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      Jacques Mathias sat staring out of the window, ignoring the conversation behind him. He held a lock of his long blond hair, running the strands through his fingers, a repetitive movement that calmed him.

      He couldn’t believe how much his life had changed in the last year.  He was no longer the boy he had once been. He could never look at the world in the same way. His life was irretrievably different, and he was trying so hard to make sense of that whilst desperately struggling to keep up with everything that was going on around him.  For the last two months, things had changed for the better. but he’d spent six months in hell and it was a place he never wanted to visit again.  Next time, he wouldn’t make it out of there, of that he was sure.

      He was free.

      That was the most dramatic change of all. Two months ago, he was finally released from purgatory, set free from Graham and his sycophants, those sick fucks who followed Graham around like he was a god. Free from being a blood slave or some hole they fucked whenever the urge took them.

      Those six months spent as a blood slave were the worst of Jacques’ life. Even now, he still couldn’t quite get his head round the fact his own father had sold him. Why? Because he was gay and refused to fall into line with his father’s wishes and mate with a female. If he didn’t mate with a female, he couldn’t produce heirs and no heirs meant he was useless to the family. So, his father got rid of him like he was a piece of trash.

      He could still remember the day his life had changed so clearly. He’d walked into his father’s sitting room and found Graham sitting next to him. He’d only met Graham a handful of times but he’d never seen him at his home, so seeing him sat there had initially surprised him. Why was he there? What did he want?

      When Graham spotted him, he’d stood, approaching him before walking around him, looking him over, touching him, causing Jacques to move away.  Jacques had glanced at his father wondering why was he allowing this? Why wasn’t he putting a stop to it? Then, out of the blue, Graham declared that he would do. Do for what?

      Jacques had stood, his brow furrowed with confusion, not understanding what was happening, and when he went to speak, to ask what was going on, Graham backhanded him, knocking him down to the ground.

      He lay stunned on the floor, his eyes widening in shock. No one had ever raised a hand to him before, but that blow was nothing compared to the horror show that his life would become.

      The moment he’d been thrown into a room at Graham’s mansion, along with the other vampires, realization dawned, and he knew exactly what he was there for and what he was about to become.

      No amount of fighting or pleading stopped the vampires from taking whatever they could from him. He was the shiny new toy and everyone wanted to play with him.  He was brutalized repeatedly in those first few days before Graham finally put a stop to it.  Not because he felt bad about what was happening to Jacques, oh no... but because he didn’t want his blood slaves to die too soon.  He wanted to enjoy everything they had to offer. Multiple times.  So, he put him on a rota. The fucking rota… but at least that gave him a day or two to recover before the nightmare started all over again. When Troy arrived, Jacques believed he was going to be another in a long line of vampires to use him but he’d been wrong. So wrong.

      Troy had turned out to be his savior, pulling him from a life of torment and abuse and changing it for the better.

      Staring out, Jacques compared the view here to the one in his basement cell. The window there had been no more than a little slit, just barely big enough to let in a hint of light and nothing more. He’d slept on the floor with a tattered blanket to cover him and wore rags for clothes.  As for food, well, that was scarce, and he’d only been given enough food to keep him alive but not enough that he had strength to run.

      How things were different now. Now he had a bed, with covers and pillows. A private bathroom and belongings to call his own. Shit, he could even wear clothes.

      His mind wandered back to his bedroom at his family home. It was filled full of beautiful furnishings and expensive paintings with high thread count sheets on his bed. All meaningless things, but they’d been important to him then. Now, however, he realized that they were only items, easily replaced. Jacques now understood the true value of life and material things didn’t matter.

      Items could be bought and sold but freedom was priceless.

      He glanced down at the scar on his forearm, the one Graham had given him when he’d become his blood slave. A number. Three one two. Did that mean Graham had had over three hundred blood slaves before him? Was he part of a larger scheme?

      Hopefully, Sheriff Bailey would find out. Boy, was that man on a mission to find out all he could about what was happening amongst the wealthier vampire families.  Jacques knew Sacha’s father was also helping. He’d been furious when he’d been told what was happening and had vowed to get the council to act.

      What none of them knew was that the council already knew, they just didn’t care, but Jacques was too scared to say anything. He didn’t want to get dragged back into that world again.

      He arched his back, thankful that his injuries had fully healed. The cuts and bruises had healed within days of his freedom due to good food and blood. The physical injuries were the easy part though.

      Sleep was the problem. He struggled to fall asleep and when he did, the nightmares came.

      He’d lost count of the number of times he’d woken up screaming, only to find either Sacha or Jared by his bed, murmuring softly to him in an attempt to comfort him. He’d cried so many times, and they patiently held him, never once asking him to tell them what his dreams were about. Jacques guessed they already knew.

      Jacques was honest enough with himself that he realized he couldn’t simply walk away from those six months and not expect to be left with some psychological damage. The physical damage had healed, but the emotional one was all over the place. Jacques knew he had a tough battle to face, one he knew would be with him for months, maybe years to come.

      His mental health had suffered a huge blow, and at times Jacques felt overwhelmed by it all. The first time he’d tried to go outside for a walk with Sacha had left him feeling like he’d been hit by a truck. His heart had raced in his chest, sweat breaking out over his skin as he’d struggled to breathe. Somehow, Sacha managed to get him back inside before he’d collapsed to the floor, huddled in a ball.  Sacha had stayed with him, holding him until he’d come out of it. A panic attack, the doctor said, but to Jacques it had felt like he was dying.

      A long road of recovery stood in front of him, but it was one Jacques was determined to face. He wasn’t going to let those sick fucks ruin him. He wanted to live. After all, he had a mate to live for, one that was waiting so patiently for him, giving him the space that he’d so desperately needed, but even now he had no idea what to do about it… about him.

      After spending two months staying away from him, Miguel Gomez was coming to visit. His patience had finally run out and Jacques was terrified. He didn’t know what to do. He wasn’t ready, and he didn’t know if he ever would be. He wanted to be, he really wanted to be. He’d watched Jared and his mate, Sacha, saw the connection they had and he longed for the same bond, but he wasn’t sure if he had the strength to follow through.

      Every time he thought about what his mate would want from him, need from him, it brought back memories of his time as a blood slave, flooding his mind with terrifying images and leaving him a shivering, shaky mess on the floor, huddled in a fetal position.

      How was he going to be a mate when he struggled to step outside the house?

      Miguel, his gorgeous mate. Despite the dire circumstances that they had found him in, Jacques remembered him and how he looked. How he smelled. He wanted to reach out and touch him, but he was too far away to do that. He wondered if he would ever be able to. Miguel deserved so much better than him.

      Jacques closed his eyes, berating himself. Was that him talking or the voices of those who’d used him saying he was nothing?

      Sighing, Jacques closed his eyes and thought of Miguel once more. He had short, dyed blond hair, which was an amazing contrast to his darker skin. His dark eyes almost glowed when they’d looked at him. The dark pants he’d worn had molded to his strong thighs and his black t-shirt had stretched across his broad shoulders and chest.

      Jacques was taller, he was sure, but not as broad. His skin was white, almost alabaster. The kind of white that went lobster red in the sun when it burned before going back to white again. Jacques wasn’t sure why he even bothered to try to get a tan. He was either white or red, there was no in between.

      Not like his mate and his amazing skin. Skin Jacques craved to touch, yeah right… like that was going to happen any time soon, but despite his fears, Miguel made his body tighten, his dick hard, and his pulse race. The first time Jacques had gotten an erection he stared it in shock. His body hadn’t reacted sexually in months and when he’d come by his own hand, the orgasm had been amazing. But afterward he’d felt dirty, disgusted with himself because he’d come. Sex had become something abhorrent to him; it was all screwed up inside his head.

      He heard voices outside his door and he glanced at it. Sacha and Jared. He would be eternally grateful for everything they had done for him. They never asked him any questions or put pressure on him with regard to what he’d suffered. The only information anyone wanted from him was who else was involved.

      They provided him with a roof over his head and a room to call his own which they never entered without permission. They’d made sure he had enough food and blood, both of which he needed after his six months of hell.

      Jacques heard them at night, low murmurs and cries of passion. They were mates, so they obviously had sex, but it was the looks they shared, the small gentle touches, and the connection that strummed between them. Sometimes Jacques wondered if he could reach out and touch it, their connection almost visible in the air around them.

      He wanted the same thing with his mate. He could feel the pull, it was faint, but it was still there. Would the connection change, intensify, once they finally mated? He dreamed of someone looking at him the same way Sacha and Jared looked at each other. He even knew when they talked telepathically. So obvious with the looks they gave.

      They even had a smile that was just for each other.

      The voices grew louder as they approached his room and Jacques knew Miguel had arrived. He’d known the second he’d stopped his truck outside the house. He’d felt him getting closer with each mile that passed.

      He’d sat, watching him as he got out of his truck, his blond hair catching the sun. Jacques bit his lip watching Miguel’s long legs stride along the path. He stopped partway down the path, sensing someone was watching and looked up at him, their eyes meeting for a split second before Jacques gasped and hastily glanced away, his heart beating rapidly in his chest.

      Two months had passed, but Jacques still didn’t think he was ready to see his mate. It was too late now, he couldn’t put it off any longer. Miguel was here and Jacques didn’t want to be held a prisoner by his past.

      A knock sounded on his door before Sacha appeared, putting his head round the door. Stepping into the room, he gave Jacques a small smile.

      “Miguel is here.” Jacques nodded and slowly stood. Sacha tilted his head, frowning at him. “If you’re not ready-”

      “It’s fine,” Jacques whispered. In a louder voice, he added, “I need to see him. I just don’t know if I’m ready.”

      “We can put it off. I’m sure Miguel would have no problem waiting a little longer.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “He’s here now, and he knows what... he knows what I went through.” He cleared his throat and straightened his spine, pulling his shoulders back. “I’m as ready as I’m going to be and the longer I leave it, the worse it’ll become.”

      Sacha walked closer and gently touched his arm. “He can wait. Don’t rush into anything you’re not ready for.”

      Jacques shook his head slowly, breathing deeply at the same time. “Thank you, Sacha, but I think I need to do this.”

      Sacha stared at him for a few more seconds and then nodded. “Both me and Jared will be there. Any time you need to leave, just go. We’ll speak to Miguel.”

      “Okay, and Sacha?” When Sacha looked at him, Jacques said, “Thank you for everything.”

      Sacha smiled and reached for his hand, gently pulling him towards the door. “We’re friends and that’s what friends do.” Stopping before leaving his bedroom, Sacha again said, “Just remember, any time you need to leave, just go.”

      Nodding, Jacques took a deep breath in and slowly released it. Stepping past Sacha, he went to meet his mate.
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      Miguel sat on the sofa, his foot bouncing as he waited for Jacques to appear. Nervous didn’t even come close to how he felt at the thought of seeing him. The last time had been whilst Jacques was in the hospital after he’d been rescued.

      Miguel had watched him sleep, his eyes noting every mark and blemish on his pale skin. He’d taken in the hollowed cheeks, along with the rail thin arms and legs. Miguel could count every rib on his chest, could see every vertebra in his spine. Jacques had been too thin. How much longer he’d have survived, Miguel didn’t know, but he was sure it wouldn’t have been much longer.

      But it was the nightmares, Miguel remembered. The begging and pleading, the screams and whimpers of pain. How Jacques would wake up suddenly and back away from him in fear. It had got to the point that Miguel stopped visiting him. He didn’t want his mate to look at him in fear. Seeing that look on his face had hurt Miguel deeply even though he knew he wasn’t to blame, that it wasn’t meant for him.

      Miguel was determined to find every blood slave and set them free. No one would suffer like his Jacques had. And the people responsible? He would hunt them down and make them regret the day they were born. They would know pain and suffering, just like his mate had.

      Jacques was beautiful. His long, wavy blond hair framed his heart-shaped face, but it was his amazing green eyes that had caught Miguel’s attention. When he’d first seen them, they’d been empty of life, devoid of hope, but the last time, at the hospital, they had seemed clearer, brighter.

      Miguel wanted to stare into them again. He wanted to see them clouded with passion and filled with love.  Love for him.

      Love. Was he in love already? He barely knew him, had spoken maybe twice since Jacques had left the hospital. Halted, strained conversations where they had both struggled to fill the heavy silence.

      Sighing, Miguel stood and paced the living room. He couldn’t stand still, he had to keep moving. He wiped his clammy palms on his jeans then ran a hand over his face, scrubbing at the stubble that covered his jaw. He swallowed, his throat dry at the thought of finally seeing his mate. Two whole months had passed, and he had thought about this moment every day and now it was here, he struggled to control his nerves.

      “Shit,” he muttered. He hadn’t felt like this in years. Like a teenager on his first date.

      Driving here, his stomach had been in knots, his heart pounding in his chest. He was excited, nervous, and horny all at once and all those emotions were rolled up into one big ball that sat heavy in his guts.

      He wanted to make a good impression and be the kind of mate Jacques deserved. He deserved all the good things in life and Miguel wanted to show him the world. He wanted to be the one to make him smile, make him laugh, but also make him cry out in pleasure, make him fly.

      He heard movement behind him and turned to see Jared entering the room. “Miguel,” he greeted him as he walked over to stand next to him.

