thing about? And what did it matter to Luc if Jamie hated him, if Luc’s progression to a feral state was halted? Since when had he started caring about other people’s feelings?
Luc sidestepped the broken vanity and made his way into the bathroom, using the sink there to wash the blood off his hands. His monster was snarling and growling and just generally giving Luc a massive fucking headache with its ceaseless noise.
Hush, beast, he ordered. We’re not going back. I don’t trust you with him.
We’ll be good. We’ll be so good. Gentle. Patient. We won’t bite. We won’t turn.
Luc took that in—those pleading promises—staring at his own black eyes in the bathroom mirror, this reflective surface unblemished and unbroken. His monster did a lot of things. It raged. It cajoled. It wheedled.
But it never lied.
Luc couldn’t fucking believe it. This was the same internal force that had urged him incessantly to hunt, maim, and kill for centuries. And now it was promising…gentleness? Patience?
Did you take our flower’s request so seriously? he asked. To not make my life miserable any longer?
He pictured it in his mind again. That unbelievable moment, Jamie holding his face with those long, slender fingers, staring so intently into Luc’s soul. Asking the monster to be good for him.
Luc received no answer from within. Just that restless, tortured feeling of his monster not getting its way. Like Luc’s very skin was going to come off from the internal pressure.
Leaving Jamie’s side was driving the monster wild.
Was that it, then? Would the monster actually listen to Jamie?
That could…change things. If Luc’s monster could be tamed, then it was just Luc who had to be trusted with Jamie’s well-being. Luc who had to be patient, who had to be gentle.
Well, not too gentle, he thought with a smirk, recalling the way Jamie had so happily gagged himself on Luc’s cock the night before. His flower may be breakable, but he was hardly delicate.
Luc could do this.
He straightened his spine, letting out a deep breath. And then his thoughts turned somewhere he didn’t usually let them go. He thought of his old friend.
Roman.
Someone Luc very much tried not to let into his mind these days. But Roman had been patient when he’d met his lovely human. He hadn’t turned Danny right away. He’d let the boy develop feelings first. He’d let the boy love him.
Until Luc had forced his hand, that was.
Were Roman and Danny still in Hyde Park? Luc had made it a point not to track them, not to follow up. He was afraid if he gave in to any of the old impulses, he’d give in to all of them, tormenting Roman just because it soothed that angry, injured part of himself.
Could Luc be as patient as Roman had been? Jamie wanted Luc already; that much was certain. The human kept offering himself up on a goddamn platter, for fuck’s sake. But could he grow to love Luc? Enough to choose Luc over his human life?
No one had ever chosen Luc before. Not unless they were under incredible duress (memories flashed through his mind—Roman on that battlefield, bloody and broken, asked to choose between death or a companion, not knowing what he was really agreeing to). The thought that someone might made Luc’s heart feel like it was going to stop in his chest.
Luc made a decision then, moving to throw on a fresh shirt before inspecting his hands to make sure all the blood was gone. He would go out tonight. The sun had long since set. If he was going to play nice with humanity, for Jamie’s sake, then he needed to make sure the monster was sated. Luc couldn’t have it urging him to snap someone’s neck when Jamie was introducing him to his loved ones. Luc needed to kill.
Which meant he needed to suss out the evil in this town.
He stopped at the front desk on his way out, where the same old man who’d checked him in was on duty now. Luc lowered his sunglasses to meet the man’s rheumy eyes, deciding to kill two proverbial birds with one stone. “There’s been an accident in my room,” he said, pushing a thread of compulsion into his voice. “A faulty vanity. No need to replace it until after I leave. You’ll let the staff know.”
“Faulty vanity,” the man—Gustav, his name tag read—repeated slowly.
Luc nodded approvingly, still holding his gaze. “Tell me where you’re afraid to go in this town. Tell me where the bad people are.”

[image: image-placeholder]Luc had thought the concierge would perhaps name a dive bar, some sleazy spot with unruly patrons. But the man had led him to a residential neighborhood. A nice, affluent-looking neighborhood at that, all expensive cars and meticulous landscaping. Apparently, where Gustave was afraid to go in this town centered around an old neighbor. One he’d never been fully comfortable around. One he’d once seen systematically pulling the legs off a tarantula, with a dead look in his eyes the concierge had never forgotten.
Luc grinned to himself as he exited his vehicle. A serial killer in the making, perhaps? His blood heated at the thought. He’d let the monster smell him out.
His monster had a knack with evil. A way of sussing out the worst in people. For over half a century now, it had been leading Luc to prey worth killing. People he could drain dry without remorse. That was their compromise, their covenant with each other. Luc would give in to the monster’s urges—violence, blood, death—but only for people who deserved its wrath.
He told himself it slowed the descent into madness, to draw these lines. But who really knew?
Gustav had given him an exact address, one the old man had never forgotten. Luc lurked in the shadows near the house, getting a feel for how many humans might be inside. He was too far away to distinguish heartbeats, but he could make out noises from within the home.
His monster had perked up at the thought of the hunt, momentarily halting its incessant whining for Jamie. Sure, Luc’s skin felt too tight, and his chest ached in a way he wasn’t very familiar with, but the beast within was at least sensing something else it could indulge in here.
Making the call that the noises were coming from just one occupant, Luc headed toward the house. But before he could approach the porch, he heard the sound of the side door opening.
Even better, if the prey would come to him.
He prowled over to the driveway where the side door opened up. The little strip of asphalt was encased in darkness, but Luc’s enhanced vision made out an older man—around Gustav’s age—with a trash bag in hand. Luc breathed in.
Ohh, he’s wicked, his monster sighed. Rotten inside. Perfect.
That was all Luc needed. He pounced.
In less than a blink of an eye, he had the man pinned to the side of the house, his thick neck soft and breakable under Luc’s grip, the trash bag forgotten on the gravel.
Luc lifted his sunglasses, meeting the man’s frightened gaze, his red-rimmed eyes. “Tell me all the terrible things you’ve done,” he ordered, compulsion laced around his words.
He listened then as the man confessed to him. Luc supposed he could have been more specific—everyone’s definition of “bad” was different, and his prey was offering up all kinds of mundane missteps from his many years of life—but eventually Luc got what he wanted.
A lone woman at a bus stop. A secret burial in the desert. The unceasing urge to do it again.
Luc bared his teeth in a sharp grin, his lips stretching further as his prey started whimpering pathetically at the sight of his fangs. “Shh,” Luc soothed. “Hush now. I would tell you this isn’t going to hurt, but believe me, it will. I’ll make sure of it.”
He took a moment—him and his monster both—to revel in the man’s whimpers, even as he wrinkled his nose against the sharp, acrid smell of his sweat, his fear.
Ordinarily, a vampire’s bite would be a pleasurable experience for a human. An old evolutionary advantage for their kind. It kept their prey docile, made their memories easier to adjust.
But there were ways of making it hurt.
Just as Luc was leaning forward to sink his teeth in, that pounding pulse calling out to him, he was interrupted by a voice, deep but lilting in its cadence.
“Well, brother. What do we have here?”
Another voice, eerily similar to the first. “Something that doesn’t belong, I think.”
Keeping his grip on his prey’s throat, Luc turned.
There were two figures at the edge of the drive. Silhouetted against the streetlight, arms crossed like bouncers’ at some shitty basement club. Matching poses. Matching faces, Luc realized quickly.
Twins.
Vampire twins, judging by the metallic edge to their scents and the fact that they’d practically materialized in front of him without attracting his notice. Identical shocks of auburn hair, remarkably bright under the streetlights, pale skin practically glowing.
Even with his enhanced vision, Luc couldn’t spot a single difference between the two, other than their choice of clothing. Even that difference was slight—muscle tanks in different colors, like a precious matching set.
Vampire. Fucking. Twins. Luc wanted to throw his head back and scream. Just his fucking luck, to find his mate in a random desert city and immediately be encroaching on another vampire’s territory. And not just one vampire. Two.
Luc kept his face as blank as possible, refusing to let his frustration show. “Can I help you gentlemen? I was just getting started on my dinner.”
The geriatric murderer started struggling in his hold, and Luc turned his head to meet the man’s eyes again. “Stay still,” he ordered. “Stay afraid.”
The twin on the right spoke up. “You can help us both by getting the fuck out. Hop on the freeway and don’t look back.”
The request wasn’t surprising. Vampires were notoriously territorial. Their inner monsters didn’t usually play very nicely with each other, unless one was lucky enough to meet someone particularly compatible.
“I wasn’t planning to stay long,” Luc lied. “If you’ll just leave me to it, I’ll be out of your hair in no time. I have no interest in remaining in Tucson.”
The twins exchanged a look, wordlessly communicating in an eerie way Stephen King would be proud of. They turned back to him after a long, silent moment.
“We’d like you to leave now, actually.” That came from the twin on the left. Luc was 90 percent sure that was the voice he’d heard first. Softer and smoother than his brother’s, which had a sharp, flat edge to it.
“We insist on it,” added Righty harshly.
Luc sighed heavily, wondering if he was quick enough to snap both their necks before either one could retaliate.
Probably not worth the risk. They were more or less equal to Luc in size, broad and built with actual muscles to display with their muscle tanks. But bulk didn’t necessarily mean they weren’t fast.
“This isn’t an innocent man, you know.” Luc shook his prey by the neck in demonstration.
Lefty chuckled lightly. “What difference does that make? We don’t generally concern ourselves with human morality.”
“We don’t give a shit what he’s done,” Righty chimed in. “We care about what you’re doing. We can’t have rogue vampires in our town, risking exposure. And you don’t exactly look like the poster boy for self-control. No offense.”
“None taken,” Luc ground out.
“We like it here,” Lefty explained, hooking his hands into his pockets and rocking lightly on his heels. “And we’ve had other vamps trying to come around and take advantage. Draining bodies and tossing them in the desert by the border. We don’t take chances anymore with our hospitality.”
Luc was tempted to put up a fight. More than tempted, really. His monster was delighted at the prospect of grappling with someone who could actually match their strength. But with two against one, there was no guarantee Luc would win.
And Luc wasn’t about to meet his end at the hands of a pair of gingers in Tucson fucking Arizona.
He reluctantly released his hold on his murderer, knocking him back against the wall of the house. “Go back inside,” he ordered. “None of this ever happened. You took the trash out, did your business, blah, blah, blah.” Luc caught the edge of the man’s sleeve before he could step away, leaning in closer to whisper, “Just know you’ll get what’s coming to you. One day very soon.”
He turned back to the interlopers, giving them an ironic bow. “I suppose I’ll be on my way, then. I won’t infringe on your territory any longer.”
“See that you don’t,” Lefty said with a sharp nod.
“Because we’re not afraid to tear you apart with our bare hands if you get out of line,” Righty added.
Lefty shot his brother an exasperated look. “Jesus, Fox, it was implied. Where’s the subtlety?”
Righty shrugged, unrepentant. “He doesn’t look like subtlety is his strong suit. Just wanted to help the guy out.”
Luc felt their eyes on him all the way to his car.
Well, then.
Luc had a new, compelling reason to move forward, didn’t he? To turn Jamie immediately and leave this town in the dust. And wouldn’t it be wonderful? Even if Jamie rebelled at first. Even if he hated Luc for taking him away from his life, he’d get over it eventually.
And then Luc would have him. Forever.
That lovely face. Those long limbs. That smile.
That smile. The one that lit up his entire face. The one that lit up everything around it.
Would he still smile at Luc like that if Luc took his humanity away?
Luc didn’t want to think about Jamie without that gorgeous smile. Without that vibrancy, that joy he seemed to carry without effort. Luc wouldn’t be the one to take that away from him. He couldn’t.
He slammed his hands against the steering wheel. “Fuck!”
So he had to lie low. Stay out of the vampire twins’ way. No maiming or killing. No losing control of his temper.
And what was Luc known for if not for his uncanny ability to control his own fucking temper?
The laugh that came out of him was as bitter as anything he’d ever tasted.




seven
Lucien


It wasn’t Jamie who answered the door. 
Luc eyed the female bartender from the night before, doing his best to keep his lip from curling. He had nothing specific against her per se—nothing except her closed-mindedness about supernatural powers and the fact that she was another recipient of Jamie’s smiles—she just wasn’t who he wanted to see right now.
Monique tilted her head back into the house without taking her eyes off him. “Jamie! Your dude’s here!” She lifted a brow at him. “Rehearsal run late?”
It took a moment for Luc to understand the reference. Rehearsal? Ah, yes. He hadn’t put his sunglasses back on.
He knew Jamie liked to see his eyes.
“Something like that,” Luc answered, listening for the sounds of Jamie approaching. He found himself almost breathless with anticipation at the soft thuds of footsteps, the monster inside him whining softly with need.
Which was ridiculous, honestly. They’d seen him only hours before. It wasn’t like they were being reunited after years of separation.
And then there he was, green hair mussed, wearing loose, soft-looking shorts and a short-sleeved button-up left carelessly unbuttoned and fluttering loose at his sides, slim, tawny chest on display.
Luc growled softly at the sight.
Monique stared. “Dude.”
Jamie grinned around the toothpick he held between his teeth. Cinnamon-flavored, from the smell of it. His smile didn’t reach his eyes though. It wasn’t the real smile, the one that Luc saw every time he closed his eyes now. “Oh, don’t mind him,” Jamie said flatly. “He’s just frustrated with what he can’t have.”
Luc was too distracted by the sight of the man in front of him to take proper heed of the warning. Was Jamie’s scent saturated with cinnamon because of all the cinnamon-flavored accessories he put in his mouth, or did he gravitate toward cinnamon because that was his underlying scent? Luc wasn’t sure the order of things. He felt a strange urge to know for sure. He wanted to taste Jamie’s skin. His blood. His cum.
“Ohh, you fucked up, didn’t you?” Monique arched another brow at Luc before turning to Jamie. “Need me to stay?”
Jamie shook his head, his gaze still focused on Luc. “We’re good here. Somebody’s got some groveling to do.”
Monique laughed softly, grabbing her purse from the hallway table. “Off to Alice’s, then.” She gave Jamie a kiss on the cheek, and Luc barely held back another growl at their proximity, forcing himself to rein it in and step back to allow her exit.
And then Jamie was filling the doorway, his arms crossed over that delicious bare chest. “You disappeared,” he accused.
There was nothing to do but admit fault. “I did.”
“I was going to have you meet Mamá.”
“You were.”
Jamie took the cinnamon toothpick out of his mouth, his nostrils flaring. “That’s important to me. My family’s important to me.”
Luc offered truth for truth. “My family hated me.”
Jamie’s head jerked back as if struck. Then he sighed deeply, his dark eyes scanning Luc’s face, searching for something. Luc wished he knew what. Luc would give it to him. He would.
Finally Jamie popped the toothpick back in his mouth and stepped back from the doorway, gesturing expansively with one arm. “Come on in, monster.”
Luc felt like a little puppy as he obediently followed Jamie into his bedroom, close on the human’s heels. He wasn’t used to feeling so…contrite. Usually Luc just reacted. Wildly. Often badly. And then he paid the consequences, whatever those may be. He’d never wanted to atone before.
It really was an awful feeling.
Jamie’s bedroom was a mess. A horrifying, awe-inspiring mess. His bed was a nest of tangled sheets, unmade and possibly unwashed. There were piles of paperbacks strewn haphazardly about the room, not a proper bookshelf in sight. The only area of order in the chaos was a large desk by the window, with what looked to be an extremely expensive computer setup.
Jamie shot a glance to where Luc was staring at the incongruity. “I’m a freelance programmer,” he explained. “I like my workspace neat.”
Luc swallowed a cough. Jamie gave him a look but said nothing, worrying the toothpick between his teeth. He started meandering from corner to corner of the room, picking up books as he went.
“Shall we sit?” Luc asked in his most polite tone.
Jamie grunted a negative. “I listen better when I’m moving. Talk. I’m all ears.”
Luc supposed the confession—my family hated me—wasn’t enough on its own to earn forgiveness for his blunder, but he didn’t know where to begin. Had he really thought he’d just show up and Jamie would welcome him back with open arms? He had, hadn’t he? Jamie had been nothing but open. It was Luc who was closed off.
He clearly needed to make some concessions.
Luc sat down gingerly on a corner of the bed. “I was a second son. Unwanted and unremarkable. Although, it didn’t really matter what I accomplished anyway. My parents were uninterested; my brother considered me a nuisance. I thought I’d be able to—to rectify that, I suppose, when I was older. I thought I’d find a woman, have a family of my own. People to love me. In the meantime, I tried to make a career as a soldier, fought for Napoleon, in one of his earlier campaigns. And then I died.”
“Just casually dropping that he fought for fucking Napoleon,” Jamie muttered. But then he nodded for Luc to continue as Jamie stacked more books, making little towers of paperbacks on one side of the room. His lovely face was uncharacteristically serious.
“I was saved at the very end, by what I thought was an angel at the time.” Luc gave a bitter laugh. “I remember him perfectly in that moment, pure-white hair backlit by the sun. A heavenly apparition, I thought.”
Jamie snorted at that part.
Luc supposed that was fair. He’d been very foolish, there on his battleground deathbed. “Even after I realized I’d been turned by a demon, I still thought at first I’d been…chosen. To be a companion, a partner. But it turns out it was only a last lark for someone on their way out the door. A semiferal monster who taught me the basics and then left me to go die.”
Luc ran his fingertips along the sheets of Jamie’s bed, unimpressed with the quality. He’d provide something finer, later down the line. “It was a decade before I found someone of my own for a companion. I chose someone predictably similar to myself, I suppose. Same tragic situation, dying out there on a battlefield. Even fighting for the same man, only a decade later. I must have thought we’d bond over all that. And we did, for a time.”
Luc cleared his throat. Why was it still so painful, to think of those early days with Roman? Why couldn’t he let it go, this chosen family who had changed his mind? “I told myself he chose me. A life by my side. But I was fooling myself. I’d given him the option of death or me… It wasn’t really a choice at all. And when I inevitably fucked it all up, he ran away. Never forgave me. Never will. And why would he?”
Jamie had paused in his whirl of cleaning, his whole focus back on Luc. “How did you fuck it all up?” he asked.
In for a penny, in for a pound. “I thought I’d found my mate, but she…rejected me…in the end. I blamed Roman. I blamed him for not turning her against her will, as I would have. I tried to end his existence.” Luc found himself clearing his throat again. “Multiple times. Plus a little light stalking.” A pause. “Persistent stalking.”
Luc watched carefully, waiting for the censure to cross Jamie’s face, but the human only cocked his head, flicking his toothpick to the other side of his mouth thoughtfully. In the face of that silence, Luc kept right on sharing. Because apparently this was his new reality. Feelings and communication and baring his soul to be judged as worthy or worthless.
“Everyone who’s ever met me has known something was wrong with me,” he stated bluntly. “That something was…lacking. Except you.” Luc knew the expression on his face had turned unbearably soft, but he couldn’t help it. “You who don’t know half the things I’ve done but seem to have forgiven me preemptively for them. You who have no reason to trust me. To believe in me. To meet your family…” Luc shrugged helplessly, his gaze down on his own hands, which had formed into fists on his thighs. “They’d know too. In an instant, they’d know I wasn’t right for someone they love.”
And there it was. More or less all of it. Luc had basically scooped his heart out from his chest and presented it to the human on a platter. Or at least, as best he could in one ten-minute monologue. There were details missing, sure. The sheer number of dead bodies Luc had left in his wake, for one. But Luc knew without knowing how that Jamie cared less about that than he did about the why. About what made Luc tick, all the broken pieces underneath the monstrous exterior. Jamie gave open honesty and wanted an equal exchange.
Luc looked up from his hands to see Jamie had lost the toothpick and was standing with an uncharacteristic stillness across the room, a thoughtful expression on his face.
His silence lasted long enough that Luc started to expect condemnation, but when Jamie spoke, his words came out soft and flat, oddly emotionless. “My dad left when I was a kid. He chose a different wife. A different family. He’s got two other sons now, in California. I’m sure he shows up to all their soccer games, like the perfect father. He’s never once called me.”
Luc found his fingers flexing in his lap, almost against his will. They suddenly itched to squeeze the life out of a man he’d never met.
“I knew he was going to go,” Jamie continued in that horribly flat tone. “I saw it in a vision before it ever happened. Even as a kid, I was pissed at him. I still am. But it’s his loss.” Jamie’s voice deepened, harshened. “He’s the problem. He just…left. He couldn’t be loyal or faithful to us. And that’s not on my mom or me. That’s on him.”
Of course it was. Of that Luc had no doubt, taking in the sight of the young man before him—his face now flushed with righteous indignation, dark eyes shining. Who in their right mind would leave something so perfect?
For Luc, on the other hand…
“In this case, I most definitely was the problem,” Luc pointed out dryly. “Seeing as how I tried to murder my friend. More than once.”
Jamie shrugged that off as if Luc had told him he’d once snubbed Roman at a dinner party. “Don’t vampires have different rules or something? Blood and violence seem pretty entwined into your guys’ whole deal, if the stories are to be believed.”
That was the crux of it, wasn’t it? They did have different rules. But Luc had taken even that too far. He hadn’t attacked Roman just once in a fit of rage. He’d tried again. And when that had failed, and Roman had run, Luc had followed. His anger had consumed him, his unstoppable rage at that supposed betrayal.
Luc would like to say the monster had taken advantage, convinced him to do all sorts of things he wouldn’t normally stoop to. But it was Luc who had wanted to punish Roman. To taunt him into some kind of reaction—any reaction besides that new cold indifference.
He’d left Luc all alone, and he hadn’t even seemed to care.
Luc tried to give his human one last chance to back out. (As if we’d let him go, his monster taunted.) One last word of caution. “I tormented Roman for years because he left me. I haunted him, left a trail of bodies behind me wherever I went. You could say those bodies deserved their fate, more or less. But not all my victims have. Roman’s current mate was turned by my hand, against his will. I’m not disloyal, but I am vengeful. Vicious. Irredeemable, you might say.”
Jamie stalked closer, the books he’d been stacking left forgotten on the floor. He planted his feet wide just inches from Luc’s seated position.
Always coming closer when he should be moving further away, this human.
“The people you loved left you,” Jamie said, one hand reaching up to cup Luc’s face, ever so gently. “You got mad. I get it. You didn’t handle it well; that’s for sure. But I get it. You want promises of forever. I want the same fucking thing. Can you give me that?”
Luc kept as still as he could, not wanting to make a move that would dislodge that soft touch from his face. “What if I’m too far gone?”
Jamie finally smiled. His real smile, gorgeous and open and just for Luc. “How about you let me be the judge of that? I think your monster will play nice, if I ask him to. Won’t you, monster?”
Luc was starting to believe that. He could feel his monster fucking preening at the attention from their mate.
“My mom could hate you,” Jamie mused, running his finger along Luc’s stubble. “She won’t, but she could. But that wouldn’t be enough to change my mind. I trust my instincts, my gut. And I’ve known I was yours for years.”
Jamie didn’t mention the bodies. Did he really not care about the bodies?
“I’ll meet her,” Luc promised. “I’ll meet all of them. I’d be honored.”
“You can’t keep disappearing.” Jamie dropped his hand from Luc’s face—Luc found himself leaning forward, reaching subconsciously for that touch—and held it out in front of him, palm up. “Give me your phone.” Luc frantically complied, and Jamie took it from him, tapping at the keys, then dug his own phone out of his pocket as it rang. “There. I have your number now.”
“How else can I make amends?” Luc would do anything his human commanded. He’d pay his penance. Flog or flay himself. Worship at Jamie’s feet.
Jamie looked him over thoughtfully. “No more holding back. You’ll stay close. You’ll touch me.”
Luc immediately grabbed Jamie’s hips with his hands. “Yes.”
“And don’t think I won’t have more questions about that mate thing you said,” Jamie cautioned. “You’ll answer them.”
Luc nodded. “Yes.”
“And I want to be seduced.”
Luc’s brain shut off for a moment.
“So far I’ve gotten this skittish, frightened version of you,” Jamie went on, apparently not caring that Luc’s brain had gone completely offline. “I want the real thing. I want what all your other lovers and midnight snacks have gotten over the years.” Jamie shot him a slow smirk, and Luc’s cock jerked in response. “I want the Lucien seduction.”
Luc’s thumbs brushed along the soft skin of Jamie’s stomach, his human’s words filling his gut with a steady warmth.
His human wanted a seduction? Very well. Luc could give that to him.
Jamie was right—he’d been shortchanged by Luc’s cowardice. Luc had been hiding himself, holding himself too still, too steady, afraid to let the monster out. Afraid to wreck Jamie before they could begin.
But if Jamie already accepted him as he was and the monster was going to behave itself per their human’s orders…
Luc could be himself again.
Luc’s fingers tightened on Jamie’s hips. “Not in here.”
Jamie shot him the barest hint of a pout. “What’s wrong with my room?”
Luc grinned, running a tongue along his fangs, delighted at the little gasp Jamie let out at the sight. “We need to set the scene, my flower.”




eight
Jamie


Jamie stood with his back against the living room wall, arms crossed, watching Luc “set the scene,” as his vampire had called it. Jamie was holding himself as still as he could manage, but he couldn’t help fidgeting with his fresh toothpick, rolling it from one end of his mouth to the other. 
He was just so fucking excited. His pulse was racing, and he felt flush with adrenaline. He just wanted this vampire so fucking bad. And he felt like they were actually moving forward. Like some invisible line had been crossed on Luc’s end.
Luc had already straightened Jamie’s living room, and now he was draping blankets artfully over the couch and chairs, throwing a red scarf of Monique’s he’d found over one of the lamps to bathe the room in a dim rosy glow. He’d asked Jamie if he had any wine, wrinkling his nose like a snobby asshole at the less-than-ten-dollar bottle Jamie had held up but in the end pouring them both a glass anyway.
All that was missing was a record player playing some smooth jazz.
“No music?” Jamie teased when Luc finally seemed to be slowing down in his rearrangements.
“No music. Too distracting.” Luc eyed his changes, nodded once decisively, then set his sights on Jamie.
Fuck. So intense, when all that animal energy was focused in one place. When that one place was Jamie.
He had asked for the seduction as a lark more than anything, a means of closing the distance between them and finally getting those hands on him properly. But he was beginning to think he wasn’t prepared for what was in store for him. Jamie’s past sexual experiences had been noncommittal, inexperienced fumblings with other dudes his age, not immortal creatures with over two centuries of seductive encounters behind them.
“Now—” Luc prowled forward, bracketing Jamie up against the wall with two broad arms. He reached down and plucked the toothpick out of Jamie’s mouth. “You do know I’m not fucking you tonight, yes?”
Well, no. Jamie did not know that at all. Major bummer. He slouched back against the wall, disappointed. “And why not?”
“Because, pretty flower,” Luc crooned, brushing the backs of his fingers against Jamie’s cheek, “when I fuck you, it will be a claiming. You’re not ready for that yet.”
“I’m not?” Jamie asked petulantly.
“Perhaps I’m not,” Luc amended, running his thumb over Jamie’s bottom lip.
Ohh. Jamie was actually getting honesty from the vampire now. What a heady fucking feeling. He did his best to ignore the surge of disappointment he wasn’t getting filled tonight by the stud in front of him. He was realizing maybe the hesitancy on Luc’s end was less about Luc being unsure about Jamie and more about Luc being unsure of himself.
Jamie could work with that. “No one has ever called me pretty before.”
“Oh, but you are,” Luc purred. “Everyone else must have been distracted by your punk petals. Such a lovely face hiding underneath.”
“I’m not hiding,” Jamie protested. And he wasn’t. The green hair, the punk-leaning clothes. They weren’t a costume, or a way of hiding from the world. They were just what he liked, simple as that. The way he chose to decorate himself.
Luc rubbed a lock of Jamie’s green hair between two fingers. “No, you aren’t, are you? Still, it keeps the unworthy from realizing how beautiful you are, I think.”
Jamie swallowed hard. “Has the seduction started already?”
“No, this is just…truth. Come.” Luc tugged Jamie forward, manhandling him onto the couch, Luc settling in close beside him. Very close. Jamie’s skin prickled from his nearness. He tried to be subtle in the way he breathed in Luc’s scent, but judging from the smirk on Luc’s face, he wasn’t wholly successful.
Jamie fidgeted with one of the blankets. “You’ve made a nice little nest here.”
“Atmosphere is important.” Luc placed an arm on the back of the couch, his fingers toying with Jamie’s open collar, sending little sparks of electricity every time they brushed skin. “Normally I would have finer things to set the scene.” He gave Jamie a wicked grin. “I’d like to drape you in finery, flower.”
Jamie shivered. What the fuck? Luxury had never been all that appealing to Jamie before. He didn’t crave “finery.” He didn’t usually see the point. But the idea of Luc…decorating him. Placing Jamie carefully into the things he’d like to see, like to touch. That held some serious appeal.
Luc’s lips quirked, his fingers continuing their dance along Jamie’s collarbone. “Would you like that, my sweet? Diamonds in your ears, perhaps some onyx rings on your fingers to set off that black polish?”
Fuck, was Jamie blushing? In their brief time together, Luc had held himself so still, so distant. Even with Jamie’s mouth on his cock, he hadn’t let himself loose, not really. But now Jamie was getting a real taste of the man hiding underneath all that predator stillness. The elegant seductor.
Jamie had a flash of his first vision of Luc, adjusting the cuffs of his leather jacket as if it were a dinner one.
“Perhaps we’ll dress you in silks,” Luc murmured, grabbing Jamie’s chin in a firm grasp, tilting his head until their eyes met. “Something soft and fine and…decadent.”
Jamie found himself leaning closer, lost in those black eyes, all the dancing shadows.
Luc was clearly pleased with his reaction. “Ohh my. If I’d had you in my clutches in those early days, I would have eaten you right up. And you would have let me, wouldn’t you, my flower? I wouldn’t even have needed compulsion with you. Just look at you. Heavy-lidded, hard as rock. Just from a few sweet words.”
Fuck. He wasn’t wrong. Jamie’s cock was hard as steel. He was lost in Luc’s pretty compliments, his rich sandalwood scent. And painfully aware that he was basically half-dressed, bare-chested, while Luc was fully clothed in dark jeans and some designer-looking button-down. It made Jamie feel…soft. Vulnerable. Turned the fuck on.
Past hookups had been flirty, teasing. Never this…sultry seduction. He liked it.
Liked it even more that it was his vicious, vengeful vampire doing it.
He was only this sweet for Jamie.
Jamie exhaled shakily. “I really think you should fuck me.”
Luc laughed—a rough, low sound that tingled down Jamie’s spine. “Oh no, precious. Not tonight. But you’ll give me a kiss, won’t you?”
Don’t have to ask me fucking twice. Jamie was on him in an instant, crushing his lips against Luc’s, using the opportunity to squirm onto the vampire’s lap. It was so strange, how easily Jamie fit there. They were basically the same height, but Luc’s bulk and strength made Jamie feel half his size.
He groaned when he felt Luc’s hardness underneath him, grinding his ass down against that amazing bulge. At least Jamie wasn’t the only one affected by all this…teasing.
Jamie lost himself in the kiss, in the battling tongues and nipping teeth, grinding against Luc all the while. Luc fucked his tongue into Jamie’s mouth like it was his cock.
Jamie fucking loved it.
Eventually he felt Luc’s fingers dig into his hair, pulling Jamie’s head back sharply.
The vampire was panting, he noted with satisfaction.
Luc searched his face, his gaze lingering on Jamie’s lips, which felt swollen and tender from all the attention. “I always thought I would end up with a woman,” Luc murmured—way out of the fucking blue, in Jamie’s humble opinion. “A wife.”
Jamie scowled back at him. What the fuck? Talk about a boner killer. “Maybe your seduction game could use some work after all.”
Luc smirked at him, tugging his hair once in admonition. “Hush. I’m giving you another truth. I had the classic hang-ups of my time. Worries of damnation. A million reasons to suppress any…unnatural attractions I felt.”
Jamie tsked. “You need a catch-up with modern biology if you think gay leanings are unnatural. I can give you a dozen examples in the animal kingdom off the top of my head.”
Luc ignored his interjection. “After I was turned, I figured—in for a penny, in for a pound. I let myself open up to the possibilities. The first man I brought home—to feed on and to fuck.” He let out a harsh breath. “It was…so delicious.”
Luc’s sexy fucking voice was low and gruff, and Jamie hated that he was still hard hearing his confession. That through familiar pangs of jealousy over Luc’s past lovers, he was…aroused…by his words.
“So much possibility,” Luc mused, fixing Jamie in his stare. He gave a surprisingly gentle tug on Jamie’s hair this time. “None of them affected me the way you do. Not a one. This mouth alone.” He ran his free thumb along Jamie’s lower lip, and Jamie only barely resisted the urge to tongue at it, to suck it into his mouth. “This. Fucking. Mouth. I could feast on it endlessly. I will.”
He claimed Jamie’s mouth again before any of his words could sink in fully, sucking at Jamie’s lower lip. Jamie found himself writhing against the vampire again, one hand splayed across his broad chest.
Luc abandoned his mouth to press warm, openmouthed kisses along Jamie’s jaw. “A work of art, this jawline,” he rasped. “What would you like, my sweet? Would you like me to return the favor of the other night? To have my mouth on your aching cock?”
Jamie’s cock was aching, damn it. He tried to clear the lust fog in his brain to formulate some words. “What would be next? In your grand seduction?”
Luc stilled, his lips still pressed against Jamie’s jaw. Jamie broke the contact and leaned back to peer at him.
“A bite,” Luc admitted grudgingly, his eyes on Jamie’s neck. “A bite would be next.”
Heat rushed through Jamie at the thought. This was it. This was what set his destined lover apart from other men. A need for blood. A need for Jamie’s blood, if he’d let himself.
“Then that’s what I want,” Jamie declared firmly.
Luc ran a finger along the line of Jamie’s neck, and Jamie tilted his head to give him better access. “You’d trust me?” Luc asked, a pensive expression on his face. “To stop at one bite? Not to drain or to turn?”
“I trust you.”
“You shouldn’t,” Luc admonished, even as his eyes filled with heat. “The monster wants you as ours. Forever. Give him an inch and he’ll take endless miles.”
The thought didn’t scare Jamie, but it clearly scared Luc, so Jamie sought to reassure him. “He’ll behave himself. Won’t you, monster?” He looked again into those dark shadows swirling in the black. “You’ll let Luc have a taste, and you’ll be a good, obedient monster for me. No funny business.”
Luc let out an incredulous, strangled laugh. “I can’t believe it lets you get away with that.”
“Well, the three of us all want the same things in the end, don’t we? Your cock in my ass. Your fangs in my neck.”
That little statement seemed to snap Luc’s restraint. There was no more discussion, no more hesitation. He growled—deep and low enough that Jamie could see the vibrations in his chest—and then his mouth was on Jamie’s neck, his teeth sinking in.
There was a flash of pain. A hot sting. But then…
“Oh fuck!” Jamie cried out breathlessly.
He’d never felt anything like it. This—this pleasure licking outward from the bite, zipping along all Jamie’s nerve endings. He could feel his cock leaking precum all over the place.
Luc growled again, biting in deeper, his harsh swallows audible even over Jamie’s little pants and mewls.
Fuck. Jamie was going to come in his pants again. No, no, no. He wanted Luc’s hands on him. He wanted skin on skin.
He frantically pushed down his shorts, freeing his own aching cock before tackling Luc’s button and zipper, freeing his monster’s…monster.
Jamie couldn’t see it clearly, not with the way his head was tilted, but he remembered very vividly how glorious it was. Thick and veiny, with a beautifully fat head that had felt so fucking good against Jamie’s tongue, filling his mouth.
Jamie pressed their cocks together, swiping a thumb over the head of his own erection to gather the precum and ease the glide of his hand. Luc released his neck, and Jamie whined in protest, the sound cut off by Luc taking his mouth again, claiming Jamie’s tongue like he owned it.
Jamie could taste his own blood, the tangy metallic traces of himself on Luc’s tongue.
It pushed him over the edge, his release pulsing over his hand as his vision whited out.
He went limp. Fucking limp. He was vaguely aware of Luc taking over, jerking his own cock until he was spilling his cum over Jamie’s spent dick.
Jamie somehow found the strength to lean back and watch. He just really, really wanted to see it.
Luc laughed—a real, honest laugh, not a chuckle or an ironic huff—leaning his head against the back of the couch, the tendons in his neck tempting Jamie to bite at them. He wouldn’t be able to draw blood as easily as Luc, of course. But still.
How did it feel, to crave the essence of another in such a primal way? Jamie felt like he had an idea of it, vampire or not. He could feel the urge within him to consume Luc in any way he could.
Luc sighed. “Started out as a seduction, ended like two lustful teenagers, practically coming in our pants.”
Jamie smiled at him, awash in happiness. “A bit of your world. A bit of mine.”
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It hadn’t taken Jamie nearly as long as he’d thought it would to convince Luc to stay the night. Apparently his vampire had meant it about the staying close and touching thing.
And ohhh, the touching. Jamie had liked that very fucking much. He shivered a little at the memory of the bite in particular.
Who knew getting your blood sucked could feel like some sort of…neck blow job?
Luc finished smoothing down the bedsheets, straightening the bedspread and folding back the top corner like this was a bed-and-breakfast and not Jamie’s actual home. “I prefer not to sleep on wrinkles,” he explained.
Such a snob.
But any further complaints or teasing immediately fled Jamie’s brain as Luc started efficiently unbuttoning his shirt, undressing in front of Jamie like it was no big deal and not something Jamie had been waiting for a glimpse of for-fucking-ever.
As Luc shed his clothes down to his briefs, Jamie was finally—finally—getting a look of that imposing body up close and personal.
And it was worth the fucking wait.
He reminded Jamie of a boxer: well muscled, defined, sleek. With an underlying brutality. A violence hovering just under the surface of all that smoking hotness.
If Jamie knew how to wolf whistle, he totally would have done one of those.
But he didn’t, so—“Whoa,” he breathed out instead, watching the play of those muscles as Luc meticulously folded all his removed clothing.
Luc shot him a smirk, placing the pile neatly on top of Jamie’s dresser. “Now, now, flower. Get that lustful look off your face. Otherwise, you won’t be getting any sleep at all tonight.”
“I’m good with that.” Jamie slipped off his own shirt easily, loving the heat that entered Luc’s eyes at even that small reveal. Jamie wasn’t built, not like his vampire, but Luc didn’t seem to mind his leanness one bit.
“I’m not,” Luc chastised, despite the lust in his gaze. “It’s almost dawn as it is. We must take care of your precious mortal body.”
Jamie shrugged, tossing his shirt on the floor, laughing at the disgruntled look Luc shot it. “This is pretty much my regular bedtime.”
Luc cocked a brow. “A night owl, are you?” He smiled, slow and sweet—a rare sight. “Perfect for me in every way.”
Warmth rushed through Jamie at the praise. He wasn’t quite sure how or why his vampire had gone from gun-shy to having this all-in mentality, but he was more than fine with it. He was simultaneously preparing himself for the possibility that Luc would balk again. Retreat in some way. It was clear his monster had his fair share of skeletons in his immortal closet, messing with his poor head.
Jamie flopped onto the bed, sprawling on top of those neatly pressed covers. Mostly just to see the flash of annoyance cross Luc’s face. He grinned up at his snobby vampire. “Speaking of perfect for each other. Tell me about mates. You’ve mentioned them more than once now.”
Luc sighed deeply, clearly annoyed with Jamie’s insistence on talking over sleeping, and then joined Jamie on the bed—his approach much more graceful—settling onto his back and folding his arms behind his head. Jamie took a moment to appreciate the way it made his biceps and pecs bunch and flex. Luc looked like a king. A super sexy, muscular king with a body that wouldn’t fucking quit.
Not the time, horndog. Right. Jamie shut his slack jaw, turned onto his side, propped his head on one hand, and tried to focus on Luc’s answer to his question.
“My kind are immortal, but our longevity has other…limits,” Luc explained, staring up at the ceiling. “Over time, we lose ourselves more and more to the vampire instincts inside us. To our monsters. We become more beast than man, driven by bloodlust and little else.”
How incredibly metal of them.
“And that…kills you, somehow?” Jamie asked.
Luc shook his head. “Not as such. But the lack of discretion risks exposure for all. A feral vampire will be put down by others of our kind eventually. For the greater good.”
That part Jamie definitely did not like. The thought of Luc—seductive, temperamental, overly complicated Luc—being put down like a dog…
Not on Jamie’s fucking watch; that was for sure.
“How much time do you have?” he asked.
“I couldn’t say. It varies from vampire to vampire. I’ve heard of some lasting less than a century, others for over five hundred years.”
As if Jamie cared about the fucking statistics. “How much time do you have, monster?”
Luc grimaced slightly, his gaze still on the ceiling. “Not long, probably. I have much less control over my monster than I used to. I try to…mitigate the damage, you could say. I choose my victims carefully. I don’t give in to killing innocents. But I have killed. Many times. And I never used to before.”
The bodies Luc had mentioned. Jamie would process that later. “And how do mates fit in?”
“They’re a cure, in a way. A fated soul that tethers one’s humanity and prevents the descent into madness. Theoretically, all vampires have one, though certainly not all find them in time.”
Okay, this Jamie liked. Especially after all the doom and gloom, insanity-to-grave-pipeline talk. “And how do you know you’ve found one?”
Luc grunted noncommittally. “There’s no handbook, unfortunately. It’s instinctual.” He waved a hand in the air. “An intoxicating scent. An abnormal draw to another. Like I’ve said, I thought I found mine before and I was very wrong.”
“You were wrong because I’m your mate,” Jamie asserted with full conviction.
It all made sense. The frequent visions of Luc through the years. The certainty Jamie had felt since the first time he’d seen his vampire in his mind. The fact that he couldn’t seem to bring himself to care that Luc murdered people he deemed deserving of it.
“Most likely,” Luc agreed casually.
Most likely? Whatever. Jamie wasn’t going to be fooled by Luc’s standoffishness. They were totally mates. Destined, fated, meant-for-each-other mates. “And that’s it? We found each other and now you’re A-OK?”
Luc shifted on the bed. “Not quite,” he admitted. “Both parties must be vampires for the bond to solidify.”
“Okay. Dang. Cool. Vampire Jamie.”
Luc glared fiercely at the ceiling. “If I turn you, it will destroy your entire life. Your humanity will be taken away. Newly turned vampires are….impulsive. Hungry. You’ll have to leave this town, for fear of revealing yourself.”
Jamie reached out a hand to turn Luc’s face to his. He was tired of this staring at the ceiling crap. He wanted those black pools centered on him.
Luc gave in to his touch easily, but when he turned to Jamie, there was a pained expression on his face.
Poor, broody boy.
Jamie tutted. “You know why I stayed in Tucson for so long?” he asked. “Why I went to college here, and not the numerous other institutions across the country I was accepted into? Why I busted my ass making a career for myself in freelance programming instead of just joining an established tech company on one of the coasts?”
“Because the desert is so captivating?” Luc suggested dryly.
Jamie kicked him in the shin. “The desert is captivating, dick. But I stayed because I knew I’d be leaving someday. Really leaving. I wanted to soak in as much of it as I could, because I knew something was coming for me. I knew you were coming for me.”
“You’d have to leave your family, Jamie,” Luc said, more gently than he usually spoke.
Jamie felt a sharp tug in his chest at the thought. To say goodbye to his mom for—what? For forever?
Luc rearranged himself on the bed until he was mirroring Jamie’s position, facing him with one hand propping up his head. “Roman tried to go back to his family, in the beginning,” Luc explained. “I warned him against it, and I was right. It was an unmitigated disaster. And it almost broke him, that loss of control. Their reactions to him.”
“That’s one instance,” Jamie argued. “You said he has a mate now. The one you turned when you were being a vengeful dick. Did he have to leave his family?”
Luc frowned thoughtfully at that. “I—I don’t know.”
“Well, can you ask?”
Luc narrowed his eyes at the clear exasperation in Jamie’s tone. “What exactly about the story I told you makes you think we have the kind of relationship where I can just—just call them up for a chat? They’d rather be dead than forced to speak with me.”
“Maybe you should remedy that,” Jamie suggested easily.
Luc’s lips twisted. “As if they would forgive me.”
Jamie held in his eye roll but just barely. Because really, were all vampires just a bunch of drama queens? Didn’t they ever just talk to each other? “You all are immortal,” he pointed out. “Can you really hold grudges for all eternity?”
“You’d be surprised,” Luc grumbled. He rubbed a hand along his jaw. “You’ve never seen me truly angry. You don’t know what I was like.”
Jamie hummed. “Maybe one day I’ll be so lucky.”
He bet it would be super hot, all that violence erupting.
“Don’t say that,” Luc scolded. “I don’t want to be…that part of myself. With you.”
Jamie cocked his head. “You know you don’t get to pick and choose what parts of yourself to keep, right? I get that you want to be suave, debonair, in-control Luc all the time, but you can’t just squash down all the other bits permanently. The monster is part of you too. For forever, it sounds like. Maybe you’d get further by accepting it instead of fighting it.” He nodded sharply in punctuation of this kick-ass wisdom that was pouring out of him.
Luc sighed. “Such insight from one so young.”
“Yeah, I’m super wise, aren’t I?” Maybe he should leave programming and look into a future as a vampire therapist.
But any insightful comment Jamie might add was interrupted by a yawn so wide he felt like his jaw was cracking. “Also super tired apparently.”
Luc pressed a kiss to the side of Jamie’s head, lifting the covers around him. “Enough questions for one night, then. Sleep, flower.”
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It was habit by now, when he had a vision, to attempt to place the location, the season. Any clues as to when or where they may be. But only the vampires themselves were in sharp focus, their surrounding settings a blurred fog.
Useless fucking visions.
Still, Jamie felt the cold clarity that came with one of them, so different from the fuzzy, muddled glimpses of a normal dream.
These strangers were real; he was sure of that. But he’d never seen another vampire in a vision before, besides his monster.
He wasn’t drawn to this pair in the same way; that was for certain. They were good-looking enough, Jamie supposed—tall and well muscled, dressed more or less similar to the frat bros that swarmed into town at the end of every August.
But it had never been about Luc’s looks, had it? It had been that…pull. That certain gut feeling that here was a part of Jamie, cut out and let loose into the world, and that one day it was going to find its way back. Luc’s evident loneliness had been further proof of that. They’d both been missing something vital.
They’d been missing each other.
Jamie memorized the details of these vampires’ faces. Not that they would be hard to recognize, with their shocks of red hair and indistinguishable looks. But were they friends or foes?
The vision guttered out, and Jamie felt darkness pulling him under.
He’d have to ask Luc in the morning.




nine
Lucien


Beautiful. Lovely. Precious. 
Rip his hand off. Snap his neck. Drain him dry.
Luc rubbed at the bridge of his nose before downing another swallow of whiskey. Holy fuck, he was getting a headache.
His monster was bouncing back and forth between puppylike adoration and serial killer menace. The latter wasn’t directed at Jamie, of course, but rather at the other patrons who kept making eyes at Luc’s pretty human while he tended bar.
Like the grabby fuck with his hand on Jamie’s arm at that very moment. Luc was barely containing a violent outburst at the offensive sight. Wasn’t there some policy against drunk patrons manhandling the staff? There sure as fuck should be.
Luc settled for clearing his throat noisily, taking immense pleasure in watching the blood drain from the man’s face as he looked over to where Luc sat at the bar, fangs glinting in the dim lights.
Take him out back. Drain him. Kill him.
Luc ignored his monster. All this humanity around was making it bloodthirsty beyond belief. Apparently its new sweet and obedient disposition only went so far, especially if their mate wasn’t giving them enough attention.
At least the man was backing off now, retreating into the corner with his unfortunate companions, looking rattled but not exactly pissing his pants in fear. Jamie had been right before: no one out there was looking for vampires to be real, so no one believed when they saw one right in front of them. They might think Luc was creepy, sure—and they weren’t wrong about that—but they didn’t think of him as supernatural.
Luc turned his gaze from the man with a death wish to the much more appealing sight of his mate mixing up cocktails on the other side of the bar, black T-shirt tucked into tight black jeans, green hair pulled up into a messy half ponytail.
So pretty, his flower.
Jamie had explained that while he didn’t technically work for Monique, he helped her out occasionally when she was short on staff and he was between projects. And he’d apparently promised himself to her tonight.
“When do you do your actual work?” Luc had asked.
Jamie had shrugged. “I take projects as they come. Sometimes I travel out of town to meet with potential clients. I was in Colorado just a few months ago. Lucky for you, I’m between engagements right now.”
Lucky for Luc except now he had to share his human with all these drunk…plebeians.
Luc reluctantly tore his gaze off Jamie—who’d moved on to popping tabs off beers for a rowdy group of frat boys—as Monique appeared in front of Luc with a bottle of whiskey.
“Jamie said part of his payment tonight was keeping you topped off,” she explained as she poured a generous amount of the amber liquid into his glass. “Said you could handle your liquor.”
True enough. It would take about that entire bottle for Luc to feel even a buzz from the liquor. If he drank from one of the intoxicated patrons, however…
“How generous,” he murmured, tipping his chin in thanks.
“Isn’t it though?” Monique placed the bottle in its place on the shelf, then turned back to him, planting a hand on one hip. “Now seems like a good time to ask you about your intentions toward my best guy.”
Luc smirked. How adorable, that she thought she could protect Jamie from him. “I have all the intentions when it comes to Jamie, I assure you.”
“Mm.” Monique shot him a skeptical look, then gestured to his eyes with her hand. “Always in costume, I see. You’re a real method actor.”
“Why, yes.” Luc took a sip of his drink before leaning closer over the bar. “Shall I show you the other ways I remain in character?”
“Behave.” Jamie’s soft, teasing voice was a balm compared to the din of the bar. As was his delicious scent. Luc breathed him in greedily, his monster immensely pleased to have their mate’s focus back on them.
Beautiful mate. Precious and perfect and just for us.
Luc narrowed his eyes at Jamie as Monique sauntered off. “You have my monster positively mooning over you. It’s very annoying.”
“Aww, how sweet.” Jamie leaned in close, resting his forearms on the bar. “I feel the same way, monster.”
Luc’s beast preened inside of him. Jesus fuck.
“And how are you feeling about me, hm, Lucien?” Jamie teased, cocking his head to the side playfully.
“Like I want to bend you over that bar and fuck you senseless.”
Well. Maybe Luc had consumed more of that whiskey than he’d thought.
Jamie’s dark eyes widened even as his lips curled up. “Damn. I thought we weren’t at the fucking stage yet, Mr. It Will Be a Claiming.” He deepened his voice at the end in a sorry imitation of Luc’s rough growl.
Luc swirled his whiskey thoughtfully, raking his eyes over his mate. “I might be changing my mind.”
Something about watching Jamie among all these people, that lovely smile being handed out to the masses, had Luc positively itching to stake his claim. He wished he hadn’t had to heal Jamie’s bite mark. He wished there were bruised, bloody prints of his teeth on Jamie’s neck for everyone to see.
Something to say, Mine. Back the fuck off.
Jamie flashed that lovely smile at him now. “Hearing that makes it almost worth all the customers you’re scaring off with that fearsome glower, monster.”
Luc glanced around the bar. “Is it hurting business, my being here?”
Not that Luc cared about Monique’s business. But Jamie clearly did. And Luc would protect whatever Jamie cared for. He would do anything for more of that smile, that easy joy.
Jamie shrugged one careless shoulder. “Not really. I think it’s evened out by everyone who’s staying to ogle you, too intimidated to shoot their shot.” He blew Luc a kiss and sidled back down the bar as another patron signaled for him.
Luc grimaced at the thought. Once, they wouldn’t have been so intimidated, back when Luc could still hold his human face. His paramours had always loved his green eyes.
Jamie likes us just as we are, his monster argued.
It was becoming increasingly clear how true that was. After all, his human had melted so prettily at Luc’s seduction. It had made Luc feel like his old self again, able to touch and taste and bite without fear.
And then afterward…
You know you don’t get to pick and choose what parts of yourself to keep, right? His young human had a point. Luc had been angry for as long as he could remember. At his family for disregarding him from the moment of birth. At his maker for turning him into this bloodthirsty creature only to leave him. At Victoria for toying with him. And at Roman.
For so long he’d been angry at Roman.
For his supposed betrayal, yes. But mostly for his having finally seen the real Lucien—the violence, the pettiness, the rage—only to run away. For continuing to run away. Abandoning their brotherhood because of one little…misunderstanding.
You tried to kill him. This from the tiniest, faintest voice of reason in Luc’s brain. But what were a few attempts at murder between two of their kind?
Child’s play, really.
But Jamie already knew of Luc’s rage, of his pettiness. He’d told Luc he’d already seen him feed—seen him kill—in his visions. And he seemed not to mind. Was he naive? Jamie didn’t come across as such. But maybe that was how it worked. He was Luc’s destined mate, so he was hardwired not to mind a little bit of psychotic tendencies.
Luc smirked into his whiskey at the thought. He never could have imagined fate dealing him such a perfect hand as his pretty flower.
He watched as Jamie worked his way down the bar, his movements always surprisingly graceful for one so tall and slender. Now if only Luc could take Jamie away from all these cretins, lock him away to have Jamie all to himself.
He’d feast on him for endless days.
Except…Jamie clearly thrived on humanity. He enjoyed charming others, wasn’t bothered by interacting with the unwashed masses. Luc had been similar, once. He’d enjoyed smoky, crowded bars and the customary dances of flirtation.
He could be like that again. For Jamie.
The only issue with this particular city’s unwashed masses…
“Do you know a pair of vampire twins? Dudes with red hair?” Jamie had asked him that morning.
Luc hadn’t known what to say other than, “In passing. Not well.”
He couldn’t bring himself to lie outright, but he also couldn’t bring himself to give the full story about the twins’ threats and orders for Luc to leave. Too much bad news for the beginnings of a courtship. Luc had already had to give Jamie dire warnings the night before—that Jamie may have to leave his family and hometown for good, if he turned.
And, for that matter, if they were leaving anyway, what was the point of telling Jamie about the identical menaces? Luc hadn’t wanted to bother Jamie with anything else, especially something that was really only a mild inconvenience.
Luc wasn’t going to kill anyone. The twins would have no reason to hunt him down.
Jamie had accepted his response easily enough. But Luc had been left feeling uneasy. What did it mean that Jamie had seen the twins in his vision? Did Jamie only see visions of significant events? Dangers ahead? Or perhaps Jamie saw glimpses of little things around him as well. Inconsequential sightings.
Luc hadn’t wanted to delve into Jamie’s visions at the time. To do so would interrupt the peace and sweetness of their morning (or afternoon, given how late Jamie slept). Jamie with his green hair even more mussed than usual, lazily licking into Luc’s mouth while Luc brought them both to completion with his hand once again. It had been too perfect to mar.
Still, Luc should handle it.
Perhaps there was a way to signal his desire to stay in town without arousing the twins’ ire. A way to prove he had no nefarious intentions toward their citizens. Not for the first time, Luc wished he’d been given some sort of handbook. Some clear guide to vampire rules and etiquette.
He wished he hadn’t been left to fend for himself and figure it all out on his own.
He wished he hadn’t been abandoned.
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“Cheer up, mon ami,” Luc urged. “We’ll find you something pretty to drink tonight.”
Roman frowned into his scotch and soda. “Not every problem can be solved with a pretty face, Lucien.”
“Why, sure it can.” Luc relaxed back into his chair, feigning easy indifference. It didn’t pay to give in to Roman’s moods when he was feeling somber. “What else would there be?”
“Love. Virtue. Purpose.”
Luc laughed bitterly. “I’m afraid I can’t offer any of that. How about another cocktail instead?”
“Don’t you ever feel…tired? A life with no end. A life with no meaning.”
So it was going to become one of those nights. Existential debates. The question of their damnation. Luc wasn’t wholly opposed to it, when he was in the mood.
But he wasn’t in the fucking mood.
He gave a prolonged and appropriately dramatic sigh. “Goddamn it, Roman. Tell you what—” He leaned across the table, catching his friend’s eye. “—if it’s that terrible, we can make a pact. We’ll both end each other one day down the line, when it all becomes too much to bear.”
Roman’s blue eyes narrowed. “Do you mean it?”
Did Luc mean it? He wasn’t even sure. He just wanted an end to the maudlin mood that had overtaken their night.
He was saved from answering as Roman inhaled, his head swiveling to peer around the speakeasy. “He has returned tonight. The little blond one. I can smell him.”
Luc could too. A refreshing pine scent, incongruous with the smoky bar. “By all means, invite him over.”
“I do not see him.”
“Evening, gentlemen.” A melodic voice, from Luc’s left. Soren.
He was a lovely man. Delicate stature, a beautiful face. The kind of face Luc might try a seduction on, normally. But something about him warned Luc off of any sort of romantic pursuit.
That eerie fucking smile, for one.
Even so, it was rare enough he and Roman met others of their kind they both liked enough to speak with more than once.
“Take a seat,” Luc offered, pushing out the chair next to him with his foot. “We were just discussing a brotherly pact. Mutual destruction, should we tire of this fate before we reach eternity.”
Soren sat in the seat next to Roman instead and giggled. “How dramatic. And unnecessary. You’ll go mad long before then, I’d expect.”
Luc and Roman shared a glance.
“Pardon?” Luc asked.
“You’ll turn feral.” Soren looked carefully at each of them, at their blank faces. “Christ, do either of you ever socialize with other vampires? Who raised you?”
“We raised each other,” Roman said, casting a glance toward Luc as he did.
Luc loved him very much in that moment.
And then Soren explained it to them. The fate that awaited them with time, their inner beasts taking over slowly but surely.
“Well.” Luc kept his voice light, even if his mood had turned unbearably dark. “Hear that, Rome? We won’t need to do it ourselves.”
Roman looked back at him with horror in his eyes.
“Maybe you’ll get lucky and find your mates first,” Soren said cheerily, waving down the waiter.
“Our what?” Luc asked, intrigued in spite of himself.
Soren sighed, muttering something about sheltered vampire babies. But, after ordering his drink, he then explained dutifully. He told them the other half of the brutal equation.
He gave them hope, however unlikely.
Tethered souls. A way to keep their humanity, their extended lives.
Mates.
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It had lit a fire in Luc he’d never been able to extinguish. Why it would, when he’d just been discussing a possible way out of immortality not ten minutes before, he couldn’t have said at the time.
But he knew it wasn’t just the assurance of extended sanity, an escape from a potential feral state. It was the idea that there was someone out there just for him. Someone who was bound to love him—who was bound to him. Someone who would never leave.
He’d had Roman by his side, yes, but that was different. That was brotherhood. This would be a marriage, of sorts. An eternal promise.
And then Luc would have both brother and spouse. A family.
Luc had ignored so much with Victoria because of that hope. He’d ignored the way she delayed every discussion of turning. He’d ignored the way his monster remained unmoved, no matter how much the man inside him loved her.
And then he’d lost it all in one night, from one silly car accident, of all the fucking things. He’d lost his brother. He’d lost his future mate.
Or so he’d thought at the time.
Did that excuse Luc’s tormenting Roman for decades after? Probably not. But how terrifying it had been to face the rest of his life—however long or short that may end up being—all alone. How maddening to be left behind by the one person who’d promised to stay. How fucking disappointing for Luc to always be so easy to leave.
It was part of why he’d never turned anyone else. What would be the point? They wouldn’t stick around. They never did.
Luc slumped over his whiskey, absolutely hating himself for how maudlin his thoughts had become. He was turning into a caricature of Roman, brooding about morality over cocktails.
As they approached two in the morning, Monique started flickering the lights, kicking the remaining customers out of the bar with a surprisingly booming shout of, “You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay the fuck here!”
Luc downed the rest of the whiskey in his glass, watching the last of the patrons trickle out. He’d finished the bottle Monique had been offering him throughout the night and then some. Possibly unwise, to reveal the extent of alcohol he could consume, but whatever Jamie’s friend thought of his unnatural tolerance, she was keeping it to herself.
How many bars had Luc been to over the centuries? How many mortals who had sat beside him for the night were already dead and gone?
“What’s wrong?”
Luc opened his eyes—when had he shut them?—to find Jamie standing beside him, finally on the right side of the bar.
“Come here,” Luc murmured, tugging him in for a kiss.
He’d intended for something chaste and devotional. But Jamie quickly turned it dirty, slipping his tongue into Luc’s mouth and stepping between Luc’s legs to press his entire body against him. Luc’s cock hardened in an instant, his mate’s scent enveloping him in a wonderful cinnamon fog.
They broke their kiss at Monique’s whistle. “This is when I tell the two of you to get a room.”
“I have a room,” Jamie quipped, giving Luc a pat on the cheek. “I pay you rent for it.”
Monique threw up her middle finger before heading out the back door, trash bags in hand.
Luc leaned in to claim Jamie’s lips again, but Jamie was already heaving his upper body over the bar, his feet lifting off the ground, searching for something on the other side. The position placed his surprisingly round ass on display right at eye level for Luc to ogle.
Jamie rummaged around with something on the counter under the bar, then tilted back onto his feet before Luc could decide whether to give the temptation in front of him a smack, triumphantly holding up a pack of cigarettes. “Aha! I knew I left these here.”
Luc’s hand shot out before he could stop himself, grabbing the pack and tossing it across the room.
Jamie stared at him, stunned. “Um…”
“Those are bad for you,” Luc declared lamely in the ensuing silence.
“Uh…”
“Your mortal life is precious,” Luc explained. “Those could shorten it.”
Jamie cocked his head, blinking rapidly. “But I’m not exactly staying human until old age, am I now?”
Still, Luc felt surprisingly dizzy at the thought of it, a certain weakness in his knees. He couldn’t say why he was suddenly so terrified. “Chew on one of your toothpicks instead,” he suggested, trying to keep his voice light.
Jamie stared at him a moment longer before shrugging, pulling a cinnamon-flavored toothpick out of his pocket. “You’re lucky I’m not a die-hard smoker,” he mumbled around it. “You gonna start pushing me around about stuff like this?”
Luc stood from his barstool, making sure his legs would hold. “I just want you…healthy. Whole.”
Jamie nibbled on his toothpick, scanning Luc’s face. For a moment, Luc thought maybe Jamie could see it all painted there. Luc’s past mistakes. His horrible, twisted insides. The monster that ruled him always, no matter how he tried to fight it.
But if Jamie did see any of that, it wasn’t scaring his human off. Jamie just nodded thoughtfully, moving his toothpick from one side to the other before reaching out to take Luc’s hand.
“Poor monster,” he said softly. “Come on. Take me home.”
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“Don’t be scared,” Jamie teased, nudging Luc’s shoulder with his own as they stood on his family’s front porch. 
“I’m not frightened of your family,” Luc protested, glaring at Jamie ferociously.
Jamie raised his brows skeptically, snapping the piece of gum in his mouth. Luc totally was. It was pretty adorable, actually—thinking of his big, bad monster terrified of Jamie’s loving mother, who barely topped five feet.
“It’s just a casual lunch,” he reassured his skittish vampire. “And you don’t have to eat anything. I already told them you have weird dietary restrictions.”
And possibly a weird food fetish to boot. Luc had watched Jamie consume his breakfast that morning with the same mind-boggling intensity as all the other times his vampire had seen him eat, even pushing a second plate at Jamie just for the pleasure of witnessing him swallow it down.
Jamie had never exactly felt sexy eating scrambled eggs before, but if it was Luc’s kink, he was all for it.
Speaking of which… “You finally gonna fuck me tonight?” he asked.
Jamie had been just the teensiest bit disappointed—okay, a whole lot disappointed—Luc hadn’t kept to his teasing words the night before, even if he’d somewhat made up for it by devouring Jamie’s cock the second they’d gotten home.
If Jamie hadn’t known better, he would have thought his vampire was a little tipsy after a full night seated at Monique’s bar, glowering at all the flirty customers and sipping on whiskey. He’d been unusually grabby (not that Jamie had minded), and his thing about Jamie’s cigarettes…
Luc was definitely having some thoughts and feelings about Jamie’s mortality.
And now he was most certainly having thoughts and feelings about meeting Jamie’s family.
Luc was sputtering at him, uncharacteristically fazed. “We’re on your mother’s doorstep, for fuck’s sake.”
“Aw, he’s shy,” Jamie teased.
Luc stepped closer with menace in his eyes—not, like, “I’m gonna kill you” menace (as if Luc would ever hurt him), more like “I’m gonna toss you over my knee and punish you” kind of menace (which Jamie was 100 percent here for).
But Luc didn’t have a chance to punish him for his teasing because the next moment, the front door opened, and Jamie’s little sister was poking her head out, peering out at them suspiciously, her long dark hair held out of her face with two yellow barrettes. “What are you two doing lurking on the porch like a couple of weirdos?”
Playful teasing aside, Jamie wasn’t about to tell any of his family he was giving his vampire lover a minute to bolster his courage. “Good to see you too, little menace,” he drawled. “Step aside. You’re letting the AC out.”
She ignored him, her eyes widening as she looked Luc over. “Is this the new boyfriend?”
Luc bent forward slightly at the waist—was he fucking bowing to Jamie’s little sister?—and held out a hand. “I’m Lucien, but you may call me Luc. What’s your name, little mademoiselle?”
Izzy’s eyes widened further, and a look very much bordering on hero worship crossed over her face. Um, excuse me? Jamie was her adored older brother, and she’d never looked at him like that. Did she have a crush on Luc already?
Well, damn. That was fast. Jamie couldn’t fault her taste though. His vampire was sexy as fuck.
“Um. Isabel,” she mumbled, placing her hand in Luc’s. “Izzy.”
Luc shook her hand lightly—for a second, Jamie was afraid he was going to honest-to-God kiss it, like some black-and-white movie dandy—and then straightened back up. “Charmed, Izzy. Will you show us inside?”
Izzy stepped away from the door, apparently too stunned for further words. Jamie understood the feeling. His vampire was a grade A hottie. And with that hint of a French accent when he played it up? Total lady-killer.
Although, it might have also possibly had something to do with the all-black eyes and little glint of fangs Luc was sporting. But who was Jamie to say for sure?
His mom’s voice rang out from the direction of the kitchen. “Is that Jamie?”
She appeared in the kitchen doorway a second later, wiping her hands onto her jean shorts. “And you must be Luc. I’m so happy to meet you! I’m Elena.”
Jamie watched in delight as she stepped on tiptoe to give Luc a kiss on the cheek, equally proud of both of them: her for ignoring his vampire’s less-than-normal appearance, and his vampire for braving what was so clearly such a foreign situation for him.
How long had it been since Luc had been invited to someone’s home for something other than sex? Since he’d been around a real family?
They followed his mom into the kitchen, where his stepdad, Eric, was halving an avocado, his light-brown hair covered by a baseball cap. He greeted them both with the same warmth as Jamie’s mom. He was a good guy all around. Jamie felt lucky he’d come into their lives. And he’d never, not once, called Jamie “buddy.”
Jamie thought he might be beaming at all of them like an idiot, but he was just so pleased. They were all doing so well. Of course, he’d warned them ahead of time that Luc had a few…body modifications. (Black contacts, he’d explained. Filed canines. “It’s a look, Mamá.”) And they’d promised not to comment, if that was going to make his new boyfriend uncomfortable.
But maybe Jamie’s pride was a little short-lived, because then of course as soon as Luc sat down, Izzy sidled up right next to him, fiddling with one of her barrettes. “Can I see your teeth?”
Well, fuck. Oh well. What’s done is done.
Luc shot a startled glance to Jamie, as if expecting him to jump in and protest. When Jamie only smiled back at him reassuringly—you can do it, monster—Luc turned back to Bella, giving her a small, tentative grin of his own, the sharp edges of his fangs peeking out from between his lips.
“Oh, cool,” Izzy whispered, reaching out a hand. “Can I touch one?
“Isabel,” his mom chided, turning from where she was removing plates from the kitchen cabinet. “Dios mio. You can’t just ask to stick your fingers in someone’s mouth.”
“Eww. I wasn’t gonna stick them in.” Izzy rolled her eyes at the apparent ridiculousness of their mother’s assumptions. “I just want to see how sharp they are.”
Luc looked again to Jamie for reassurance before lowering his head to her level, baring his fangs a little more. “If you’re very careful, you can touch.”
Izzy reached up slowly with an index finger, pressing lightly against the tip of Luc’s left fang. “Whoa,” she whispered. “It feels real.”
Luc drew back and huffed a small laugh. “They are my real teeth, little one.”
Jamie’s chest felt weirdly tight. Was he having a heart attack? Or was this what it felt like to be overwhelmed by…affection…for another person?
He was used to Luc being more or less careful and polite with him—except when he was choking Jamie on his cock, of course—but that didn’t usually carry over to the rest of the world. Luc didn’t seem to concern himself with the feelings of any humans other than Jamie, and normally that suited Jamie just fine. More monster for him.
But to see Luc so gentle and kind with Jamie’s little sister was just…doing it for him. Jamie was feeling feelings.
“How much to get something like that done?” Eric asked, taking the plates from Jamie’s mom and setting them on the table. “Dental work is so pricy these days. I can’t imagine what optional cosmetic stuff like that costs.”
Jamie covered his laugh with a small cough. Bless his stepdad, such a practical soul.
“I paid for them dearly, I assure you,” Luc answered, shooting Jamie an ironic little smile.
They sat down to lunch, a stuffed zucchini dish that was one of Jamie’s favorites.
Jamie was filling his plate when his mom stage-whispered to him in Spanish, “Are you sure I can’t convince him to eat?”
“Mamá—” Jamie started.
But Luc’s gruff voice cut in. “Comeré un poco, por favor.” His accent was flawless because of course it was.
Jamie’s mom smiled at Luc like he’d just told her he’d pluck the moon out of the sky for her. “Hablas español?” she asked in delight.
“Por supuesto,” Luc replied easily. “It’s a beautiful language.”
Jamie’s mom giggled like some sort of schoolgirl—a mildly horrifying sight to witness—clearly smitten by Luc’s manners.
“Jamie never learned fully,” his mom complained. “His father”—Jamie’s muscles tensed at the mention—“didn’t allow it when he was young. He didn’t speak it himself, and he thought it would confuse Jamie or something.” She gave a little gasp, her eyes lighting up. “Maybe you could practice with my Jamie sometimes.”
“Má,” Jamie whined, not liking the direction of this conversation. His Spanish wasn’t that bad. He’d been picking it up a little more as an adult, trying to hold simple conversations with his mom when he could remember to bother. And of course, he understood much more than he could speak, having listened to her talk to her side of the family all his life.
He didn’t waste too much time protesting though. He was too focused on the sight of Luc taking a delicate bite of his mother’s cooking.
Would Luc’s monster allow it?
Jamie wasn’t sure what he was expecting—maybe for Luc to go full Exorcist and projectile vomit all over the table—but his vampire just chewed, swallowed, then glanced at Jamie with a look in his eyes Jamie couldn’t fully decipher, before turning back to Jamie’s mom. “Delicious, Mrs. Hernandez.”
She grinned happily. “No, no. You call me Elena. Please.”
When Jamie’s mom had turned her attention over to Izzy, Jamie leaned over close to whisper in Luc’s ear, “What a good monster you are.”
Luc cleared his throat, stabbing his fork at another bite. Was Jamie’s vampire embarrassed by the praise?
But it was true. He was the very best monster.
Because not only was Luc the man facing his fears meeting Jamie’s family like this, but Luc’s inner monster was also apparently making a special effort, allowing Luc to consume human food just to please Jamie’s mom.
A gesture from both sides of his lover, the man and the vampire.
Jamie thought of what Luc had said the other night. About not fucking Jamie until they were both ready for permanent attachment. So it was going to be a claiming?
Fine by fucking Jamie.
He was ready. And it wouldn’t be one-sided either. Luc might claim him as his mate, but Jamie was claiming him right back.
This vampire was his.