      “How is he?”

      Jared gave him a grim smile. “He has good days and bad days. Just as we expected given everything he’s been through. I’ll tell you this, Miguel, your mate is strong no matter what he thinks.”

      Miguel furrowed his brow. “He thinks he’s weak? Why would he think that? He survived.”

      Shrugging, Jared sat on the sofa and stretched his legs out in front of him. “I think he thinks he’s weak. He hasn’t said anything. I told you about his walk outside, didn’t I?”

      Miguel nodded. “A panic attack? I’m not surprised, considering. You said he hasn’t been out since.”

      “No, not really. We’re doing it slowly. He’s able to stand on the porch for around ten minutes now before he needs to go back inside. He is making progress, no matter how slow.”

      “He shouldn’t rush. He needs to take his time and be comfortable before moving on. My sister suffered from panic attacks for years until she did therapy. It really helped her develop coping strategies to use when she felt one building.”

      “Good, you understand what he’s going through then.”

      “That side of it, yes, but the other, no. I saw his hospital report. I know what they did to him, how they used him.” Miguel sat next to Jared. “How does he move past that? How can I help him, because I have no fucking idea, Jared? I feel so fucking useless.”

      “I don’t know. He’s seeing a therapist, the same one Troy sees, so maybe speak to her. I think she can help you better than any of us.”

      Miguel nodded, rubbing his hands on his jeans again. “I’ll get her number before I leave. I know she’s helped Troy.”

      “Nervous?” Jared nodded at Miguel’s hands.

      “Yeah. It’s not like a date, is it? This is life changing for both of us and he’s suffered so much recently. I feel it, Jared. I feel something of what he’s going through.” Miguel pointed to his head, then his chest. “It’s muted, but it’s there.”

      Jared grimaced and sighed, nodding in agreement. “I never knew what it was. What I was feeling. The feelings were there for so long that I couldn’t remember a time that I didn’t have them. You know Sacha hid the fact we were mates for years? It was always there, in the background, the connection that I just ignored. Maybe I knew but didn’t want to face reality. After we mated, I understood the pull, the connection. It took time, but we’re better for it and now I’m never alone.”

      “What’s it like? Being mated? I keep wondering how different it will be to what I’m feeling now.”

      Jared smiled, leaning back on the sofa and crossing his ankles. “The only word I can think of is amazing. Whenever I need to hear him, all I have to do is reach out for him and he’s there. I’m never truly alone and neither is he. The work we do pulls us from our families, but this way I can stay in constant touch with him.” Jared grinned at Miguel. “D and Jeremy send images to each other now.”

      Miguel’s eyebrows shot up. “Really? I knew you could talk, but actual images? That’s... wow.”

      “Yeah. It’s funny because I know when D gets a certain type of image, if you know what I mean. He disappears very fast.”

      Jared laughed, and Miguel smiled. He wanted it, all of it. “Sounds like fun.”

      “It is. Sacha knows how to make me laugh or how to be there when shit happens. Like that last search and rescue we had…. where we were too late to save them, but having Sacha there helped. Knowing I could reach out to him any time I needed him, his strength... it helped. As soon as he picked up on how I was feeling he… I can’t think of anything other than to say he surrounded me with warmth and love.” Jared looked sheepish, a blush on his skin.

      Miguel nodded, the mood changing as each thought back to the last mission. “If only they’d brought us in earlier. Maybe we could have prevented their deaths.” Miguel shook his head sadly. “Such a waste of life.”

      “Yeah, but they didn’t.” Jared sighed. “Sacha’s gone to get Jacques. They’re probably talking now. Give him a few minutes to get ready. This is a huge step for him considering what he’s been through. It isn’t going to be easy for either of you, but he’s a nice guy, Miguel. I think you’ll be good together. I think you’re exactly what he needs.”

      “Thanks. I’ll give him whatever he needs. Space and time, anything. I just don’t want him to cut me out completely. I want to show him how good we can be together.”

      “He won’t cut you out. I don’t think he can. The pull is so strong. I think that’s why Sacha stayed with me. He wanted to be with me in whatever way I wanted. All those years as friends.” Jared shook his head and sighed. “It’s over now,” he muttered quietly. “I have him in the way we always wanted.”

      Miguel coughed and pursed his lips. “So, any more news on the blood slaves?”

      “Those fuckers, using humans like blood bags, and Jacques too. Alessio, Sacha’s father, has been talking with the vampire council to try to find out who might be involved. The information we gathered from Graham shows this is a huge operation. Here and in Europe. We think multiple families are involved but we just don’t know who. We have the scar on Jacques as a key to how large this could potentially be.”

      Miguel grunted. “Three, one, two. Fucker scarred him with it. We need more intel.”

      “Yeah, the upcoming raids should help. I’m hoping we gather more information from them.”

      “When are they? I’ve not heard anything, and believe me, I want to know.”

      Jared shook his head. “No idea. The vamps are keeping this one close to their chests. Even Chester can’t get any info. I know it’s pissing Alessio off. He was the one who forced the council to get involved and now they’ve closed ranks on him and won’t tell him anything.”

      “Yeah, all that information we passed to them, all those numbers and names and we get nothing in return. How many others are still slaves, but the council won’t let us free them? I heard Sacha and Alessio think there’s more going on than we know about.”

      “I think they’re right. There are no human authorities involved either. It’s like they’ve closed up tight and no one is getting any information, except for what they allow.”

      “Maybe it’s damage control. The last things the vamps need is for humans to find out what they’ve been doing.” Miguel suggested.

      Jared shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe, maybe not.”

      Neither said anything else. Miguel couldn’t get his head around the vampire council not wanting help from people who knew what to do and had experience to provide them with the information they needed. Why would they turn down professional help? Why would they let their own people suffer for far longer than was necessary?

      Miguel shook his head in confusion, a frown covering his face. For now though, someone else was more important to him. Someone else who needed him.

      “So, Jacques is getting better, yeah.”

      “Slowly. Small steps, but yeah, he is. You can’t rush him, Miguel. You’ll have to be patient and wait for him. When he’s ready, he’ll let you know.”

      “I’ll wait for him, no matter how long it takes. He’s my mate and I’m not going to turn my back on him when he needs me the most.”

      “That’s good to hear.” Standing, Jared said, “I’ll go up and see what I can do to get him to come down.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      Jared nodded, and Miguel watched him leave the room. He stood and walked over to the window, shoving his hands in his pockets. Staring out of the window, he watched the trees sway in a gentle breeze. This place was good for Jacques. A place for him to heal away from the hell he’d been in.

      He could hear the floorboards creak above him, and he stood, waiting, because that was all he could do. Wait.
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      Jacques sat on the chair opposite Miguel and rubbed his hands together. Now he was here, he was lost for words.

      The silence in the room seemed heavy with tension and it felt like it was a heavy weight on Jacques’ chest. He wet his lips, glancing around, his eyes darting everywhere and anywhere except the one person he really wanted to look at.

      Closing them briefly, he opened them to find Miguel watching him, a small smile on his face. Jacques quickly looked away, his head bowing and his hair falling to cover his face. A shield of sorts.

      He heard movement and his head shot up, his eyes going wide, but all Miguel had done was cross one leg over the other and rest his ankle on his knee. He looked relaxed, but Jacques could hear his heart beating.

      His mouth watered at the sound and the thought of his mate’s blood pumping through his veins. He was overcome with the thirst to taste his blood, to feel his skin under his fangs. To hear the sounds he’d make.

      “Are you okay?”

      Jacques looked at Miguel and saw him point to his eyes. Shit, no doubt they were glowing with his need to feed from his mate.

      “I’m fine, thank you,” he muttered in response, trying to control his growing hunger around him.

      “Do you need to feed?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Okay,” Miguel said, drawing out the word.

      Jacques closed his eyes again, his head dropping forward. Why did his mate have to be so attractive? Was it wrong for him to find him this attractive after everything he’d suffered? He wanted to jump all over him, make him submit to his demands. Next time round, he would be in charge.  He was never being used again.

      He shot up and paced the room, breathing heavily. Needing to distract himself, he asked, “So, you’ve just come back, right?”

      “Yeah. Bad weather and heavy rainfall caused a river to burst its banks.”

      “Tell me about it, please, it will help to distract me.”

      Nodding, Miguel uncrossed his legs and leaned forward, resting his forearms on his thighs. Jacques sat on the chair and watched Miguel as he talked.

      “The weather was horrendous. Far more rainfall than they had predicted. It caught them by surprise. We were in the area after that search that didn’t end well.” Jacques nodded. He knew they hadn’t found the family in time. “We flew over and immediately got to work, helping to move people to safer locations. It was touch and go, the weather not helping, but we were able to get everyone out in time.”

      “You like it, your job?”

      Miguel nodded. “Yeah, I do. I didn’t know what I wanted to do when my time was up in the service and I needed to do something, desperately actually, and this job came up with Rescue Inc, and well, here I am.”

      “You do an amazing job.”

      “Thank you for saying that. It means a lot to me that you would say that.”

      Jacques smiled a little and looked away. He never had a problem holding a conversation before his time as a blood slave, but now he struggled to hold the simplest of ones. Sacha and Jared were wonderful with him, giving him the time he needed, but what about his mate?

      He glanced up when Sacha walked in with drinks for them and he gratefully took it, smiling at him. Miguel also thanked Sacha, and he watched him leave the room, wishing that he was staying instead. He needed a buffer, someone who could help him out, to give him time to think of something to say.

      “Would you like to go for a walk?”

      Jacques froze at the mention of going outside. He wasn’t ready. He could barely make it past the porch before he became a quivering mess.

      “Shit, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked. I forgot.”

      Jacques stared in disbelief at Miguel. He knew? “How do you know?”

      “I ask about you, Jacques. You’re my mate. I want to make sure you’re okay or if you need anything I can provide.”

      “And they tell you? Sacha and Jared.”

      “Not as much as I want to know. They respect your privacy, but I am your mate. I need to make sure you’re alright. I care about you. You’re mine.”

      “You barely know me.”

      “And I want to change that, but we go at your pace. When you’re ready.”

      “What if that’s never? What will you do?” How long would Miguel wait for? He didn’t know him yet.

      “Wait. That’s all I’ll do. I’ll wait forever if I have to.”

      “Miguel, I can’t...”

      “Can’t what, Jacques. Guarantee me the outcome I want? Nothing is set in stone. I’ve said we’ll go at your pace and I meant that. You can trust me.”

      “But what about you? What will you do while waiting for me?”

      “I don’t understand. I’ll be waiting for you. My sister would laugh her ass off. Me waiting. I’m not known for my patience in my family.”

      “You have lots of siblings?” Jacques needed to change the subject and was grateful when Miguel mentioned his sister.

      “Yes, a big Latino family. Three older sisters and me the only son.”

      “Are you the eldest?”

      “Fuck, no. I’m the youngest. No wonder I’m gay. They used to practice their make up on me and I went through a stage of having long hair. Not for long. I got pissed off with them styling my hair.”

      Jacques smiled. “I’m the oldest of three. A younger sister and brother. I don’t know what happened to them.”

      “I can find out for you. Did they know about you being sold?” Miguel grimaced as soon as the words left his mouth. “Sorry to mention it.”

      “I don’t think so. They weren’t there the day it happened, and you have no idea how glad I am that they weren’t.”

      “I’ll speak to Sacha. I’m surprised you haven’t.”

      Jacques closed his eyes. “I don’t want to know the answer in case they did know and agreed. I’m a shit brother for not asking.”

      “That doesn’t make you a shit brother. I think that’s called self-preservation. You been hurt enough, so why add to it?” Miguel glanced down at his clasped hands. “You sure you want me to find out?”

      “Just let me know that they are safe.”

      “I will.”

      “Tell me about them. Your family.”

      Miguel grinned. “You’re gonna love them. We have lots of parties for our friends and family. Family is everything to us. When I told them I was gay, my mom was like, ‘of course you are,’ and then asked me what I wanted to eat. My dad grunted and told me to get him a beer.”

      “And your sisters?”

      “All three of them rolled their eyes and then began asking me sex questions. Not about two men together but how to please a man. I have never been so embarrassed in my life. They wanted all the details and I mean all of them! Like what do you do with your tongue here and things about nuts and cracks and would a straight man be pissed if one of them tried to shove her finger up his ass when giving him a blowjob.”

      Jacques laughed outright at the look on Miguel’s face. “No! Really?”

      “Oh, yeah. She’s open about sex and has no problems experimenting. She’s bisexual and has had threesomes too. Rather her than me. I’m a one man kinda guy.”

      “You are now,” Jacques muttered, the smile falling from his face.

      “You have no idea how happy I am about that, Jacques.”

      Jacques shivered. He loved the way he said his name. He reached forward to pick up his drink and accidentally knocked it to the floor, spilling the coffee. He bent down to pick it up at the same time as Miguel stood up and reached for it.

      All Jacques saw was his hand reaching towards him and he reacted, cowering on the floor, his arm covering his face and head. He heard Miguel’s indrawn breath and then felt his hand circle his wrist and pull him up. Once he was upright, Miguel stepped away, his hands held in front of him.

      “Are you okay, Jacques?”

      He jumped back away from him, shaking his head as tears ran down his face. Spinning, he ran from the room, hearing Miguel shout his name from behind.

      Slamming his bedroom door shut behind him, Jacques lay on the bed, his face buried in his pillow. He felt the bed move and then Sacha was stroking his hair back from his forehead, making him cry even more.
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck!”

      “What happened?” Jared asked, as soon as he stormed into the room.

      Miguel paced the room, running his hands through his hair. “He knocked his drink over and he went to get it at the same time as me and he must have thought I was going to hit him. He fucking cowered at my feet, Jared! He’s the last person I would ever lay a hand on. He’s my mate! I would never lay a hand on him.” As he talked, Miguel continued to pace the room, unable to comprehend why his mate would think he would hurt him. He couldn’t get the look of abject fear on Jacques’ face out of his mind. That look of terror was burned into his memory. A look he would never forget.

      Jared stepped in front of him and gripped his shoulders, causing him to stop. “He doesn’t know you, Miguel, not yet. All he knows is what he’s suffered. You know what he went through at Graham’s hands. There was always a chance he would react this way. Give him time.”

      Miguel closed his eyes, breathing deeply. Nodding, he opened them, and asked, “Why would he think I would hurt him? He understands about mates, doesn’t he? He should know I wouldn’t hurt him.”

      “Of course, he does, but what has his experience been of mates? Other than me and Sacha, the only other couple he knows are his parents. What do we know about their relationship? Maybe it was good, maybe not so good. And you need to remember his father sold him and his mother let him. Give him time, Miguel.”

      “I want to, man. I really want to, but I can feel him. I can feel how this has fucked him up. It’s weird, but it’s stronger right now.”

      “Because you two are close together. He’s literally above our heads. Being so close can amplify the emotions you’re both feeling.”

      “Amplify? Shit, Jared. That’s a big word from you.”

      “Oh, fuck off,” Jared said with a grin.

      “So, the closer together we are, the stronger the emotional connection?”

      “Yeah, and it’ll change after you mate. You can send emotions through the connection, and you know about the telepathy and image thing.”

      Miguel took a deep breath and released it slowly. “I need to go then and give him the space he needs.” Staring at Jared, Miguel asked, “You’ll let me know how he is, won’t you?”

      “You know I will.”

      “Okay.” Miguel walked into the kitchen and paused by the door. “I don’t want to leave him like this.”

      Jared gripped his shoulder. “I know you don’t, but we don’t have a choice right now.”

      Miguel glanced over his shoulder at Jared and gave him a weak smile. “Let me know how he is later.”

      “I will.”

      Miguel nodded and walked out, closing the door behind him. When he reached his truck, he got in and sat in the driver’s seat staring back at the house and the window to the bedroom he knew Jacques was in.

      It was hard to describe the emotions he could feel coming through their connection. Muted, but still there, in the background. They hadn’t even mated yet and Miguel was hyperaware of Jacques.

      Well, he would find some peace for his mate. He would find everyone who’d hurt and abused him and make them pay for what they had done. Maybe then Jacques would feel safe and they could move on and try to be a couple. Miguel wouldn’t do anything to harm Jacques, but he would do everything to keep him safe. Jacques was his and there was nothing Miguel wouldn’t do to ensure his safety.
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      Jacques lay on the bed with Sacha comforting him. The way he’d reacted to Miguel. What must he think of him?

      “He knows what you went through, Jacques. He won’t think any less of you.”

      “Shit, I said that out loud, didn’t I?”

      Sacha chuckled. “You did, but don’t worry. Miguel seems like a nice guy. He calls every day to see how you are.”

      “I know.”

      “What actually happened, Jacques? What did he do?”

      “It wasn’t his fault. I just reacted. I thought he was going to hit me because I’d knocked the cup over, but he was only trying to help. I’m a mess, Sacha.”

      “No, you’re not. You’ve suffered, Jacques, and it’s going to take time and patience for you to move on. I can help you with the patience part.” Sacha chuckled.

      “Ten years, didn’t you say?” Jacques asked as he sat up.

      “Yeah, and Jared was pissed as hell when he found out I’d kept it from him. I thought I’d ruined our friendship.”

      “But you didn’t?”

      Sacha smiled, smoothing out the bedding. “No, he took me out for lunch and then we went home and mated. He’d thought about it after watching Jeremy and Donnie together and realized he wanted that for us too, that he couldn’t imagine a life without me in it.”

      “I like them,” Jacques said.

      “Yeah, they are great people. You couldn’t ask for a better friend than Jeremy.” Sacha paused, clearly thinking about what to say as Jacques waited. “You’ve been through a lot in the six months you were with Graham.” Jacques snorted, and Sacha raised an eyebrow at him. “Yes, you were a blood slave, but I know more than that happened. I know it did because you’ve told me, and Miguel does because he was there. Has it stopped him from wanting to be with you? No, because he calls every day, and he came today. He’s giving you the time you need to recover.”

      “I know,” Jacques whispered, acknowledging the truth in Sacha’s words. “I’m scared.”

      “I know you are, but take all the time you need. See him, if you want. He can come here and you two can talk and just get to know each other. Likes and dislikes, family and friends. You know, the usual stuff.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “That’s all I ask, Jacques.” Sacha stood up and stretched, groaning as he rubbed his back. “Damn, man.”

      “You weren’t saying that last night.”

      Sacha flashed him a grin and walked towards the bedroom door. “Come on. Let’s get something to eat and then you can feed. You’ll need the blood after today.”

      Sighing, Jacques stood and followed Sacha downstairs, finding Jared in the kitchen already preparing food. He watched Sacha walk up to him and they shared a kiss, both smiling. The way they looked together, no one could mistake them for anything other than a couple in love.

      Jacques sat at the table and stared at the grains in the wood. He wanted that too, and he wanted to have that connection with his mate, but as soon as he thought of anything sexual with Miguel, he reacted with fear.

      He listened as they talked, discussing Sacha’s work and how his father was doing with the council. Not great, by the sounds of things, and it was frustrating him.

      “I don’t understand why they wouldn’t be more receptive to our help.”

      Jared grunted. “And admit they need help? They are too stuck up their own asses.”

      “Father said something similar yesterday.”

      “You need to find out why they won’t accept your help,” Jacques said quietly.

      “What do you know?” Jared asked, sitting at the table opposite him.

      How much could he reveal? What could he say that would help but not give away how much he actually knew? He liked Sacha and Jared, but he wasn’t sure if he completely trusted them yet. Swallowing, Jacques muttered, “I heard one of their voices while I was at Graham’s. Don’t know who.”

      Jared stared intently before saying, “You do, but you can’t say.”

      Jacques eyes flicked up to Jared’s then back down to the table. “That’s all I know.” Maybe he shouldn’t have said that. He’d seen enough, had heard enough to know that what they’d seen at Graham’s went further than they knew.

      “That’s all you can tell us.” Jacques pushed his chair back and froze when Jared reached out and grabbed his hand. “You’re scared, I get it. When you feel ready, tell me more, but anything you are willing to tell me now, I’d appreciate.” Jared released his wrist and Jacques stared at it but there was no mark. Jared hadn’t hurt him.

      “Just, you need to investigate the council. Please don’t ask for more than that.”

      Jared nodded and glanced at Sacha, the two obviously talking telepathically. “Sit back down, Jacques, you’re making the place look untidy.” Jared ruffled his hair as he walked past and Jacques growled at him which made him laugh.

      “Jared,” Sacha warned.

      “What? He has such long, flowing hair. I can’t help it if I feel the need to ruffle it every time he walks past.”

      “Do you have any idea how long it takes me to do my hair?” Jacques demanded, hands on hips.

      Grinning, Jared leaned back on the counter. “Why, yes, I do.”

      “Why you...” Jacques spluttered.

      “Little shit, is what you’re looking for,” Sacha said.

      “I’ve been thinking of cutting it off.”

      Jared grinned. “I don’t know if Miguel would like that. He’s told me he loves your hair.”

      “They all loved my hair. Easier to pull me around and position me how they wanted.”

      Silence descended in the kitchen and Jacques slammed a hand over his mouth. That was the last thing he’d meant to say. Jared straightened from the counter and moved slowly towards him. He pulled a chair out. “Sit,” he ordered.

      Jacques did and stared at Sacha, who was frowning at Jared. Jared left the kitchen but returned a minute later with a pair of scissors in his hands.

      “Fuck Miguel. I’ll cut it now, if you want.”

      Jacques trembled in his chair, staring at the scissors Jared held in his hand. He remembered all the times his hair had been pulled, or grabbed, or ripped out. Slowly, he nodded. He needed to do this. Cutting his hair may help to dim those memories.

      “I’m not the best. When you’re ready, we’ll take you to a proper hairdresser, but for now, I’ll do the best I can.”

      Nodding again, Jacques breathed heavily. He closed his eyes and nodded again, stronger, firmer this time.

      “I’m going to touch your hair now, Jacques.”

      God, Jared knew to tell him. He felt him pull all the strands back and as the scissors cut through, a tear fell. Sacha moved over to him and held his hand, letting him know he wasn’t alone.

      More tears followed the more Jared cut and Jacques watched his hair fall to the floor. It was a cathartic moment for him. Like watching the hair fall away removed the strength the memories had on him.

      Eventually, Jared stood in front of him and nodded. Sacha leaned closer and lifted his hand slowly, so Jacques could see it and ran his fingers through the short strands at the front.

      “You’ve done a good job, Jared. I’m impressed.”

      “It’s... it’s okay?”

      Sacha handed him a tissue and smiled. “It is. Maybe a little tidying up needed, but for now, it’s good.”

      Jacques lifted his hands and ran his fingers through his hair. It felt so different now. He was so used to having long hair that this shortened version felt alien to him. He stood and walked over to the mirror, gasping in shock when he saw it.

      It was so much shorter than before. Jared had cut it close to the back and sides and had left a little length on top.

      “Could do with the clippers on the back and sides to smooth it out. Want me to do it?”

      Jacques looked at Jared through the mirror and nodded. “Please.”

      Dropping a kiss on Sacha’s lips, Jared disappeared again, and when he returned he had the clippers. Ten minutes later, and a lot of swearing from Jared, Jacques was done.

      Once again, he stood in front of the mirror. Jacques stared at the male in front of him. He barely recognized himself. He’d had long hair for years and now he could suddenly see his face. But that wasn’t the only difference. It felt strange to not be carrying the weight. His head felt lighter.

      “Use less shampoo,” Jared said, gathering the clippers and scissors.

      Jacques laughed suddenly. “Okay, I’ll remember that.”

      “Right, Jared. Clean up this kitchen. It’s time to eat.” Sacha ordered, grinning at his mate.

      With a final look in the mirror, a quick smile at the new him, Jacques turned away.
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        * * *

      

      Miguel sat on his sofa watching a football match. Not that he was paying any attention to it. His thoughts were firmly fixed on one man. His mate.

      He’d fucked up. Somehow it was his fault, and he needed to find a way to make it up to him. He needed to fix the mess he’d created.

      He leaned back, staring up at the ceiling. It had started out good. They were talking, starting to get to know each other. He’d made him smile, and that was a bonus in Miguel’s eyes. And then the cup happened. He should have known how Jacques would react. He knew what had been done to him during his time as a blood slave. He knew what Jacques had endured, what he’d suffered, but he’d acted instinctively, and, in that moment, he’d lost all the ground he’d made.

      He wanted to find every single one of the men who had taken something from his mate and tear them apart. Make them suffer like his Jacques had. Make them plead and beg, make them wish their life was over.

      He rubbed the heaviness in his chest. Ever since he’d met Jacques, he carried this void around within him. A hole in his chest that was just for his mate.

      He had to give him time and part of him wanted to, but another part wanted to protect his mate and cherish him. He wanted to make sure he was safe and cared for. Make sure he was loved, but how could Miguel do that when he had his mate running scared from him?

      His cell beeped, and he picked it up, staring in shock as a picture appeared. Jacques, with much shorter hair. The hair Miguel wanted to run his fingers through was now gone and Jacques was stunning without it.

      The text from Jared with a brief explanation why had Miguel closing his eyes, his head dropping and his heart aching.

      Miguel quickly texted Jared back. Does he seem better now it’s gone?

      Yeah, he does.

      Then it was worth cutting it.

      Miguel, he cried when I cut it. Damn almost had me in tears too.

      Such a hard man Jared but seriously though thanks, man.

      No problem. Call him tomorrow. Give him a day to get used to the changes.

      Will do.

      Staring at the picture on his cell, Miguel ran his finger over the image of his mate. He looked younger now his hair was gone. It even looked like some of the stress he carried around with him had lessened too.

      He saved the photo and grabbed his half empty bottle of beer. Draining it, he went to the kitchen and grabbed another one from the refrigerator and popped the cap.

      Leaning back on the counter, he unlocked his cell and stared at the picture again. Damn, his mate was hot. Even though he knew what Jacques had suffered, was suffering, Miguel still couldn’t stop himself from imagining fucking Jacques. He wanted to lay him out on a bed and worship his body, touch him, kiss him and lick him everywhere.

      Groaning, his rubbed his hand over his hard dick, enjoying the friction.