[image: image-placeholder]By the time they returned to Jamie’s place, it was fully dark, the desert air finally a tolerable temperature on the walk home. Once they’d made it inside, Jamie shepherded Luc into the overstuffed armchair, where he remained while Jamie grabbed them both drinks.
No wine tonight. It was Jamie’s seduction this time.
He tossed a beer to Luc—laughing inwardly at the way his snobby vampire wrinkled his nose at the dented blue can even as he caught it easily—then connected his phone to the little portable speaker he kept in the living room. He stayed standing, cocking a hip against the side of the couch facing Luc, and selected a playlist.
He hummed in delight as the intro of the first song—just piano chords and the singer’s dulcet tones—washed over them, and Luc cocked an eyebrow.
“What are you playing for me, flower?”
Jamie swayed a little to the music. “King Princess. You like it?”
Luc ran a finger over his beer’s condensation. “I expected something…noisier…from you.”
Jamie gave an exaggerated sigh, halting his movements. “Just because I have dyed hair doesn’t mean I’m into screamo. Your sense of culture is outdated, old man.”
Luc just smirked at him before giving his own little sigh and resting his head against the back of his chair. “I like it,” he conceded.
“I like you,” Jamie declared.
He’d already known he did, but that afternoon had cemented his feelings into something solid, immovable, indefinite. He liked every bit of this vampire. The vicious, the gentle, the seductive, the macabre. It wasn’t just that subconscious pull Jamie had always felt anymore—it was genuine affection.
His declaration had Luc raising his head right back up. “You do?” He asked the question lightly, but there was tension in his seated frame.
Jamie took a casual sip of his beer. “You were awfully nice today. With my family.”
Luc waved a dismissive hand. “They were easy to be nice to. And they’re important to you.”
“They are.” Jamie set his beer down on a side table, stepping closer to the seated vampire. “And you care about what’s important to me. Because you want to make me happy, don’t you?”
Luc set his own drink down, tracking Jamie’s approach with heat in his eyes. “I do.”
Jamie let out a happy sound at the affirmation. “And your monster wants to please me, doesn’t he?”
Luc licked his lips. “It does.”
Jamie moved steadily forward until he was standing between Luc’s spread legs. This close, he towered over the vampire’s seated form, but Jamie still felt almost…delicate…in his presence. Luc had the aura of a king, sprawled in his seat, his hands lightly gripping the ends of the chair arms. Such an intense presence for one person to have. How did he bear it, containing all that power?
Jamie rested his hands right on top of Luc’s forearms, leaning forward until they were nose to nose. “You’re mine, Lucien Volaire. All mine. I claim you.”
And….boom. There it was.
It was amazing, the stillness that came over Luc at Jamie’s words. That unnatural, inhuman stillness. It reminded Jamie of their first meeting, Luc holding himself so guardedly, as if he was afraid to move. As if he was afraid to break that careful restraint he was clearly holding on to by the very tips of his fingers.
When Luc spoke, his voice was the softest Jamie had ever heard it. Barely a breath. A purr.
“Yours,” he whispered.
Jamie nodded, his nose rubbing against Luc’s as he did so. “Mine,” he repeated.
Shadows danced in those black eyes, ebbing and flowing like the tides. Jamie was mesmerized by them.
“It’s for forever, pretty flower,” Luc warned. “If you’re thinking of having a little taste of danger only to disappear afterward…I won’t let you go.” He bared his teeth. “I can’t let you go.”
It was both promise and plea. Don’t leave me. I’ll chase you.
Jamie brushed his nose against Luc’s cheek, against his ear, breathing in his sandalwood scent. He delighted in the shiver that ran through Luc’s tense frame. “I’m not asking you to ever let me go,” he soothed. “What don’t you understand about that? I claim you, Luc. You’re mine.”
The tension snapped.
A growl, one that sent shivers of his own down Jamie’s spine. And then Luc was on him.
Or more accurately, Jamie was on Luc.
In one lightning-quick movement, Luc had Jamie pulled onto his lap, those big hands grasping Jamie’s hips with an iron grip.
Jamie hoped Luc left imprints of his fingers on his skin. He wanted his marks all over him.
He could feel Luc’s hard length pulsing against him. Jamie ground against it and bit back a moan as Luc claimed his mouth with a snarl. His kiss was bruising, fierce, demanding. He left no part of Jamie’s mouth unexplored, sucking on his tongue, grazing his lips with his fangs.
Jamie felt consumed.
He was panting and writhing by the time Luc pulled back, sucking a bruising kiss onto Jamie’s neck, just under his ear, before returning to Jamie’s mouth, like he couldn’t resist it.
“Mine.” It was more growl than word, but Jamie understood perfectly.
“Yes,” he gasped when Luc released his mouth again. “Fucking yes. All yours.”
He gave a startled laugh as Luc surged up, lifting Jamie into the air, his legs wrapped around Luc’s hips, his arms locked reflexively behind the vampire’s neck.
“Holy shit. You can pick me up.”
Luc scoffed. “Of course I can.”
He took them to Jamie’s room, nibbling at Jamie’s mouth all the while, leaving Jamie’s lips swollen and tender and more sensitive than they’d ever been.
Jamie didn’t mind one bit. He was gagging for it, for anything this vampire would give him.
Luc tossed—actually tossed—Jamie onto the bed after closing the door with a kick. “Strip if you don’t want me to tear those clothes,” he ordered gruffly.
Jamie hurried to do what he was told, ripping off his clothes gracelessly. Fuck yes. This. Was. Happening.
Luc for his part undressed with infuriating slowness in his spot at the foot of the bed. If it weren’t for the ferocious look in his eyes—eyes that he never once took off Jamie, even while undressing—Jamie might have thought him unaffected.
But Jamie knew better. No matter how many other lovers Luc may have had over the years, this right here meant something to the vampire. Something well beyond just sex.
And oh fuck. There it was again. That glorious fucking monster cock. Standing tall and hard and proud, those delicious veins just begging for Jamie to lick them.
But Luc had other ideas. He wrapped a broad hand around his cock, pumping lazily once. Twice. Never taking his eyes off Jamie.
“I’m going to taste every inch of you,” Luc promised, releasing his hold on his cock and climbing onto the bed, hovering over Jamie’s reclined body.
Jamie held his breath as Luc grasped his chin, tilting it up for another kiss, this one just a soft brushing of their lips.
And then he kept his promise.
Luc spent ages exploring every bit of Jamie’s skin he could find. Bruising kisses, endless love bites with blunt teeth. Jamie writhed and whimpered before eventually just…melting. Going limp and letting Luc do whatever he wanted to him.
He moaned weakly as Luc worked his way back up to his neck, sucking fiercely on the skin there. “Yes, my flower,” Luc crooned. “You like that? Like having my marks all over you? Everyone who so much as looks at you will know you belong to me.” He moved down to Jamie’s chest, biting at Jamie’s nipples, careful to keep his fangs to the side.
“Oh fuck.” The sharp hurt sent a spike of pleasure straight to Jamie’s cock, already hard enough to punch a hole through a fucking wall.
Luc chuckled huskily before traveling further down. Jamie hoped he was heading for his cock. It desperately needed the attention. A hand. A mouth. Jamie wasn’t very fucking picky at this point.
Instead, Luc lifted his legs with strong hands, folding Jamie neatly in half.
At the first touch of Luc’s tongue on his hole, Jamie keened. “Oh fuuuck.”
Had Jamie thought this was his seduction? He let out a strangled laugh at the thought.
Luc lifted his head, peering up at Jamie with a predatory look. “Still capable of laughter, flower? I must be losing my touch.” He nipped the inside of Jamie’s thigh playfully. “I’ll need to work a little harder.”
He was true to his word, absolutely devouring Jamie’s hole, licking and sucking and tonguing it like a fucking pro. What the fuck had happened to Jamie’s refined gentleman lover?
Luc felt more animal than man in this moment, taking Jamie apart with single-minded intensity.
Mates, Jamie thought, almost deliriously. That was what they were called. And Jamie felt like it.
He was being mated.
He reached desperately for his cock, aching for any sort of friction—he felt like if he didn’t come sometime soon, he was going to fucking die—but Luc knocked his hand away with a growl.
“Please, Luc,” Jamie begged. “Please.”
Luc growled again, the vibrations against Jamie’s tender, overstimulated hole sending shudders through Jamie. The vampire lifted his head from between Jamie’s legs. “Please what, flower?” he rasped.
“Suck me,” Jamie pleaded. “Please, Luc. Suck my cock and let me fucking come.”
Jamie knew in the back of his mind there was something else he had wanted to happen tonight. Some end goal he’d been working toward. Some reason to maybe not shoot down Luc’s throat in the next thirty seconds.
But he couldn’t fucking think of it. He was hot all over, burning up from this monster’s relentless attention. He was too goddamn hard, and he needed to come right. This. Fucking. Second.
Luc released his legs and surged over him, meeting Jamie’s eyes. “Do you know the pact you’ve made, young Jamie? The beast you’ve given yourself to?”
Then he finally—fucking finally—grabbed Jamie’s cock, his fingers forming a viselike grip around the base of it. With his free hand, he stuck two fingers into Jamie’s mouth. Jamie took them in eagerly, laving them with his tongue, sucking them in deep, making embarrassing little mewling sounds around them.
“No one else will touch this,” Luc ordered, squeezing Jamie’s cock to just this side of pain. “No one else will have you. Mine. All mine.”
He said it like Jamie would have some kind of fucking problem with it, when in reality those possessive words made even more blood rush to Jamie’s already straining cock.
Jamie whimpered around Luc’s fingers. His reply was garbled, sloppy. “All yours.”
Luc grunted approvingly, removing both hands and sliding back down Jamie’s body like a fucking serpent. Jamie cried out as Luc engulfed his cock into his hot, wet mouth, inserting a spit-slicked finger into Jamie at the same time.
He was coming in an instant, grabbing at Luc’s thick dark hair as his vision whited out and uncontrollable shudders ran through him, half-aware of the greedy sounds of Luc swallowing down every drop of his cum.
Reality took a minute to solidify.
“Oh fuck,” Jamie groaned, limp and exhausted. “Oh man. I wanted…”
He was supposed to get fucked tonight, goddamn it.
Luc placed a surprisingly gentle kiss on Jamie’s softening cock. “You wanted what, my sweet? My big cock inside you?”
“Yesss,” Jamie whined, feeling unbelievably put out by the teasing. He’d never considered penetration the be-all and end-all of sex before, but with Luc…Jamie wanted to be filled up with him. He wanted to take his vampire into his body and never let him go.
And now he’d gone and come down his throat instead.
Luc grinned wickedly up at him. “My poor flower.” He tutted. “Did you think plans had changed? You thought I’d be satisfied with just one from you tonight?”
He pressed another soft kiss to Jamie’s hip, and Jamie shuddered in his oversensitive, postorgasmic state.
“You’ll come again,” Luc promised darkly, licking along Jamie’s pelvic bone. “This time, with my cock inside you.” He then shot spryly up to his knees like he hadn’t just spent the better part of an hour taking Jamie apart piece by piece. “Your lube?”
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Luc took in the sight in front of him. 
A pretty fucking flower indeed.
Jamie was sprawled underneath him, looking positively detached, his long, slender limbs akimbo. Those gorgeous dark eyes were heavy-lidded and glassy, his lush lashes fanning flushed cheeks with every dazed blink.
He was absolutely covered in love bites—tiny, delicious bruises decorating his tawny skin like jewels—and the scent of his arousal was permeating the air, musky and sweet, with those lovely hints of cinnamon adding an enticement all his own.
Speaking of which. Luc licked his lips, savoring the essence of his mate on his tongue.
Sweet. So very sweet.
Luc’s demon was torn, both wired up with need and absurdly content to have their mate at their mercy. It was shifting restlessly inside while purring at the same time, a strange combination to have battling within him.
Patience, beast, Luc ordered. We’ll be inside him soon enough.
Luc palmed his aching cock, relishing the way Jamie’s gaze latched onto the sight of it. Oh, but he was a cock-hungry young thing.
Jamie had planned this, the tricky little human. Playing sweet, seductive love songs. Sauntering over and declaring his claim. He’d been aiming to get fucked, to have Luc assert his hold over him.
Luc wasn’t even ashamed, rising to the bait so easily.
It would take a much better man than Luc to deny himself such a gift. His destined. His beloved. His mate.
He’d already been teasing himself just as much as Jamie for the past hour. But it was such a delectable type of pain, with Jamie writhing and mewling underneath him, at the mercy of Luc and his attentions. The sweetest type of pain there was.
He repeated his request, forcing Jamie’s attention off his cock. “Your lube, my sweet.”
Jamie licked his lips—even more reddened than usual, looking pouty and swollen and tempting as all hell—and pointed to his bedside table.
Luc made quick work of it, grabbing what he needed and returning in an instant to kneel on the bed over his mate again. “Tell me, flower, how long has it been since you’ve been taken this way?”
Jamie gave him a lazy, lustful smile. “A while. Too long.” He spread his legs a little wider, absolutely shameless under Luc’s hungry gaze.
Luc gripped his cock hard at the base, too keyed up by far. “No recent ex-paramours lurking in the wings?”
Jamie shook his head slowly, his gaze back on Luc’s cock. “No interest in dating. What’s the point of opening up and growing attached if it’s not going to last?”
“Some would say the life experience,” Luc pointed out, ignoring the horrid inner part of him that was inordinately pleased Jamie had never been properly courted. The same part of him that wished Jamie had been kept locked away until Luc could get to him.
Jamie ran a caressing hand up his chest, over all that glorious golden skin, biting into his swollen lip. “Oh, I’ve had experience,” he teased.
Always fucking teasing.
Luc couldn’t help the growl that came out of him. Thinking about Jamie with other men made him want to break things. Bones, to be specific. Him and his monster both.
But Jamie only laughed at his reaction, the little minx, before propping himself up on his elbows. “I knew it wasn’t going to last because I was waiting for you.”
Luc and his monster both preened at that—the implication that Jamie’s relationships wouldn’t last because he was meant for them.
Fuck, that was a heady thing. Jamie had known for years that he belonged with Luc. That he was Luc’s and Luc was his. It didn’t matter what he’d done or who he’d done it with—not that Luc wouldn’t love to tear the heads off anyone who had dared touch Jamie before him, just for the fucking fun of it—because it was all just an empty, meaningless placeholder for the real thing.
“We’ll have to be careful with you, then, flower.” It was a reminder to himself as much as a promise to Jamie.
“Fuck careful.” Jamie spread his legs wantonly. “Open me up, monster daddy.”
Luc choked. “You’re not calling me that.”
Jamie smirked. “You love it.”
What Luc loved was this easy acceptance. This guileless offering up of everything he’d ever wanted. He was so used to seducing, used to using his charm and good looks to convince people they wanted him despite his monstrosity.
His courtship of Victoria had been one long, exhausting game. A battle, really.
But here Jamie was offering himself up on a silver platter. He had been offering himself up on a platter since the moment they’d met, before Luc had even had a chance to speak.
Maybe fate wasn’t always a merciless bitch after all.
Luc slicked up his fingers before draping himself back over his mate. He took Jamie’s lips, murmuring his appreciation in French, knowing how much it turned Jamie on to hear him speak it. The kiss was much gentler than his earlier ferocity, soft, velvety strokes of his tongue. A wordless thank-you for this gift.
“Mm. You are being careful,” Jamie teased before gasping as Luc’s thick finger breached him yet again.
Luc worked him over then, mixing sweet kisses with urgent fingers. It was heaven. It was hell. He tortured them both once again.
By the time he had his third finger working into his eager mate, Jamie’s cock was hard and leaking again, darker in color than the rest of his skin, with a pretty reddened tip Luc couldn’t resist circling with the thumb of his free hand.
“Look at that, flower,” Luc crooned. “So ready for me. So willing.”
“Yes,” Jamie whimpered. “So ready. You really need to fuck me, Luc.”
Luc’s restraint was hanging on by a fucking thread as it was. He slathered his cock carelessly with lube, somewhere in the back of his mind aware that even with the prep, he was thicker than the fingers he’d been giving his mate.
“Now, Luc,” Jamie demanded, bucking his hips underneath him. “Now.”
Luc snarled, diving in for another kiss, deep and bruising this time. He wasn’t sure he had any more gentleness left in him. He lined the thick head of his cock up to Jamie’s softened hole, teasing at the tight ring of muscles, pausing there. “Tell me again,” he ordered.
He wanted to hear it again. Needed to hear it again.
“I claim you,” Jamie told him solemnly. “You’re mine.”
Luc entered him in one steady push, his muscles trembling with the effort to go easy. He didn’t want to hurt his flower, not out of carelessness.
He didn’t ever want to do anything to dim that shining light.
But Jamie was already keening with pleasure at the invasion. “Fuck yes. More. Fuck me. Please.”
Luc slid back before thrusting in again, all the way to the hilt. He tried to keep a slow, steady pace, to be good for his human, but Jamie’s heels dug into his ass, pushing him in.
“Faster, monster. Harder.”
Fuck. Luc had thought he could control himself, that he could be careful. A good, protective mate. But he was wrong. Each whimper Jamie made snapped another thread of Luc’s careful restraint, until he was thrusting furiously, snarling with each push of his hips.
He was lost in that tight heat. Drowning in the glorious sounds Jamie was making. Overwhelmed with the rightness of it all.
“You like this?” he growled, pushing Jamie’s legs back until they practically brushed his head. “Being claimed by a monster?”
“Fuck!” Jamie yelled. “Yes. I like it. I like it so fucking much.”
Luc wrapped one hand around Jamie’s neck, collaring him with his grip. “You belong to me. Body and soul. You and this perfect fucking hole. All mine.”
“Yes,” Jamie gasped.
Luc couldn’t help it. The monster rose to the surface. “Ours forever, perfect mate.”
Jamie’s eyes widened at his rougher, deeper tone. Could he tell which part of Luc was speaking to him? But Jamie panted his agreement anyway. “Yes. Yours.”
Luc released his hold on Jamie’s neck and flipped him, pulling that gorgeous ass up and rutting into him. He was losing his rhythm, his impending release building in the base of his spine. Jamie was just too fucking perfect, the tight grip of his ass around Luc’s cock.
Luc wrapped a hand around Jamie’s leaking erection. He wanted his mate coming with him.
He pulled Jamie’s hips back with his other hand, burying himself to the hilt and coming with a deep, hoarse cry, his thighs jerking as he emptied himself into his mate, Jamie’s release flooding his fist at the same time.
He let himself collapse on top of Jamie, pressing them both down into the bed.
“Fuck,” Jamie grunted, his entire body trembling underneath Luc’s. “Fuck.”
He sounded spent and exhausted and well used.
After gathering his strength, Luc flipped Jamie again and took a moment to lick the cum off Jamie’s spent cock, ignoring Jamie’s feeble protests at the overstimulation.
Jamie gave up quickly, sprawling back and laughing weakly. “Dirty old man.”
Luc lifted Jamie’s legs, once again folding his mate like a pretzel. He was becoming addicted to how splendidly bendy his lithe human was. “I like tasting every bit of you.”
Jamie sucked in a breath as Luc licked his hole again. “What are you doing?” he breathed.
“I was too rough with you…”
Jamie gave a weak moan. “Why does that feel so good right now?”
“My saliva and its healing properties.”
Jamie laughed again, a sleepy, rough sound. “I’m a lucky man.”
Luc’s chest tightened at that. Jamie thought he was lucky, to have Luc as his own.
We’re never letting him go, his monster purred. Never ever.
Jamie’s eyes were closed and his breathing even by the time Luc finished cleaning him, drawing himself up to lie beside him. Luc watched those slow, deep breaths, the rhythm of Jamie’s rising chest.
How fragile he was. How mortal.
Luc didn’t have a high success rate with mortals. It had been so easy to kidnap Roman’s Danny. To hurt him. To take his life. The terrifying truth was that every day Jamie was mortal was a risk. A chance for him to be stolen from Luc. By illness. By injury. By accident or malicious intent. It didn’t matter how.
But to turn him would be to hurt him. Jamie thought he was ready, but he didn’t know. He didn’t understand the brutal reality of being a newly turned vampire. The endless, overwhelming urges. The horrible mix of feeling at once too empty (key pieces of humanity simply gone) and too full (filled with a new, hungry presence).
Luc wondered again how the poor, lovely boy he’d turned was doing. Did Danny regret giving in to his mate bond? Did he regret his choice, staying by Roman’s side, even knowing what he was?
Luc pondered Jamie’s suggestion to just…call them up and ask. What a fucking concept. To call Roman on the phone and ask how he was faring.
But Luc needed to make a choice.
He didn’t have his old friend’s number, but he had someone else’s…
If Soren would even pick up his call.
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Evrard sighed deeply in that way he did when he was driven to the edge by Lucien’s very existence. “Don’t whinge, Lucien. We can travel faster by foot than carriage.”
“It’s raining though.” Lucien knew he sounded petulant, but he couldn’t stop himself. The skies were pouring down, thundering onto the carriage roof, and now they were stuck, unless one of them was willing to take the reins.
Lucien certainly wasn’t. It was just as wet in the driver’s seat as anywhere else outside the carriage.
He didn’t understand Evrard’s actions. They’d both fed two nights ago, each having their fill of an unsuspecting village girl. And still, halfway through the journey, Evrard had leaped out of the carriage window and into the driver’s seat, draining poor Jacques in less than a minute.
And for what reason?
“You can’t have been all that hungry,” Lucien grumbled, folding his arms against his chest. He resisted the urge to pinch the bridge of his nose. There was a strange rotting smell in the carriage, one that couldn’t be coming from the freshly dead driver.
Evrard shot him an irritated look. Or at least, Lucien assumed he was irritated by the sighing. His maker’s face was incredibly hard to read, even at the best of times.
At first Luc thought Evrard wasn’t going to explain himself at all, but after a moment, Evrard sighed again, deigning to reply. “It’s not only hunger for blood that drives us,” he told Luc haughtily. “You’ll see as you put more years behind you. Sometimes you just need to…devour.”
How many years Evrard meant, Lucien had no idea. His maker had never told Lucien his age, and it was impossible to tell just by looking at him. And not only because his physical signs of aging would have halted the moment he was turned.
Evrard just had one of those disconcertingly ageless faces. The palest skin Lucien had ever seen, framed by white-blond hair he kept unfashionably loose, hanging down past his shoulders. And at night, such as now, he insisted on maintaining his “true face.” Black eyes, sharp fangs. Sometimes he seemed ancient. And sometimes he just seemed…other.
Inhuman.
Like he was driven by monstrous instincts Lucien—even in his newborn, blood-hungry state—couldn’t begin to comprehend.
Like with this useless fucking attack ruining their night.
Evrard tapped a sharp fingernail against the carriage window. “It’s all for the best anyway,” he mused.
“How?”
Tap. Tap. Tap.
“I’m not going to Limoges with you, Lucien. You’ll be continuing on your own.”
On his own? Lucien hadn’t been on his own for a single minute since he’d been turned. They were coming onto a year now, and Evrard had always been by his side. “But—I can’t— When will you return?”
Tap. Tap. Tap.
An interminable silence. Then, “Don’t be dense,” Evrard scolded. “I won’t be returning.”
It was like a punch to the gut. However frustrating, however unknowable Evrard may have been, Lucien had assumed they were tied together. Bound by blood. “You’re…leaving me?”
Evrard sighed deeply at the frantic edge Lucien knew was in his voice. “I’m doing you a favor, young Lucien. Staying by my side at this point would only be a danger to you.”
“I don’t understand. Why?”
“It’s simply a bore to explain. I’ve raised you enough. You know the basics. How to hunt, how to turn another. I don’t feel like playing Papa anymore.”
Evrard opened the carriage door as if to leave, and the rich scent of wet soil flooded the carriage. Panic gnawed at Lucien’s gut. “Why did you even turn me, then? Why did you choose me?”
It was a question that had been plaguing him since the day he’d died. Despite their constant physical proximity, Evrard barely seemed to register his existence half the time. So why had he been turned at all? But asking direct questions usually only resulted in strained silence. Evrard passed on knowledge when he wanted to, never more and never less.
This could be Lucien’s last chance for answers.
Evrard shut the door quietly, turning to face Lucien fully. It was almost more than Lucien could bear, the weight of those black eyes boring into him.
“Choose you?” Evrard’s voice was quiet, contained, but it still rang out over the drumming of the rain. “You think you were chosen? Let me tell you something. I was on a rampage on that battlefield. Half-mad with the need for blood. The need to kill. It was a veritable buffet of dying soldiers, and no one to care if a few more died, or by whose hand.”
Lucien remembered it. The screams. The pain.
“By the time I got to you, I was stuffed full. I couldn’t stomach more than a gulp or two. So I thought, why not? I turned you instead. I thought it would be…amusing. A distraction. You weren’t special, Lucien. You were just there.”
So Lucien’s life—his humanity—had been taken away as—as an amusement? He’d thought there had been some point to it. He might no longer be human. He might be a goddamn monster. But at least he’d been wanted. He had a…father figure…of sorts.
But he was just an annoyance after all. An afterthought.
And what was more, now his maker was leaving. He would be alone.
Panic drove him to speak, to beg. “I can be better. I can be useful.”
Evrard laughed dryly. “To what end? What are you failing to understand? It’s all pointless. We’re lost souls, Lucien. The damned.” He flicked lazy fingers into the air. “I don’t care what you do. You can make yourself another companion if you like. But whoever you choose, you’re damning them too.”
Slender pale fingers gripped Lucien’s chin. “How strong is that moral compass of yours? Will you suffer alone or drag another into hell with you?” Gazing straight into Lucien’s soul, those black eyes lit up with more interest than Evrard had shown the entire past year. “What delicious pain you have, young one. Maybe you’re a little diverting after all.”
But in the next moment, he’d dropped Lucien’s chin, the carriage door opening and closing behind him in the blink of an eye. His parting words rang through the air.
“But not diverting enough.”
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He soothed himself by turning to the side, looking to Jamie’s peaceful sleeping form. His human didn’t stir in the slightest at Luc’s rustling.
Luc must have really rung him out.
Luc sighed. He hated sleeping—the little that his body required of him—for this very reason. He hated dreaming. The mind’s way of forcing him to relive old memories against his will.
He wished he had Jamie’s gift. To be able to see glimpses of the future rather than his dreaded past. If Luc had seen Jamie coming, if he’d known what had awaited him, maybe he wouldn’t have done all those awful things. Maybe he would have had the patience to resist his monster.
Or maybe it had all been inevitable from the moment he’d turned.
Fucking Evrard. Selfish, distant, and entirely unconcerned with the vampire he’d created.
Although, Luc supposed, looking back, that maybe Evrard had tried his version of his best. The other vampire had clearly been losing his grip on his humanity, giving in more and more to his monster’s urges. The fact that he’d lasted a whole year guiding Luc as much as he was able…it was almost admirable.
Almost.
Luc had heard from another vampire in passing years later that Evrard had been put down somewhere in Romania, a feral beast ravaging the countryside.
He’d lasted only five years after leaving Luc’s side.
At the time, Luc had thought he could bear the loneliness. He’d decided he wasn’t going to take anyone else with him on his road to damnation. After all, he’d believed in heaven and hell then. He’d known deep in his marrow he was going to burn for eternity, if he ever perished.
He’d tried to find other vampires to bond with as a substitute, but any encounters had only led to brief exchanges of information and then the inevitable fighting. Brutal territory disputes and threats of beheading or fire.
No one wanted him around for long.
And then ten years after Evrard’s departure, Lucien had learned his moral compass wasn’t very strong at all.
He’d found Roman dying at Waterloo, his lower half broken into pieces from round shot, barely hanging on to consciousness. Luc had told himself he was saving a life, even as he’d known he was ending one.
Luc couldn’t even say why he’d chosen him, other than the obvious: he’d seen a bit of himself in Roman. Lost, scared, willing himself to be brave even at the very end. Another expendable soldier on another pointless battlefield.
It had seemed like destiny.
But maybe it had just been chance. Roman had been unlucky enough to be there when Luc’s loneliness finally got the best of him, when his selfishness won over his morals.
Roman had used to tell Lucien he didn’t blame him. That he’d take the life they had—blood-soaked as it may have been—over no life at all. But Luc had seen the look in Roman’s eyes when his family had renounced him, chasing him out of their home, calling him a demon all the while.
Roman would rather have been dead then, Lucien had no doubt.
Luc having tried to kill Roman in his rage may have been the trigger for their falling-out, but Luc had long since had other sins to atone for when it came to his oldest friend.
Luc had stolen Roman’s humanity.
That was crime enough.