      Was he sick to be thinking these thoughts about his mate? His mate who had been fed from and abused? He couldn’t stop himself and he had his hard dick out and in his hand within seconds. Stroking his hard length, Miguel closed his eyes, picturing Jacques kneeling at his feet, sucking and stroking him.

      It took mere seconds before Miguel was coming, crying out, calling Jacques’ name as ropes off come covered his hand and the floor below him. He panted as the sweat on his skin cooled and he leaned against the counter until he was sure his legs would support him.

      “I’m a sick fuck,” he muttered.

      He grabbed some paper towels and cleaned up as best he could, then walked towards his bedroom before moving into the bathroom, where he stripped and stepped into the shower, jumping as the cold spray hit in.

      He needed to figure his shit out. He wanted his mate, thought he was fucking gorgeous and incredibly strong. The wait was going to kill him, but wait he would as that was all he could do.
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      The table was littered with books and piles of paperwork with notes written on them. Sacha sat opposite, his head buried in an old diary, reading the entries from decades ago, a frown creasing his brow. He had a pen in his mouth and was busy chewing the end as his eyes scanned the page in front of him.

      Jacques stared at a family tree, seeing the obvious clearly. Their numbers were decreasing. Maybe it was natural selection or survival of the fittest. Sure, vampires were stronger and faster, but they had always had fewer births in comparison to humans. Now, they only had single births, and in some cases, none at all.

      Sacha believed it started after the Industrial Revolution and the human population boom that occurred then. It made sense. They’d come out of hiding at that time too, realizing that they couldn’t keep living in secret. They’d had struggles with humans after they’d revealed their existence, but overall most humans treated them normally. They overcame their difference and now lived in relative peace.

      Mates, and subsequently, matings had decreased dramatically after they’d come out. Vampires had spread across the globe, their numbers diminishing in their hometowns. Less chance to meet vampire mates, but wouldn’t human mates be more accessible and easier to find? Jacques muttered under his breath, his eyes drifting over the paper in his hands. So obvious, but still unnoticed.

      “You’re right, Sacha. Live birth rates drop after we came out of hiding. Not at first, but within a few decades.”

      “It’s obvious when you have the numbers in front of you. Do you see how many marriages occur with someone other than a mate? They quadrupled a decade or two later. It’s almost like we forgot mates actually existed.”

      “That’s so quick! Within a couple of decades? I’d have thought it would have taken much longer.”

      “Me too, but the numbers and records say differently. Father’s still trying to access council records. They seem to be blocking him, politely.” Sacha pulled a face and Jacques smiled.

      “My parents are mates, but other than you guys here, they are the only mated couple I know. I have a brother and a sister. My parents are both vampires too, not mixed like you and Jared. Some vampires don’t agree with mixed relationships, so if they find their mate is human, maybe they refused them.”

      “Oh yes. I know all about those type of vampires as does my father. You have no idea how many vampires actually objected to my mating. Why would you turn away from your mate? Give up that chance of happiness simply because he or she was human. It’s stupid.”

      “Vampires objecting to mixed matings? If they’re anything like my family, then yes, I do know all about those sorts of vampires.”

      Sacha glanced at the paperwork covering the table. “But still, for these numbers...”

      “I wonder if that’s why...” Jacques stared at his unmarked wrists. For so long, they’d been covered in open wounds from the numerous bites inflicted on him. He lifted the sleeve of his shirt and ran his fingers over the scar Graham had left him. A permanent reminder of his ordeal.

      Sacha looked up from the book in his hands, a frown marring his features. “Wonder...?”

      “Blood slaves. There’s been a resurgence of blood slaves recently. Going back to the old ways. All in secret though. Can’t have the humans or vampires who disagree finding out.”

      “The old ways didn’t work then, so why go back to them now?” Sacha placed the book on the table and grabbed a pen and pad. “How many were with you?” Sacha grimaced when he realized what he’d said. “Shit, I’m so sorry. That was insensitive of me.”

      Jacques waved Sacha’s apology away. “I know of ten, but we were moved around. I can only guess to the actual number, but I would say over three hundred at least. My number was three, one, two.”

      “And we know others were involved. Other families.”

      “Yes, there was.” Jacques knew for certain others were involved but he couldn’t say anything and risk the lives of the other blood slaves still out there.

      “So, that means blood slaves numbers have increased over the years. But, why? I don’t understand? And the council must know something about it. How could they not, with the number of families and slaves involved? Unless...” Sacha stared at him, his lips parting in surprise.

      Jacques finished for him. “Unless they themselves are involved.” He ran his fingers over the scars again, feeling the damaged skin under the tips. A reminder that would never go away.

      Sacha reached across the table and squeezed Jacques’ hand. “What do you know, Jacques? Please tell me something. Anything. You can’t keep protecting them.”

      “I didn’t see much. I only heard voices. I wasn’t allowed to look anyone in the face. I had to keep my eyes on the floor at all times, no matter what was happening.”

      “But you recognized some of the voices you heard.” Jacques nodded. “But didn’t see faces so if you said anything they could deny it and move or kill the slaves. Destroy any and all proof.” Sacha shook his head. “This is a mess. How are we supposed to help them? As soon as we show anyone what we know, they could kill innocent humans. Hide all evidence and wait until it all died down and then pick up where they had left off. What’s the ultimate goal here? Shit, Jacques.”

      “Yeah, you get it.” Jacques paused, then added, “It’s bigger than you realize.”

      Sacha stared at him for a few seconds, then blew out a breath. “Right then. Tell me what you suspect, and we’ll go from there. Jared and the guys can work some surveillance stuff out.” Sacha waved a hand in the air. “Don’t ask me what, because I don’t know.”

      “What about Alessio? Won’t he want to be involved?”

      “I’ll tell Father. He can go and see what he can find out without letting them know we’re on to them. I wonder if it’s one member, a few, or all of them?”

      “Does it matter?” Jacques didn’t think it did. If one was involved, then they must all know. There was no way a member could keep that hidden. The amount of organization involved to keep, transport or kill slaves and hide the evidence… More than one member was involved. Jacques was certain of it.

      “I think it does. Some members have been on the council for years, others not so long, but your experience with them is different to mine.”

      Jacques furrowed his brow. “When a member retired, wouldn’t his knowledge and council possessions be passed on? So, wouldn’t the newer members know?”

      “No, I don’t think so.” Sacha shook his head in disbelief. “The entire council corrupt? I just can’t imagine it and if they were, what does that say about us as a species? I know there are vampires who have moved on and followed both sets of laws, vampire and human, but to have an entire council complicit in the keeping and enslaving of humans as blood slaves? They would have to choose their new members carefully.”

      “Can you imagine what would happen if the humans found out? What they would do to us?”

      Sacha stared in shock, the color draining from his face. “They’d hunt us down or lock us up. Make us live in designated areas. Say some shit like it would be for our safety. Marshal law would be brought in just for us. We’d die out, Jacques. With no mates, our species would die out in a few generations.”

      Jacques body shook at the implication of what Sacha said sunk in. “I’m scared, Sacha. The implications if this got out...”

      Sacha stood quickly, the chair rocking on its legs. “Yes. I need to speak to Father.”

      “Go. I’ll keep reading these.”

      Sacha pushed the pen and pad towards Jacques. “Write down what you know. No names, nothing that will give the identity away, but numbers, slaves, any locations you overheard. We’re still going through all the information we found at Graham’s.” Sacha gently touched Jacques scar. “Don’t forget your number too, Jacques.”

      He trailed his fingers over the scars again. “I’ll try.”

      Squeezing his hand, Sacha said, “That’s all I ask. I’m going to call Father now. Don’t be surprised if he visits later.” Sacha stepped away from the table and then spun back around. “My Father knows your family. He was upset when he heard what happened to you.”

      Jacques sucked in a sharp breath. “Does he want me to leave?” Please say no.

      “What? No, of course not, but we’re Italian and Greek so you might get a hug from him. He might make you a member of the family too.”

      “Oh, okay.” Jacques exhaled heavily. He might be able to handle that.

      “Right, let me make this call and I’ll let you know what he says.”

      Jacques stared at the paperwork on the table in front of him. Blood slaves, the council, infertility, and mates. How were they linked? Were they even linked? More importantly, if the council was hiding this, what else could they be hiding from them?
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      Spencer read the data in front of him, frowning as his eyes skimmed the page.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, everything is going to plan.”

      “Good. He’ll be pleased to hear this. We need to keep to our schedule. Everything must be in place by the time we are ready to make our move. Nothing can go wrong. We will only have one chance at this. If they find out what we’re up to, then all will be lost.”

      “Pathetic humans can’t see what’s right in front of them.” The vampire sneered. “They’re only good to feed and fuck.”

      Spencer grunted. “I hear you. They’re a disease on this planet and we need to eradicate them. The sooner, the better.”

      “We’re not far off now. Soon, all this will be ours, the way it was always meant to be.”

      “I can’t wait, Spencer. Rivers of blood will flow beneath our feet as we stand in glory.”

      “I hope not. That would be such a waste. We’ll drain them first. No point keeping them alive, is there? Why waste money on them when all we need is their blood, and the occasional hole to fuck.”

      “So, we keep some of the pretty ones as toys.”

      “Enough to keep us going. Kill the rest, but keep some for breeding purposes. We wouldn’t want to run out, would we?”

      “Not at all.”

      Spencer waved the papers in his hand. “I’ll pass this information on. He’ll be pleased with this.”

      Smiling, Spencer left the room. Yes, everything was going to plan. Not long now and the world would be theirs for the taking.
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      The sun shone brightly and Miguel adjusted his shades. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and shrugged the bag off his shoulders. Dropping it to the ground, he unzipped it and pulled his water bottle free. Taking a long drink, he lowered it and surveyed the area.

      They were surrounded by grassland with the occasional tree dotted around. Hot and humid, the sweat ran down his back. There was barely a cloud in the sky. Nothing to stop the relentless heat. He couldn’t wait to be somewhere cool with AC.

      Chester stopped next to him, also having a drink. Next to him stood Jensen Lamb, hands on hips staring out in front of them.

      “I think we should look at that cave network we found yesterday,” Jensen said. “It hasn’t been thoroughly searched from all accounts. The last thing we want to do is not search it and later find out that’s where they were.”

      Miguel gulped and busied himself by putting his bottle away. He would never tell anyone, but him and caves didn’t get on. He was terrified of small, dark places and caves fit in with that description.

      Ever since he was a boy and had fallen through the floor of an abandoned house, he’d been scared. It had taken hours before someone had found him. Hours alone and trapped in the dark. His fear had never left him, but he had become great at covering it up. If he could avoid going into the caves, all the better, but if they were to locate the missing children, he’d need to suck it up and get on with it.

      “Chester, what does Ale think?”

      Ale was in command relaying information to them as he received it. He’d know how far the search had come in this direction and whether the caves had been searched thoroughly or not.

      Chester pulled his cell free and quickly called for an update. Within a minute, Ale responded, and Miguel’s stomach dropped. They needed to search the caves.

      Shrugging his bag back onto his shoulders, Miguel followed Jensen towards the caves. He could hear Chester talking on the radio to Donnie, then Jared, and he knew at some point their teams would head this way.

      The cave network was large and extensive and would take all of them to search. Nine of them were out in the field, including the three other new members, and from what Miguel overheard, they would all meet at the caves once they had ensured their search areas had been completed.

      Caves. Just great. Fucking caves.

      Sucking in a lungful of air, Miguel continued on towards the caves, dread filling him with every step that took him closer to his own personal hell.

      “No news from the other teams, Chester?” Miguel asked, trying to distract himself from what lay ahead.

      “No, nothing. The area around their last known location has been searched repeatedly in case something was missed. Five kids on their own out here,” Chester shook his head. “We have to find them soon. Three days missing. Most if not all their supplies will be gone. The bigger question is why no one has called in? They all have cell phones.”

      “Reception issues? What’s the coverage like in this area?”

      “Patchy, the further away from town,” Jensen answered. “I checked before we left and made sure to pack the sat phone.”

      “How far out are we?”

      Jensen stopped to check the map and said, “From the caves, five clicks.”

      Miguel grunted. “Great.”

      “Not a fan of caves myself,” Chester told him as he walked past.

      “Yeah, me either. So, don’t worry, Miguel.” Jensen grinned at him, showing off perfect white teeth. “I’ll hold your hand.”

      “Fuck off.”

      Jensen laughed, his pale green eyes sparkling. He swiped a hand through his spiky red hair, then shook it off, grimacing. “Shit, it’s hot.”

      “Lucky you don’t have the pale skin to go with that red hair.”

      “Irish and Italian background.”

      Sighing, Chester interrupted. “Right you two. The others are going to meet us there and then we will split up and search the caves. There are several entrances that need to be searched.”

      “Just great,” Miguel muttered. “I can’t wait.”

      “Yeah, I’m not overjoyed either,” Chester agreed.

      “At least you can talk to Silas while we search.”

      Chester grinned. “There is that.”

      “I hope I have a mate. The connection sounds amazing.” Jensen sighed. “My last relationship didn’t end too well.”

      “Yeah?” Miguel didn’t know Jensen and wanted to find out about his colleague. “He or she?”

      “She. We’d been together for five years. Guess she had enough of me always being away.”

      “Shit, I’m sorry to hear that.”

      Jensen shrugged, sighing as he did. “Time to move on. How are things with your mate? Jacques, isn’t it?”

      “Slow. Really slow, but he’s talking to me and after everything he’s been through, it’s a step in the right direction.”

      “But he still speaks to you?” Jensen frowned. “He’s giving it a chance, right? I mean, I only know what you’ve said, other than that I know fuck all. I grew up in an area with no vampires. Rescue Inc is the first real chance I’ve had to know any.”

      “None in your unit?” Chester asked, stepping close to them.

      “No, which isn’t that strange, given the numbers.”

      “Yeah, I suppose so. I never thought about it.”

      “You were the only one in your unit?”

      “No, there was another one and Ale was there too. That’s where we met.”

      “And now he’s your son-in-law,” Jensen said. “Does it feel strange?”

      Chester shrugged. “Not for me. I’m a vampire and so I know how important a mate is. I can’t say the same for Silas. Even after all these months, he’s still not one hundred percent happy.”

      “Troy’s happy though,” Miguel asked. “I saw him at yours recently. They both look happy.”

      “They are, and I think that pisses Silas off too. Don’t get me wrong, he’s happy for Troy. After all that shit, he’s found his mate and is settled, college is going well too. But, Ale is older than him and even though Silas likes him, he wanted Troy to live a little, go out and see the world before he mated.”

      “He can still do all those things. Having a mate doesn’t take those choices away.”

      “We know that--”, Chester pointed between them all, “--but it’s Silas who is being stubborn about it. Troy’s his only son. He knows he’s being stupid, but he can’t seem to move past it.” Chester shrugged. “Give it a decade or so.”

      “Makes me glad not to have any kids,” Jensen commented.

      “I love Troy. He’s my son but I have a different perspective on the situation. Ale loves Troy and would do anything to keep him happy, but he fucked up and hurt Troy and Silas hasn’t totally forgiven him for it.”

      Miguel nodded. He’d been new to the team, still getting to know everyone and almost losing Chester during his first rescue mission with them. He’d witnessed Silas’ struggle with having a vampire for a mate, but he knew they were close and loved each other deeply.

      Then to have Troy mate within months of everything settling down and to a much older man in Ale. A man who had seen death and destruction. But when he thought about them together and put aside the age difference, he could see how good they were together. They fit.

      Troy made Ale live more, and Ale calmed Troy and was the support he needed. Yeah, they fit. He said as much to Chester and Jensen.

      “They do,” Chester agreed. “Ale has helped Troy tremendously and Troy makes Ale live life more rather than just go along with it. I can honestly say I’ve seen Ale laugh more since he’s mated Troy than I can ever remember.”

      Miguel’s cell beeped in his pocket and he pulled it out. He paused when he saw Jacques’ name on the screen. He’d never initiated contact between them. Miguel was the one who called or texted.

      Opening the message, he smiled when he read it.

      Hi.

      Hi, Jacques. How are you?

      Good, thanks. I was wondering how it’s going. You’re looking for some missing children, aren’t you?

      Miguel’s smile turned into a grin. Jacques was showing an interest in him and what he was doing. It was a start, a move in the right direction.

      No luck so far. We’re all heading towards a cave system. It’s the last place in this area to check.

      Caves? I love caves.

      Yeah? I hate them. Terrified of them.

      Will you be okay?

      I’ll manage. Have to suck it up and get on with it. I never know where I’ll end up, so I have to be prepared for anything.

      Boy scout?

      I was actually. What are you doing?

      Helping Sacha.

      How’s it going?

      Slow, but good. Found some interesting stuff. I have to go.

      Okay. Thanks for getting in touch.

      When he didn’t get a reply, Miguel put his cell away and quickly got up with the other two, having fallen behind when texting with Jacques.

      “Your mate?” Chester asked when he reached them.

      Miguel grinned again. “Yeah. It’s the first time he’s texted me.”

      “That’s great.” Chester smiled. “Small steps, Miguel, but you’ll get there, eventually. The wait is worth it.” Chester knew all about waiting, considering he waited months for Silas.

      “He’s doing better than I thought he would be, given what he’s been through.”

      “It’s a lot to overcome,” Jensen muttered, a dark expression on his face.

      Furrowing his brow, Miguel asked, “You know something about this?”

      “My sister. Took months of therapy to help her move on. A date gone bad.” Jensen shook his head, glancing away into the distance. “When he got out, I paid him a visit.”

      “Good,” Chester muttered. “Not that I think we should take the law into our own hands, but when something like that happens, it takes years for the victim to overcome and they always carry it with them. The perp gets a nice comfy cell and is out a few years later.”

      Jensen nodded but added nothing more to the conversation and they walked in silence. When they eventually reached the caves, Miguel swallowed, staring into the dark entrance. The cold, dark entrance that seemed to reach out and try to pull him in.

      Jared, Hunter, and Tank were already there, with Dodge searching the ground. Tank pointed and said, “Footsteps heading in. Several by the looks of it.”

      “Okay. Let’s wait for the others and then we’ll head in.” Glancing at Miguel, Chester said, “Miguel, you can stay here.”

      Miguel nodded, sighing in relief, thankful he didn’t have to go in after all.

      There was a flurry of activity as the others arrived and they set up their equipment and then Miguel was left alone, watching them split up into teams to search the various cave entrances. Even though footsteps had been seen here, they had to check the others to be sure they were all clear.

      A long hour later and word reached Miguel that they had found the children. They were dehydrated and cold, but otherwise in good shape. Miguel called Ale and from the noise in the background, he knew Ale had told everyone else.

      A few hours later and the whole team was sat in a pub, celebrating with the local police force and volunteers. Miguel sent Jacques a text to let him know they had found the missing children.

      That must be a relief for the families.

      It is. They’ll be fine in a day or two and back home. I imagine once the families recover, the children will be grounded.

      If it was my child, they would be grounded too. You coming back?

      I should be back tomorrow. Can I come and see you?

      Miguel sent the message and waited for a reply. After five minutes, he sighed and put his cell down. It seemed as though Jacques wasn’t ready yet.

      Another pint later and Jacques finally replied.

      Yes.

      Miguel grinned. He was going to see his mate.
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      Jacques sat on the sofa, biting his nail as he waited for Miguel to arrive. He’d told him to come for lunch, but he didn’t think he would be able to eat anything. His stomach churned, and his heart pounded in his chest.

      Why had he agreed to Miguel coming over to visit?

      He knew why. He wanted to see him, to hear his voice. He simply wanted to be around the man.

      He stared at the paperwork in front of him, seeing his name and those of his relatives. His family tree, but they weren’t his family anymore. No, they’d sold him like a piece of furniture and left him to suffer.

      Sacha had told him that the council had charged his parents, and their home and possessions were confiscated while the investigation continued. Jacques smiled. His father wouldn’t like that. He was all for the money and the fancy items. Flashy cars, expensive furniture, and priceless paintings. The finer things in life, and a gay son wasn’t one of those.

      Now, they were under council arrest, in a cell somewhere. If found guilty, everything would pass to Jacques. Not that he wanted any of it. If he never saw his family home again, he’d be happy. They could sell it and donate the money to charity.

      He sighed and picked up the paper, glancing over the names. He could see the decrease in numbers through the generations. Where two vampires had married who weren’t mates, there was originally two to three births but as the years passed that number decreased to one. There were now instances of no births recorded.

      His parents had been mates, and they had three births. A number that stood out among the others. Yet, people didn’t see it and Jacques couldn’t understand why.

      Did they think having blood slaves would enable them to have more births? He shook his head at the stupid question. He had no idea why, but he was positive there was a link. Why else do something that was expressly forbidden by the council? Yet, they were also involved, so what did that say about the vampire council?

      How much was hidden from them? How many supposed crimes were still being committed? Had vampires really changed their views on humans when they had revealed themselves? Or had they simply hidden that part of their nature, kept it in the dark, away from human eyes?

      It hurt Jacques’ head thinking about it all. The ramifications if what he was thinking were true scared him. The humans would imprison them. What about mates? What about the human mates if that scenario actually came to pass?

      He thought back to his time at Graham’s mansion. He remembered hearing several council men and women’s voices. He’d heard their names too. Knew how important a few of them were to the vampire community. They liaised with humans on law and order while secretly feeding from human slaves.

      Why the drop in numbers, in mates? Jacques knew they’d spread out when they came forward to humans, knew they’d moved to foreign countries to start new lives. Surely mates would have been found in these new locations. Nature had a way of doing things unless nature was flipping vampires off for the way they treated humans.

      Checking the map, Jacques could see where the vampire populations were located. Major cities only held a few, mainly on the outskirts. It was in the smaller towns that vampires tended to congregate. Jacques thought they’d mixed more with humans, but the paperwork in front of him said otherwise. He needed to speak to someone.

      “Sacha?”

      Sacha walked into the living room and grimaced at the paperwork in front of Jacques. “Yes?” he said, apprehension in his voice.

      “This here shows that the majority of vampires tend to avoid major cities. Is there a reason why? It’s never bothered me living in one.”

      Frowning, Sacha sat next to him and read the information in front of him. “That does seem strange. Father’s business is in the city and we have vampires working for us. No one has ever said anything about it.”

      “The vampires working with you are younger, aren’t they?”

      “Yes, but I don’t see what difference that would make. I can understand us wanting to be around our own kind. Even now, we still have attacks against us. But this here shows that we don’t mix well.”

      “If we don’t mix with humans, how do we find our mates?” As soon as he asked the questions, he remembered something his father had said. “That bastard that sold me said something about us mixing and being open, so the humans would be less afraid of us.”

      “Yes, the council ordered it, but that was decades ago. We came out to the humans, but it still took years before we left our homes and moved abroad.”

      “But we moved abroad and stayed together, forming our own communities.” Jacques pointed to the papers in Sacha’s hand. “Where did your father get this from?”

      Sacha smirked. “A friend who works with the council. We shouldn’t have a lot of this information.”

      “I don’t know why the council would hide this. They must see our numbers dropping. Why haven’t they done something about it?”

      “And they know about the slave rings.” Sacha rubbed his jaw with his hand, staring at the papers. “You know mated couples live longer?”

      Jacques nodded. “Are the council members all mated?”

      Instead of answering, Sacha asked, “What if they only want certain families to find their mates? Get rid of the crap and keep the rest?”

      Jacques furrowed his brow, shaking his head at the same time. “It couldn’t be that?”

      “Mated couples are stronger, faster, our senses become more acute and we live longer. Much longer than humans.” Sacha stared at him.

      “But there aren’t many of us.”

      “That we know of. How do we know if this here, --” Sacha waved a hand over the papers on the table, “--is everything? What if there are more of us than we know?”

      Jacques laughed nervously. “Like some vampire army or some shit?”

      “Sounds stupid, doesn’t it? About as stupid as vampires existing.”

      “I... “ Jacques swallowed hard. “Shit. It couldn’t be that, could it?” Jacques frowned, thinking over the repercussions of what they were suggesting.

      “I don’t know, Jacques. I really don’t.”

      “So, we have a supposed decrease in matings and births, we know about the blood slaves, and now the involvement of the council that may or may not be covering up something far more dangerous.”

      “You know Graham said vampires should be the true rulers,” Sacha reminded him. “What if that’s the plan?”

      “How would that work? There are billions of humans!”

      “Mated couples who believe in the cause, trained to fight.” Sacha countered.

      “It’s... it’s so... stupid.” Jacques shook his head, unable to comprehend the scale of it. “Unbelievable.”

      “I’m going to talk to Father and tell him what we’ve discovered.”

      “He needs to be careful,” Jacques warned. He knew what the council was capable off.

      “He knows.” Sacha walked from the room but stopped at the doorway. “Jacques, thanks for helping. I know this is hard for you.”

      Jacques gave him a small smile. “You’ve done so much for me. You and Jared. I should be thanking you.”

      “No need to thank us. We’re glad to help and I think I can hear Jared.”

      Jacques sucked in a breath. “Miguel.”

      “If you’re not ready, he’ll wait.”

      “No, I want to see him. I just wonder if it’s too soon.”

      Sacha walked back over and sat down next to him. “Go with what feels right, Jacques. Never question the feelings you have for your mate. He will wait for you as long as you need him to.”

      Nodding, Jacques breathed deeply. “I want to see him.”

      “And you’re cooking lunch for us.”

      Jacques chuckled. “Jared will be happy.”

      “He certainly will. I’ll go and meet them and send Miguel in.”

      He stood when he heard Miguel’s voice, the deep timbre rubbing across his skin and causing him to shiver. Just hearing his mate’s voice had his body reacting, and it scared him. He didn’t know if he wanted what his body was demanding. His mind and body were heading in different directions.

      The past was the past though, and he had to try to move on or he could be stuck in this situation for months to come and that was something he didn’t want to happen. He deserved a life, more so after what he endured. He’d survived their malicious torture and was slowly recovering.

      He wanted a mate, wanted Miguel. He was terrified. Truly terrified, but still somehow aroused at the thought of being near Miguel, smelling his scent. God, what a weird combination of emotions.

      He could hear Miguel’s voice coming closer, and he panted, closing his eyes, trying to calm his racing heart.