twelve
Jamie


“Where’s your new shadow?” 
Jamie looked up from his computer to find Monique standing in the doorway between the kitchen and living room, eating dry cereal out of the box.
He’d been keeping himself busy fielding emails from potential clients. Picking up any major, time-consuming project didn’t sound particularly appealing at the moment—not when his mind was firmly focused on other, much more exciting new developments—but some requests were easy enough ways to keep his bank account full. Designing new websites, working out bugs on company apps, and so on.
“Luc? He’s running some errands.” Although, what errands a vampire could possibly have to run in this town, Jamie had no clue. And Luc hadn’t exactly been forthcoming with the answer.
Jamie’s vampire had seemed…preoccupied that morning. Not exactly distant—not when he’d made Jamie come twice before breakfast—but a little on edge, for sure.
But who knew how full of thoughts Jamie’s own head would be after multiple centuries of living? He supposed he’d find that out for himself eventually.
He grinned at the thought. How weird. How fucking cool.
Monique was still standing in the doorway, fiddling with one of her braids now. “You seem happy,” she said. It sounded almost like an accusation.
Jamie shrugged. “I’m always happy.”
Monique hummed noncommittally, staring at him. “He’s kind of an odd duck, isn’t he?”
Jamie didn’t have to ask who she meant by “he.”
“I’m kind of an odd duck,” he pointed out, maybe a little sharply.
“Yeah, but you’re charming,” Monique countered. “And fun. Goofy. He’s very…intense. And not just because of his always-in-character costuming.”
“You know I’m odd in other ways.” Jamie turned back to his computer, thinking that would settle it. He and Monique didn’t talk about it directly—his “oddity.” Not since her ex’s accident. Not ever.
So he was surprised when Monique sat down next to him on the couch, placing her box of cereal on the coffee table before turning to face him. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, her favorite self-soothing method before confrontation. Jamie braced himself.
“I don’t blame you for what happened,” she said after another calming breath.
Oh, so they were really having this conversation. Jamie wished he had a cigarette. A toothpick. A piece of gum, even. He settled for tapping his fingers on his thigh. “I didn’t think you did.”
He’d definitely thought she did.
Monique eyed his fingers’ frantic rhythm, pursing her lips a little, but didn’t ask him to stop. She knew him too well for that. “I know I didn’t handle it well. I just— It didn’t make any sense to me. I’ve never even been superstitious before. In the back of my mind, I kept thinking maybe you’d just heard it somewhere else first. Like you were playing pretend about it being a—a premonition.”
“I told you what I saw before it happened.” And given the chance to do it all over again, Jamie wasn’t sure he would. He’d been young, still in high school. He’d thought somehow he owed it to her to tell her, that the knowing would help.
He didn’t think that way anymore.
Monique huffed a frustrated breath. “I know you did. It wasn’t making sense in my own brain. It was just so…so—Tessa almost died.”
Monique’s girlfriend at the time had been on a breathing machine for over a week. And every time Jamie had seen Monique during the ordeal, she’d had this….look…in her eyes. Grief, yes. Fear for her girlfriend’s life, most definitely.
But also condemnation. Blame.
Like Jamie was the problem.
Jamie tapped away with his fingers, having trouble meeting Monique’s eyes. The old blame wasn’t there, but in its place was an earnestness he didn’t know what to do with.
“They always seem to come true, you know,” he found himself telling her. “No matter what I do, I don’t seem to have any control over the outcome.”
“That must be frightening.”
Jamie didn’t answer. Was it frightening? He was so used to it at this point. And his visions had brought him Luc, in a way. They’d allowed him to prepare himself for his monster finding him.
Monique cleared her throat. “You know, you pushed me away just as much, in the beginning. It was like you were rejecting me before I could reject you first. You seem so open on the surface, Jamie, but you can be really closed off when you want to be.”
Jamie cocked his head, considering that. He supposed it was true. He often left things at surface level, if the people around him allowed it. It felt safer that way. Fewer chances to freak them out by knowing things he wasn’t supposed to know.
“You’re not closed off with him though,” Monique pointed out.
Jamie laughed. “Was this all a really long-winded way of telling me you don’t approve of my new boyfriend?”
Monique latched onto that immediately. “Boyfriend?” she asked skeptically.
“Boyfriend,” Jamie asserted, his voice firm.
Now it was Monique’s turn to laugh. “Damn, Jamie. When you move, you move fast. But no. This is my way of telling you—I don’t know, I guess that it doesn’t have to be all or nothing. You have people here who love you. Really love you.”
Jamie’s fingers stilled, and he met Monique’s concerned brown eyes. “I don’t understand.”
She gave a hapless shrug. “It’s just— Ever since high school ended, you’ve always seemed like you have one foot out the door. I always expect any day now you’ll waltz in and tell me you’re off to travel the world and never return. And if you want to leave, that’s fine.” She placed a hand on his arm and gave a light squeeze. “I just want to make sure you know you can come back. Anytime. Always. You have people here who love you.”
Jamie felt a rush of warmth and love for his childhood friend. “I know that,” he assured her, placing a hand on top of hers. “I promise I do.”
Except, according to Luc, it was possible—probable, even—that Jamie wouldn’t be able to come back. That it might take him years and years to control his urges enough to be around the people that knew him the best. And by the time he could control those urges, enough years could have passed that it would raise suspicion to return still looking twenty-three.
He’d be a different Jamie altogether for an unknowable amount of time. Bloodthirsty. Wild.
Jamie didn’t mind that for himself, exactly. He wasn’t afraid of changing. He had faith—in himself, in Luc, in their bond.
But he would miss the people he loved. Maybe more than he’d let himself think.
Monique gave his arm one last squeeze before drawing her hand back and giving a little laugh. “Okay, serious talk over, I promise.”
Jamie for his part let out his own deep breath, grateful when she picked up the cereal box from the coffee table, tilting it in question before pouring a handful of its contents into Jamie’s hand, giving him something to occupy his mouth with. Something to focus on besides the twisty, unsettled feeling in his stomach.
“Except, just one more thing.”
Jamie groaned. “Nooo,” he whined. “I can’t handle any more sincerity right now.”
She held up a placating hand. “I just want to say—just once—that I really, really appreciate all the help you’ve been giving me at the bar. I know you don’t need the money and that you’re overqualified by like a million. I guess I just—I just like having you there. You make me laugh without even trying. It doesn’t feel as stressful when you’re around.”
Jamie leaned his head against her shoulder, crunching the cereal between his teeth. “Love you too, Monique.”
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Luc gave a reproachful sigh. “I don’t understand.”
Jamie shifted in Luc’s lap, where he was positioned sidesaddle over Luc’s firm thighs on one of the kitchen chairs. “I just don’t. I’ve been fooled before.”
Luc huffed. “What is there to trust? It’s a fruit.” Luc held the peach up in demonstration in front of Jamie’s face. The small fruit was easily dwarfed by his large hand. “There is no trust or distrust. Only chew and swallow.”
Jamie shook his head, pushing the fruit away. “Nuh-uh. Every time I’ve tried a peach, I always think I’m going to get a bite of deliciousness, and instead it’s either mealy or weirdly crunchy.” He twisted his lips in distaste. “Gross.”
“These are perfectly ripe.” Luc tapped the side of his nose with one finger. “I can tell. Enhanced senses, flower.”
In Jamie’s personal opinion, there were probably a million better, more interesting ways to use enhanced senses than sussing out the ripeness of peaches, but he kept that to himself. “Why do you want me to eat this peach so badly?” he asked instead.
Because in Jamie’s opinion, there were also a million better, more interesting things they could be doing with the fact that they were all alone in his house.
Jamie had been stunned when Luc had arrived back from his “errands” with a bag of peaches in hand, claiming he’d stopped at a farmer’s market in town. For what possible reason, Jamie hadn’t been able to fathom.
But apparently his vampire’s watching-Jamie-eat fetish had taken a very specific turn. Luc was absolutely fixated on the peach thing.
Luc sighed again and placed the fruit on the table, toying with a piece of Jamie’s hair with his free hand. “They were a delicacy when I was young,” he explained. “I never tasted anything as delicious as my first peach.” Luc ran his nose along Jamie’s cheek, raising goose bumps all along Jamie’s arms. “Until you.”
Oh. Jamie liked the direction this was taking now. “What do I taste like to you?” he asked, eager to turn this conversation in a sexier direction.
Luc’s lips quirked, and he gave Jamie’s hair a little tug, as if he knew Jamie’s intentions with his line of questioning. “Cinnamon first. Sharp and bright. But then underneath”—he lifted the peach again, turning it in his hand—“a certain…sweetness.”
The peach fixation was making sense now.
“So you’re trying to get me to taste myself?” Jamie asked, more than a little delighted. “How kinky of you. But I can think of a few other, more, um…orgasmy ways we could manage that.”
Luc scowled at him, although Jamie could feel his vampire’s cock twitching in interest underneath him. “If you don’t want it…”
It was adorable how irritated he was by Jamie’s reluctance. He decided he’d teased his vampire enough, swinging his body around in one smooth motion until he was straddling Luc’s thighs and facing him head-on. “I’ll eat it if you feed it to me,” he offered.
Luc’s black eyes lit up, and a little rumbly purr left his chest. He brought the peach forward to Jamie’s mouth, and Jamie leaned forward to take his first taste, deciding if he was going in, he was going all in. No delicate nibbles for him. Jamie took the largest bite he could manage—locking eyes with his vampire the whole time—and hummed in surprise at the burst of flavor on his tongue.
Oh. That was actually pretty nice.
Luc was right. The peach was perfectly ripe.
Luc was watching him chew with intense fascination, his heated focus fascinating Jamie in turn. What was it exactly that Luc got out of this?
He was so distracted by the rapt attention Luc was paying his every move that it took Jamie a second to register the juice dripping down his chin. He lifted his hand to brush it off, but Luc’s mouth got there first.
Jamie sighed in pleasure as his vampire licked along the trail of juice before sucking a multitude of kisses along his jawline, up to his lips. “Your monster okay with peach juice?”
“If it’s on your skin, my monster is okay with just about anything,” Luc murmured, pressing another kiss to the corner of Jamie’s mouth.
Jamie breathed a laugh, but it was cut off as Luc captured his lips more firmly, his tongue sweeping into Jamie’s mouth, licking out the taste of peaches and taking it for his own.
He loved the way Luc kissed him. Like he was devouring him.
Jamie squirmed in delight as Luc’s fingers dug into his ass, drawing him in until their clothed cocks were rubbing against each other.
“I want to be inside you,” Luc said, his voice huskier than before.
Jamie was 100 percent on board with that plan. “Wanna carry me to my room again?”
Luc squeezed his ass with strong hands, grinding Jamie’s hips down repeatedly on his hard length. “No, flower. I want you here. Now.”
Jamie tried to think through the lustful fog invading his brain. “M-Monique.” She wasn’t there at the moment, but Jamie had no idea when she would be returning, and he didn’t think she’d appreciate coming home to his boyfriend bending him over the kitchen table.
Luc paused his manhandling, cocking his head in consideration. “Mm. It will be much better when we live on our own. No distractions, no interruptions.”
Jamie couldn’t help it. His muscles tensed. Luc, predator that he was, noticed the change immediately, his own muscles stiffening. “You don’t like that, flower?”
“I do,” Jamie reassured him, petting a placating hand along Luc’s chest. “Very much. It’s just…”
He thought back on his conversation with Monique. The people in his life. The cost of leaving. The past five years with one foot out the door.
Luc used his grip on Jamie to push him back along his thighs, creating just the tiniest bit of distance, enough that their eyes could meet more easily. “What weighs on your mind, flower? You were…pensive…when I returned.”
And here Jamie had thought Luc was so focused on Mission: Jamie Eats a Peach he hadn’t noticed. Jamie toyed with the buttons on Luc’s shirt, trying to sort through the muddle of his feelings and put them into words.
“It’s just— My dad left my mom when she was pregnant with Izzy.” Jamie paused to appreciate the gorgeous scowl on Luc’s face at the mention of his father. Was it wrong of him to love how much his vampire clearly hated his dad? “She and Eric got together pretty quickly afterward though. I guess he’d had a thing for her for a long time and didn’t want to waste his chance. They were both social workers, knew each other from the same circles. He didn’t seem to mind the ready-made family either.”
Because, unlike Jamie’s dad, Eric wasn’t a self-centered asshole. He’d walked into their lives with space in his heart for all of them, treating Jamie’s mother like a queen. As he fucking should.
Nonetheless…
Jamie undid button after button on Luc’s shirt only to resecure them right after. The fiddling was soothing him, and Luc didn’t seem to mind it, holding himself still under Jamie’s ministrations, all his concentration on Jamie’s words.
After a minute, Jamie cleared his throat and continued. “But— Well— It was easier for him to bond with a newborn baby, I think. I was already eleven, a fully formed person, and um…different. He was nice about it, but I still think it freaked him out a little. I was young enough that I’d forget what I was supposed to know about him or not.”
The first time Jamie had done it—had told Eric about a promotion he was getting before it happened—Eric had brought it up at the dinner table, clearly bemused by the whole situation. He’d asked Jamie where he had come up with it. Jamie had frozen at the table, looking to his mom for comfort because that usually would have been when his dad would have started yelling at him, telling Jamie he was freaking everyone out, saying the weird things he did.
Jamie’s mom had brushed past it, refocused the conversation, then pulled Eric aside after dinner. Jamie never knew what she told him exactly, but he’d never asked about Jamie knowing things again.
But that was neither here nor there.
Jamie tried to make his way to some sort of point. “My mom’s family is still mostly in Mexico, and my dad’s family was never really part of the picture, so I just felt—I dunno, I felt like a leftover sometimes. Like I didn’t belong anywhere in particular. I knew I was loved. But…” His fingers paused over Luc’s top button, and he lifted his eyes to meet the vampire’s black gaze. “When I saw you for the first time, I had this sense of rightness. I could see where I belonged. By your side. And maybe that’s unhealthy, and maybe it’s stupid. But I don’t care. I want it. I want you. I always have.”
Luc’s hands moved from his hips to cover Jamie’s hands over his chest, pressing them against his heart. “Yes,” Luc rasped. “Yes.”
Jamie bit at his lip, unsure of what the response to his next statement would be. “But…can I have both? I don’t want to lose all this. My family. My friends. You. I want it all. Is that too greedy?”
He waited for disappointment. Anger, even.
But Luc only smiled at him, tender and sincere, his fangs glinting in the kitchen light, and rubbed Jamie’s nose with his own. “You can have it all, Jamie. Whatever you want, I’ll find a way to make it happen. I won’t hold you back. If— If you stay human, if that’s the path you choose, I won’t leave you. I’ll be here, always. Our souls are bound, whether the mate bond is ever solidified or not. We’ll stay here however long you like.”
Jamie sagged with relief, resting his weight into the solid comfort of Luc’s chest.
What a nice promise. What a nice monster.
It wasn’t that Jamie didn’t want to turn, but he wanted a little more time to grapple with the consequences. And he didn’t want Luc to feel rejected by his hesitation. “So good to me, aren’t you, monster?”
Luc started petting his hair, murmuring French words Jamie didn’t understand but liked the sound of. Jamie felt like for once maybe he’d be the one to start purring.
“Isn’t this a pretty picture?”
Jamie only had a second to register the new, unfamiliar voice before a fierce growl rang out, and he found himself somehow standing, swaying slightly on his feet, pushed behind Luc’s broad back by a strong, protective arm.
“Sickeningly sweet,” a second voice, weirdly similar to the first, agreed.
Who the fuck was in his house?
Jamie poked his head out from behind Luc to see, ignoring the warning growl from his vampire.
Oh. Huh.
He knew those faces.
The twins from his vision.
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Jamie didn’t get much of a glimpse of the new intruders before Luc’s form was once again blocking his view. 
But he saw enough to recognize their faces.
Which begged the question, Were all vampires unnaturally handsome? Was that some rad side effect of being turned? Or did vampires just naturally only want to turn the best-looking people they could find? Something nice to look at for all eternity, maybe. Definitely food for thought. But probably for another time.
A time when Jamie didn’t have two strange bloodsuckers wandering into his home, perhaps.
“I don’t remember inviting you two in,” he called out from behind Luc’s back.
Just because vampires didn’t need invitations to enter someone’s home didn’t mean it wasn’t rude as hell to just barge in without warning. It was already annoying enough that his vision hadn’t shown them showing up in Jamie’s own fucking house. What was the point of seeing glimpses of the future if it did absolutely nothing to prepare him for what was going to happen?
It was a question he’d asked himself a million or more times.
The intruders didn’t say anything more at first, and for his part Luc had started one long, extended growl as soon as Jamie had opened his mouth. Jamie had his hands resting on Luc’s broad shoulders, and he could feel Luc’s entire body vibrating.
Someone was feeling awfully protective.
Was Jamie not allowed to talk to the twins? His vampire certainly didn’t seem to be feeling all that verbal himself right now. The tension in his vibrating frame was otherworldly. Was it from fear? Luc had said he’d known the twins in passing—were they old enemies or something?
But it didn’t feel like fear radiating from his vampire. More like…anger. Like all that violence always simmering under the surface of Luc’s skin was about to bubble out at any second.
The thought was more than a little exciting.
“We followed a certain scent,” the first voice finally said in response to Jamie’s accusation.
Jamie tilted his head over Luc’s shoulder in a way that allowed him to see the two redheads. Yep, they were absolutely fucking identical, except the one on the left—the one who had just spoken—had his hair left loose around his face, hanging into his eyes a bit, while the one on the right had his slicked back.
“A scent we’d been told wouldn’t be in our fucking town after one night,” said Slicked Hair. Dude sounded pretty pissed.
“Seems like we’ve been lied to,” Messy Hair mused.
“Seems like.”
“Get. The fuck. Out.” Oh good, Luc was speaking now. That was reassuring. Jamie’s vampire still knew how to use his words.
Messy Hair tsked at Luc’s outburst. “The thing is, we need to have a chat.”
“Get out of this fucking house!” Luc roared. Actually roared. Like he was part grizzly bear or something. It hurt Jamie’s ears a little bit, but he was still all for it. It was probably important to assert dominance in these types of situations.
Not that Jamie knew what type of situation they were in exactly.
“What did I tell you, Dane?” Slick Hair taunted. “Two steps from feral. Someone needs to be put down.”
Jamie tensed. Oh no. No, no, no. I think the fuck not.
“Hey!” he snapped, tightening his grip on Luc’s shoulders, just in case his vampire decided enough was enough and was tempted to pounce. “Someone needs to tell me what the fuck is going on right the fuck now.”
Slick Hair answered Jamie’s question with an eye roll. “This is our territory, human. When we saw your boyfriend here the other night, he promised he was just passing through.”
“We don’t like strangers here,” Messy Hair—Dane, apparently—added. “They tend to get bitey with the locals.”
“The only one he’s been biting here is me.” Jamie wasn’t sure it was the best idea to admit that, but these two obviously knew Luc needed to eat, and Jamie figured he was a consenting adult and should be allowed to give his permission.
“We don’t really give a shit, actually. He’s still not welcome here.” Well, damn. Slick Hair was awfully rude.
“How does the territory thing work?” Jamie asked. He figured if identical cranky vampires were going to invade his space, he might as well get some answers, especially since Luc had apparently returned to his nonverbal state.
With the vampire in front of him seemingly content to vibrate in place like some sort of off-kilter, fanged washing machine, Jamie also tried to take the opportunity to step out from behind him.
He was quickly shoved back by one broad hand, Luc’s growl rising in volume.
Okay, no moving away from the angry vampire wall. Got it.
“It’s first come, first serve,” Dane explained grudgingly. “We were here first, we’ve settled in, and we get our say in which vampires stay or go.”
“Simple enough,” Jamie mused. “And how long have you two been here?”
“Twenty years.” Slick Hair sounded awfully proud of that fact.
Jamie nodded, his chin brushing against Luc’s shoulder. “Cool, cool. Well, I was born here, meaning I’ve been here twenty-three years. Twenty-three and a half, to be fucking precise. So, you know, sounds like I’ve got you beat.”
Dane rolled his eyes again. Rude. “That doesn’t count. You’re human.”
“So what about if Luc here turns me? Then I’d be part of your vampire club, and I’d still have been here first.”
Not that Jamie was planning for that to happen right this second, but maybe Luc’s intentions toward him would be enough to placate these (admittedly kind of childish sounding) first come, first serve rules.
Luc went very still under Jamie’s fingertips. Jamie wasn’t quite sure if that was him finally settling down a bit or just the eerie calm before the storm. Jamie gave his shoulders a little squeeze in reassurance. “We’re mates,” he explained to the twins. “Fated husbands or whatever. So if he turns me, this will be our territory. What’s mine is his and all that, like the law says.”
“What the fuck is happening right now?” Dane muttered to Slick Hair.
Jamie made a shooing motion with his hand. “Sounds like you two have a lot to think about. So maybe you should go now and start the process.”
Slick Hair growled at him. It was less impressive than Luc’s growl, in Jamie’s humble opinion, but it still wasn’t very nice. “He hasn’t turned you yet, human, so maybe what we should actually do is put him down right here and now.”
Oops. There was that vibrating again. If Jamie didn’t get these two out of here in the next two minutes, he had a feeling he was going to have a vampire bloodbath on his hands.
Time for some good old-fashioned threats.
“Are you so sure the two of you can take him without at least one of you going down with him?”
Slick Hair puffed his chest out. “You think we can’t take him two against one?”
But Dane didn’t seem so sure, biting at the inside of his cheek while looking to his brother. “Fox…”
So Slick Hair’s name was Fox. Look at Jamie, learning who was who. Unless they changed their hair next time. Then again, Fox was clearly the dick of the two of them, so maybe it wouldn’t be so hard to figure it out even without the hairdo tell.
“He hasn’t eaten any of your townies,” Jamie argued. “He definitely hasn’t killed anyone. And he won’t. Not unless they deserve it.”
The twins protested immediately.
“That’s not—”
“Fuck that.”
“Fine.” Jamie waved off their objections. “He won’t kill anyone in city limits, even if they definitely 100 percent deserve it. You have my word. If he does, you three can fight it out or whatever.”
That wasn’t going to happen—not on Jamie’s watch—but he wanted them gone. He didn’t know how much longer Luc’s weird, silent patience was going to last, but he had a feeling it was a matter of seconds rather than minutes.
Jamie knew in his gut that Luc in his current state was a ticking time bomb.
“What the fuck do we care for your word, human?”
Dang, Foxy could really make the word human sound like some kind of hateful slur.
Jamie stood his ground. “It’s all you’re getting. Leave. Unless you want to see for real if you can take him. Or alternatively”—he shot them a salacious wink—“if you want to see us fuck on this table. We were just getting started on something really interesting when you two barged in.”
Fox made a choking noise in his throat. “Disgusting.”
Jamie wasn’t sure if he was grossed out by the thought of humans and vampires doing it, or two men doing it, or just Jamie and Luc in particular doing it, but in any case, he was being super fucking rude again.
Then the twins did a freaky thing where they just stared at each other, not speaking but clearly communicating something twin eyeball to twin eyeball.
Finally, Fox turned from Dane and faced them. “Just so you know, we’re not done here. We’ll be back. And if there’s even a single suspicious death in Tucson—in all of Southern Arizona, for that matter—we won’t be playing nice anymore.”
Jamie scoffed. “I didn’t think you were that nice to begin with.”
Fox gave him the finger, and then Jamie watched from behind Luc’s back as they walked out of the kitchen, slamming the front door on the way.
The lack of manners was really something else.
Jamie turned his focus on the vibrating vampire in front of him. Luc was reminding Jamie of their first meeting. Luc frozen, like he was so afraid of what he might do that complete stillness was the only way to keep himself contained.
He used his hands to gently turn Luc around until they were facing each other.
“Luc?” he asked softly, searching his vampire’s face.
Jamie wasn’t sure exactly how he could tell. Luc looked the same on the surface—black eyes, bared fangs—but Jamie knew, somewhere deep in his gut, he wasn’t dealing with the man right now.
The monster was in charge.

[image: image-placeholder]Jamie watched Luc—or Luc’s monster, perhaps—pace the living room.
“Need to kill. Need to hurt.”
The change in his voice was subtle enough. A rougher edge to his already growly timbre. But definitely…different. The monster speaking rather than the man.
Jamie stayed where he was, seated on the couch. Luc’s monster didn’t seem to want him closer at the moment, flinching anytime Jamie got too near. “I’m sorry, monster. I just promised Tweedledum and Tweedledick you wouldn’t do that.”
Luc growled at him for what had to be the thousandth time in under an hour, his fists clenching and unclenching repeatedly at his sides. But Jamie wasn’t scared of the big brute, even with the dramatic posturing.
He knew in his bones Luc would never hurt him.
His monster was just having a bit of a temper tantrum was all.
Still, it would be nice to have a little clarification. “What has you so upset, monster? Them threatening you? The territory dispute?”
Luc turned on his heel for another round of pacing and grunted in a way that Jamie assumed meant no.
“Okay…” Jamie tapped a finger on his chin in thought. “The shock of them coming into my house without warning, maybe?”
Luc let out another drawn-out growl before speaking with visible effort. “Mortal,” he grunted. “Fragile. Precious.”
Ah. They were getting somewhere.
“You were worried about me?” Jamie clarified. “That those two might hurt me?”
Jamie’s question was met with a loud crunching sound.
Oh, cool. Now there was a fist-sized hole in the wall. Monique was going to love that.
Actually, Jamie wasn’t so sure his housemate would survive a trip home at the moment. Jamie might be certain Luc wouldn’t hurt him, but he wasn’t sure anyone else would get the same consideration. He wasn’t sure how strong Luc’s urge to hurt and kill was at the moment, and he didn’t want to risk it.
He fished his phone out of his pocket and shot out a quick text.
Maybe don’t come home for a few hours.
The response was immediate.
Gross.
Clearly she thought his text was some kind of warning that they’d be loudly fucking all around the house.
Which, come to think of it, wasn’t the worst idea…
Jamie stood from his seat, cautiously approaching his vampire—who’d extricated his fist from the wall and was now standing in front of the hole like some sort of menacing museum curator in front of an art display—with slow, soft steps. He ignored Luc’s low warning growl, moving forward steadily until they were less than a foot apart.
“I can’t let you kill right now, monster,” Jamie soothed. “I’m very sorry. But we can make up for it, I think.” He tilted his head to the side, exposing the line of his throat. “Do you want to bite me, hm? Drink a little something to take the edge off?”
Luc lurched in place, baring his fangs in a grimace, but didn’t close the distance between them.
Jamie tried a different tactic. “Do you want to fuck me, maybe?”
Luc’s black eyes flared with heat, and his growl changed in timbre.
Bingo.
“Mm. Of course you do,” Jamie murmured understandingly. “You want to claim your mate, don’t you?”
But Luc jerked his head. A negative. “Can’t hurt you.” His voice was like crushed rocks.
“You think you’d hurt me?” Jamie asked. He took Luc’s silence as an affirmative. “But you…want me,” he clarified. “You want to touch me. To be touched?” Jamie cocked his head, considering.
A light bulb went off.
He might be barking up the wrong tree, but if he wasn’t…
Jamie licked his lips and stepped even closer, a breath away from Luc’s tense body. “Do you need to get fucked, monster?”
And ohh, there it was. Blatant, feral need in Luc’s eyes.
His monster liked that idea very much.
Oh fuck. Jamie’s cock started to fill at the mere thought of it, all his blood rushing south. He hadn’t had much experience topping in his life, but holy fuck—if that was what Luc needed, Jamie could definitely get on board.
“You do, don’t you?” he crooned, leaning in to run his nose along Luc’s throat, breathing in that sandalwood scent. “You need me to fuck you all better. You need me to help you be a good, obedient monster.”
A strange animal whine broke out of Luc’s mouth, and the very neediness of it had Jamie’s cock straining against the fabric of his shorts.
He took a breath, trying to stay present and not get lost in a fog of lust. He needed to be in control.
No long, drawn-out seductions today though. It was going to be a quick, aggressive fuck.
“Turn around. Face the wall,” he ordered.
For a second, he thought Luc would refuse, his vampire still taut with visible tension. But then Luc shivered, turning obediently.
Jamie took a quick minute to appreciate that muscular, denim-clad ass.
Damn. He’d never thought he’d actually get to fuck it. Wasn’t life just chock-full of amazing, sexy surprises?
“Don’t worry, monster. I’ll be so good to you. Take real good care of you.” He reached an arm around Luc’s side, palming his vampire’s cock. It was already hard, a massive, tempting bulge. Jamie wanted it inside him again.
But oh well. Another time. Jamie could be patient.
This wasn’t just about sex. This was about dealing with the lit powder keg in the room.
He left off massaging Luc’s dick to unbutton the vampire’s jeans before pulling them down until they were resting under the firm globes of his ass.
It was a beautiful fucking sight.
But they were missing something.
“You stay right here,” Jamie ordered, running a soothing hand down Luc’s spine. He rushed at the speed of light into his room, frantically grabbing for the lube in his bedside drawer, and sprinted back.
“Good monster,” he panted, finding Luc right where he’d left him.
Luc turned to snarl at him but, tellingly, didn’t turn completely from the wall.
“You getting impatient, monster?” Jamie asked.
Luc snarled again. Testy, testy.
“Hands up on the wall.”
His monster obeyed. Jamie took a moment to trace the furrow between Luc’s cheeks with one finger, then proceeded to open him up as quickly as he reasonably could. Anytime he tried to slow down—to gauge whether he was hurting him—Luc would snarl again, or turn his head and bare his fangs.
Apparently, Jamie’s vampire was impatient as hell as a bottom.
So Jamie didn’t wait long before he was nudging Luc’s legs further apart with his knee, slicking up his cock, and breaching his monster’s tight channel.
And oh holy fucking fuck. Jamie paused after bottoming out, his eyes rolled back at the insane, hot squeeze against his cock. “Holy shit, monster. Jesus Christ, you feel amazing.”
“Move,” Luc growled, rocking his hips back in demand.
So Jamie moved.
He did his best to set a good, brutal pace, trying to fuck his monster the same way Luc had fucked him. But topping was more or less new to him, and his rhythm was messy and awkward, Jamie too frantic with lust to control himself properly. He tried to angle it right to get that little bundle of nerves he knew so well, and by the way Luc hissed and growled and snarled, he thought he was doing something right.
It was like taming a wild beast. Animalistic, frenzied.
There was a sense of power Jamie had never quite felt before, filling his chest and making his breaths come short. He was so often helpless in the face of the supernatural. With the twins threatening them. With his own fucking visions. But here, with this stunningly sexy, dangerous creature, Jamie was in control.
Except Jamie was barely holding back his orgasm by a fucking thread. Luc’s ass was so impossibly tight that Jamie felt he was only moments away from splintering into oblivion.
He reached around again for Luc’s hard cock, jerking him furiously. “You gonna come for me, monster? You gonna let loose and let me fill you up?” And then, driven by some strange instinct, Jamie bit into Luc’s neck with blunt teeth, hard enough to draw blood.
Luc roared again—that glorious, overwhelming sound—and then his hot spunk was shooting into Jamie’s hand, the vampire’s body trembling with hours of tension suddenly released.
Jamie lost it then, his hips stuttering, his mind going completely blank as he emptied himself into Luc. “Oh fuck,” he moaned. “Fucking, fuck, fuck. Luc.”
They stood there for long moments, panting heavily, both their bodies shuddering with the aftermath of their orgasms. Jamie tucked his head into Luc’s neck, licking his bite mark, savoring the metallic flavor. It was already disappearing, Luc’s supernatural healing taking effect, but Jamie could almost pretend he had magic saliva to do the job.
It was like a little preturning practice round.
When Luc’s neck was healed, Jamie finally drew his softening cock out of Luc’s body, hissing at the sensation. Luc took the opportunity to turn around, and Jamie could have sworn for a second that his monster had green in his eyes.
But Jamie must have been woozy from the explosive sex, because when he looked again, they were their usual black.
“They could have hurt you.” Luc’s voice was raspy from all the growling and snarling, but he sounded more or less like himself again.
“You wouldn’t have let them.”
“I need—” Luc looked dazed, out of it.
“What do you need, monster?”
“I need to send a text.”
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Luc came to with a start. 
His body felt oddly stiff, curled up in a strange position on Jamie’s overly soft couch. And his brain felt…foggy, in that way it often did after the monster took over for any prolonged amount of time.
Because the monster most definitely had taken over. Had shunted Luc to the back of his own mind in order to protect their mate. And now it was feeling unbearably smug. Soothed. Calm.
The absolute opposite of what it had felt facing those fucking twins. Their fucking threats.
And then there had been Jamie. Fierce. Undaunted. Standing up for Luc when the beast’s rage had rendered him unable to even speak.
It was unfathomable that those bastards had entered his mate’s space unannounced, with no forewarning. Luc should have heard them. He should have sensed them. But he’d been so immersed in Jamie in that moment. The inner wounds and scars he’d revealed so willingly. His looking to Luc—monstrous, horrible, Luc—for comfort in his moment of uncertainty. His scent. The taste of his skin covered in peach juice. There had been nothing else but Jamie.
And it had allowed them to sneak up on him. What a disgrace.
What if Jamie hadn’t been on Luc’s lap, within easy reach? What if he’d been by the door instead?
What if Luc hadn’t been able to protect him?
He’d never been so torn in his life as he’d been in that moment. He and his monster had both wanted to tear the twins’ arrogant fucking heads from their arrogant fucking bodies, to spray their blood across the walls.
But underneath that all-consuming rage had been the awareness that Jamie could be hurt in the cross fire. Luc had been screaming inside his own mind, willing the monster to listen. Don’t attack. Not here. Not now.
His mortal was breakable. So fucking breakable.
So Luc had been just…frozen. Completely. Unable to speak, beyond those first shouts demanding the twins leave. He’d been barely able to think clearly, his thoughts pushed behind the monster’s rough instincts.
But Jamie.
Jamie had bargained with those redheaded assholes. He hadn’t backed down in the face of two vampires who could kill him in the blink of an eye. And then he’d gone and fucked Luc’s monster into submission, something Luc hadn’t even known was possible.
He knew his monster listened to Jamie, that it wanted, on some instinctual, animal level, to please him.
But Luc hadn’t realized the extent of it.
The monster had wanted more than anything in that moment to claim Jamie, to prove that he was theirs, that he was safe, that he was whole. But it had known that, in the state it had been in, it could have broken Jamie, used him too roughly.
Do you need to get fucked, monster?
What a fucking question.
Luc shifted, reveling in the unfamiliar sensation. He wasn’t sore exactly, not with his accelerated healing, but he could tell he’d been…used. A strange feeling—he’d never bottomed before. But Jamie had somehow known exactly what Luc and his monster needed.
And heavens above, had the human ever delivered. He’d been unpracticed, rough around the edges, but he hadn’t let it stop his…enthusiasm…driving into Luc like his only goal in life was to fill Luc up with his cum.
Perfect mate. Perfect flower. What had Luc ever done to deserve him?
Absolutely nothing, Luc thought wryly. He’d done horrible things, lived life as a wretched person, and still he’d found his desert jewel. More proof that life was, as always, terribly unfair.
Luc had thought he’d known already what love was. He’d thought with Victoria he’d at least felt…something, even if it wasn’t the mate bond. But anything he’d ever felt before paled in comparison to the emotions this human evoked in him, all of it a mere shadow of what he felt for this young mortal.
No one had ever calmed Luc down from a rage before. Even before their fallout, when Luc had been much more…rational, if Roman had ever tried, it had always led to brawls between the two of them.
And when Roman had left…
Luc had known he was acting without reason, all those years. He’d known his were the actions of a psychopath. Hounding. Stalking. Taunting Roman with the bodies of Luc’s not-so-innocent victims.
But Luc had never been able to stop himself. Even knowing he was tormenting his old friend—his brother—to the point of despair hadn’t brought him down from his anger. Every time he’d been tempted to leave it, to start over, his monster had been there, a snake’s voice in his ear, whispering that it wasn’t enough, that Roman couldn’t be left alone after abandoning them.
But Jamie had stopped him.
Had he been scared? Luc hadn’t smelled fear on him. Only concern. Confusion. Desire.
He could hear the rustling sounds of Jamie moving around somewhere behind his back. Luc flipped over on the couch to face him.
Jamie was…painting the living room wall?
Ah yes. Luc had a vague memory of driving his fist through that very spot.
Jamie must have heard Luc’s movements, because he turned around and lifted his paintbrush in greeting. “I found some Spackle in the garage. Fixed it right up.”
He had a spot of white paint on the bridge of his nose. It was so endearing Luc thought his heart might burst in his chest at the sight of it. He hoped it wouldn’t. That organ belonged to Jamie now, and Luc wished to offer it whole.
“I slept.” Luc grimaced at his own words. Of all the inane things to come out of his mouth.
But Jamie only grinned at him, bright and happy. Those white teeth. That crooked incisor. He was like the sun contained in human form. Luc thought he might disintegrate beneath that brightness, nothing but a pile of ashes left behind. He’d welcome it.
He was happy to burn, if it meant even one more second in Jamie’s presence.
“You did sleep,” Jamie confirmed. “I tuckered you out.” He winked—cheeky little thing—and set his paintbrush down on a sheet of newspaper he’d spread out onto the floor. “Gotta say, never thought you’d let me top you.”
Luc cleared his throat. “Neither did I. But my monster seemed to like it very much.”
The beast inside him purred its agreement.
“And did you?” Jamie asked, cocking his head to the side.
Luc pondered that. “I wouldn’t…object. If— If it was needed again.”
“Needed again…” Jamie pursed his lips in thought. Did he like the idea? He’d certainly seemed…eager…driving Luc up against the wall earlier.
“How aware were you?” Jamie asked after a moment of mulling over Luc’s words.
“Very,” Luc answered. “When it’s like that…I’m present. I’m conscious. I’m just not in charge, per se. Last time I was that enraged, the monster broke an innocent.”
“He killed someone?” There was no censure in Jamie’s voice. Only wary curiosity.
Luc shook his head. “Broke his arm, tore at his throat. The man survived. He’s mated to another vampire now.”
He was mated to Soren, in fact. Soren, who’d barely ever seemed interested in finding a mate, too preoccupied with his own secrets and mysterious past. It had filled Luc with an unbearable bitterness, finding out the news—he’d run into the little blond menace at a nightclub, of all places—but it was hard to access those bitter feelings now, with the perfect mate of his own right in front of him.
And now Luc had asked Soren for help. He’d been surprised, getting kicked out of Hyde Park, that Soren had even given him his number. The little beast had always hated Luc. But maybe Soren had felt responsible, letting Luc loose on the world, knowing he wasn’t quite in his right mind.
Luc glanced at his phone on the coffee table. No answer yet. Perhaps Soren wouldn’t answer at all. It would be well within his rights to ignore Luc’s request.
But Luc hoped not. He needed to know. About Danny and Gabe. How they’d managed the transition. His encounter with Soren had been so brief, and Luc had been so shocked hearing of the mate bond that he hadn’t asked any of the important questions.
Luc had been afraid in that kitchen earlier, truly terrified he’d turn Jamie just to lay his claim. His monster had wanted that. It had wanted to provide proof to every other vampire out there that Jamie was theirs.
It had taken every ounce of Luc’s resistance to keep himself from doing so.
Perhaps a year ago, he would have just let the monster turn their mate.
But Luc didn’t want to act without thinking anymore. He’d been mindless and vengeful for over half a century, and it had earned him nothing but hatred and disdain. He couldn’t bear for Jamie to hate him. To regret his choice to be with Luc.
He couldn’t bear for Jamie to leave him. He wouldn’t let Jamie leave him.
Luc thought of Jamie’s family. His mother, all sweetness and generosity. If Jamie accidentally hurt her…
Luc startled when he realized Jamie had crawled closer to him without his noticing. His human was peering into Luc’s eyes, his head cocked. “What are you doing?” Luc asked.
“I thought— They were green earlier, for just a second.”
Luc’s heart stuttered in his chest. He hadn’t seen his own face—his real, human eyes—since the day Victoria had died. The day Roman had left.
Had Jamie really seen a glimpse of them? What was this boy doing to him? And why didn’t the monster mind? Its control over Luc was being threatened, and it was just rolling over and showing its belly to the boy. And it was doing it so…happily.
Luc could feel it inside himself, content, sated, docile. And Luc hadn’t even needed to maim someone to get it that way. “You’re extraordinary,” he whispered, brushing a lock of Jamie’s hair behind his ear.
Jamie flushed, biting at his lip. “All I did was dick you down a bit. Nothing special.”
“No, my sweet. You are—you are magical. Perfection.”
Jamie smiled that pretty smile of his, clearly pleased at the praise. “Do I get a reward, then?”
“What did you have in mind?”

[image: image-placeholder]As they walked back from Jamie’s mother’s house, the air felt heavy and full, an unusual moisture in the air. The heat from the day hadn’t begun to fully dissipate yet, although the sun was beginning to set.
Jamie had Luc’s hand in his, humming an off-key tune and swinging their arms together as they walked. Luc was tempted to tease his human for holding on to him like a little kid, but he didn’t actually want him to stop. Luc’s monster was still surprisingly calm—content, even. A man had cut them off with his car in a crosswalk, and his monster hadn’t so much as pressed Luc to rip his head off. It was a goddamn pussycat at this point, even up to allowing him to yet again eat human food, taking a few bites of chicken and rice at Jamie’s family home.
Luc had expected Jamie’s demand for a reward to be sexual in nature, given his human’s apparently insatiable desire for him, but Jamie had asked for a family dinner instead.
Luc hadn’t known what to feel about the fact that, mere hours after he’d been an uncontrollable beast, lusting for blood and violence, Jamie still felt comfortable having him around his family. It was mind-boggling, the trust this human had in him.
And Luc wondered, not for the first time, just how much Jamie’s mom had picked up. The fact that Luc didn’t easily eat. His odd fucking face. Did she know her son was cavorting around with someone less than human?
Would she be horrified if she did?
Luc pulled his phone from his pocket with his free hand. No answer still.
“Oh yes.” Luc grunted as Jamie tugged at his hand with sudden purpose, pulling him off the sidewalk over to a fenced area at the end of the block. Luc could smell the overwhelming scent of chlorine, the chemicals almost enough to drown out his mate’s much more preferable cinnamon scent.
As Jamie stopped at the chain-link fence, Luc ducked closer to run his nose along the crook of his mate’s neck, trying to rectify the offensive change. Jamie tilted his head to bare himself more easily to Luc’s touch but kept his eyes on what lay inside the fence in front of them. Luc barely glanced at it, his attention focused on the softness of Jamie’s skin, but he recognized what had caught his mate’s attention.
A neighborhood pool. How quaint.
Luc’s pleased rumble at Jamie’s closeness was cut off as his mate started clambering up the fence with no notice whatsoever. One second, his mate’s head was in front of him, and the next moment, his bitable ass was suddenly at eye level.
Luc couldn’t help it this time. He grabbed it with both hands.
“Hey!”
Luc glanced up to find Jamie attempting to glare down at him, the effect slightly ruined by the amusement twinkling in his eyes.
“No time for grab ass. Hop up before someone sees us.”
Luc let out a forlorn sigh, reluctantly releasing those fleshy globes, and he was down on the other side of the fence in an instant, holding his arms up to catch his mate. Jamie laughed in delight and scrambled up over the top before hopping down neatly without Luc’s assistance. He stuck his tongue out as part of his dismount. “Show-off,” he accused.
“Why are we here?” Luc asked, wrinkling his nose as the chlorine smell grew even stronger.
“This was our old neighborhood pool. We used to live on this block. Had a key and everything. Now sometimes I hop over and take a dip anyway, when it’s empty.”
“And if someone comes?” Luc asked, more curious than concerned. Human laws and customs were more or less irrelevant to him, especially those regarding something as mundane as trespassing.
Jamie shrugged, meandering over to the edge of the pool. It was a surprisingly decent size, the water a bright, unnatural blue in the twilight, with a lined area for swimming laps. “We act like we belong. Who’s to say we don’t have a key still? That’s the secret to fitting in anywhere, really.”
The old phrase “fake it till you make it” ran through Luc’s mind. That was what Jamie had been doing with him whenever they went out in public. The jokes about cosplay, the body modification explanations. He acted like Luc was—well, not normal per se, but not paranormal either—and the humans around them took it at face value.
Luc was torn from his thoughts by the sight of his mate stripping down to his underwear, his beautiful, slim chest and long limbs looking absolutely golden in the fading light. “We’re swimming right this moment?”
Jamie tossed his clothes in a messy heap. “Psh. Of course. Why else would we come here?”
Why else indeed?
Then Jamie ran up to the edge and jumped into the pool with his knees drawn up to his chest, his arms wrapped around them.
Cannonball was the term, Luc believed.
He smirked at his mate’s antics, then shrugged and followed suit, disrobing to his silk underwear, briefly mourning the damage they’d undergo from the chlorine. Ah well. He’d buy himself more.
Luc dove in with barely a splash, gliding under the water for a long stretch before surfacing. He didn’t get overheated the way humans did, but he could still appreciate the pleasurable feel of the cool water on his skin.
He did some easy laps while Jamie swam playful little circles around him, twisting and undulating in the water like some kind of river otter. When Luc paused at one end of the pool, Jamie joined him, wrapping his arms around Luc’s neck and encircling his hips with his legs.
Luc ran his fingers through Jamie’s wet strands, giving him a sorrowful look. “I hate to tell you, flower, but the chlorine seems to have turned your hair green.”
Jamie stared at him for several long seconds before he burst out laughing, head flung back with the force of his amusement. “Did you just make a joke? Like a real, honest-to-God joke?”
Luc supposed he had. It was so easy to feel playful with this human. To feel light and buoyant with his flower there, keeping the darkness at bay.
Jamie gave a last little chuckle, then leaned his head back more fully, letting out a deep, satisfied sigh. “A cigarette would make this absolutely perfect right now.”
“No,” Luc ordered, giving his mate a swat on the ass in remonstration.
“Oh my god, not this again.”
“You’re still mortal,” Luc scolded. “They’re bad for you.”
“I have an oral fixation though,” Jamie teased, biting at his red lower lip and grinding suggestively against Luc. “I really need something to do with my mouth.”
“You can suck on my tongue like a good boy.”
Jamie huffed playfully. “Being a good boy is boring. I’d rather suck on other things.” He made as if to unwrap his legs from Luc’s hips and move downward, but Luc grabbed onto him, pulling him closer instead.
“In this disease-ridden cesspool? I think not.” Luc wouldn’t risk giving him any sort of infection. Wasn’t that how humans got strep throat? “And are you so sure you don’t want it the other way around? My lips around your cock? I recall you being rather…dominant…just a handful of hours ago.”
Jamie squirmed against him at the mention of it, his already hard cock brushing against Luc’s rapidly filling erection. “Don’t remind me. That was so fucking hot. I can’t believe I lasted more than two whole seconds.” He wrapped his arms tighter against Luc’s neck, pulling him in to whisper in his ear, “Don’t worry, Monster Daddy, I still crave being filled up by you.”
Fucking hell.
Luc’s cock throbbed at the little minx’s words, and Jamie teased him with another swivel of his hips, tilting his neck at the same time. “Bite, please,” he requested, his tone suspiciously sweet. “If you’re not gonna let me blow you, gimme that vampire aphrodisiac bloodsucking goodness.”
An embarrassing strangled noise made its way out of Luc’s throat, the monster within him writhing in delight at Jamie’s suggestion. His perfect, fearless mate, asking Luc to drink his blood like it was a sexy treat rather than the unavoidable symptom of Luc’s damnation.
And how could Luc deny him?
He nudged Jamie’s head further to the side with his nose, pausing for a moment to nuzzle at the soft skin of his mate’s neck before biting down, his mouth filling with peaches and cinnamon and everything good in the world. He groaned as rapture coursed through him. It was beyond belief, how good this human tasted. Luc found himself tangling his fingers into Jamie’s hair, tugging his head more firmly into position, gulping down his mate’s coppery essence greedily.
Luc had bitten plenty of humans in his time, but none had tasted like Jamie. He tasted like what Luc imagined heroin would have felt like, had he ever tried it as a human. Luc thought again of the rumor that those humans with special powers had especially delectable blood. There could very well be truth in that. But Luc wanted to believe it was just…Jamie. That he would be this alluring, this delicious, no matter what abilities he did or didn’t have.
Jamie gasped as the pleasure of the bite coursed through him, his body rocking against Luc’s subconsciously. Luc used a hand on his bottom to guide him into a steadier rhythm, their cocks rubbing against each other through the drenched fabric of their underwear. Jamie was panting in no time, his limbs trembling. “Gonna come. Oh fuck, Luc, gonna come.”
“Yes,” Luc urged. “Come for me, flower.”
Jamie rocked desperately a few more times before he shuddered in Luc’s arms, the scent of his release combining with the taste of his blood enough to drive Luc to his own orgasm.
Luc licked his bite closed carefully while his mate recovered, limp against him. “This is why public pools are disgusting,” he mused, pressing a kiss to the healing bite.
Jamie gave a tired laugh, his warm breath tickling Luc’s shoulder. “This is why? Vampires biting poor, innocent humans and rubbing their junk together until they both get off? I’m not sure that’s as much of a public health issue as you think it is.”
Luc grazed him with a warning fang. “You’re a menace.”
“Your menace,” Jamie mumbled into his skin, still chuckling softly.
Yes. Yes, he was. Forever and always, as soon as fucking Soren texted Luc back.
Luc considered whether he needed to drive up to Colorado and see for himself, but for one, it was possible Roman and his posse would tear his limbs off before he could ask any pertinent questions, and for two, he didn’t want to leave Jamie alone for a whole hour, let alone days at a time.
He was also pretty sure his monster would turn the car around before they even crossed city limits.
After a few more minutes of embracing in the cool water, Jamie wiggled out of Luc’s arms. “Time to dry off, monster.”
In answer, the heavens opened up, the heavy fullness of the evening air finally giving way. Rain pelted them both, and Jamie laughed, twirling in the shallow end of the pool, raising his head to the sky. “It’s a monsoon!” he cried, delighted. “I thought they were done for the year.”
Luc watched his mate dance in the water. Luc was sure, if anyone else could see him, he’d look like a fool, smiling widely with his fangs out like some kind of Halloween jack-o’-lantern. But he couldn’t help it—he was mesmerized. There was a key part of Jamie that Luc was just…missing in himself. This zest for life.
Luc had appreciated certain things over the years, surely. Sex. Luxury. Elegance. Violence.
But not this. Not the simple pleasures in life. The rain. Old books. Fresh peaches.
Jamie seemed to love it all.
He would appreciate eternity; Luc was sure of it.
And Luc would appreciate Jamie. That would be enough, wherever they ended up.
The desert rainstorm barely lasted fifteen minutes, all of which Jamie insisted spending in the pool, claiming there was nothing better than swimming in the rain. It wasn’t until afterward, changing into their wet clothes, that Luc smelled something…off. The storm had let loose the smells of the desert city, strong enough to cut through the chlorine—creosote and asphalt mostly. But underneath, there was a sense of….subtle decay.
Luc followed his nose to the small building that served as the pool’s changing area, Jamie close on his heels.
“That’s always locked at night,” Jamie warned him.
Luc tried the handle, which gave easily at his turn. “Not tonight.”
He opened the door to find the source of the scent sprawled in the tiny changing room. Luc had already known in the back of his mind, of course. It was a smell he knew well.
There was a dead body on the floor.
A very pale corpse. Drained of its blood.




fifteen
Jamie


Jamie’s hands were shaking as he filled his water glass at the kitchen sink. How strange. 
He really, really wished it were a beer instead, but he had a feeling he should probably keep his wits about him. He may never have come across a dead body before, but he was pretty sure they were usually a stepping stone to a whole bunch of drama.
Luc had dropped him off at home and gone to “deal with the issue.” Jamie didn’t know exactly what that entailed, but seeing as how they weren’t in the fucking Mafia, more than likely that meant just tossing it into the desert? Luc himself hadn’t seemed very sure. Apparently he usually left his dead bodies out in the open, a flamboyant trail of carnage (he’d managed to look a little sheepish, sharing that information with Jamie). But then, Luc didn’t usually stay in one place this long. At least, not long enough for his corpses to haunt him.
Fuck. Corpses. Jamie had never seen one in real life before. It—or should he be saying “she”?—had looked like it had been mauled by some sort of wild animal, all torn clothes and ripped flesh. But Luc had been positive it’d been drained and that it had been a vampire’s doing. He’d claimed he knew the signs well.
Because duh, he had done the same thing to other…corpses.
Jamie knew he should be repulsed by the thought, but he just couldn’t find it in himself to care. Did that make him a horrible human being? Probably. But Luc killed bad people—despicable humans who hurt other humans for greed or pleasure. Jamie had a hard time mustering up the proper sympathy for their plight.
Jamie’s real worry at the moment was their creepy twin friends. If they found out a body had been drained…if they came for Luc. Jamie hadn’t seen any warning vision of them attacking, but he hadn’t seen a vision of this dead fucking body either. What was the point of his visions at all?
Frustration overtook him again over his useless gift. He couldn’t control what he saw. He couldn’t control the outcomes, couldn’t protect his friends, couldn’t prevent catastrophes.
What was the fucking point?
He drained his water and slammed the glass down, wincing as it cracked in his hand. Oops. Maybe Luc wasn’t the only one with anger issues.
He was just tossing the ruined glass into the trash when the doorbell rang. Jamie paused, hand outstretched over the garbage. He considered not answering, but it wasn’t like the vampire twins would be ringing his doorbell before seeking justice. They’d certainly been comfortable enough waltzing into his house uninvited the first time.
Jamie opened the front door to find two incredibly good-looking men standing on his doorstep.
Like, damn.
The one nearest the door was handsome in an imposing way—tall, black hair, freakishly bright blue eyes. He was also wearing a goddamn suit in the heat of an Arizona September, so that was something. The smaller guy next to him was handsome in a softer way, almost pretty. Big brown doe eyes and a mess of dark-brown curls. He was smiling warmly at Jamie, and as the smile grew steadily wider, Jamie realized he was just standing there, like an idiot, staring at them with his mouth open.
He cleared his throat, trying to cover up his embarrassment. “Hey there. Um—can I help you?”
The suit said nothing, but Doe Eyes gave him a little wave. “Hello. We’re looking for someone we thought might be here. Lucien? Luc? Is he, um—is he here?”
Oh. Oh fuck. Luc would have told Jamie if he was expecting visitors, wouldn’t he? Also, Jamie was 90 percent sure his vampire didn’t actually have any friends. Could these be some weird, handsome goons sent by the vampire twins?
Maybe there was a vampire Mafia…
Jamie forced himself to lean casually against the doorjamb, willing his fingers not to start tapping and betray his nervousness. “Never heard of him, sorry.”
“Do not lie to us,” the suit growled, those bright-blue eyes flashing with ice.
Doe Eyes shot his companion a scolding look. “Roman.” He turned back to Jamie, smiling apologetically. “Don’t mind him. It’s just…um, we know he’s here. We’ve been tracking his phone.”
Well, that didn’t make any sense. Luc and his phone were out in the desert, disposing of pesky corpses. Unless…
Jamie dug into his pocket, taking a look at his own phone. Well, fuck. Not his phone. He and Luc must have somehow switched when they’d gotten dressed back at the pool. How fucking ridiculous. And incredibly inconvenient. Now these strange— Oh, wait just a fucking minute. Doe Eyes had called the suit Roman.
Jamie recognized that name.
He took another look at the guy’s stern, handsome face. “Roman?” he asked. “The Roman?”
Doe Eyes cocked his head. “Luc told you about him?”
Jamie was too busy processing this turn of events to answer him. The legendary Mr. Drove-Luc-to-Insanity Roman was at his doorstep. Which must make this other guy Danny, Roman’s mate.
Maybe that should scare him a bit—two vampires with a bad history with Luc, probably not so inclined to be friendly with his newfound mate—but from everything Luc had said, these two weren’t the type to take retaliation out on the innocent.
And Jamie counted as innocent, right?
Jamie stepped back from the door. “Maybe you should come in. There are some other vamps in town who don’t like visitors very much.”
Probably-Danny hesitated, his eyes searching Jamie’s face for something, but eventually he nodded hesitantly. “All right. But we’ve got one more with us.” He turned his head and called out behind him. “Jay!”
Jamie craned his head around the door until he spotted him—a little guy standing by a black compact car parked out on the street. “Human or vampire?” Jamie asked.
“Oh, he’s one of us,” Danny said. “But don’t worry. He’s a total doll.”
As the newcomer walked up, Jamie thought the phrase might have been used literally. The petite vampire—Jay, apparently—was slender, barely topping five feet five, with a button nose and Cupid’s bow lips. Pretty and delicate, like a porcelain doll come to life.
Jay smiled timidly and waved when he got to the door. “Hello, I’m Jay. Are you Luc? You’re a lot less scary than I thought you’d be.”
That had Roman rolling his eyes, while Danny gave a choked laugh.
“No, sweetie. This isn’t Luc. This is—” Danny paused, looking to Jamie, raising a dark brow in question.
“I’m Jamie. Luc’s mate.” Jamie figured it was better to get it all out in the open. No secrets between old frenemies, as the saying probably went somewhere.
Danny’s big eyes widened slightly, and Roman’s perma-glare deepened. “Oh. Oh man,” Danny breathed. “So he’s told you all of it.”
“I’ve told him all of what,” Luc’s growly voice rang out from behind Jamie, causing Jamie to jump about a foot in the air, which was not helping his cool-guy image in front of these new vampires one bit. He held a hand to his racing heart, turning to glare at his vampire.
What the actual hell? Had Luc snuck in through the back door?
Then a lot of things happened at once. Jamie found himself behind Luc’s back, his vampire using his own body like a furious, living shield once again. From the sound of it, Roman had done the same to Danny, because the lovely vampire was making a lot of grumbled complaints about “high-handed, overprotective, bossy mates.”
And then the two ex-friends were getting all growly and yelling at each other.
“What the fuck are you doing here?”
“Eyes off Danny or I’ll rip them out of your head.”
“You brought him here, you broody fucking fusspot.”
“Because you contacted us.”
“I contacted Soren—”
“Hey!” Oh boy. Danny could get real loud when he wanted to. “Can you two alpha males shut the hell up for two seconds so we can get inside and discuss all this like the rational huma—um, rational beings we are?”
That shut the other two hulking vampires up for a minute. Long enough for Jamie to realize Luc was doing that vibrating-with-anger thing again. That was probably something Jamie should nip in the bud sooner rather than later, unless these three newcomers wanted a real show once they got inside.
“It’s okay, monster,” Jamie soothed, running his hands along Luc’s broad back. “They’ve been real nice to me so far. I’m not in any danger. You can chill, I promise.”
Slowly—so slowly Jamie feared at first his calming technique wasn’t working—Luc’s body released its tension, the vibrating stuttering to a stop under Jamie’s hands.
He peered out from behind his vampire’s head to see that Roman and Danny were staring at them, wearing matching shocked expressions on their faces.
“You actually calmed him.” There was a strange note in Roman’s deep voice. Disbelief? Jealousy?
Luc growled softly, and Jamie started petting him again, making comforting little shushing sounds as he did so.
An awkward silence reigned after that, tension thick enough to chew on.
Then Jay’s melodic voice rang out as he gave another little wave, this time directed at Luc. “So you’re Luc. Yes, I see. You’re just as scary as I thought you’d be.”
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Although, it was kind of funny, these two big, bad vampires glaring across the room at each other. Luc sat on the couch next to Jamie, tense as all hell. He wasn’t vibrating with angry energy anymore, so that was a plus, but he wasn’t exactly relaxed either. Roman was sprawled in the facing armchair, legs spread like in some kind of dominance display, with Danny standing at his side, a placating hand on his arm, as if to stop him from leaping up and tackling his ex-friend.
Jay, on the other hand, was wandering around the room, examining Jamie’s and Monique’s various knickknacks on the living room shelves. Excessive machismo didn’t seem to be an issue for the little guy, at least.
Luc broke the silence first. “Where is Soren?” he asked, voice deceptively mild considering all the growling he’d been doing just two minutes ago. “As I said, it was him I asked for assistance.”
“He declined the journey,” Roman answered gruffly. “He did not want to leave his mate’s side.”
“My brother is still pretty pissed about the whole vicious attack and you ending my life thing,” Danny chimed in. “He said he’d rather rip off your limbs than be in the same room as you.” He shot Jamie a quick, apologetic glance. “I honestly think turning into a vampire has made him a bit of a drama queen.”
Jamie nodded as if he had any idea who any of them were even talking about.
Luc let out a grunt, one that seemed to indicate an understanding of the fairness of all that. “And why come down at all?” he asked, his fingers digging into the couch arm hard enough that Jamie was pretty sure he would leave holes. “This could have been a quick phone call. I only wanted to know how the former humans are doing with their new adjustments.”
Roman’s answering glower—a deeper glower than his standard one—was truly impressive. “Guilty conscience?” he asked, danger lurking in the question.
“Research,” Luc answered coolly.
Jamie’s lip twitched, and he fought to keep a smirk off his face. Because damn, Luc really could be a dick when he wanted to be. Jamie was kind of into it, to be honest.
“We were, um, a little concerned you’d maybe snapped and just dragged some innocent human into your evil lair, so to speak,” Danny explained. “We felt we needed to assess the situation.”
“My mate has his own guilty conscience for letting you live,” Roman said, shooting his companion a surprisingly tender look.
“Roman,” Danny scolded. “I never said that.”
“They actually said this was part reconnaissance, part rescue mission,” Jay supplied helpfully from where he was now studying Jamie’s bookshelf.
“And what did we say about keeping our mouths shut in mixed company?” Roman snapped. Jay flushed and turned back to the books, and Roman hissed as Danny slapped his arm in admonishment.
Good, Jamie thought smugly. He didn’t know the little guy well, obviously, but he seemed too sweet to be all surly and mean to, just because Roman didn’t like being around his ex-friend (and like, wasn’t Roman the one to blame for that anyway, seeing as how he’d decided to come all the way here?).
“Making friends left and right, aren’t you, Roman?” Luc drawled.
“Yes,” Roman answered without irony. “It is astonishing what friends one can make when one is not a vengeful, psychopathic lunatic.”
Jay turned around again. “Roman tried to strangle me when we first met.”
“Jay, sweetie, let’s go into the kitchen.” Danny held out a hand to the little vampire, looking to Jamie as he did so, so Jamie shrugged and rose from the couch, patting Luc’s shoulder in solidarity before following to the kitchen.
He was a little shocked Luc allowed it. But clearly his vampire didn’t consider Danny and Jay the threats in the room.
Not that Jamie wasn’t fascinated by this cozy reunion going on, but he was also curious about Roman’s mate. Danny had been human less than two years ago. How had he handled the transition? That was what Luc wanted to know, after all. Jamie figured he’d get a better answer from the source than from whatever little dance of grudges was going on behind him.
Danny smiled warmly at him as he entered the kitchen. He certainly seemed calm and collected enough for anyone, let alone a newer vampire. “Ah, that’s better. Now we can get away from all that growly testosterone overload.”
“We can hear you, Daniel,” Luc called out from the living room.
“Like I caaaare,” Danny answered in a singsong voice.
“We can go out to the backyard,” Jamie offered. “Through the back door here.”
They exited the kitchen, Jamie leading the way. Jay started wandering immediately, studying the different desert plants in the yard.
Danny sat down on the back steps, tipping his head back and sighing happily, his eyes closed. “Oh, this is nice. I like the warm nights thing you have going on.”
Jamie took the opportunity to study him surreptitiously. He really was lovely. “Luc said cold and heat don’t really bother you.”
“They don’t, but I can still process the sensations. Coolness and warmth and the like. I find myself enjoying the sun and heat more now that I’ve turned. I enjoy just, like, basking in it. Like a lizard. As long as I protect my eyes, that is.”
Jamie remained standing, his hands firmly in his pockets so he wouldn’t drum them against his leg, watching Danny take in the warmth and feeling unaccountably shy for maybe for the first time in his life. Here was someone who had exactly what he wanted. A permanent bond with the person he loved. A promise of forever.
But it had happened in such a traumatic way. Did Danny regret it?
The vampire below him smiled wider, opening his eyes and meeting Jamie’s gaze. “You can ask me, you know. About turning.”
Jamie felt his face heat at being caught staring. “How— How was it for you? How is it for you? You don’t seem out of control or anything.”
Danny shook his head. “It’s different when you’ve already found your tether, we think. I didn’t have any of the crazed bloodlust Roman and Luc remember. Neither did Gabe, for that matter. It still means we’ll have to leave our hometown someday, with the never aging thing. But that’s a small sacrifice to make in exchange for everything I’ve gained, I think.”
“And what have you gained?” Jamie asked, already guessing the answer. He didn’t think Danny was the type to be wooed by the special bonus powers: the speed, the strength, the rapid healing.
“Roman,” Danny answered simply, like it was the easiest choice in the world. And maybe it was. Jamie had long thought the exchange would be worth it, for the right person. For a chance at real love.
Except…
“But you didn’t get to make that sacrifice, did you?” Jamie asked. “It was made for you. Luc chose for you.”
“He did,” Danny agreed, not a hint of malice in his tone.
Jamie couldn’t help it—his hands left the confines of his pockets, and he began drumming his fingers against his leg. He wished he’d remembered to carry a couple toothpicks. “Is this where I apologize for him?” he asked. “Luc gets…angry. He doesn’t always have control over himself—the monster takes over.”
It felt like a lame excuse, but it was the only one he had to give.
“The monster…,” Danny murmured. He shot Jamie an assessing look. “I’m surprised he hasn’t turned you already, if I’m being honest. He was so obsessed with the idea of mates. I thought he’d turn his the moment he found them.”
Jamie’s stomach sank at Danny’s words, and Danny must have seen some sign of it in his face, because he rushed to amend his statement. “No, I think it’s a good thing! He’s showing restraint. He cares for you. Truly cares for you. It’s obvious just looking at the two of you together. I wasn’t sure he’d ever get a chance to find that. I’m glad.”
Jamie laughed before he could help himself. “You’re awfully nice about someone who basically murdered you.”
“That’s what I said,” Jay chimed in, reaching a hand out to a small barrel cactus he’d found in the corner of Jamie’s yard.
“Jay, honey,” Danny called out. “Don’t touch the cactus.”
“Don’t worry, I know it’s sharp.” The little vampire reached out a finger anyway, touching one of the spines of the desert plant. “Ouch,” he said happily, holding up his finger to display the small drop of blood welling there. “See? Sharp.”
“That’s great, sweetie.” Danny rolled his eyes, somehow making the gesture look fond and indulgent rather than mocking, before he turned his attention back to Jamie. He patted the spot next to him on the stairs, and Jamie sat down warily beside him.
“I just can’t bring myself to hate Luc,” Danny said after a few more moments of watching Jay roam the yard. “I honestly can’t imagine what those two have lived through. Hundreds of years of existence, not knowing the first thing about the how or why of what they are. If I’d been turned without Roman to ground me, abandoned by my family, led to believe I was a monster…” He shrugged. “Would I have been any better?”
Jamie had a feeling he would have been. That Danny would never hurt another soul so callously as Jamie’s mate had over the years. But he didn’t really want to mess with this easy acceptance of Luc’s flaws Danny had going on, so he didn’t voice that suspicion out loud.
“Can I let you in on a little secret?” Danny leaned in, a conspiratorial look on his face. “I don’t think Roman’s morals are really all that much better than Luc’s. He didn’t care any more about humanity than Luc did when I met him, I think. He was just so afraid of losing control that he forced himself to be a little less…unhinged about it.”
Again, Jamie wasn’t 100 percent sure of that assessment. But he figured Danny knew his own mate better than he did.
They sat for a while in the warm night air, content with a comfortable silence. Jamie felt a new lightness—a release of tension he hadn’t even known he’d been holding—after Danny’s discussion of his change. Luc could turn him, could solidify their bond, and Jamie could stay in Tucson. He didn’t have to leave his family right away. He didn’t have to hurt anyone who didn’t deserve it.
“Should we go back in?” he asked after some more time had passed.
Danny shot an assessing glance back to the house. “Maybe give them a little more time to chat.”
“Why did you really come here?” Jamie asked, giving voice to a suspicion that had been growing inside him. “Did you really think there was a human in need of rescue, just because Luc was asking about your transition?”
Danny laughed softly before shooting him a mischievous look. “Did you know the average adult friendship lasts seven years? Such a short amount of time. Those two were companions for hundreds of years.” He looked to the house again. “I don’t think it’s as much of a lost cause as they like to pretend.”
Jamie was starting to like this newbie vampire a whole hell of a lot. “You don’t think the multiple attempts at murder are an insurmountable obstacle?”
Danny shrugged. “We’re vampires, Jamie. We can pretend we’re still human to fit into society. We can definitely hold on to our values and try to do as little damage to the world around us as possible. But we’re different creatures, ruled by different instincts. We’re not held to the same standards, in some ways. Isn’t that right, Jay?”
Jay turned to face them, crouched down in the dirt. “You can’t have eternal life—even the prospect of eternal life—without being forever changed by it. The concept of mortality is what gives life so much of its meaning. What are we when we take that away?”
Jamie was aware he was now staring at the little vampire, slack-jawed. But damn, that wasn’t what he’d been expecting to come out of his mouth. “You’ve got hidden depths, don’t you, little dude?”
“Yes, I do,” Jay answered seriously before turning back and poking his finger at yet another cactus.
Hidden depths indeed.
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Lucien


Luc eyed his old friend in the strained silence that followed the trio’s departure. 
Roman looked objectively good, Luc supposed he had to admit. That harried, frantic air he’d had all those years Luc had been chasing him had finally gone away.
In truth, he was an absurdly handsome man, which was incredibly annoying when Luc was angry with him. Which was generally always.
Luc wondered, not for the first time, why he’d never been compelled to start a more intimate relationship with his old friend. But his monster had never wanted that from Roman, and neither had Luc. He and it hadn’t been looking for prey or a potential lover on that battlefield. They had been looking for…companionship. Family.
And Luc had certainly fucked all that up, hadn’t he?
“I’m surprised you let Danny leave your sight, here in enemy territory, mon ami.” Luc wasn’t sure why he tacked on those last words. Something of a habit, perhaps, coupled with the inability to keep himself from taunting his former friend with the old moniker, one that had once been sincere and had long since become mocking.
Roman brushed absently at the arm of his chair as if dispelling dust, frowning at it. “He can hold his own these days.”
Luc was frankly surprised his own monster had allowed Jamie out with two potentially hostile vampires. But his monster knew—it could sense, in that way it had—that Danny was…good, for lack of a better word. He wouldn’t hurt their mate, not out of simple spite against Luc.
And there were Jay’s earlier words on their purpose here: part reconnaissance, part rescue mission.
No, Danny definitely wouldn’t hurt Jamie. He would protect him—a human, an innocent—even if that protection was from Luc himself.
There was comfort in that.
There were a million questions Luc could ask Roman. A million apologies he could and should be making. But he found himself asking instead the one question at the forefront of his mind. “How did you bear it?”
Roman cocked a brow at him. “Our friendship?”
“Hilarious,” Luc deadpanned. He gestured with a hand to the kitchen. “How did you bear…Danny? Loving a human.”
“Mm.” Roman crossed his legs and nodded as if he understood perfectly what Luc meant. And perhaps he did. To Luc’s surprise, he answered his question seriously. “It was frightening,” Roman admitted. “Horrifying, really. And of course, your antics”—he shot Luc a familiar glower—“made it all a thousand times worse.”
Luc waved the accusation off with one careless hand. “And yet you’re not here looking for revenge? I would be, were I in your position.”
“Danny would not like it,” Roman muttered darkly. He looked Luc over then. Slowly, carefully. Luc wondered what he saw. His old friend? His maker? The monster who had haunted him for decade after decade?
All of the above?
“It is strange,” Roman finally said, tapping a finger to his chin. “I would have thought…” He shifted in his seat. “With anyone else, if they so much as look at Danny the wrong way, my demon wants to tear them apart on the spot. Rip out throats, drain bodies dry. It is a constant battle to contain myself, where he is concerned. And yet here we are… You hurt him. Truly hurt him. And I am here, sitting across from you.” He laughed dryly, but his blue eyes were cold, icy. “You must have gotten under my skin, all those years by your side. I cannot think why else you still live.”
Why else indeed?
“I always knew you’d hate me eventually,” Luc mused.
“And why is that? Did you always have plans to ruin me?”
Luc propped one elbow on the couch arm, resting his head in his hand, forcing himself to meet Roman’s blue eyes. “Because I cursed you, on that battlefield. Instead of letting you rest in peace, I made you in my image. Horrifying. Wretched. Damned.”
Roman clucked his tongue at that. “I do not consider it a curse. Not anymore.” He looked out toward the back door, where his mate was not so subtly giving them space to reconnect. “It was a gift, that I lived long enough to find him. The other half of my soul.” He turned his gaze to Luc and sighed heavily, leaning back more fully against his chair. “I would not wish you to waste your own gift, Luc. That would be more disappointing than all the rest of it, I think.”
Luc didn’t know what to say to that. It was surreal enough, sitting in a living room with his former brother, his familiar adversary. Had he just been awarded grudging forgiveness?
They stared at each other for long moments. “Do you remember when I’d get angry?” Luc finally asked. “When you’d try to calm me down?”
Roman huffed a bitter laugh. “A lost cause if there ever was one.”
Luc smirked at his old friend. “He fucked the monster into submission. Jamie did.”
Roman’s dark brows rose in disbelief. “I almost would have liked to see that.”
“Pervert,” Luc accused mildly.
Roman waved a dismissive hand. “It would not be the first time watching you fuck some poor human. Although, it would be the first time watching you get fucked, I admit.”
He laughed softly. Luc chuckled with him, leaning his head back against the couch. How strange, to share a laugh after everything they’d been through. How unexpectedly merciful. Even if Luc knew, deep down, this truce was temporary. There was no world in which Roman could give up the grudge so easily, was there? Life was never that kind. Not to monsters.
“Why did you ask Soren, of all people?” Roman asked after another quiet moment.
Luc shrugged. “I had his number. He gave it to me, when you all ran me out of town. I’m not even sure why.”
Roman made a noncommittal noise. “And why did you not come to Hyde Park and ask me yourself?”
Luc scoffed. “Oh, I don’t know, Roman. Because you despise me?”
“That never stopped you before,” Roman mused, studying Luc with those sharp, cold eyes.
“I didn’t want to leave Jamie,” Luc admitted after a moment. “There are other vampires here in Tucson.”
“Feral?”
“No. Protectors, of a sort. Somewhat noble, seemingly. Very concerned over their citizens. They don’t like having me here.”
“I do not blame them.” Roman’s eyes bore into Luc’s. “You found him, Lucien. Your mate.”
“You believe me this time?” Luc couldn’t quite keep the bitterness out of his voice. Roman had never truly believed Victoria was Luc’s mate. It somehow didn’t make it any better that he had, in fact, been correct in the end.
It was really very annoyingly perceptive of him.
“I can see it, this time.” Roman’s tone remained mild, the vampire not rising to Luc’s bait. “And the fact that he calmed your monster… Extraordinary, really.”
“He calms the monster, yes,” Luc agreed. “But the man…”
Roman raised a brow in question as Luc trailed off.
“I worry,” Luc finally admitted. “He’s so fucking breakable, Roman.”
“Then turn him. You did me a favor, in a way. Turning Danny.” Roman leaned forward, his eyes ice-cold once again. “Make no mistake, mon ami. I hate you for it. I hate you for scaring him. I hate that his final mortal memories were of fear and pain. It should have been a beautiful moment, for he and I to share. You took that from us.”
Luc couldn’t argue with any of that. He didn’t try to. “So many reasons to hate me.”
“Yes.” A pause. “Danny introduced me to the word frenemies.”
“That’s a word teenage girls use, Rome.”
“Yes. Well—” Roman shrugged. “It is more than a little accurate, is it not?”