      “I can do this. He’s my mate, he won’t hurt me. He’s done everything I’ve asked.”

      His pep talk to himself helped and soon Jacques felt much calmer. He’d agreed to this. He could do this.  He was in control.

      Miguel stepped in to the room and stopped, almost frozen in place and Jacques knew why. His body vibrated with the need to touch his mate and he was certain it showed. Miguel breathed in harshly and Jacques watched his chest move, his fingers itching to reach out and caress him.

      “Jacques,” Miguel whispered.
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      Watching the way his mate moved captivated Jacques. The way his body flowed, his muscles moved in a way that kept Jacques eyes glued to Miguel.

      He stood when Miguel walked towards him, and Jacques’ breath caught. His mate was simply gorgeous. His dark skin and eyes, his dyed blond hair that Jacques itched to run his fingers through all drew him like a moth to a flame.

      Miguel stopped in front of him, his head tilted to one side as his eyes looked at him. He saw them move over his body, the pupils widen and when Miguel raised them back to Jacques’ face, he shuddered at the intensity he could see in them.

      Miguel’s features tightened, and Jacques inhaled, smelling his mate’s arousal. He could hear Miguel’s heartbeat, could almost feel the blood pumping through his body, and Jacques reacted, his fangs dropping. He fought his desire to bite and feed, but it seemed that Miguel knew. He was feeling it too.

      Miguel closed the distance between them and slowly raised his hand and stroked his fingers across his cheek and jaw. Jacques’ eyes widened at the gentle touch. He became so used to slaps, punches, and kicks that this touch was almost alien to him.

      “Jacques,” Miguel whispered. His eyes searched Jacques’ face as he licked his dry lips, watching Miguel’s eyes follow the movement.

      He heard the sudden indrawn breath and Miguel’s eyes widened further, the pupils dilating so much that the color almost disappeared. A flush covered his cheeks and Jacques raised his hand and touched the fingers stroking his face.

      Miguel stepped closer, so close they were almost touching and slowly leaned forward. He stopped mere millimeters between their lips, his eyes asking, and whatever look Jacques had on his face answered.

      Miguel slid his lips across Jacques.’ Once, twice and then a third time before moving back. Jacques followed and then it was his lips touching Miguel’s, his lips sliding across Miguel’s. Miguel groaned and suddenly, Jacques was pulled in, Miguel’s arms wrapping around him, their bodies touching.

      He whimpered at the feeling of Miguel’s hard body touching his, at the sensation of Miguel’s tongue licking his lips, and he parted them, letting Miguel’s tongue slide in.

      He moaned when their tongues touched and heard Miguel do the same. Miguel’s arms tightened around him and Jacques tilted his head, letting the kiss deepen.

      When the kiss ended, Jacques opened his eyes, and whispered, “Again.”

      Miguel nodded and kissed him again, his tongue touching everywhere in Jacques’ mouth. Jacques moaned again, overwhelmed by the scent and touch of his mate. He’d heard having sex with your mate was out of this world and he could easily believe it now. A simple kiss was enough to rock his world.

      Miguel’s hands slid up his back and pulled him even closer, so there was no gap between them anywhere. One of his hands stroked the skin on his neck, causing Jacques to shiver at the soft touch.

      “Jacques,” Miguel murmured, breaking the kiss and moving his lips across Jacques’ jaw. He kissed down his neck and Jacques let his head fall back, exposing his neck to Miguel’s lips and tongue.

      He shivered again, sensitive to his mate’s touch, his hands squeezing Miguel’s biceps. He could feel Miguel’s erection drag across his hip and he felt a second of panic, and then Miguel spoke.

      “Missed you,” he whispered against Jacques’ skin.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Shh. Don’t apologize. Take all the time you need.”

      “Miguel,” Jacques gasped, when Miguel sucked on his neck.

      His dick pulsed in his jeans and Jacques panted, feeling his balls pull up. God, he was so close, and all Miguel had done was kiss him.

      Miguel must have somehow sensed what was happening, because he said, “Let go. I’ll be here to catch you.”

      Jacques whimpered when Miguel continued to lick his neck and suck on the skin. He slid his hands up Miguel’s arms, one gripping the back of Miguel’s neck and the other sliding through his hair. He held Miguel to his neck and arched into him.

      His body hummed and his balls tightened. Electricity flowed through them and up his dick and suddenly, Jacques was coming. He gasped and cried out, his grip tightening on Miguel. Miguel continued to lick and suck on his neck, holding him as his body jerked.

      He held onto Miguel, his vision blurring. He hadn’t come in weeks and this one was explosive, rocking him to his core. He panted, his eyes squeezed shut, ropes of come pulsing from his dick. His body vibrated, ecstasy rushing through his body, and his mate held him throughout.

      When his orgasm ebbed, Jacques groaned and buried his face in Miguel’s neck. God, he’d lost it like some kid. He hadn’t done that in years and he’d done it in front of his mate.

      “That was so hot.”

      Jacques pulled back and stared in shock, his eyes widening at the words Miguel muttered.

      “What?”

      “You when you came. Fuck, the look on your face.” Miguel ran his nose along Jacques’ neck. “The way you smell. I can smell you now and I want to taste you so fucking much. I want to suck your dick then clean you up and get you dirty again. Feel you shoot your load on my tongue, swallow your come.”

      Jacques made a high-pitched sound and Miguel chuckled. Clearing his throat, Jacques whispered, “I think I want that too.”

      “I can wait until you’re ready, baby. There’s no rush. We do this at your pace.”

      “I don’t know... “

      Miguel framed his face and kissed his lips. “When you’re ready, Jacques. Nothing more until you say so.” Miguel kissed him again, longer this time. “Go and get changed. Nothing like dried, itchy come in your pants. I’ll be here when you come back down. You promised to feed me, remember?”

      Jacques chuckled and stepped back. He winced and pulled his jeans. “I’ll be a few minutes.”

      Kissing him again, Miguel said, “Take as long as you need.”

      Nodding, Jacques left the room and rushed to his bedroom. Stripping, he grimaced at the feeling of the come in his pants. A quick shower and he would go down to spend some time with his mate. Difference was now he didn’t feel so nervous. He wanted to be with him.

      Smiling, Jacques walked to the bathroom, eager to get back to his mate.
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      Miguel watched Jacques leave the room and closed his eyes. Clenching his fists, he breathed in deeply, certain he could still smell Jacques. God, the look on his face when he’d come. Miguel growled remembering it. He’d wanted to strip his mate naked and ravish his body. He wanted to lick and suck his dick, make him come in his mouth so he could taste it.

      He paced the room, his hard dick trapped in his jeans. He struggled to hold back, the need to follow his mate up the stairs and take what he wanted riding him hard. He wanted to have that connection he’d seen the other mated couples have. He wanted to be able to come home to his mate and tell him about the missions he’d been on and find out how his mate had spent his time.

      He wanted to be there for Jacques, through the good times and the bad, but most of all he wanted to be there to help his mate move on past the darkness in his past. Move on from the abuse and trauma he’d suffered and still struggled with.

      Miguel sighed and slumped on the sofa, hearing the muted voices of Sacha and Jared as they too, reconnected. At least Jared could stay in touch. Anytime he needed to hear his mate’s voice he simply reached out and Sacha was there, offering comfort and support.

      Miguel could hear movement upstairs and listened to the sounds Jacques made. Hopefully, one day he would be there with his mate, sharing a house, a bed. Sharing their lives together, the ups and downs.

      He wanted them to mate so that even if there was a distance between them when Miguel was working, he could always remain in contact with Jacques. He envied the other mated couples, and the fact that they could use telepathy to remain in constant contact. He knew they could send emotions through their bond and he wanted that as well for him and Jacques.

      He closed his eyes and listened to Jacques move around in his bedroom and grinned at the reason why. He wanted to hold Jacques on his arms with nothing between them, no barrier at all. He wanted to see his skin blush, feel him shiver and shudder in his arms as sensation overwhelmed him.

      He simply wanted his mate.

      Sighing, Miguel opened his eyes and stared up at the ceiling. He would do whatever he needed to, wait however long he had to until his mate was finally ready, and then they would bond. He knew he may have to wait weeks or months. Jacques had suffered during those six months as a blood slave and the last thing Miguel wanted to do was make him remember those awful times because he was too eager.

      Jacques came first, always.

      He heard a door open above him and then footsteps on the landing and down the stairs and he stood, pushing his hands in his pockets, waiting for Jacques to appear. When he did, he could see how shy and nervous he was. He could barely look him in the eye and he kept staring at the floor with the occasional glance towards him.

      No, Miguel wasn’t having any of that.

      He slowly walked towards him and raised his hand, cupping his cheek, and smiled. “Are you hungry? Sacha’s cooking.”

      “Oh, I was supposed to cook today.”

      Jacques rushed away towards the kitchen. Miguel smiled, following more slowly. When he walked in there, Jared was sat at the kitchen table, holding Sacha’s hand, smiling. Neither of them said any words, but the expressions on their faces spoke volumes as to what they were saying to each other.

      Miguel looked up and watched Jacques rush around the kitchen, finishing the food that Sacha had begun preparing.

      “What can I do to help?” Miguel asked, stepping up next to Jacques.

      “Oh no, there is nothing that you can do. I said I’d make lunch.” Jacques waved a hand towards the table. “Go sit down with Jared and Sacha while I finish this off and then we can all eat.”

      Miguel grinned at him and leaned over to kiss his forehead, which startled Jacques, and his grin widened when he saw the blush cover his cheeks. He pulled the chair out and sat down at the table, smiling at Jared and Sacha.

      “So, a little bird tells me you don’t like caves?” Jared said.

      Miguel shuddered and shook his head. “I got trapped in a basement when I was a child. I’ve hated small, dark places ever since.”

      “I love caving but got to admit I wouldn’t want to be those kids stuck in that one. Long winding tunnels, complete darkness, and the sounds echoing around them.” Jared shook his head. “They were five brave kids.”

      “How did they get lost?” Sacha asked.

      “They thought that they’d have a laugh with their scout leader and hide in some bushes.” Jared shook his head. “Unfortunately, the leader hadn’t noticed them missing until they’d traveled another thirty minutes, and by the time they’d returned, the five kids had moved on, trying to find the rest of the group. They realized it was getting dark, and one of them remembered the caves in the area, so they went there to shelter for the night. Again, unfortunately, they went in too far instead of remaining at the cave entrance and got lost. The only good thing to come out of this was the fact that all five remained together and didn’t split up. It could have been a very different outcome if they’d split up.”

      Jacques started bringing over the lunch, a simple Italian pasta dish, and they ate as Jared and Miguel continued to talk about the caves. Miguel was quite open over his fear, which was strange to him, because he usually kept quiet about it. But in the company of his mate and his friends, Miguel felt at ease and able to discuss it.

      Miguel brought Jacques into the conversation as often as possible, noticing that he was becoming more withdrawn. Maybe the kiss and what had happened between them earlier was causing him to pull away and that was something Miguel was hoping to avoid. He didn’t want Jacques to regret what happened between them, and by the time lunch had ended, Miguel had decided it was time to go.

      He helped to clear the table and said goodbye to Sacha and Jared then placed a gentle kiss on Jacques’ lips.

      “I’ll see you again when you ready. Just let me know and I’ll be here.”

      “Okay. I’m sorry.”

      “There is nothing for you to apologize for,” Miguel assured him. He traced Jacques’ cheek with his fingertips and smiled at him. “Text me when you’re ready, and I’ll be here.”

      With those words, Miguel turned and left, walking back towards his truck. When he got in, he started the engine and with a final wave at Jacques, pulled away.

      Small steps, but please, let it be in the right direction.
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      It had been over a week since Jacques had last seen Miguel, but they had been in constant contact, texting regularly. They had even spoken once. It helped ease some of Jacques’ fears and get to know Miguel and his family. It was clear by the way Miguel talked and wrote about them that he loved them all.

      Miguel was the youngest of four, having three older sisters, and he often had Jacques in tears of laughter, regaling him with tales of what it was like growing up with them. It sounded like Miguel had spent his younger years as the test subject for the girls to practice their hair and make-up on. He’d even told Jacques about the time his eldest sister had made him dress up in an outfit, so she could see what it looked like.

      Miguel often joked that was the reason why he was gay. Growing up in a house full of women was enough to turn him off them for life.

      Jacques only spoke a little about his family, but Miguel never pushed him and for that, he was grateful. Miguel understood why Jacques didn’t want to talk about them. Considering his parents had sold him to be a slave, knowing full well what he would endure, meant Jacques didn’t give a shit about them. The only two people he cared about were his brother and sister and he was still waiting to find out what had happened to them.

      The news reached him that his parents had been arrested and were being held by the council. He was also informed that all of their belongings and properties had been confiscated, but he still didn’t know what happened to his brother and sister.

      He hated not knowing about them and in all honesty, he couldn’t understand why no information was being passed to him. Had they been sold like he had? Were they somewhere being used and abused?

      Jacques needed to find out. He needed to make sure that they were safe and being cared for.

      Between talking to Miguel and worrying about his brother and sister, Jacques had been helping Sacha and Alessio search the records and histories. Genealogy charts, birth rates and deaths, the number of vampires alive at any given time and the areas these vampires lived in.