[image: image-placeholder]“You’re clairvoyant?” Danny’s lovely brown eyes were sparkling as he eagerly chatted with Jamie, this time seated on the couch alongside him. Luc might have been overtaken with jealousy—no one else should be sparkling at his mate like that—if he didn’t know for a fact Danny was bound to another. “So freaking cool. Is that why you smell so good?”
Jamie shrugged, his posture uncharacteristically shy. “It’s not really that cool, actually. I don’t get to do much with it. The best thing to come out of it was preparing me for Luc’s arrival. I always knew my monster was coming for me.” He turned to smile that perfect smile at Luc, and Luc’s monster rumbled in pleasure.
“How sweet,” Roman muttered, the sarcasm clear from across the room.
“Be nice,” Danny hissed, swiveling to glare at him, then turning back to Jamie with a kind smile.
Luc decided right then and there he was glad he’d turned the boy rather than killing him. Danny could be a good friend for Jamie down the line. Eternity was a long time, and as much as Luc hated to admit it, Jamie would most likely need sweetness and companionship beyond what Luc could give him. Jamie was a social creature; that was his nature, pure and simple.
Danny hummed thoughtfully. “I wonder if— Soren thinks some parts of our personalities get enhanced when we’re turned. Like the volume on particular qualities gets turned up a notch.”
“Ah yes. Let us see… Were you a hateful psychopath before you were turned, Lucien?” Roman asked.
Luc was starting to think spending so much time around humans had upped Roman’s capacity for sarcasm. He answered the question honestly anyway, for Jamie’s benefit more than anything else. “I’ve always struggled with…anger, I suppose.”
Roman gave an ironic laugh at that.
“Didn’t your mate tell you to be nice?” Jamie asked, eyes narrowed at Luc’s old friend. Roman scowled fiercely at him, but Jamie only met the scowl with his own dirty look, completely unintimidated.
Luc hid his smirk behind his hand. Such a brave flower.
“My point was,” Danny continued, after pulling his own face at Roman, “maybe your special Sight stuff will enhance as a vampire. Maybe you’ll even learn to control the visions. Or—Oo! Oo!—direct what you see. Wouldn’t that be awesome?”
Jamie looked both pleased and intrigued by the idea, and something in Luc warmed—not only at having his mate experience what it was like to have someone excited for, rather than fearful of, his abilities, but also at hearing talk of Jamie turning as if it was the inevitable choice.
And it was, wasn’t it? Danny and Gabe had kept control of themselves after turning. They were able to live in their hometown and spend time with their ailing mother. Luc had all the information he needed. What else could possibly hold him back?
He was distracted from his thoughts by the sound of the front doorknob—which they’d locked behind them earlier—jiggling.
Jamie looked to Luc nervously. “Maybe Monique’s back?”
But Luc wasn’t even surprised when in the next second, the front door burst open, wood splintering all along the edges.
He and Roman were up in a flash, their mates pushed behind them. Jay remained seated in his chair, looking up in curiosity from the book in his lap, seeming more or less unconcerned by the arrival of two strange, hostile vampires.
These fucking twins.
“Well now, what the fuck do we have here?” That was Fox speaking, Luc was mostly sure. He at least knew their names now, from their last conversation. Although Luc had liked the monikers Jamie had come up with—Tweedledum and Tweedledick—he couldn’t exactly use them to their faces. And while their visages were still almost impossible for him to differentiate between, there was a subtle distinction between their voices.
Plus, Fox was always the asshole of the two.
“Were you raised in a goddamn barn? It’s rude to just break down someone’s door.” Jamie’s accusation rang out from directly behind Luc’s ear.
“It’s rude to promise not to drain our humans and then leave a body practically on our doorstep,” Dane said, crossing his arms over his chest.
“You left it where?” This time, Jamie’s voice was a whisper. Although, considering they were surrounded by vampires, chances were high everyone in the room had heard him anyway.
Luc had most certainly not left a body on the vampire twins’ doorstep. He’d taken the drained corpse into the desert, hoping to at least delay the finding of the body by the self-appointed vampire sheriffs of this town.
Which meant there must be a second corpse.
If Luc hadn’t been sure they had a feral vampire in town before, he certainly was now.
He could feel Jamie poking his head out from behind him. It was almost laughable, really—Luc’s body didn’t hide him all that well anyway, seeing as how they were almost the same height.
That was okay for the moment. While Luc’s monster was on high alert with the twins’ arrival—coiled and tense within him—it wasn’t nearly as amped up with rage as the first time they’d barged into Jamie’s home.
Mostly due to the fact that he and Jamie had reinforcements now. No matter how bitter relations between him and Roman may be, Luc knew his former friend wouldn’t side with two strangers over him in some bullshit territory dispute. It just wasn’t Roman’s style.
And, if it came down to it, the twins were here for Luc, not Jamie.
And Luc would allow himself to be ripped apart a thousand times over before he let anyone harm a hair on Jamie’s perfect head.
Dane started to list offenses off on his fingers while Fox postured in what Luc assumed was meant to be a menacing manner next to him. “We tell you to leave; you refuse. We tell you to keep your fangs to yourself; you start a killing rampage. And now you’ve brought more bloodsuckers to our territory? What exactly is your end game here?”
“He didn’t kill anyone,” Jamie protested, always willing to defend Luc against perceived slights.
“No one asked you, human.”
Luc growled at that. Fox had a fucking death wish; that was for sure.
“Don’t talk to him like that,” Danny scolded from behind Roman.
“Mind your fucking business.”
“Speak to my mate like that again and I’ll rip out your vocal cords,” Roman said.
“Enough!” Luc let his monster out into his voice, enough to ensure all these badgering idiots—Jamie excluded, of course—were silent before he continued at a much lower decibel. “There has been a misunderstanding.”
“Yeah. Like I said, he didn’t kill anyone.” Jamie tried to step out in front of him, and Luc allowed the compromise of standing side by side, a firm hand on Jamie’s arm, ready to pull him out of danger at a moment’s notice. “Luc found the body that way. He didn’t drain anyone.”
Dane cocked a disbelieving brow. “And you just left it out in the open?”
Jamie looked to Luc with a question in his eyes before turning back to the twins when Luc shook his head in answer. “Well, he didn’t find that body, I don’t think. He found a different one, okay? But he didn’t kill your dead body either.”
“Perfect!” Fox threw up his hands. “That’s two humans drained since you came to town.”
“I’m telling you it wasn’t us,” Jamie bit out.
“Yeah, no.” Dane shared a glance with his brother. “We don’t believe you.”
“How do we know it wasn’t one of you two?” Jay’s question, posed from where he remained seated in the living room chair, stopped the twins short. They both looked him over slowly, as if just realizing he was there at all. He seemed unbothered by the attention, his small face placid as ever. “How do we know one of you isn’t going feral secretly and the other is trying to cover it up?”
Fox scoffed at his theory. “Impossible. We’re already tethered.”
“Where are your mates, then?” Jamie asked, the excitement in his voice indicating he thought they were winning this round.
The twins shared a look. “We’re tethered to each other.”
It took a few seconds for the two of them to realize how everyone in the room was looking at them, Luc included.
Dane blanched. “What? No.”
Fox shot them all a death glare. “Fucking gross. Jesus.”
When everyone continued to stare, Fox threw up his hands for the second time. “Do you all really know nothing about yourselves? Not all tethered bonds are romantic, people. Bonded souls don’t have to be literal mates.”
Jamie gave a soft whistle. “Well, damn.”
“We’ve been stable since the day we were turned,” Dane muttered, clearly pissed at all of them for their assumptions.
“And—” Fox shot a wink at Jay. “—we can fuck whoever we want.”
Jay shook his head. “No thank you,” he said politely, looking back down at his book.
Dane smacked his brother on the arm, for once earning his own death glare from his asshole twin. “It’s cool to educate you and all, but the point is, it wasn’t one of us.”
Luc hadn’t really thought it was, but he was at least somewhat amused by the distraction. And it was a revelation, of sorts—he’d had no idea that bonded souls could be platonic. As far as he knew, neither had anyone else in the room, other than the twins.
Had Evrard known? Had he known about bonded souls at all?
“Well, it wasn’t us either.” Jamie looked a second away from actually sticking his tongue out at the twins. Saucy thing.
Fox looked around the room. “You all believe him?” he asked, gesturing to Luc. “I mean, look at him. I’ve never seen him without his fangs out. I’ve never once seen his human face. Even if he didn’t kill these two particular humans, it’s only a matter of time before he does it with someone else.”
“Then I’ll turn,” Jamie offered, his voice firm with conviction. “Right here and now.”
Luc felt a wash of coldness run through his core, his stomach heavy with the sensation. Was Jamie really offering that right now? The love Luc felt for his bold, courageous mate in that moment was overwhelming…but so was the fear. All Luc could see was a future where he crushed his beautiful flower under the weight of his brutality. Jamie—lovely, bright Jamie—slowly growing to hate him over the years, faced with Luc’s undeniable malevolence.
Because Jamie would hate him one day, wouldn’t he?
Given enough time, everyone did.
“No,” Luc found himself saying, panic tightening his chest in a viselike grip. “Not that.”
Jamie turned to him with shock in his eyes. “No?” he asked Luc in disbelief.
“No.” Luc tried to keep his voice firm, not wanting his panic revealed in front of all these witnesses. “Not yet. Not—not now.”
The hurt flashing across Jamie’s face was unmistakable, as was the anger that followed seconds after. His jaw clenched, and when he spoke, his voice was choked, raw. “Figure out your own vampire drama, then. This human is going to bed.” He turned to the twins. “You two can let yourselves out, right?”
Luc swallowed through a new thickness in his throat as he watched his mate stomp down the hallway, his bedroom door slamming a moment later. He turned helplessly back to the vampires in the room.
Danny was giving him a pitying look. “You fucked up.”
Luc already knew he had. He felt it, his monster raging within him for denying them what they both wanted. What Jamie wanted.
Fox turned to his twin, clearly exasperated by this turn of events. “How are we actually mixed up in relationship drama right now? Fucking fated mates. Every single time.”




seventeen
Jamie


Jamie wrapped the blankets tighter around himself at the sounds of footsteps approaching his bedroom. There was only one person who would have come to look for him after his little tantrum earlier, and if Jamie could hear him coming, it meant Luc wanted him to. Giving him fair warning or something like that. Those vampires could be absurdly quiet moving around when they wanted to be. 
How chivalrous, Jamie thought, with more than just a touch of bitterness. But he was cranky, okay? He ignored the knock on the door, curling tighter into a ball when the sound of the door opening followed a moment later.
Footsteps approached the bed. “You’re very angry with me, aren’t you, ma fleur?”
Oh, Luc was breaking out the French. Dumb vampire must know he fucked up.
Jamie felt the bed sink with the weight of Luc sitting down next to his huddled form, the dip in the mattress causing him to roll closer than he’d like. But he still didn’t speak.
He could swear on everything holy he’d never pouted a day in his life before, but he was just…overwhelmed right now. Awash with disappointment.
And on top of that… Fear. Because what if Luc never wanted him to turn?
Danny had said he’d thought Luc would turn his mate the moment he found him. But Luc had been hesitating from their very first meeting.
Jamie had thought Luc was waiting because he cared, because he needed to know that Jamie would be able to stay with the people he loved. But they knew now. They’d had their questions answered. And still, Luc hesitated.
Was Jamie just not good enough?
He’d thought they were so solid. It was fate. It was fucking destiny.
“You really covet eternal life so fiercely?” Luc’s gruff voice sounded from above Jamie’s blanket cocoon.
That bullshit dragged some words out of Jamie’s throat. “Fuck you if you that’s what you think this is about.”
Luc chuckled—he actually chuckled—at Jamie’s outburst, the absolute asshat. “Would you like to tell me what it is about?”
Don’t mind if I do. Jamie sat up in a rush, flinging the covers down around his hips. “Are you ever going to be ready?” he asked, shoving an accusing finger into Luc’s hard chest. “I’m here. I’m willing. I’m your fucking mate. And now we know. We know Danny and Gabe both did fine with the transition.”
Luc allowed himself to be harassed, not making a move to remove Jamie’s stabbing finger. “We do know that, yes.”
Jamie poked him again for good measure. “You turned Danny for, like, shits and giggles. He’s not even your mate. You had no connection to him. And you still turned him.” If Jamie’s voice broke a little on the last word, he wasn’t admitting it to anyone. His throat was just dry or something.
“Exactly,” Luc said calmly, as if Jamie had proven his point. “I turned Danny because of vengeance. Fear. Obsession. I used him as a tool to see if mates even existed. My monster urged me to, and—and I wanted to as well. So I did. But see—” Luc reached out and brushed a lock of Jamie’s hair out of his eyes. “You’ve tamed the monster, haven’t you? So now it’s just me. The man underneath. And I’m terrified of causing you to…regret me.” He pulled his hand back, sighing deeply. “I didn’t love Danny, flower.”
Something fluttered in Jamie’s belly, something warm and soft and hopeful. “But you love…me?” He knew they were bound, connected, ridiculously drawn to each other. But love implied a…knowing. An understanding and acceptance of another person, deeper than base instinct.
Luc smiled tenderly at him, his ever-present fangs glinting in the light. “How could I not? Just look at you. So brave. So beautiful. So…alive.”
Alive.
Was that such a large part of Luc’s attraction to him, that Jamie was human? Did he just crave what he himself lacked? Was that why he didn’t want Jamie to turn?
The word served as a reminder as to why Jamie was so angry with his vampire. He sniffed and crossed his arms, trying not to give in to Luc’s unexpected sweetness. “Well, I’ve loved you for years, so welcome to the fucking party.”
Luc sighed, cupping Jamie’s cheek with one warm hand. Jamie allowed it because the touch felt pretty nice, not because he wasn’t still pissed. “You were drawn to me, yes,” Luc said. “Attracted to me, surely. You felt the pull of our mate bond as I did. But you didn’t know, Jamie. You couldn’t have known the real brute you would get. You could regret it, over time.”
Jamie shook his head furiously. Oh fuck no. No other person—not even his mate—got to tell him how he felt. He knew his own fucking mind. He knew his own heart. “You don’t get it, Luc. I saw you. Those glimpses of you, over the years… I’ve seen you feed, seen you drain a person dry. I’ve seen you angry. I’ve seen you absolutely vicious. And I’ve seen you sad. So unbearably sad, when no one else was looking. And I wanted nothing more than to be there, by your side. To be the anchor that kept you from sinking down into that fucking ocean of sadness all around you. And now I am. I’m here. So what’s the fucking problem?”
Luc was looking almost a little dazed by his declaration, his black eyes glassy. “I— But— Love can change, flower. Roman and I loved each other, in our way. And now he despises me. Everyone despises me eventually.”
Jamie waved that objection off with one hand. “Well, you can be a bit of a dick.”
Luc gave a begrudged, choked laugh, then took a deep breath, his thumb stroking Jamie’s cheek. “If you grew to despise me, I would likely lose my mind. I would—I would snap, Jamie. I know I would. I hounded Roman for decades, and we weren’t even romantic. If you leave me… If you reject me—I won’t let it go. I won’t fade into the background graciously. I’ll haunt you. Forever. Always. An eternity with me nipping at your heels. Dragging you back to my evil lair, as young Daniel said.”
That sounded fucking perfect to Jamie. He had no plans to leave this vampire’s side. But clearly Luc needed…something. Some reassurance. Jamie cocked his head, studying the man in front of him. “What are you looking for exactly? A promise of unconditional love?”
A flash across Luc’s face. Yes, that was definitely it. Luc wanted certainty. He wanted guarantees.
For a centuries-old creature of the night, he was acting awfully naive.
“Well, that’s fucking stupid,” Jamie declared bluntly.
Luc’s thumb paused its movement on his cheek.
“Unconditional love doesn’t exist, monster. Maybe—maybe—between parents and their kids, if you’re fucking lucky. But even then, there are a million exceptions I could cite, my own fucking father included. You want what, some sort of guarantee there’s nothing you can do to make me hate you?”
Luc looked stricken. “I— You’ve calmed the beast, yes, but I can’t say it won’t kill again. The monster craves it.”
Jamie threw up his hands. “You want to keep killing murderers and rapists? Go the fuck ahead. I won’t stop you. You’re not going to earn my hatred that way, I promise you that. But Luc, if you— Let’s see…” Jamie thought for a minute, trying to come up with an example of how Luc could shake his thoroughly entrenched devotion. “Okay, monster. Let’s say—if you killed my family? Yeah, then I would hate you. I’d despise you, probably. I would never, ever forgive you for that.”
Luc blanched at his words, his hand dropping from Jamie’s face, clearly hearing his worst fears confirmed.
Jamie grabbed a handful of Luc’s shirt, tugging him closer until they were nose to nose. “But we would still be bound, monster. As you said, we’re bound whether you turn me or not, right? I would hate you, but I wouldn’t let you go either. You betray me? You hurt the only other people in this world I love? Well, I’d haunt you right the fuck back. I’d hate you, but I’d never leave you. I’d torment you with my twisted, broken love. Is that what you want from me? Bound together, even in hatred?”
Luc nodded weakly, heaving in a shaky breath, looking at Jamie like he was his salvation. His mortal god.
Jamie pressed a quick, firm kiss to his lips. “Okay, monster. I can give you that. If this ends, it ends in death. And I swear to all that is unholy, I will kill you first.” He grinned. “So if you think about it, you’ll never be alone, not even for a minute. Is that good enough for you?”
Luc’s shaky breath had turned into a sort of…panting?
Jamie laughed, incredulous. “Are you turned on right now? Was it all that talk about mutual destruction that got you so hot and bothered?”
Luc licked his lips. “Yes. Yes, very much so.”
Jamie released Luc’s shirt and leaned back onto his elbows, spreading his legs wide in invitation. “Well, what are you waiting for? Devour me.”
Luc lunged forward but stopped short, snarling a little, when Jamie held up a hand.
“Actually, wait.”
There was something the fuck twins had said. About never seeing Luc’s human face. They thought he was a lost cause, too close to feral for redemption. Jamie scrambled back up onto his knees, leaning closer, staring into the black shadows of Luc’s eyes.
“I’d like to see Lucien’s eyes, monster. Will you let me?”
He waited for a long, long moment as Luc stared back at him. And then there it was. It barely lasted a second, barely a breath, but it was definitely there. A flash of bright, emerald green.
He hadn’t imagined it, the other day.
Jamie smiled so wide it hurt his face. “Very good, monster. Very, very good.”
Luc shook his head in disbelief, but there was the smallest of smiles gracing his lips. “I can’t always tell if you’re talking to me or to it. You call us both monster.”
Jamie grabbed onto Luc’s shoulders, pulling the vampire on top of him on the bed. “I can’t always tell the difference either. You’re both just…my monster. You wouldn’t be you without that beast inside you. But see? There’s nothing to worry about. You won’t betray me, Luc. You won’t fuck up beyond repair. Your monster wouldn’t let you. He knows who he belongs to.”
This time when Luc took him, he took him like he was something precious. Something unbearably breakable. He devoured Jamie, yes, but as if he was a delicacy. A rarity to be savored, whispering French words of devotion into Jamie’s skin. “Je t’aime. Je t’adore. Ma fleur, mon trésor.”
Jamie let himself be swept away in it, writhing in delight as Luc opened him up first with his tongue, then with his fingers, until he was finally notching the head of his cock against Jamie’s slicked-open rim.
He hooked his legs around Luc’s waist, keening when Luc entered him, raising his hips to meet him thrust for thrust. He bared his neck in invitation, and Luc bit into him like he was a ripe peach. He didn’t gulp down Jamie’s blood this time but sipped gently at his neck. He wasn’t consuming it for food, for substance.
It was about connection—a piece of Jamie for him and him alone.
Jamie’s breath hitched at each rock of Luc’s hips, that tingling pleasure coming at him from two sides: the bite of Luc’s teeth and the thrust of his cock.
He was so full. Of love. Of happiness.
Of Luc’s fucking monster cock.
But he didn’t want anything holding them back anymore, not even for the sake of sweetness.
Jamie spoke the words he’d practiced into Luc’s ear. “Je t’aime, mon monstre. Pour toujours.”
Luc shuddered above him as the declaration ran through him, and Jamie dug his nails in one long stripe along his back, drawing blood. “Now let go.”
Luc snarled, his face a delicious blend of lust and agony, before yanking Jamie’s hips into a higher angle, sliding his arms up and around Jamie’s shoulders, and driving into him with abandon, adding the perfect bite of pain to Jamie’s pleasure.
“Yes,” Jamie moaned, dragging more welts into his vampire’s skin. “Fuck yes.”
When he felt the telltale signs—the fire pooling in his abdomen, the sparks of fire along his spine—Jamie dug his nails into Luc’s shoulder before latching his mouth onto the newly formed red streaks, tearing with his teeth and letting the taste of copper fill his mouth as his dick jerked between them.
Luc went completely still for a long moment before his hips stuttered one last time and he filled Jamie with a long, low moan.
In the aftermath, Jamie tried to catch his breath as Luc licked at his throat, closing up his bite. Jamie’s own marks were already fading on his vampire’s skin.
Luc raised his head, staring down at him. “Did you truly bite me, flower? Drink my blood?”
Jamie smirked. “I wanted a little taste. It’s not bad.”
Luc huffed a husky laugh before flopping his full weight onto him, forcing the breath out of Jamie and tucking his head into the crook of Jamie’s neck, nosing along the skin there. “I love the way you smell after I take you.”
“Mm. How lovely. Where is everybody, by the way? Were they all just listening in on our fuckfest like a bunch of perverts?”
Luc’s laugh tickled his skin. “A truce was negotiated with the twins. We’re to help them find the feral vampire. For now, Roman and Danny and the little strange one have gone to stay at my hotel room.”
They lay there, Jamie reveling in the warm weight of the bulky vampire on top of him, before Luc spoke again, a rare hesitancy in his voice. “I’m sorry I caused you to doubt my devotion. I could do it now, if you still wish.”
Jamie had a feeling he was witnessing a very rare thing. A true apology from Lucien, self-professed vicious beast.
In response, Jamie found himself yawning before pushing and prodding at his vampire until Luc was flat on his back and Jamie had his head tucked under his stubbled chin, settling in for what he knew was going to be a good fucking sleep. “Not just yet. Let me see my mom first.”




eighteen
Jamie


“Have you figured it out yet, mijo?” 
Jamie looked up from where he was fiddling on his mom’s laptop. She’d shoved it at him the moment he’d stepped in the house, claiming it had been “hacked by the internet.”
“Almost. I’m deleting the malware from your hard drive, but you need to stop clicking on random pop-ups. The internet didn’t hack you, Má. You hacked yourself.”
“I told her that already,” Izzy said, wincing at a tug of her hair. Their mom was giving her two French braids and apparently wasn’t being very gentle about it. Or maybe that particular tug was just a little punishment for Izzy’s sass.
Their mother made a face. “It said my computer was infected and I needed to act fast. It looked very official. How was I supposed to know?”
Jamie held in his eye roll but just barely. “Next time, just text me, okay? I’ll tell you what’s real or not.”
“I didn’t want to bug you.” In response to the look he gave her, his mother raised her hands in defeat. “All right, all right. I’ll text.” She gave his sister a pat on the head. “All done, Isabel. Go finish your homework.”
Izzy hopped up from the chair, dashing to the bathroom for a look in the mirror before running back out and giving their mother a quick side hug. “Thanks, Mamá. You gonna help me with my math, Jamie?”
“In a bit, little menace. I wanted to catch up with Má first.”
Izzy huffed. “You see each other all the time. What’s there to catch up on?”
“Why don’t you go ask Jay for help? He’s, um, older than he looks—maybe he’s good at math.”
“I’m right here. But I’m not very good at math.” The little vampire walked in from where he’d been sitting quietly in the living room, holding the bag of Vero Mango pops Izzy had given him earlier. The spicy-sweet Mexican candy was a favorite in the Hernandez household. And possibly a new favorite of Jay’s, because while the bag had been full earlier, it was looking suspiciously empty now.
“Dude,” Jamie laughed. “How many of those did you have?”
“Seven,” Jay said happily, unwrapping an eighth and popping it into his mouth.
“Whoa,” Izzy whispered, gawking in fascination at this stranger with a stomach of apparent steel.
Jay held up the bag to her. “Did you want one?” He cocked his head. “Was I not supposed to eat all of them?”
Izzy shook herself out of her admiration with visible effort. “Um, no. Go ahead, eat all of them. I just want to see what color your tongue is by the end of it.”
“Izzy!”
Izzy shot their mother a guilty look, then held out a hand to Jay. “It’s okay if you’re bad at math. I don’t wanna do homework anyway. Want to see my comic book collection instead?”
Jay perked up, smiling around his candy. “Yes, please. Very much.”
“Homework after, Isabel!” Jamie’s mom called out in their wake.
Jamie watched the two of them leave—the little vampire only barely matching his younger sister in height—with no small amount of amusement.
Jamie had been…not exactly reluctant, but maybe a little skeptical, bringing a vampire he hardly knew to meet his family. (Well, another vampire he hardly knew to meet his family.) But Luc had insisted on him having a vampire chaperone, even though he had informed Jamie it was incredibly unlikely a feral vampire would attack in broad daylight. Supposedly the more a vampire’s inner monster took over, the less they liked exposure to the sun.
And honestly, as much as Jamie’s vampire was on his best behavior with Jamie’s family, Jay’s presence was that of a docile little lamb in comparison to Luc’s intimidating aura.
Jamie’s mother adored him already.
Luc had reminded Jamie that morning that it was part of his truce with the creep twins to help them find whatever feral vampire was murdering Tucson’s citizens, and now he was off on a tracking expedition with them and his two frenemies (as Jamie absolutely refused to stop calling Roman and Danny after Luc had let slip Roman’s little comment).
And while Jamie didn’t like it, he couldn’t really argue with the fact that he wouldn’t be much help to their cause as a human. He had no tracking skills and no superstrength, his visions were useless, and Luc absolutely refused to use the one asset he did have—being chock-full of delicious blood—to lure the feral vampire out.
All of which just served as another reason to not be human anymore…
“Mamá…” Jamie swallowed hard. Now that he was here, he realized he didn’t actually know what to say. How did one bring up the “my boyfriend is a vampire and someday soon I might be one too” conversation to one’s mother?
“Shall I make us un café?” His mom shut off the sink where she’d been washing her hands and hustled over to the espresso machine Eric had gotten her the Christmas before.
Jamie murmured his assent, less out of a desire for actual coffee and more from the knowledge that it was almost impossible for her to stay still for any prolonged amount of time, except when watching her shows at night. As if that was the one time of day when she’d finally tired herself out enough to relax.
“Where’s Luc today?” his mom asked.
“He’s…working.”
She hummed at that, tamping down the espresso. “I like him, your new man. So polite.”
Jamie grinned. “I like him too. I…well, I love him, I think.”
Jamie didn’t just think—he knew—but as far as his family was concerned, he’d barely met the guy, so he was trying his best to play it cool and not come off like an entirely bonkers, impulsive mess of a person.
His mom chuckled at that. “Diving in headfirst, I see. No surprises there, mijo.”
Okay, maybe he hadn’t played it as cool as he’d thought.
She set two cups on the table, then turned to grab the sugar from the counter. With her back to him, Jamie couldn’t exactly read her face, so her next words came as a complete shock.
“He isn’t human, is he, Jamie?”
Jamie’s surprise had him giving out a startled bark of laughter. “What?”
“Luc.” His mother sounded shockingly calm for someone discussing their son’s potentially not-human lover. “He’s something else. Something…more? Or at least, different.” She took a seat at the table, spooning sugar into her espresso and giving him an open, curious look.
Jamie was the one who’d wanted to start this conversation, and now here his mom had gone and beaten him to the punch, but now that it was happening, he found his mouth was dry, and he couldn’t stop tapping his fingers on the table. “Um…yes? Yes to more. Yes to—to different.”
“Hm.” She nodded, sipping at her coffee. The cup shook a little in her hands. “I thought so. It’s those eyes.”
Jamie reached for his own coffee before bringing his hand back, realizing he’d slosh it all over the table in his current nervous state. “The contacts bit didn’t fool you?”
His mom waved her free hand in dismissal. “It’s not just the eye color. It’s something else. The way he looks at the world around him, it’s…predatory. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“But even so, you…like him?”
“I do.” She shrugged. “He may look at the world like a predator. But the way he looks at you? He looks at you like you’re the world.” She smiled at Jamie then, tender and a little sad. “If anyone deserves to be looked at like that, it’s you. Of course, I might be a little biased.” She covered the back of his hand with her own, halting the tapping of his fingers. “My special Jamie.”
Jamie turned his hand up so that his palm was touching the warm, dry palm of his mother. “And if I was even more…special? If I was different too?”
Jamie didn’t elaborate on how he would be different, and his mother didn’t ask him to. She just gave his hand one firm, loving squeeze. “As long as you’re still you, I will love you. That could never change.”
Maybe Jamie had been wrong before, in what he’d said to Luc. Maybe unconditional love wasn’t as rare as he’d thought.
They sat for a while, sipping their coffees, Jamie’s nervous energy slowly dissipating from his body in his mother’s calming presence.
“Would you want to live forever, if you could?”
“Me?” His mom laughed in surprise at his question. “Ah, no, mijo. I like my life the way it is. But you?” She looked him over with her discerning gaze. “You’ve always been meant for more, I think. I never understood why you stayed so close, when you have such a hunger for the world. You knew this was coming, didn’t you?”
Jamie shrugged. “I knew he was coming.”
She nodded in response, and Jamie let himself breathe easy. He was more than a little stunned by the ease of this conversation. It wasn’t that he’d ever doubted his mother’s love, but maybe he hadn’t fully realized the depth of her understanding.
He debated going into more detail then, the down and dirty logistics of it all. When was the right time to tell her that her son was going to stay young forever? That he might no longer be able to eat her cooking? Or perhaps they should just take those things as they came. How much did a verbal warning really prepare someone for their family member becoming a vampire?
Maybe there was pamphlet out there somewhere.
But before Jamie could decide, his vision whited out.
It had never happened this way before. It had never come on this strong, intensely enough that Jamie lost all signs and sense of the present. Or if it had, it had happened in his sleep, when he’d already left the real, waking world.
But now, in his mother’s kitchen—was he still in his mother’s kitchen?—it was all he could see. All he could feel.
Luc. His vampire was fighting. Urgently. Violently. Jamie couldn’t see at first who he was battling. Had Roman finally snapped and tried to exact vengeance on his old friend?
But no. Luc twisted, grappling with his opponent, and Jamie could see it was someone he didn’t recognize. Light-brown hair. A stocky stature. Not as tall as Luc, but he looked…strong. Way too strong.
It was a vampire; that was certain. Jamie couldn’t see clearly enough to get a look at his eyes, but only another vampire could hold his own against Luc that way. No human would have him fighting so furiously. They’d be broken in mere moments.
And then Luc was on the ground, this strange vampire on top of him. Clawing and biting and tearing.
Jamie’s heart stopped in his chest.
The stranger was tearing clear through Luc’s throat.
Luc wasn’t getting up.
He was still trying—legs kicking at the dust, arms pushing up against the stranger’s chest—but he was weakening; it was clear.
Luc was still fighting. But he was losing.
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He’d asked Jay to drive, unsure of his own steadiness after the force of that vision, something he was beginning to regret as Jay sped through another solidly red light.
“Where’d you pass your driver’s test? The autobahn?”
He tried calling Luc’s phone for the tenth time. Straight to voicemail again. And of course, this being Luc, his voicemail was just that bland robot voice reciting the different digits of his phone number. Jamie couldn’t even hear his vampire’s voice in his time of panic.
It was the exact opposite of reassuring.
He would have been tempted to scream in frustration if he weren’t almost certain the act would send Jay careening into the car next to them.
“I haven’t taken any test,” Jay informed him calmly as the car he’d almost T-boned honked at them. “But Danny’s been taking me to practice in the parking lots around Hyde Park.”
“How old are you again?”
Jay looked thoughtful. “Somewhere around two hundred and fifty, I think. It’s easy to start to lose track a little.”
That was such a trip to think about. The little vampire was a strange mix of naivete and unfathomable life experience. Jamie really wanted to sit down with the guy and pick his brain. Some other time, perhaps. One when Jamie wasn’t terrified for the life of his destined mate and lover.
And himself, given the way Jay was driving.
Jamie tried Luc for the eleventh time. “You’re that old and you don’t have a license?”
“You do realize that any identification any of us older vampires has is completely false, right? Luc may have a license from some black market contact, but that doesn’t make it valid or legal.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Jamie muttered. “But where the fuck is Luc is the question.”
At that, Jay dug into his pocket and handed over his phone, Jamie’s soul leaving his body only a little as the car swerved wildly with the vampire’s switch to one hand on the wheel. “Try Danny.”
Of fucking course. Danny and Roman. If Jamie hadn’t been panicking so much, he might have thought of it himself.
He’d woken up from his vision in a fog-headed daze, his mom shaking him, and Jay and his sister standing by with open mouths. His sister had claimed he’d looked like something from The Exorcist, his eyes rolled back with only the whites showing, but Jamie hadn’t given them much of a chance for a debriefing.
He’d grabbed Jay, tugging him out of the house while shouting a hurried goodbye to his mother and sister, and shoved him into the driver’s seat of the car, directing him to the neighborhood pool where the corpse had been found. Luc had told him they’d be starting the search with the bodies.
But all that had so far proven to be pretty fucking fruitless, with no sign of Luc anywhere.
But Danny and Roman would be with him, right?
Jamie let out a long, slow breath at the thought. It was going to be okay.
He knew he had at least a little bit of time. Not much—Luc in the vision had been wearing the same clothes Jamie had last seen him in, so whatever was going to happen was most likely to do so today. But it had definitely been dusk. They had at least an hour until the sun started to set.
Danny picked up on the second ring, and Jamie was mortified to feel tears welling up behind his eyes in sheer relief. “Jay?” Danny’s voice was full of friendly concern. “Is everything all right, honey?”
Jamie cleared his throat, willing the tears away. Now was not the time. “It’s Jamie. I need to talk to Luc.”
“Oh! Um, have you tried calling him? He’s not with us at the moment.”
Fuck, fuck, fuck.
Jamie registered—just barely—Danny explaining how they had split into two groups, how Luc was with the twins while he and Roman were on their own search. How no, he didn’t have the twins’ numbers, only Luc’s. But it was hard for Jamie to focus on the words. His head was spinning, and there was a sour taste in his mouth.
This was all so fitting for one of his useless fucking visions. Knowledge of Luc in danger, with absolutely no way to get a proper hold of him. No way to help. No way to prevent it.
Jamie hung up the phone without saying goodbye.
He tried to get control of himself, drawing in deep, shaky breaths. He wasn’t going to admit defeat just yet.
He needed to focus on what he did know, not on what he was missing. He closed his eyes, ignoring Jay’s questioning, and thought back on his vision, pulling it up in his mind’s eye. He did his best to ignore the brutal fighting, the horrible sight of Luc’s injuries. He focused instead on the background details, the desert surroundings.
Because Luc and his opponent were definitely out in the desert. A rocky, hilly area. Jamie saw saguaros. Ocotillos.
Of course, those particular desert floras were fucking everywhere in the area surrounding Tucson. Jamie bit back a groan of frustration.
There. As the pair tussled to the ground, a glimpse of a signpost. A trailhead? Jamie couldn’t see the side with any lettering on it, of course. That would just be too fucking easy, wouldn’t it?
Still, it was something. He opened his eyes and thought back on the trails he’d walked with his family over the years. Some he could rule out immediately—different terrain, too flat or too sparse—and some he had to think over more carefully, comparing them to what he’d seen in the vision.
There was one—yes. Jamie knew it. He knew it.
Gate’s Pass.
“Pull over,” Jamie urged, turning to Jay. “I know where we need to go.”
Jay did as he asked—pulling the car to the side of the road quickly enough that he almost swiped the mirrors off another car as he did so—and they scrambled to switch places, Jamie taking over the wheel.
He tossed the phone to Jay. “Call Danny again. I’ll tell him where to meet us.”
Jamie wanted both him and Roman there. With enough vampire backup, Luc wouldn’t have to fight alone.
And Luc would be fine then, right? He’d be totally, 100 percent just fine.
It didn’t matter that Jamie had never been able to change an outcome before. Just because something had never happened didn’t mean it never would. Life was full of firsts, if people were living it right.
Jamie had never been in love before Luc, had he? He’d never met anyone who set his blood on fire and made him feel like he was perfect exactly as he was. Who made him feel needed and necessary, like he was vital to their very existence.
But now here he was. Here they were.
And Luc would not be taken out by some lowlife feral vampire dickhead. That wasn’t how their future was going to play out. No way.
Jamie would get there in time.
He had to.