      The council appeared to be stonewalling Alessio, and Sacha would tell him how frustrated Alessio was becoming with them. His inside man was also struggling to find any new and relevant information that could help them in their search and they were worried that someone knew what was going on.

      They were sat around the kitchen table at Sacha’s, looking through some new paperwork that had been unearthed. Alessio was muttering in a mix of Italian and Greek, stabbing his finger at the laptop in front of him. Sacha sighed, stood and walked over to him, picking up the laptop and replacing it with a book.

      “Here, read this, Father.”

      “I don’t know why you have to have all of these things. Pen and paper work just as well.”

      “Yes, they do, Father, but it’s much easier to access information from across the world with this–” Sacha lifted up the laptop in his hand, “–than with that pen and paper in front of you.”

      “Don’t get smart with me, Sacha. I’m well aware of the limitations of pen and paper, but a laptop will never replace it.”

      Sacha rolled his eyes and sat down, putting the laptop in front of him. “Whatever you say, Father.”

      Ignoring Sacha, Alessio asked, “Do you think anyone that Jared knows might be able to, er, you know, get access to the council files?”

      Sacha widened his eyes and put a hand to his chest. “Why, Father? Are you asking for Jared or one of his friends to hack the council’s files? That’s a bit naughty for you, isn’t it, Father?”

      “Stop being smart with me, son.”

      Sacha grinned. “It’s just so strange hearing you say something like that. Breaking into the council system. I can say I would never have thought I’d hear you say something about breaking the law and hacking the system.”

      “Do you think Jared will know someone?” Jacques asked. “They could find out information about the blood slaves, Sacha. They must be our first priority. I know what they’ll be going through, what they’ll be suffering... we need to find them. All of them.”

      Alessio reached across the table and gripped Jacques hand in his. “Of course, Jacques. They are our first priority, and nothing will change that. Given what we found out at Graham’s, I can only conclude that there must be others being held. The number of people Graham would have had come into his mansion, the number of people who have been exposed to the fact that he had those slaves, tells us that there are others involved. This has clearly gone on for much longer than we originally thought, and it involves many more people, vampires and humans, then we are being told.”

      “Why do you mention humans, Father?”

      “Where else would vampires find the numbers they would need? I strongly believe that humans are selling humans to the vampires. It’s the way we are, isn’t it? The things we will do for money. There are people out there, humans and vampires, who think nothing of selling someone if it will make them rich. You hear about human trafficking rings all the time. This is no different, is it? They are being used for their blood and for their bodies.”

      Jacques whispered, “Both, yes.”

      “I’m sorry, Jacques,” Alessio said. “I don’t want to drag up any painful memories for you, but if you do know anything, if you can recall anything that happened or overheard anything when you were with Graham, please, please tell us.”

      Jacques pulled his hand free and stumbled from the table, leaning against the wall. His heart raced in his chest, a cold sweat broke out over his skin, and he moaned as painful memories rose to the surface. He knew he needed to say something, tell them something that he’d seen or heard, but he was still afraid. Even though he was free and far away from it all, he was still scared. But he had to. He had to overcome his fear and help the others. “The council knows,” he whispered. “I heard voices that sounded like members of the council.”

      Alessio stood and slowly walked over to Jacques, making sure that Jacques could see him. When he reached him, he slowly pulled Jacques into his arms and hugged him tight. “Thank you for telling us, Jacques. I know how hard that must have been for you. Can you give us a name? Just one for now.”

      Jacques nodded into Alessio’s shoulder. “Lagina. Councilman Lagina.”

      “Thank you, Jacques. That’s where we’ll begin our search.” To Sacha, Alessio said, “Get in touch with Jared and find out if he knows anyone who can hack Councilman Lagina’s system. There must be something there that can help us.”

      Sacha nodded, and his eyes grew distant. When he refocused on Alessio and Jacques, Sacha said, “This new guy on the team, Hunter Blanchard, is an IT specialist. He’ll try to access his system for us.”

      “Do you want to continue working with us, Jacques?”

      Nodding, Jacques answered truthfully. “Yeah, just give me a couple of minutes.”

      “Sit down, Jacques, and I’ll make us all some coffee.” Sacha stood and went over to the counter, putting the coffee machine on.

      Alessio helped Jacques to a chair and sat down next to him, again reaching out and holding his hand.

      “Thank you for that, Jacques. I know how hard that was for you to tell us. No doubt you’re very scared by it all and worried about what will happen to you. They saw your face, and they know your family.”

      “I don’t care about my parents, sorry for how that sounds. It’s my brother and sister I’m worried about.”

      “I know,” Alessio said. “I’m struggling to find any information out about them. My inside man has been blocked and is getting nothing at all. And what worries me more is the fact that we’re not getting any information about the humans who were blood slaves along with you either. Where have they been moved to? What hospitals were they sent to? We’ve been told nothing except they are all alive and well and are being looked after.”

      “Nothing at all about the humans?” Sacha asked, his eyebrows raise and surprise. “Surely they would have gone to the nearest hospital. Paramedics were in attendance, according to Jared.”

      “I believe so too, son. But we have been told nothing, except that they are alive and well and are being looked after. I phoned a couple of the hospitals in the area and one of them confirmed that they had received humans from Graham’s mansion, but they were released the next day and that’s the last I know.”

      “The council must have them,” Jacques muttered. He raised his eyes and looked between Alessio and Sacha. “They can’t have that information getting out there to the general public. What do you think would happen if they found out that vampires kept humans as blood slaves? The human authorities would want to get involved.”

      “But they were, Jacques,” Sacha said. “Silas was there along with the local sheriff. From what Jared said, deputies and officers were also in attendance. The local authority did know, and I have no doubt that Silas would have passed on the information. Graham was his father-in-law and Troy is his son. He would have done whatever was necessary to make sure this never happened again.”

      “Why are we hearing nothing, son? Why are we being blocked every time we ask a question? We always get the same answers and I’ve not been able to find any names of the people who were there, the other blood slaves. Not one full name.”

      “I was only ever around one, but I do know her name.” Jacques whispered. “Elizabeth Selby.”

      “That’s really good, Jacques. Thank you. Pass that name on to Jared and ask him if he and this Hunter can find out anything on her at all. They may want to try the hospital as well.”

      “I’m worried about them. I think some of them had been there longer than me.”

      “We’ll do what we can,” Alessio assured him. “We’ll do everything that we can, use every resource available, legal and illegal if necessary. I don’t like the idea that the council is involved in this and that they are allowing vampires to keep humans as blood slaves.”

      “And vampires,” Jacques added. “I can’t be the only vampire that’s been sold as a slave for another vampire.” He glanced at the paperwork and the books scattered across the kitchen table. “Maybe we should start tracing some of these vampires listed here and see where they are. Some of the younger ones who may have become too modern for the older generations. I don’t know if that makes any sense.” Jacques furrowed his brow, and Alessio squeezed his hand.

      “I understand what you trying to say. Because of your sexuality, your parents sold you. Vampires are born to produce more vampires and you wouldn’t have been able to do that. There may be other vampires out there whose sexuality has caused them problems.” He also looked across the table at all the paperwork. “There are only three of us working on this. At first, we were looking into this to try to find a reason for the decrease in our numbers, but now the scope has widened. We’re going to need more help.”

      “I could ask Jeremy if he could spare some time. I know he’s busy at the moment, now his business has taken off, but he’ll have a different perspective, being human,” Sacha said as he brought the coffee over to the table.

      “Yes, that’s a good idea. What about Silas? He will have people he can contact in different areas of law enforcement. Maybe we could use his expertise and his knowledge to help us further.”

      “I’ll ask Jared to speak to Chester. We should know fairly soon if Silas wants to help or not. I can’t see him saying no, considering what happened to Troy.”

      Alessio nodded. “Okay. We need a plan of action. What areas are we going to tackle and who is going to be in charge of them? What information we need to gather, where the resources are, who can help us, who we need to speak to.” He picked up his pad and paper and placed them in front of Sacha, who rolled his eyes. “Right, let’s get started.”

      Jacques inhaled and exhaled slowly. For the first time in a long time, he had a purpose, and he knew what he had to do. No one else would suffer like he had. He needed to end the blood slaves.
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      Miguel pulled up in front of Jared and Sacha’s house and cut the engine. He got out of his truck and walked towards the front of the house, knocking on the front door when he reached it. Jared smiled at him when he opened the door and beckoned him in.

      “Hi, Miguel. He’ll be down in a minute.”

      Miguel stepped in to the hallway, asking, “How’s he been?”

      Shutting the door, Jared walked past Miguel and led him into the living room. “He’s having a lot more good days than bad now. I think helping Sacha and Alessio has helped take his mind off it. He’s become more involved in the search for blood slaves, especially the ones he was with at Graham’s mansion. You know we’ve lost contact with them?”

      Miguel nodded, pushing his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. “Yeah, that concerns me, considering they were at the hospital and now suddenly they’ve gone. Where are they? And why haven’t we been able to get any details on them?”

      “Jacques was able to tell us the name of one of the human women kept there. An Elizabeth Selby. We’ve got a description, and she was at the hospital along with the others. She was discharged the following day, again with the others. From there, nothing. However, Hunter’s been investigating.” Jared waggled his eyebrows, and Miguel grinned.

      “Yeah, Hunter’s very good at investigating, isn’t he? Wonder where he learned the skills from?”

      “I imagine it was his time in the Marines. He never has said exactly what he did for them.”

      “Well, whatever it was, I’m glad he’s on our side now. The slaves need to be found.”

      “I couldn’t agree more with you, and that’s what Jacques has been doing. Going through all the records, beginning with younger vampires who might not fit in with the idea of what a vampire should be. Don’t forget, Jacques was sold because he’s gay. How many other vampires out there have had something happen to them because of their sexuality or their beliefs? Vampires are above all of us, you know. They’re better than us.

      I lived with Sacha for ten years before we mated and every vampire that I’ve come into contact with has never acted like they thought they were better than us humans. Alessio is seriously pissed off about it all. He knows people on the council, some of them are his friends that he’s known for years. He hasn’t taken it well that his friends could be involved in something like this. Sacha’s been spending a lot of time with him, the pair of them putting their heads together to try and figure this shit out.

      I’ve seen the amount of paperwork and diaries and histories that they’ve got to go through and that doesn’t include all the stuff that’s on the net or locked away in people’s computers and laptops. It blows my mind. I wish I could do more to help them.”

      “What’s Silas been able to discover? Surely as sheriff he should be able to open more doors and be able to get access to more information?”

      Jared grunted. “He still can’t get hold of a list of all the names of the blood slaves.”

      “Still? After all this time? We’re talking almost three months and we’ve still not got those names?”

      “Guess what was one of the first things Hunter had to do? He’ll have those names in his hands soon enough and then we will go, pardon the pun, hunting.”

      “It’s hard to believe all of this has gone on for so long right under our noses. How the fuck have they managed to get away with it? Human slaves being bargained and sold for blood?”

      “You look at the runaways first, the ones that people wouldn’t notice have disappeared. Those living on the streets, prostitutes, rent boys. The ones nobody would miss.”

      “Guess our mission parameters have changed.”

      “They sure have.”

      They both looked up when they heard sounds above them, and Jared asked, “Where are you taking him?”

      “Just around the house, if that’s okay. I know he’s made huge steps in going outside, but I don’t want to push him. You’ve got some land around here. We’ll just go for a walk and then if he feels like it’s too much, or gets overwhelmed, we can head back.”

      Nodding, Jared said, “Sounds like a plan. And you’re right, he has been making huge steps in going outside. Remember the first time he tried and the panic attack he had. Scared the shit out of me seeing him go through it. And it took a few days until he worked up the courage to try again, but since then, he’s been doing really well. I think having a sense of purpose helps as well. He’s desperate to save the others, to stop them going through what he did, and to do that he is going to have to leave the house at some point.” Jared looked at Miguel intently. “And then there’s you. Having a mate who he knows will wait for him and be there for him. That’s helped.”

      “I know what he’s been through. I was there when we rescued him. I’m not going to push for more than what he’s willing to give. I know how important mates are. I’ve been around you lot for too long. I know exactly what you’ll do to me if I do anything to hurt him and I value my balls.”

      They both looked at the doorway when Jacques appeared, giving them both a shy smile. Miguel walked over to him and placed a gentle kiss on his lips, smiling when he stepped back. He looked into Jacques’ eyes, seeing the slight slivers of red, and his smile became a grin.

      “Wanna go outside for a walk?”

      Jacques nodded and giving Jared a small wave, followed Miguel out of the kitchen and through the back door. “Where are we going?” He asked quietly.

      Miguel grinned back at him, taking Jacques’ hand in his. Giving it a gentle squeeze, he said, “Just round here. Nowhere too far.”

      “Thank you,” Jacques murmured.

      “So, tell me how your search is going, if you don’t mind talking about it?”

      “It’s okay, I don’t mind talking about it. Just between us, it’s a bit overwhelming. I mean, Sacha was saying that at first, they were simply looking at the drop in births of vampires. You know, decreased infertility. He thought that it might be linked to the lack of mates. It seems to be true too. Everywhere, vampires finding their mates has almost stopped, and no one seems to know why. It’s not like the council came out and said anything to anyone. It seems to have been swept under the carpet.”