nineteen
Lucien


Luc wasn’t sure why, in the splitting of the groups, he’d been stuck with the identical, obnoxious assholes. He was sure it had something to do with their lack of trust in him. Keep your enemies closer and all that. Or maybe they sensed the tension and didn’t quite trust him and Roman not to come to blows when left together. 
Either way, he was now studying a surprisingly decrepit little house in the neighborhood where he’d first had to abort his hunt for the elderly human murderer. He wrinkled his nose at the peeled ocher paint, the porch swing with its ratty, dusty cushion. The twins hadn’t invited him in, so he had no idea—perhaps the inside was shockingly modern and pristine. Luc somehow doubted it.
He was standing on wood he was 90 percent certain was suffering from a termite infestation, a nefarious dark stain in the center, directly opposite the front door. “So they dropped the body on your literal front porch, did they?”
Fox and Dane were sitting together on the porch swing, sprawled in identical positions on either side, like burly ginger bookends. “Sure did. We’re lucky none of our neighbors saw it.”
“When they were coming over to borrow a cup of sugar, perhaps?”
“It’s been known to happen,” Dane said. “The little old lady across the street loves us.”
Fox sneered. “Pretty sure she has a twin fetish.” He yelped as his brother gave him a swat across the chest.
Luc decided to ignore both that little disturbing tidbit as well as the roughhousing. “Are you sure this isn’t a vengeance issue?” he asked, crouching down to sniff at the bloodstain. It had a strange tinge to it, a rotting element that didn’t sit well with Luc’s monster. “Another vampire trying to cause trouble for you, perhaps run you out of town?” Luc didn’t share the fact that he was very familiar with that tactic, seeing as how it was the way in which he’d played with Roman for decades: drain his victims, leave them in Roman’s path, force him to abandon whatever temporary home he’d set up.
Luc smirked a little at the thought of it. He knew he should feel bad about it, but it had been an awfully fun way to pass the time.
Ah well. Now he had Jamie and didn’t need to play silly little games, not even if they made Roman so delectably furious.
Except he was being forced into this current game of cat and mouse, of course. It would have been just fantastic if the twins were willing to pull up their big boy pants and hunt this rogue vampire on their own, but they seemed determined to have Luc’s unwilling help. He could tell them to fuck off for eternity and try to fight his way out of it, but that had its own risks. A truce seemed a necessary evil to bring them all a little peace.
And for the first time in a very, very long time, Luc wanted that peace. He wanted time and space to focus on his mate, to bring him into the vampire fold in a way that wouldn’t be horribly traumatic for his bright, playful human.
Unconditional love doesn’t exist.
Luc mulled Jamie’s words over while he circled the house, trying to suss out any scents that didn’t belong. He wasn’t so sure of the truth of it. Perhaps Jamie had his limits where love was concerned—as he should, being a human with connections and love and other things worth keeping in his life—but there was nothing in this world Jamie could do to stop Luc’s own adoration for his human.
Jamie could leave, yes. He could abandon Luc like Roman once had. And that would hurt like a blade to the chest, no doubt. But Luc knew his monster wouldn’t turn on Jamie, even for that. Luc and his monster would only follow eagerly behind him, like some tragic, lost two-headed puppy. They would find Jamie, wherever he tried to hide, and they would still love him. Beyond reason. Beyond hope.
Until the day they left this world for good.
But Jamie had promised not to leave. Even if Jamie’s love turned to hatred, even if Luc ruined it all with his anger and his viciousness, Jamie had promised to stay. He would torment Luc with his hatred. Perhaps even kill him.
How wonderful. How delicious.
How twisted was Luc’s soul that the thought of it was like a balm?
Jamie would never, ever leave.
Luc returned to the front of the house, no closer to any answers on the feral vampire front, and tried to pull himself out of his obsessive thoughts and focus. “I simply don’t see the point in dropping a body at your door if it isn’t personal.”
Dane swung his legs to start the porch swing rocking, drawing a scowl from his brother. “It’s a feral vamp thing. If they smell another vampire in what they’ve decided is their territory, they’ll try to push them out with these little…gifts. It’s like a dominance display. Very animal kingdom, if you think about it.”
Luc hummed in thought. “What about the body in the pool house? Who was that for? I hadn’t been there before that night. Had you?”
Dane and Fox shrugged in unison. “Maybe he hadn’t scented us yet. Maybe that was just his sorry attempt to hide his kill,” Dane supplied.
“Enough questions,” Fox scolded. “Just fucking focus. We need a fresh nose on the place, and we don’t want to have to spend any more time with you than necessary.”
Luc’s fists clenched, but he bit back the growl that threatened to come out. He agreed with the basic sentiment. He’d rather get this over with than pick a fight. He closed his eyes and focused again on the scents around him.
There was Jamie’s cinnamon essence clinging to his clothes, leftover from when they’d last embraced. The twins, with their oddly similar but subtly different earthy scents.
And….there. Again. A scent that was off. Rancid, in a way. Luc crouched over the bloodstain again, starting from the center and moving outward, along the edges. There were the usual metallic notes, layered over with an unpleasant tinge, one that didn’t seem localized to the darkened wood. Luc realized that the bloodstain itself wasn’t the source. It was a scent left on the blood.
Interesting. Luc hadn’t known you could smell the feral on someone.
“Does my scent have that—?” He’d asked the question before he could think better of it. He prepared himself for some berating comment, but Dane only gave him a small, sympathetic smile, the first time he’d seen either of the twins look remotely sincere. “No. You don’t have the feral rot. At least not yet.”
“That’s part of why we haven’t offed you,” Fox chimed in. “Against our better judgment, I might add.”
Luc allowed the faintest hint of relief to course through him. He knew he had some control over himself (however slight that control may have become over the decades), but he also didn’t want Jamie to turn for him only to find out Luc had an aura of decay they couldn’t shake.
They followed the scent down the road, now that the three of them had locked onto it. They were lucky the feral vampire hadn’t driven, Luc supposed. But then again, it was highly possible their quarry had forgotten how, if their monster was running the show completely. Feral vampires didn’t have the greatest luck with technology, depending on when they’d been turned and how ingrained it was in their nature.
As they approached the edge of town, Luc started to feel…itchy. Unsettled under his skin, with his monster twisting restlessly inside him. This whole hunt—the rotting scent, the knowledge he’d be putting one of his own down at the end of it—was a reminder of how lucky he was to have found Jamie when he had.
Luc had been so close to reaching this state himself. He had felt the pull for what felt like endless years—the monster’s seduction, its plea to take over completely. Its promise that Luc didn’t have to think anymore if he didn’t want to, that he didn’t even have to feel. All he had to do was let go. He could just slide right into it, give in to his baser urges, leave his humanity behind.
And then Jamie had appeared, full of brightness and light, with that beautiful fucking smile that had made Luc feel warm and whole for the first time in his entire existence. And the monster had just…fallen into line. Like time had run backward and he and it were able to go back to how it had been before, the monster a part of Luc but not consuming him.
Would it improve even more after Jamie turned? Jamie had seen Luc’s human face the other night. He’d asked, and he’d received, if only for a moment.
I’d like to see Lucien’s eyes, monster. Will you let me?
How could it be that that was all it took? Jamie wanted, and the monster gave.
It was as baffling to Luc as the easy forgiveness Danny offered, the kind Luc knew came only once in a lifetime, even a lifetime as long as his own. What would it be like to be so forgiving? Luc couldn’t even begin to imagine.
He had a moment of sympathy for Roman, even as a smirk tugged at the corners of his mouth. Such a pissy, moody bastard—it must drive him crazy that Danny wouldn’t let him take it out on the world around him.
As they left the outskirts of town, venturing into the desert, the strange, putrid scent began to grow stronger. Fresher.
Away from prying human eyes, they would be able to move much more quickly, traverse miles in mere minutes. They might even overtake the feral vampire soon.
They stopped to strategize at Dane’s insistence.
Luc wasn’t sure how much finesse really went into it, but perhaps they knew better.
“How many times have you two done this?” he asked, eyeing the two of them critically. The twins looked strong enough, but that didn’t always mean much in the vampire world. Age added strength even as it took away control.
Dane raised a brow. “Taken out a feral vamp? Twice before.”
“And you’ve only been here two decades? That seems a high number for such a relatively short amount of time.”
The twins shared an unreadable glance. Dane cleared his throat. “We’re pretty sure some places attract our kind more than others. Not exactly sure why though.”
That wasn’t a theory Luc had ever heard before. “Seems counterintuitive to our very nature. Most vampires I’ve met don’t like sharing territory, your charming selves included.”
Dane rubbed his chin with one hand, considering. “Well, sure, unbonded vamps don’t.”
At Luc’s expression, Fox let out an exasperated groan, one that made it clear exactly how much of an idiot he believed Luc to be. “Are you fucking kidding me? Were you and your friends raised by goddamn wolves?”
Luc ignored him and looked to Dane, who gave a sigh, then launched into his explanation. “Bonded vamps are inherently more stable. They tend to get along with one another. A lot of them even form dens. Like, whole communities of bonded vampires living together. Although, den size tends to be limited by the size of the city they’re in—only so much food to go around without raising suspicion. There’re even examples of single, unbonded vamps joining dens like that, to help stabilize them while they search for their own tethered souls.”
This was all fucking news to Luc.
Were he and Roman that cut off from their own world? Or were these twins just particularly knowledgeable about vampire society? “Why aren’t you two in a community like that, if you know so much about it?”
“We were. But—” Dane looked to his twin, at a momentary loss for words.
“It can be tough, seeing everyone so lovey-dovey.” Fox’s voice was softer than usual, but he hardened it in the next second. “Not that I want a romantic mate. Boning one person for all time? No fucking thank you.”
Luc thought the vampire doth protest too much, but he didn’t say anything. He personally had absolutely no issue with the idea of fucking Jamie for all eternity. He relished the idea of exploring every inch of that perfect, tawny body.
Speaking of… Luc reached for his phone, wondering if his mate had tried to contact him and he’d missed the ding in the focus of the hunt. He wasn’t used to paying much attention to them, before Jamie.
He stared down at a black screen.
In his worry over Jamie the night before, he’d apparently forgotten to charge the damn thing, because it was completely dead.
He was turning to ask Fox to borrow his, when a woman’s scream tore through the air.
Fox and Dane took off in an instant, Luc quick on their heels.
Except, a few minutes later, Luc heard a much more terrifying sound.
He heard Jamie.
He heard Jamie screaming.




twenty
Jamie


“Where the fuck is he?” Jamie muttered, more to himself than the vampire beside him. 
They’d reached Gate’s Pass in record time, but there was still no sign of Luc. Or Danny and Roman, for that matter, but Jamie figured it would take them at least a few more minutes to get there.
“You know, vampires are super-duper hard to kill,” Jay soothed. “I know seeing Luc’s throat get torn into was probably really scary, but he can totally survive it. You don’t need to worry so much. That’s why it usually takes more than one of us to bring a feral vampire down. It’s not easy. Beheading or total consumption by flames.”
Jamie nodded along to the reassurances, but he was having trouble taking it to heart. Jay hadn’t seen what he’d seen—that vampire had been tearing through Luc’s throat. How much damage before Luc’s head was severed from his fucking body?
“Even then,” Jay mused, circling around the signpost, “it’s not always just the feral vampire that goes down. Even with multiple vampires helping, it’s a really dangerous business. I think it’s like what they say happens when humans lift cars off babies and stuff? Like feral vamps have an extended adrenaline rush. Or maybe just nothing left to lose? They can be stronger than you’d think.”
“Um, I think maybe you’re trying to comfort me, but what you’re really saying is that if it was the feral vampire I saw attacking Luc, that fucker could totally kill him.”
Gray eyes met Jamie’s in a surprisingly flat stare. “I’m saying if you didn’t see his head come off his body, you didn’t see him die.”
“Have—have you seen that? A vampire’s head come off.”
“I have.” Jay stared down at the hand he had resting on the signpost, then lifted it to rub the heel of his palm against his chest. He looked unbearably sad, standing there.
But in the next moment, the little vampire had perked back up again. “Maybe we should try call—”
He was cut off by a woman’s scream.
It was faint enough, seemingly coming from a ways off, but it was definitely hailing from further into the desert.
He and Jay shared a look, locked in mutual indecision.
Jamie licked dry lips. “Do you think it’s the feral vampire?”
“If it is, he’s got a victim. That was someone in distress. We should—I should help, right?” For some reason, Jay was whispering.
Jamie nodded. If someone was in distress, they definitely needed to help. But he couldn’t run at the speed Jay could. “It’s faster if you go alone.”
Jay looked uncertain. “I don’t want to leave you here.”
“Danny and Roman will be coming any minute.”
The woman screamed again, a prolonged wail.
“Go,” Jamie urged.
Jay nodded once before dashing off and—holy shit. Jamie realized he’d never seen a vampire go at full speed for any length of time before. The little guy was completely out of his sight before Jamie could even register the idea of it in his mind.
Even sick with worry, Jamie found that pretty fucking cool.
Jamie did his best to wait more or less patiently, pacing in circles around the little signpost. He wasn’t so much worried for Jay—for all his odd sweetness, the little guy seemed to have his fair share of life experience—as he was nervous for Luc’s arrival. Dusk was fast approaching, and there was still no sign of his vampire.
Jamie checked his phone again, tried ringing Luc even though he already knew the end result.
It took him longer than it should have to realize he was being watched.
He was so keyed up with worry and adrenaline his skin barely felt like it fit over his body as it was. So the prickly feeling took a few minutes too long to register. But once it had…
Jamie held himself as still as he could and scanned the horizon. He couldn’t see anyone or anything out of the ordinary.
But he could still feel it. Something watching him. He had a brief irrational moment were he thought, Mountain lion.
They could be found in the desert hills around Tucson, and once, when he’d been hiking with his mom as a kid, she’d stopped him on a trail, gently hushing his childish babbling. He’d been too young to realize what was going on, but he’d…felt it. A presence. She’d raised her arms, started yelling, and used her foot to urge Jamie to back away slowly with her.
He’d found out later she’d seen one of the big cats up on a cliff ledge in the distance. They’d been close to the start of the trail and had made it back just fine, notifying a ranger of what they’d seen. But Jamie had never forgotten that feeling.
He felt the same thing now.
But the simplest explanation was usually the right one, and Jamie was waist-deep in vampire bullshit, so…was he being watched by another vampire?
Fucking fuck. Fuck.
He wanted to tell himself it was Luc toying with him. But for one, Luc would never joke about Jamie’s safety, not even for a bit of primal play.
Ohh, that was a thought.
No. Focus.
For two, Jamie had never felt this creeping danger with Luc. Not once. Sure, there was an underlying air of violence wherever his big, strong vampire went, this sense of barely contained force. But that violence had never, ever been directed at Jamie.
Whereas right now he felt…hunted. The densely packed saguaros and desert shrubbery he’d loved all his life now felt like nothing more than potential hiding spots for whatever was creeping on him in the fading daylight.
And he was just now realizing what a colossal fucking idiot he was. Letting himself be left alone with a rampaging, murderous vampire out and about? Jamie had been so focused on Luc—on the horrifying sight of his beloved monster being taken down—that he hadn’t had any spare energy to worry about himself.
But now—now he was worried.
So the question was…to scream or not to scream?
Someone out there really needed to update wilderness survival guides. They taught people what to do with mountain lions (yell loudly, stand tall, and never run) and grizzly bears (play dead until they lose interest), but where were the classes in predatory vampires stalking you?
Screaming would bring a better chance of Jay’s quick return, but would it also set off the vampire watching him? Jamie at least had a gut feeling that running was not a good idea. Especially after seeing how fast Jay could move.
Jamie took stock. He was about a hundred yards from his parked car. If he went slowly, could he get there in time? It seemed like a good enough moment to try. Just standing there wasn’t helping him any. And maybe he’d find out he was just being super paranoid and silly and laugh later about how neurotic he’d become.
He started stepping down the trail and then—oh shit. There it was. Not paranoia at all. Sneaking out from behind a saguaro, five hundred feet or so away.
It was definitely the vampire from Jamie’s vision. Unkempt light-brown hair. Shorter than Jamie but definitely packing more muscle. And— Oh.
Jamie stumbled back, just narrowly avoiding pressing up against a cactus, as the vampire suddenly appeared much, much closer. Less than a hundred feet away now. Jamie could make out his black eyes—a look that was much hotter on Luc, in Jamie’s humble opinion—and fingernails caked with…dirt? Blood?
The vampire didn’t speak, only stared. Jamie considered for a hot second trying to talk it down like he did with Luc. Hello, monster. I know I look like a delicious treat, but I’m actually a vampire ally, and I would prefer not to be eaten at this time.
But he knew it wouldn’t amount to anything. Luc’s monster listened to Jamie because…well, because he loved Jamie. Wanted to please him, the man and the beast underneath both. This creature though…
This creature felt wrong. Rotten. On a different plane of existence entirely.
Jamie would almost feel sorry for it if he weren’t very certain he was about to become that thing’s dinner.
So Jamie screamed as loud as he fucking could.
The vampire grimaced at the noise, a snarl escaping its lips, and before Jamie could catch a breath, the creature was on him.
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Jamie’s arm was on fire, he was pretty sure. He wasn’t positive how that worked—he couldn’t see any flames—but it felt like what he imagined burning alive probably felt like.
Who knew vampire bites could hurt this badly?
Jamie had managed to twist at the last moment, and the feral vampire had latched on to his raised right bicep instead of his neck. Small mercies he wasn’t at Jamie’s jugular—that shit probably wasn’t survivable—but holy fuck the tearing at Jamie’s upper arm hurt like a bitch.
He screamed again—a hoarse, pathetic sound. He couldn’t help it. He’d like to tell himself it was intentional—to bring Jay back sooner—but really Jamie was just in too much pain to keep his mouth shut.
Should he be grateful the magical bite arousal thing wasn’t happening? It would have been beyond weird to be turned on right now, when he was most likely about to lose his life to becoming vampire food, but also it would be really, super fucking cool to not hurt this bad.
The feral vamp gave a weird guttural growl and released Jamie’s bicep, but before Jamie could breathe a sigh of relief, it was latched back onto his forearm.
“Fuck!”
What if it tore his radial artery with its fucking teeth? Jamie kicked with his legs. He writhed as best he could. He tried with every bit of muscle strength to shake his arm enough to dislodge those goddamn fangs, but the fucking beast wouldn’t budge.
He had a flashback to the body he and Luc had found in the pool house. The way it had been torn apart, massive wounds all over. It had looked like it had been mauled by an animal. Eaten alive.
Tears were flowing before Jamie could help it, his cheeks growing wet even as he continued to struggle. He really, really didn’t want to die this way. Would it be too pathetic to plead for mercy with a creature that couldn’t understand the concept?
Before he could decide, a loud roar washed over them, easily covering the sounds of the feral vampire’s growls and Jamie’s pathetic whimpers.
Jamie couldn’t see anything around him, the vampire’s beefy arm held over his face to keep him still. So he had a strange, surreal moment where he thought maybe the mountain lion had shown up after all.
Good kitty, he thought deliriously.
Except no. Mountain lion cries were high-pitched, like a woman’s wail. This was more like—like a lion’s roar, maybe.
Jamie had yet another delirious thought. Are there lions in the Arizona desert?
And then the pressure holding Jamie to the ground let up as the feral vampire was knocked off him.
Jamie sat up as best he could using his good arm, bleary eyes peering at the blurry rush of movement in front of him. He didn’t need to see all that clearly to know who had come to save him.
Luc had arrived.
Relief rushed through Jamie in a wave, leaving him shaking with the force of it. But it was replaced almost immediately with the cold tendrils of dread.
No, no, no. Luc couldn’t be here. That was the whole fucking point.
His vampire may look like he was winning the fight—he had the feral fucker in a chokehold—but it wouldn’t last. Jamie had seen it. He’d seen it.
Jamie was shouting before he could stop himself, his voice hoarse from his earlier screams. “Luc, no! Get out of here! You need to leave!”
Luc looked up from where he was snarling down at the vampire in his hold, the rage in his face startling in its intensity.
“I-I’ve seen something, Luc. You need to get out of here.”
Luc growled again, this time at Jamie, who swallowed hard and pleaded his case. “The others will be here soon. They can help me. I need you to go.”
Jamie knew somewhere in the deep recesses of his brain that what he was saying was patently ridiculous. He and Luc both knew he stood absolutely zero chance against the feral vampire for more than a few minutes.
But in that moment, Jamie didn’t care if he survived. He couldn’t stand by and watch Luc get killed. He didn’t want to see his monster taken down. Jamie would take the pain for him instead. He could handle it; he knew he could.
He might scream and cry and beg a little as it happened, but stoicism was overrated, okay?
Luc only glared at him with cold black eyes, seeming to tighten his hold on the other vampire rather than letting go. As he and Jamie made eye contact, Jamie doing his best to share his desperation telepathically if that was what it took, the feral vampire jutted his knee out, catching Luc in the gut with enough force to topple him over.
After that it was once again a blur of limbs and brutish bodies.
Jamie started yelling out names. “Jay! Danny! Roman! You stupid fucking twins! Anybody! Fucking help!”
And then it happened. Luc was on his back, the other vampire tearing into his throat.
Just like Jamie’s vision. Just like his fucking useless vision.
Jay had said beheading or fire were the only surefire ways to kill a vampire, but…how deep could this other vampire tear? Could he get clean through? How big did the hole in Luc’s neck have to be to count as beheading?
Jamie screamed again, directing his rage at the vampire on top of Luc, throwing any rocks he could find with his left arm, his right having lost all control over movement at this point. “Get the fuck off him. Get off him!”
He was trying to heave himself onto his feet to throw himself on the fucker’s back when there was another deafening roar, then a third body was delving into the fray.
Roman.
Even through the blur of his tears, Jamie could tell who it was because the dude was still in a fucking suit.
Luc’s old friend, his longtime nemesis, bodily pushed the other vampire off Luc, rolling him away and grappling in his own battle.
And Luc was just…motionless.
Unmoving as the dead, there on the hard ground.
“Luc?” Jamie crept forward, needing to see clearly. “Monster?”
Luc’s neck was one giant, mangled mess. Had his spine been snapped? But Luc couldn’t be dead, right? That didn’t happen. It wasn’t allowed to happen.
Jamie wanted to put Luc’s head in his lap, to protect it from the hard ground, but he was afraid to move it, afraid he’d tear something, break something that couldn’t be repaired. He crouched over Luc’s body instead and started petting his vampire’s dark hair. “Time to wake up, monster. You did so good. I’m so proud of you”—Jamie’s voice broke on the words—“but it’s time to wake up now.”
He was vaguely aware of the others arriving around him, the sounds of the twins helping Roman in the fight. From the corner of one eye, he saw a head torn from a bulky body and tossed down the hillside.
But none of it fully registered until Jamie felt a hand resting gently on his uninjured arm, halting his hand midstroke of Luc’s thick locks.
He looked up, his vision blurry from tears.
Danny.
“Come on, Jamie,” Danny said, his voice gentle. “Time to get up. Luc will heal, I promise. We need to get you to a hospital.” He urged Jamie up with the hand on his arm.
Jamie didn’t want to go. He didn’t want to leave his vampire there, sprawled on the ground. But Danny’s grip was shockingly strong, and he seemed determined to get Jamie to medical care.
Just as Jamie’s own hand moved away from Luc, his monster’s eyes snapped open.
Jamie’s heart beat for what felt like the first time in minutes.
Luc was awake.
And apparently his monster wanted Jamie to remain by his side, because in the next moment, before Jamie could even register his relief, Luc was grabbing at Jamie’s mangled right arm to pull him closer.
Jamie couldn’t help it. He screamed again, the pain in his arm unbearable.
He tried to choke the cry off as Danny reached back to intervene, Luc snarling at his presence, Roman roaring at Luc for daring to threaten his mate.
All was chaos. Fucking chaos.




twenty-one
Lucien


Blood. Metallic, tangy, cinnamon-scented blood, flooding his nostrils. 
Luc’s mate was bleeding, and not for Luc’s pleasure…
That was the first fact that entered Luc’s consciousness as he came back into awareness.
Luc growled low, tugging his mate closer, enraged by the scream of pain his human let out at the movement. Why was his mate hurting? Why was he making those sounds at Luc’s touch?
Luc gentled his hands, rearranging their bodies so he was holding his mate close by an arm around his chest. That grip didn’t seem to hurt his mate, not the way grabbing his arm had.
Luc hadn’t meant to hurt him. He wouldn’t hurt him. He just needed Jamie near.
He was starting to remember things. Another vampire had tried to take his mate away for good. Another vampire had tried to take Jamie from him.
The next fact Luc became aware of was that he himself was injured.
He could feel his throat gaping open, its inner workings exposed to the air in a way that didn’t feel natural. In the far back of his mind—in the dark depths, where he was still capable of reasoning—he knew it was open enough that something in his spinal cord had possibly been severed, enough for him to have lost consciousness.
Luc could feel it healing, that itching feeling of his parts melding back together. He’d need to feed soon, to aid the process.
He was also getting his mate dirty, covering his lovely back with blood from his wound, but that couldn’t be helped. He needed his mate close.
Because the next fact…there were people all around them. Vampires all around them.
Luc snarled, growling a warning at the closest figure. Threats everywhere. They were going to try to take his mate away from him.
Luc would tear them all apart before he let that happen.
His mate was meanwhile muttering nonsense words at him, craning his neck to try to look in Luc’s eyes from his restrained position. “Relax, monster. It’s just Danny.”
But names meant nothing to Luc. Not now. The only name that existed in his mind was Jamie’s. Anyone else approaching was just someone who could try to take his mate. His bleeding mate. That was the only thing that mattered.
Luc lifted his mate’s injured arm with one careful hand, trying to inspect the damage, growling louder when that awful whimper of pain came out again.
We’ll fix it, the other presence within him said. Luc set his mouth to the offensive wound, licking at it. He could fix it, yes.
No, no, the voice murmured. We’ll fix it. He’s too fragile like this. Too breakable. He was willing to die. We will not let him die. We tried it your way, Lucien. Now we do it my way.
Luc pondered that while he lapped at his mate’s wound, vaguely aware of other, less important conversations around him.
“What is going on with him right now?”
“He’s clearly snapped, gone feral. Guess we’re putting down more than one today.”
Luc lifted his mouth from his mate’s arm, letting out a challenging roar at that. No vampire would be putting him down. Not while he had a mate to protect.
“Easy, monster,” Jamie soothed before turning his attention to the source of one of the voices. Luc didn’t like that as much—his mate’s focus on the intruders instead of him—so he rubbed his nose along Jamie’s chin, trying to get his attention back. “He’s not feral. He’s nothing like that creep who tried to chew on me.”
“Tried to?”
“He’s just feeling…overprotective.” Jamie was petting the arm Luc had banded around his chest. It felt nice. Luc would be rumbling a purr if there weren’t so many other people around.
“Overprotective for sure.” The smaller vampire who’d tried to approach earlier agreed. Luc knew he knew him—somewhere inside, he was aware he knew that smaller vampire quite well—but he couldn’t place his face at the moment. He didn’t care to; it wasn’t important. “It’s like he’s…regressed? He seems to be operating on instincts, and those instincts are to keep you safe. And, um, keep other vampires away. Including me and Roman.”
“Monster, it’s okay. They’re friends,” Jamie said.
Luc growled, long and low. His mate didn’t understand. Jamie’s self-preservation instincts were clearly not in working order.
Luc forced himself to form words. “Won’t. Leave.”
“Oh, look, he can speak.”
Luc’s mate made another soothing noise, as if Luc were some rabid animal. Perhaps he was. “I’m not asking you to leave anymore, monster. I promise, it’s okay.”
Not okay, Luc’s other voice whispered. He tried to die. We need to turn him before it’s too late.
“You asked him to leave?” The smaller vampire spoke again, but he was keeping his distance so Luc didn’t feel the need to growl at him again.
Luc nosed along Jamie’s neck as his mate answered the question.
“Yeah. I’d had a vision at my mom’s. I knew he was going to get hurt, and I was trying to get him to go to safety. I maybe wasn’t thinking clearly.”
“Uh. Yeah. See, I think, given his past history, Luc might sort of have strong feelings about potential mates choosing death over a future with him.”
Jamie’s muscles tensed at that, which had Luc stiffening in turn. “What?— That’s not—”
Luc had had enough of these words. Too many words. He found his own again. The important ones. “Turn you.”
He sniffed at his mate’s neck again, nosing at the perfect spot for his fangs.
“Um, Jamie?” The smaller vampire kept talking. “I think he’s pretty focused on protecting you in the best way he knows how. And in his mind right now, that means turning you.”
One of the other surrounding threats scoffed at that. “What are you, a vampire psychoanalyst?”
“Do you need help? We can try to get you out, but it could get violent.”
Luc smirked into Jamie’s neck. It would get beyond violent. Luc would dismember every single one of them if they tried to take his mate away.
He sniffed at the soft skin, brushing Jamie’s hair aside.
Green. Such a pretty green. A gemstone. His jewel. His desert flower.
Somewhere in the back of his mind, in the deep, dark recesses, Luc knew this was…wrong somehow. He’d wanted to wait, hadn’t he? He’d wanted to be…gentle. To ease his human into the transition.
But that didn’t make any sense. His mate was already his. They were bound in every way but the last.
Luc’s other voice was right. It was time to make Jamie theirs forever.
“I don’t need help,” Jamie said firmly, twisting in Luc’s grip until they were eye to eye. “He can do what he wants. I’ve been ready for the last five years.” The words he spoke were directed at the others, but Luc knew they were meant for him. “See you all on the other side.”
He turned back around, baring his neck.
Luc bit down.

[image: image-placeholder]For the second time in one night, Luc rose to consciousness with a start. “Jamie.”
“Is safe.” Roman’s smooth, deep voice rang out from where he was seated in a corner of the room—Jamie’s bedroom, Luc realized as he looked around frantically—legs crossed, looking decidedly relaxed and casual. “Danny is feeding him.”
A niggling at the back of Luc’s mind. “Feeding him…”
“Blood,” Roman supplied mercilessly, brushing a spot of dust off one pant leg. “Danny is feeding him blood.”
It all came back to Luc in a rush. His losing the fight with the feral vampire. His altered state of mind when he awoke, his brutal need to protect Jamie, to fix him. His monster whispering in his mind, convincing him.
You stupid beast, he chastised, wishing his monster were a solid thing he could tear into in retaliation. But it wasn’t, and the damn thing wasn’t even at the forefront of his mind. It was settled deep within him now—deeper than it had been in many decades—contented, practically purring.
Roman was eyeing him closely. “Ah, so you can feel guilt. I had been starting to wonder.”
“I didn’t—I meant to—”
“You did not intend to forcibly turn your mate on a dusty desert hillside while he was injured and your own head was barely connected to your body?” Roman looked almost amused, the sorry bastard. “You passed out immediately afterward, you know. I have never seen anything like it.”
Luc could only stare at him, speechless.
“Your eyes are green, by the way.” Roman cleared his throat. “I had forgotten how bright they are.”
Luc reached up a hand dumbly, as if he would be able to feel the color change with his fucking fingers. He paused, then licked his tongue over his incisors. Blunt teeth met his probing.
How strange, after all this time. Luc didn’t know how to feel, but anger seemed like the safest emotion with Roman there in the room. “Why didn’t you stop me?”
“Because I was not sure we would all survive the encounter, and I was unwilling to risk Danny’s immortal life for your mate’s humanity.” Roman cocked his head to the side, still studying Luc like some sort of zoo animal. “And I am not so sure anymore that we get to choose how our tethers join our ranks. Maybe it is always meant to be a violent initiation. We both know fate is a bit of a bitch, n’est-ce pas, mon ami?”
Luc scowled at him. “I’m not sorry for turning Danny, if that’s your roundabout way to say you’re still looking for an apology. You would have dillydallied for years. He would have been hit by a car or something before you could even muster the courage to claim him.”
“You did hit him with a car. How consistent of you to remain such a complete ass, even with the green eyes.”
Luc was spared a reply by the bedroom door bursting open.
And there was Jamie, beautiful Jamie, his dark eyes wide with relief and love and all sorts of emotions Luc didn’t deserve to invoke. “You’re up.” Luc’s mate broke into a wide grin. “I could feel it. You got all panicky.” His grin turned to a glower, which he directed at Roman. “What did you say to him?”
Roman shrugged a careless shoulder. “I simply reminded him of the circumstances of your transformation.”
“Don’t you dare guilt him for that.” Jamie pointed an accusing finger at him. “Find another subject to take your friendship beef out on. I chose this.”
Roman rose gracefully from his seat. “I think you two might deserve each other.”
“Damn straight.” Jamie punctuated his statement with a sharp nod. “Now leave, please. I jumped through your blood bag hoops. I want to be with my mate now.”
Roman left the room on silent feet, snapping his teeth at Jamie’s outstretched finger on his way out.
Jamie slammed the door on him.
And then Luc was alone with his flower.
He drank in the sight. Jamie looked no different. He was still so beautiful, freshly showered, his dark-green hair hanging in damp strands around his face, He was so strong. Vibrant. And still, somehow, so very alive.
Luc breathed him in. There was a new metallic note to Jamie’s cinnamon sweetness, but it did nothing to detract from his delicious scent. If anything, it enhanced the appeal, a new exotic note for Luc to enjoy.
Jamie stalked closer to the bed and shot him a knowing look. “Searching for something to regret?”
Luc swallowed hard, smoothing the sheets around himself, feeling as if he might have regressed back to his semimute state. “I would have—I wanted to—differently—” The words all stuck in his throat.
“Candles? Flowers? Rose petals?” Jamie waved a dismissive hand in the air. “Please.”
He crawled onto the bed, straddling Luc’s hips with languid grace. Luc’s hands drifted to Jamie’s waist, his thumbs finding the soft skin between his mate’s T-shirt and sleep pants.
Jamie’s own hands cradled Luc’s face, forcing him to meet his eyes. “I wanted this, monster. I chose you. I’ll keep choosing you. And now I can do that. I can just keep choosing you. Forever.”
Luc sighed, his heart beating a steady, pounding rhythm in his chest. “Ah, mon amour. Mon humain parfait. Ma fleur du désert.”
Jamie grinned at him, rocking his hips against Luc at his French murmurings, making Luc aware that his cock was achingly hard, as was Jamie’s. When had that happened?
“Oh fuck, monster,” Jamie breathed, his hands moving along Luc’s shoulders, his chest. “Trying to make me horny with your slutty French?” He gave a strained laugh. “Not necessary. I woke up with this—this need inside me. This need to touch you, to be claimed by you. I’ve got this little part of me now, this—this animalistic being, and all it wants is you. The only reason I let Danny take me out of this room is because I was afraid I’d start engaging in somnophilia before you could wake up.”
“Fucking hell,” Luc groaned as Jamie ground down into him. “I think we can safely say my French is not nearly as slutty as your English, flower.”
“I can’t help it.” Jamie leaned back and started unbuttoning Luc’s jeans with frantic fingers. “Need to be fucked, Luc.”
Would those words ever stop having an electric effect on Luc’s body? His cock jerked against Jamie’s fingers, and he moaned low as Jamie grasped his freed member in his tight grip, pressing kisses along Luc’s jaw, along his neck.
And then Jamie did the last thing Luc expected.
He bit down. Hard.
And he must have had his new fangs out, because his teeth slid through Luc’s skin like soft butter.
Fuck. The bite of pain had Luc’s cock spasming in Jamie’s grip, and desire flooded through him as he heard the enticing sounds of Jamie swallowing down greedy gulps of his blood.
He wanted to see.
Luc tugged at Jamie’s hair, lifting his mate’s head. Blood dripped down Jamie’s chin, those dark eyes fully black now, the most perfect, pearly white fangs peeking out from his red lips.
“Ah, ma fleur. You’re perfect,” Luc whispered, his awe apparent in his voice. “Stunning.”
And he was. Vicious and glorious and every inch of him bound to Luc.
What on earth had Luc been afraid of? That Jamie would crumble under the pressure of his new vampire existence? Of course he wouldn’t. Jamie would thrive. Jamie would own it.
Luc had never seen anything so gorgeous in his life.
Jamie cocked a brow, wiping the blood off his chin with the back of his hand. “You like my new look?”
Luc growled playfully in response, flipping them over in the bed, and then Luc’s own monster came gloriously to the surface at his invitation, biting into Jamie’s neck with abandon, filling his mouth with that perfect nectar.
Jamie gave a little happy sigh and wrapped his legs around him, and Luc felt his mate’s pleasure, coursing through him as if it were his own. He lifted his head and claimed Jamie’s mouth, their combined essences flowing over battling tongues and sharp teeth.
He paused at the sound of the front door closing, and Jamie smirked up at him. “I told Danny he and Roman should leave if they didn’t want to hear some truly animalistic fucking.”
Luc laughed, a lightness in his chest he was still learning to bear. “You didn’t.”
Jamie’s face transformed back to his human visage, his brown eyes pleading. “I meant what I said. I need it, Luc. There’s this—this hunger. I need you inside me. I crave it.”
Luc grabbed for the lube in the bedside drawer and made hasty work of opening his mate up, drinking in Jamie’s gasps and whimpers.
Pushing the head of his cock into his mate, Luc wasn’t even aware of his monster receding, but Jamie smirked up at him, biting his lower lip, the devil in his eyes. “I love the green on you.”
Luc sank into him in one smooth motion, groaning at the tight grip of that perfect heat, the firm squeeze of Jamie’s long legs over his hips.
Jamie sighed his approval before digging his heels into Luc’s ass, urging him on. “C’mon, monster. Give it all to me.”
Luc snapped his hips back before plunging in with a sharp thrust, not holding back his strength, no longer worried about breaking the man beneath him. Jamie could take it. He could take anything Luc gave him and dish it back in equal measure.
And his perfect mate did. Circling his hips to meet Luc’s every thrust, crying out, “More. Harder.” Luc reveled in the fingernails dragging along his back, the bloody scores he knew would heal before their cum had even dried.
He flipped Jamie over, pulling him up to his knees, impaling him without mercy, watching the gorgeous sight of his mate’s rim stretching to take his cock.
“Bite me,” Jamie urged, arching his back. “Bite me again, Luc.”
Luc bent over him, snarling as his monster came to the surface once more, driving his teeth into his mate’s neck.
Once, he might have been ashamed of this back-and-forth between himself and his monster, the man and the vampire. But Jamie didn’t mind it. He pleaded for it, craved it. Jamie accepted all facets of him. He didn’t need Luc to be perfect, composed, moral. He just needed Luc to want him, to stay by his side.
And Luc had never wanted anything more.
Later, after a blur of blood, cum, sweat, and saliva, they lay on Jamie’s bed, Jamie resting with his head on Luc’s chest, both of them panting in the sticky aftermath.
Luc’s chest rumbled his pleasure as Jamie ran lazy hands along his skin, but the rumble faltered when those gentle strokes turned to his softened cock, Jamie petting it with his slender fingers, coaxing it back into hardness. “What are you doing, hm, flower?”
Jamie laughed softly before clambering over him, straddling his hips once again and lining Luc’s awakened cock back up with his entrance. “Oh, man. How cute of you to think we were done.”
Luc had created a monster.
He was the luckiest vampire in the world.




twenty-two
Jamie


“So, um. We’re off.” Danny gave a shrug with his words from his place on Jamie’s porch, Roman looming behind him and Jay waving from his spot slightly off to the side. 
Jamie was a little surprised they’d come by for a send-off in person, but he wasn’t complaining. He liked Danny and weird little Jay. Roman he could take or leave, but he clearly meant something to Luc, even after all the bullshit, so Jamie was willing to cut him some slack.
The tiniest, most threadbare, could-snap-at-any-moment bit of slack.
The fact that Roman had saved Luc’s immortal life might have tipped him over just a bit in Jamie’s favor as well. He’d never forget the sight of Roman throwing the feral vampire off Luc’s limp body. The twins had helped too, of course, but they were the ones that had gotten Luc into the whole mess in the first place, so Jamie wasn’t feeling all too charitable toward them at the moment.
Although, they had at least been in place to witness Jamie’s transformation themselves. They knew now, from what they’d seen with their own eyes, that Luc was tethered and bound, no longer at risk of feral behavior. Plus, Jamie as a vampire had his own territory rights in Tucson, and like he’d told them, he’d been there longer. They wouldn’t be skulking around trying to kick Luc out of the city anymore, not based on their own stupid rules.
It would even maybe have been fun to try to force the twins out instead (“This is my town now, dickheads.”), but it probably wasn’t worth the hassle, Jamie supposed.
Jamie had found out later that Jay had been off running the feral vampire’s victim to the hospital. The woman screaming had been real, and he and the twins had startled him away when they’d arrived from different directions. It was just Jamie’s luck the creature had decided to circle back and stalk him instead. Maybe it had been his delectable seer blood tempting him. Who knew?
Heroics aside, Roman and Luc were studiously avoiding eye contact with each other at the moment, each pretending the other didn’t exist. It was almost cute, such blatant stubborn alpha male behavior. Jamie felt blessed he’d never been inclined to posture in that way. Frankly, it seemed exhausting. Although, there were some benefits to being mated to one of them, Jamie supposed.
Like he and Luc fucking literally all night long.
He smirked to himself at the thought, shifting in place, marveling at how good he felt after all that. He should have been unbelievably sore, but apparently vamp healing was helpful for more than just battle scars. And Luc had been awfully generous with the magic tongue rimming…
But Jamie didn’t think he would have been able to help himself, even if soreness had been an issue. He’d woken up on fire, this want burning inside him. Needing Luc’s touch, needing to be close to him. It had taken a whole lot of convincing for Danny to get him to leave Luc’s side, and in the end, the other vampire had been forced to very bluntly state that the sooner Jamie drank some blood, the sooner they could all leave him and Luc alone to fuck like rabbits.
Jamie really liked the guy, honestly.
But like, how did vampires get any work done in this world? How were they not all just fucking and biting each other all the time? Truly one of life’s great mysteries. Supposedly some of the…ferocity of this attraction would fade, if Danny’s words could be believed. But you just had to see how Roman looked at his mate to know it couldn’t be fading all that much. Roman looked at Danny like he was a juicy steak half the time and like he hung the literal moon in the sky at every other moment.
“Well, thanks for stopping by to make sure Luc wasn’t kidnapping me and then going the extra mile and beheading that feral dude for us.”
Danny blinked twice. “Oh. Yeah. Anytime.”
“Not anytime,” Roman countered with a growl.
Jamie shot the surly vampire his best smile. “Don’t worry. Next time, we’ll visit you. Give you all a chance to host. You seem like the kind of guy who’d do a full tea service for guests or something.”
“Not likely,” Luc snapped.
At the same time—“Oh, goody!” This from Jay, who had wandered off the porch onto the neighbor’s property, trying to commune with the neighbor’s cat from the looks of it.
The cat for his part did not seem impressed.
Roman raised a dark brow at Jamie. “I am not sure I like you very much.”
Jamie smiled wider at him, kind of wishing he had his fangs out. But that would probably be rude. “Ditto, big man.”
“I think he and Soren might get along,” Danny said thoughtfully, tilting his head and studying Jamie.
Roman scoffed. “Except he is mated to the vampire who attacked Soren’s mate.”
Danny shrugged. “Yeah, well, he’s mated to the vampire who killed me, and I like him just fine.”
“That is because you are too good for this world, little king,” Roman said with a look to his mate that felt almost too intimate to witness. Danny blushed at his words, which Jamie had to admit was pretty cute. But he’d had enough of other people’s lovey-dovey bullshit for now.
He had his own lovey-dovey bullshit to get back to.
He mouthed the words I’ll call you to Danny and shut the door in his face, laughing at the sounds of Roman muttering through the wood about manners.
He and Danny had talked over that blood bag (which to be honest, hadn’t been that bad, the weirdness of drinking his meal aside). About the ridiculousness of two men so clearly not over their friendship trying to avoid each other for an eternity. About how if the mates of said men were so inclined, they could push them together over the years, do their part to encourage the repair of that friendship.
Sure, Luc and Roman may never be exactly warm and snuggly with each other, but Jamie had a feeling that had never been their type of friendship to begin with.
“Well.” Jamie turned and rested his back against the door. “Just the two of us.”
At least for the next fifteen minutes or so. Monique had texted that she and Alice were coming up for air and she’d actually be staying in her own home for the first time in days, so he should go ahead and hide any evidence of rampant sexcapades about the house.
Jamie had made the mistake of mentioning concern over Monique coming back from her extended hookup to an inevitable den of iniquity, and Luc had murmured not to worry; he’d be buying them their own house before the week was out. He’d brushed his fingers along Jamie’s chin, holding his gaze with those shockingly bright green eyes. “Make no mistake, I’ve put a lot of thought into having you all to myself, flower.”
Jamie shivered a little at the recollection of both the words and the wonderful, enthusiastic head that had come after, catching Luc’s smirk out of the corner of his eye.
Because that was the other thing. They were so fucking in tune now that Jamie had turned. Jamie kept catching little hints of Luc’s emotions. His lust. His pleasure. His love. Jamie could even feel Luc’s monster underneath the surface, content and sated now that their bond had been confirmed.
There was also the feel of Luc’s guilt.
It was there, just a little lick of it, casting the tiniest shadow over Jamie’s new bliss. It was clear to him Luc had some feelings about the way Jamie’s transformation had taken place. Which was interesting because Jamie couldn’t sense a bit of guilt in him otherwise. Luc didn’t feel any true remorse when it came to Danny and Roman, not really. A little regret, maybe.
Should Jamie be concerned that Luc only felt those things when it came to him? That his monster didn’t seem to care one bit about the rest of the world?
Probably.
But Jamie was definitely equally fucked up because all that rose in him at the thought was a dark, devious pleasure. Luc was his. All parts of him belonged to Jamie. His goodness. His badness. Everything in between.
Forever.
Speaking of. Jamie reached over and grabbed a handful of Luc’s shirt, tugging playfully. “I have somewhere I want to go.”

[image: image-placeholder]The tattoo shop was mostly empty this early in the day, other than a bored-looking receptionist with a bleached bob and more piercings than Jamie could count.
He was a little jealous, actually—she looked pretty rad. He’d been here before for some of his own piercings, but he’d always kept them to his ears.
He looked to Luc. “Do you think I’d still be able to get pierced these days? Or would the accelerated healing just, like, pop the dang thing right out?”
Luc glanced over from the other side of the room, where he’d been perusing the books of flash tattoo options and, judging from the slight sneer on his face, finding them lacking.
Snob, Jamie thought affectionately. Such a ridiculous snob.
“I’m not sure. I’ve never tried.” Luc eyed first the receptionist and then Jamie, and Jamie could tell he was mentally transplanting her piercings onto Jamie’s face. “Is that what we’re here to find out, flower?” He didn’t seem to hate the idea.
But Jamie didn’t answer the question, unable to keep the grin from his face when Luc scowled back at him in frustration. Whatever. Surprises were fun; everyone knew that.
He sauntered over and grabbed Luc’s hand, lacing their fingers together as he looked over the flash books Luc had been judging so harshly. “You think those three are back in Hyde Park by now?”
Luc huffed. “As if I care.”
Jamie smirked, flipping through the pages. He didn’t buy the tough guy act. Or the way Roman and Luc had avoided eye contact during the trio’s departure that morning. There was a strong bond there, and even if it was frayed by decades of hurt and trauma, the core still held. And they had endless time to repair the rest.
Especially with him and Danny in cahoots. Jamie wasn’t sure exactly why Danny didn’t hate Luc more than he did, but Jamie wasn’t going to look an overly forgiving gift horse in the mouth. And it worked doubly for Jamie, since he had a feeling he and the other newbie vampire could be good friends.
Even if Danny did come attached to a grumpy, suit-wearing stick-in-the-mud.
Jamie looked up from the flash book as the man he’d been waiting for came out from the back, rubbing hand sanitizer between his palms. “Jamie? Come on back.”
“Wait here,” Jamie ordered, pressing a swift kiss to Luc’s frowning mouth. When the vampire still looked like he would protest, Jamie leaned in for a longer, filthier kiss, with lots of tongue for good measure. He shot the waiting employee a wink at the end, feeling only slightly guilty for the questionable PDA.
Taming a monster took a lot of work, okay? Sometimes there was going to be collateral damage.
This time, he gave Luc’s muscular ass a swat as he walked away. “Be right back, monster.”
It didn’t take long at all. Barely half an hour and they were out the door, Luc still acting vaguely pissy at being left behind in the shop. “You didn’t have to pay for it,” he grumbled. “I could have compelled him for you.”
“I’m not gonna scam some poor tattoo artist out of his money. Save that for the Walmarts of the world. Although, I do want you to teach me the mind-control thing. That’s pretty fucking cool.”
“Pretty fucking cool,” Luc repeated, musing over the words. He squeezed the hand Jamie had tucked into his. “Have I told you today how much I love you, my sweet?”
Jamie nodded, squeezing him back. “Like five times. You’re pretty sappy now that we’re bonded, aren’t you, green eyes?”
“I’ll show you sappy,” Luc growled, a surprisingly playful sound, pushing Jamie back into the alley they’d been walking past. He pressed the whole length of his body against Jamie’s front, collaring his throat with one broad hand. “Think you’re in charge now, do you, flower?”
Jamie did his best not to reveal the way the little dominance display had his pulse racing, but he knew Luc could hear it anyway. Jamie could hear it, his poor little vampire heart pounding away.
Still, he arched a haughty brow, just for fun. “I’ve always been in charge, monster.”
“Yes, I believe you have been.” Luc reached up to stroke the hair away from Jamie’s face, but he didn’t take his other hand from his throat. “Show me,” he ordered, tightening his grip just a little.
Jamie maintained eye contact as he unbuttoned his jeans, delighting in the way Luc’s bright eyes flared with heat. He turned down the top band of his pants, revealing the script marked into his hip.
For my monster.
Luc glanced down, and then his green eyes were burning into Jamie’s, his hand tightening again on Jamie’s throat. Jamie resisted the urge to purr at the sensation. “How do you know it will stay?” Luc asked, his voice gruff.
Jamie shrugged. “I sort of guessed. But human skin regenerates all the time, and tattoos manage to stay visible. I don’t know exactly how it works, but I figured it would still hold on vampire skin. Maybe it’ll fade faster, maybe I’ll have to have it retouched in a few years, but that’s fine. I’ll have it redone as many times as I need to.”
“For my monster,” Luc murmured, tracing the edges of the tattoo with one finger now, softly. Reverently. “And what is for your monster, exactly? The tattoo? This body it’s been etched on?”
“All of it,” Jamie answered simply, relaxing into Luc’s hold. “My body. My soul. All of it’s for you. A reminder, should you need it.”
Through the bond, Jamie could feel the pleasure and love coursing through Luc at his words. “I like it very much, flower. Very much.”
“I thought you would, you possessive bastard.” Jamie hooked a hand around the back of Luc’s head, pulling him in close, nose to nose. “But don’t forget. It goes both ways. You belong to me too, every part of you.”
“Even the darkest parts.” There was a faint question in Luc’s tone.
“Especially those,” Jamie said firmly. “And when you feel out of control, you come to me, huh? I’ll give you exactly what you need.” His cock plumped in his jeans at the thought of it. Taming his vicious monster whenever it was required.
Luc’s breath hitched, and he released his hold on Jamie’s throat, caressing his chin with a brush of his knuckles. “You really are a desert flower, aren’t you? So beautiful. So alluring. But you draw blood when you want to. I’ve underestimated you from the beginning, haven’t I?”
Jamie nodded. “That’s okay though. You’re getting it now.”
And Jamie had endless lifetimes to keep reminding him.




Epilogue

Lucien


Luc stalked down the path, the night air quiet around him. Earlier in the day, the large park had been relatively bustling with activity, couples and families strolling in the sunshine, taking in the greenery and the lake within. 
But now, well after midnight, Parque San Martín was more or less deserted.
Except, that was, for Luc’s quarry.
The middle-aged man he was following had no idea of the monster on his tail. He thought he was the predator in this town. Stalking women, hurting them. Luc’s monster had sniffed him out almost the moment they’d arrived, aided by Jamie’s newfound control over his visions.
Luc waited until they were well into the park before he pounced. The disgusting man had no idea what hit him. One minute, he was walking along, and the next, he was held up against a tree by Luc’s hand crushing his throat.
“Hello, Robert,” Luc greeted.
“What— Who— Who the fuck are you?”
Luc sneered. “Well, see, now you’re tempting me to say something incredibly cliché like ‘your worst nightmare.’ And it wouldn’t be a lie now, would it?”
“Definitely no lie.” Luc immensely enjoyed the man’s little high-pitched yelp as Jamie popped out from behind the tree the man was held against.
Robert turned wide eyes to Jamie. “Please— Please, you’ve gotta help me.”
Jamie smiled at the man, wide and happy. “Who, me? Oh man. You’re really barking up the wrong tree there, buddy. We already know all about your games. Playing tourist in foreign countries and doing away with the local ladies.” They knew because Jamie had seen it, the man they were going to hunt. Danny had been onto something, about Jamie gaining more control over what he saw after his transformation. It was turning into a very useful tool. “You’re the last person in the world I’d want to help. I’m just here to watch the master at work.”
“Not just watch,” Luc corrected, and Jamie turned that lovely smile over to him. As he should. In an ideal world, that smile belonged to Luc and Luc alone.
But Luc supposed it was his plight in life to share his beautiful, bright mate with the world around him.
There were worse fates, he supposed.
Jamie’s hair, held up in a little half ponytail, matched their verdant surroundings. He kept threatening to dye it a different color, but after only mere months to enjoy it, Luc wasn’t ready for that. He was…sentimental about that color. They matched, out in public in the daytime, when Luc’s human eyes were on display.
“No, not just watch,” Jamie agreed, changing as he spoke. The black took over his eyes, those darling fangs peeking out from between his red lips. Luc’s monster howled with delight inside him. It loved when Jamie changed, when he let his gorgeous monster loose. Luc shifted into his monstrous form as well.
Their prey gave another pathetic scream, but Luc’s eyes were on Jamie as he tore into the man’s throat, silencing him for good. He growled in delight when Jamie joined him, their eyes locking from their respective feeding spots.
They made quick work of him, and Luc shoved the corpse into the bushes when they were done.
Jamie frowned at it. “Shouldn’t we hide the body or something?”
He looked so glorious, blood dripping down those red lips. Luc couldn’t help taking a taste, dragging him in to plunder his mouth. “It’s our last night in town, flower. Let them find him,” he said carelessly once he’d released Jamie’s lips, cinnamon and copper warring for dominion on his palate.
Jamie’s brow furrowed. “What if some poor kid finds it and is forever traumatized?”
Luc sighed before crouching, reaching into the dead man’s pocket, and grabbing his phone. He dialed for the city’s police force. “There’s a dead body in Parque San Martín. Come get it.”
He tossed the phone back onto the drained corpse. “There, my flower. We’ve done our good deed.”
“And why do you look so grumpy about it?”
Luc waved a hand at the foliage bordering the path. “I had plans to fuck you up against this tree.”
Jamie’s mouth went a little slack at that. He swiped his tongue over his bottom lip, eyes darting around their surroundings. “We could— Let’s—”
Luc grabbed his mate’s hand, chuckling as he dragged him down the path. “Come, you insatiable beast. We’ll make do with our luxurious hotel suite.”
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Despite his clearly half-hard state, Jamie had insisted on walking back. He’d wanted a last chance to take in the sights, and Luc was happy enough to oblige. His lust would be sated soon, and he could bear waiting if it meant that look of delight on Jamie’s face stayed in place a bit longer.
They’d chosen Mexico City for their first international destination. Jamie had told Luc he’d always wanted to visit, and Luc had booked the tickets the next day, always eager to give Jamie whatever his heart desired. They had kept their stay to a week, as brief as they could while taking in a good number of the sights. Jamie in his new condition was very conscious of time, wanting to stay close to his family as long as he could. When Luc had suggested that the next trip they take, they fly Jamie’s family out with them, his mate had shot him a look so full of adoration Luc thought he might melt from the force of it.
The rest of their time they spent in Jamie’s hometown, in the gorgeous modern mansion Luc had purchased on the outskirts of the desert, complete with a saltwater pool. Luc had never thought Tucson, Arizona, would be the site of his first real home in decades, but there it was.
He intended to make the most of it.
As soon as the door to their suite had shut behind them, Jamie dropped to his knees, unbuttoning Luc’s jeans with desperate fingers. It reminded Luc for a moment of their first night together, Jamie asking so shamelessly to blow him, but now there was that added bite of hunger and greed, elements that had emerged after Jamie had turned.
Luc stroked his mate’s hair fondly and hissed with pleasure as Jamie gobbled him down in one go, moaning in delight as Luc’s erection stretched his red lips. “So desperate these days, aren’t you, flower?”
Luc loved every bit of it. He’d be happy if Jamie’s newly turned vampire ferocity lasted years. Decades. An eternity.
Luc had never before been so hungered after. So wanted in this way. Like Jamie aimed to devour every piece of him and carry them inside himself.
Jamie scowled at Luc’s taunting words but still worked his tongue hungrily over the head of Luc’s cock, pressing forward until his nose was almost brushing Luc’s pelvis.
But fuck, he had a perfect mouth.
Luc sighed with pleasure, stroking Jamie’s hair and letting him do what he pleased until he felt the familiar tightening of his balls, and then his grip on Jamie’s hair turned hard, jerking Jamie’s head back, off his cock.
“Hey—” Jamie protested, his chin covered with saliva from his efforts, but Luc ignored him, lifting his mate and pressing him bodily face-first against the door, shoving Jamie’s shorts down until that gorgeous ass was bared. “I no longer have a tree to fuck you against, my sweet, but I think this will do. Don’t you?”
“Oh fuck yes,” Jamie groaned, clearly now 100 percent on board with the change in direction. Luc had known he would be. There was nothing Jamie loved more than being speared with Luc’s cock.
Luc reached down to find Jamie’s entrance already soft and slick, ready for him. “What’s this, flower?”
Jamie laughed, his face pressed against the door. “You always rail me after a hunt. I figured I should be ready for it.”
Luc nosed at the soft spot behind Jamie’s ear, sinking a finger into his mate, delighting in the smooth, easy glide. “You say that as if you aren’t gagging for it every time.”
Jamie wiggled his ass, silently asking for more.
But Luc wanted the words. “What do we say?”
“Please, Luc. Please fuck me.”
Luc obliged his needy mate, fucking him furiously against the door, delighting in every gasp and moan and “oh fuck” he pounded out of him, idly wondering how many hotel guests they were scandalizing with the noise of their coupling. It didn’t take long for either of them to reach his climax—it never did after they’d shared a feed, keyed up on the adrenaline of blood and violence. Just as they inevitably fucked a second or third or even fourth time most of those nights.
He had no doubt Jamie would be crawling all over him within the hour. Luc looked forward to it.
“Shall we have a bath, mon amour?”
They soaked in the tub, a porcelain behemoth that had been a big part of the draw of their hotel suite. Luc rubbed soapy water along his mate’s neck, his shoulders, pressing kisses after each spot had been washed clean. “Where shall we go for our next destination, hm?”
Jamie tilted his head back and smirked up at him. “Oh, I already know our next destination.”
Luc pressed a kiss to the corner of that sly mouth. “Mm? Pray tell.”
“Hyde Park.”
Luc froze, soap in hand. “Pardon?”
“I’ve been texting with Danny. We want a little reunion.”
“You think because the two of you are lovely and charming, leading the two of us around by our cocks, that you can just end a decades-old feud with a few cordial visits?”
Jamie nodded, resting the weight of his head against Luc’s shoulder. “Yes, that’s exactly what we think.”
“Maybe you don’t have as much power over us as you believe.”
“Is that so, monster?”
Luc sighed. It wasn’t so, not at all. He was fully under this man’s rule, and they both knew it. He sank down further into the tub, wrapping his arms around Jamie’s waist, nosing at his neck. “When did you have in mind?”
Jamie laughed, clearly pleased with Luc’s acquiescence. Luc didn’t begrudge him his pleasure. Luc had been tamed from the moment of their meeting, from the first sight of messy green hair and an easy, open smile. He’d given himself away, and he had no regrets.
He had no need for regrets, not when he had his mate by his side.


The End.
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Author's Note


Thank you so much for reading book three! I hope you enjoyed seeing Lucien find true love as much as I did. 
I already knew I was going to love getting into Luc's head (who doesn't love a villain?), but I was shocked by how quickly I fell head over heels for Jamie. He was just such a blast to write: funny, playful, and so on board with anything and everything that came his way. I loved his easy acceptance of all parts of Luc, and the way he so easily brought out Luc's soft, sultry side. Luc's monster didn't stand a freaking chance!
Fun fact: my first vision of them together was that meeting in the alleyway. I knew Luc was going to show up, full of disbelief and distrust, and his human was going to be there, already wanting him, already waiting. 










What’s Next?


Book four will be Jay! Oh, Johann. Our sweet, strange little guy. I'm writing his story now, and it's such an intense shift away from Lucien's mindset, so I'm taking my time with it :) I don't have a release date for you all yet, except it will be sometime in the beginning of 2023. After that, I think I still have a few more characters in the series who I'd like to find happy endings for…

If you want to stay in the know, you can sign up for my newsletter for updates and news on upcoming releases. And I can always be reached by email if you just want to say howdy. I love, love, love hearing from my readers!

graebryanauthor@gmail.com

I also now have a FB reader group: Grae Bryan's Reader Den
Join us for teasers, giveaways, book discussions, and photos of the demoness (aka my cat)!

If you enjoyed Lucien, please consider leaving a review on Amazon or Goodreads. I’d love to know what you thought and as an indie author, reviews are just so incredibly helpful in getting these stories in front of more readers.

Thank you and happy reading!
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