      “Does seem strange that the council hasn’t come to anyone for help over this. You’d think that they wouldn’t want vampires to become extinct, but then again, if they have something going on behind the scenes that we don’t know about...”

      “Then the council wouldn’t have to say anything at all, would they?”

      “Scary,” Miguel muttered. Yes, vampires were less in numbers, but they were stronger, faster, and could do more damage. He’d seen some of the stuff that Donnie and Chester had done when it came to rescuing people, and it had staggered him to witness the strength they had. He, for one, was glad they were on the right side of the law.

      “Can you imagine if the council had an army? Seriously, they wouldn’t need many of us. Cut off all communication, so humans couldn’t communicate by any means, and then the human forces would find it difficult to liaise a counterstrike.”

      Miguel almost stumbled with the implications of Jacques’ statement. “That’s some scary shit, Jacques.”

      Jacques shrugged. “I’m just thinking of possible scenarios. I’m still holding out hope that not all the members of the council are aware of what’s going on.”

      “But you do know of some.”

      “Yeah, I do,” Jacques whispered.

      Noticing the change in Jacques’ behavior, Miguel changed the subject. “I wanted to tell you that one of my sisters is coming over to visit me. She’s going to stay for a week. She’s just split up from her boyfriend and wanted some time away from our parents. They can be a little interfering.”

      Jacques grinned, glancing at Miguel. “A little interfering?”

      Miguel returned the grin, saying, “Okay, a lot interfering. You’ll like her. She’s funny, sassy and in-your-face, but she is also the best sister I have out of the three of them. Don’t tell anyone, but she’s my favorite sister.”

      Jacques’ grin widened. “Your secret’s safe with me.”

      As they walked away from the house, they entered a small wooded area, and as they passed a tree, Miguel stopped walking and maneuvered Jacques against it. He looked up into Jacques’ eyes, muttering, “Is this okay?”

      Jacques nodded, his lips parting, red slivers appearing in his green eyes. He licked his lips and Miguel followed the movement, his own breathing increasing.

      He stepped closer, gently pushing his thigh between Jacques’ legs and leaned against him, rubbing his hard dick across Jacques. Jacques gasped, his eyes widening, his pupils dilating, and Miguel couldn’t help but stare as the green disappeared beneath the red that flooded Jacques’ eyes.

      He leaned even closer and brushed his lips across Jacques, letting his tongue slip out and lick them. He kept his eyes on Jacques, watching intently and making sure that he was into this as much as Miguel was.

      He heard a quiet moan, and he tilted his head, pressing his lips to Jacques. Jacques opened his, and their tongues touched, tangling together in an erotic dance. Miguel moaned deeply, his hands gripping Jacques’ hips, pulling him closer and rubbing their erections together.

      Miguel groaned again, desperate to feel Jacques’ dick in his hands, to feel the heat and hardness. He wanted to lick the spongy head into his mouth, suck up the juices that flowed free from the slit and swallow his come.

      He abruptly broke the kiss and dropped to his knees, staring up at Jacques as his hands moved around the front of his jeans. He saw Jacques bite his lip, and he waited for Jacques to give him permission to continue. A blush developed on his cheeks, and he slowly nodded, the red almost glowing in his eyes.

      Miguel sighed in relief and pushed the button through the hole and pulled the zipper down. He moved his hand slowly around the side of Jacques’ jeans and gently pushed them and his boxer briefs down over his hips.

      Jacques’ dick sprang free, bobbing in front of Miguel, and he moaned at the sight and smell of it. His mouth watered to taste Jacques and here it was, his hard, leaking cock right in front of his face.

      He gripped it by the base, angled it towards his mouth, and snaked his tongue out, licking across the wet, red, spongy head, moaning as the taste of Jacques’ precome burst across his tongue. He sucked the head into his mouth, his tongue moving around the edge of it, and then dipping into the slit. He bobbed his head up and down, taking that long, thick, hard shaft into his mouth and into the back of his throat.

      His hand moved in time with his mouth, sliding up and down Jacques’ shaft. His other hand moved between Jacques’ thighs and his fingers touched and caressed his balls. Miguel could already feel Jacques’ balls tighten in his hand and knew that he would be coming soon. He worked harder, keeping the suction tight on Jacques’ dick, and bobbed his head faster, moving up and down, taking more and more of Jacques’ dick into his mouth.

      He swallowed around the head and hummed, making Jacques thrust his hips forward. Jacques’ dick hardened even more, his balls pulling up, and he suddenly cried out as the first rope of come shot into Miguel’s mouth. He could feel Jacques’ balls pulse in his hand and he moved back so Jacques’ come spurted on his tongue and Miguel could taste him.

      He swallowed every squirt that Jacques gave him, moaning as the taste flooded his mouth. When the last come spurted from Jacques’ dick, Miguel pulled off and licked him clean.

      He looked up, smiling to himself at the look on Jacques’ face. His chest moved rapidly with every breath he took, his skin flushed with heat and his eyes were closed as he leaned his head back against the tree. He slowly opened his eyes and lifted his head to look down at Miguel, his mouth opening and closing several times before he finally closed it and gave a small, shy smile.

      Miguel stood, pulling Jacques’ pants back up and gently tucking his now soft dick inside. He leaned forward and kissed him deeply, sharing Jacques’ taste between them, and Jacques moaned quietly into the kiss.

      When he pulled back, Jacques whispered, “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “I know, but I wanted to. Was it too much?”

      Jacques swallowed, but shook his head. “It’s been so long...”

      “I’ve wanted to do it for a long time but was waiting for you. I didn’t want to do something you weren’t ready for. Do you want to go back?”

      Jacques nodded and fastened his jeans, and then slowly reached for Miguel’s hand.

      Miguel smiled and took his hand as together they walked back home.
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      Jacques felt like he was floating on a cloud after spending time with Miguel. What Miguel had done to him was unexpected, but Jacques wanted to experience it again. Of course, he’d had sex before, but after what he’d endured as a blood slave, he’d sworn off it. That was before he’d met his mate.

      The last place he’d expected to find him was when he was being rescued after six months of hell and torment. He’d been a weak shell of the vampire he’d once been, but Miguel had been patient and done exactly what Jacques asked. He’d kept his distance and waited until Jacques was ready.

      He was ready now to take another step forward in their burgeoning relationship. He wanted to do to Miguel what he had done to him. He wanted to kiss, touch, and taste him.

      He didn’t want to let the actions of the past affect his present, or his future. He wanted to break free from the chains that bound him and he wanted to do that with his mate.

      Jacques decided today was the day. Sacha and Jared had gone away for the weekend and Miguel was coming over to spend some time with him. Miguel thought they were just going to have a meal together, but Jacques had other ideas. Today was the day to take his mate and finally cement their bond. He wasn’t going to be held prisoner by his past. He’d once loved sex, and he wasn’t going to let them take it away from him.

      He ran his fingers through his short blond hair, again surprised at the length. He was so used to having long hair, feeling if brush over his shoulders and down his back. Now there was none, and it was taking him a while to get used to it.

      Glancing at the clock, Jacques realized it wouldn’t be long before Miguel arrived, and he needed to be ready for him.

      Standing, he walked away from the window, towards the shower, stripping his clothes as he went. Once he reached the bathroom, he was naked, and he switched on the shower, briefly waiting for it to warm up. Inside, he cleaned everywhere because today was the day he was going to mate.

      Staring down at his hard dick, Jacques grinned. After everything he’d endured, it appeared his body and mind were on the same page, eager to mate. He was ready to step into the unknown, an unknown with his new future mate.

      Once he’d finished in the shower, Jacques stepped out and quickly dried. He threw on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt and walked downstairs and into the kitchen, standing by the back door, waiting for Miguel to arrive. He didn’t have to wait long until his truck appeared, and Jacques’ breathing intensified, becoming fast and heavy as he watched Miguel step out of his truck.

      He opened the door and stepped onto the porch, feeling the slight breeze ruffle his hair, and he knew the moment Miguel noticed him because he paused and then began walking again.

      When Miguel reached him, they stared at each other and Miguel slowly raised a hand and traced his fingers under his eye.

      Neither said a word, simply staring at each other, and eventually Jacques reached forward, and taking Miguel’s hand in his, led him inside the house. He didn’t stop walking until they made it to his bedroom, and once they were both inside, Jacques closed the door quietly behind them.

      Miguel took a step into the room and looked around, his eyes wandering all over the place and Jacques waited. He could hear Miguel’s heart beating fast in his chest, could see his chest rise and fall with each breath he took.

      “I want you,” Jacques muttered, his eyes never leaving Miguel.

      Miguel slowly turned to face him and slowly nodded. “I can tell. Your eyes.”

      Jacques slowly closed his eyes and took a deep breath in, then opened them. He took the few short steps that separated them and pulled Miguel towards him, slamming their lips together.

      There was no slow build up in his kiss. Jacques wanted Miguel, and he wanted him now. As he continued kissing Miguel, taking control, he pushed him over towards the bed and then with his hands on his chest, he pushed him down.

      He quickly stripped and stood naked in front of him watching Miguel’s eyes wander over his body, his pupils widening as his breathing quickened.

      “Strip, Miguel.”

      Miguel removed his clothes and lay naked on the bed, his body bare to Jacques’ eyes.

      “On your front,” Jacques ordered.

      He saw Miguel take a deep breath in and slowly roll over, and Jacques bit his lip as he stared at Miguel’s high, firm arse. He wanted to lick and bite and devour, but he wanted to fuck Miguel more.

      He grabbed the tube of lube he’d left on the bedside table and coated his fingers in it, then stepped between Miguel’s spread legs.

      “Tell me to stop and I will.”

      Miguel shook his head and Jacques heard the muffled, “No, I want this.”

      Jacques slipped two fingers between Miguel’s tight ass cheeks and rubbed them over his hole, feeling the muscle pulse beneath them. He slowly worked them in, feeling Miguel tighten around them, and he asked, “Is this okay?” Even though he was desperate to fuck his mate, Jacques wouldn’t hurt him.

      “It’s fine, I can take more. I’m ready.”

      Taking Miguel at his word, Jacques got his dick nice and wet and moved between Miguel’s thighs. Spreading his ass cheeks wide, Jacques paused, staring at the hole in front of him watching it push out. Gripping the base of his dick, Jacques rubbed the spongy head over it, teasing both him and Miguel, building the anticipation of what was to come.

      “Now,” Jacques said.

      He pushed and slowly entered Miguel, not stopping until their balls kissed. At the same time, he slid his hands up Miguel’s back and gripped his shoulders. He leaned over Miguel, his head resting between his shoulder blades, and panted. Miguel was tight around his dick, all warm and wet, and it was almost too much for Jacques to take. He could feel Miguel shudder beneath him as he placed several kisses across his shoulder blades.

      “I’m okay.”

      Standing up, Jacques slowly pulled out, his head falling back, and he moaned loudly, his fingers digging into Miguel’s shoulders, the claws slipping free.

      He heard Miguel gasp, and he muttered, “Sorry.”

      Miguel shook his head and said, “No, I like it, don’t stop.”

      Jacques let his claws scrape across Miguel’s back as he moved his hands down to his slim waist and gripped his hips.

      “Hard and fast.”

      Soon as he finished talking, Jacques slammed back into Miguel and let his body take over. He repeatedly slammed into Miguel, the sound echoing around his bedroom as he grunted with every thrust, his fangs cutting into his own lip. The pain didn’t stop Jacques, if anything, it spurred him on.

      Miguel cried out repeatedly, muttering incoherently. Jacques knew Miguel was enjoying everything he was doing to him by the words that flowed from his lips.

      “Oh yeah... don’t stop... love what you’re doing... fuck, I’m gonna come.”

      Jacques squeezed his eyes shut, moving faster than he had before, pounding as hard as he could into Miguel’s ass.

      He heard Miguel cry out, his ass squeezing his dick so tight Jacques almost came, but he didn’t want to come just yet. He wanted to carry on fucking Miguel. Carry on taking what was his.

      He slowed down, and Miguel collapsed on the bed.  Jacques leaned over him, kissing along his shoulder blades, his hand sliding up and down Miguel’s sides.

      When it appeared to Jacques that Miguel was okay, he slipped his dick free from his ass and pulled him up so they stood in front of each other. Miguel gave him an almost dreamy look, his face flushed, his lips swollen, his eyes hooded.

      “You didn’t come?” he asked.

      Jacques shook his head. “I will now.”

      He pushed Miguel over to the wall until his back hit it and he moved his hands down to grip the back of Miguel’s thighs and slowly lift him off the floor. Miguel wrapped his legs around Jacques’ slim waist, his eyes widening in surprise.

      “Fuck, you’re strong.”

      “I’m a vampire.”

      Jacques slid his dick back into Miguel’s ass, and with his grip tight on Miguel’s thighs, he moved at a rapid pace, fucking Miguel hard and fast.

      Miguel’s head dropped back against the wall, his hands gripping Jacques’ biceps. Jacques knew it wouldn’t take long before he came and as he moved their bodies closer together, he trailed his nose up and down Miguel’s neck, breathing in his scent.

      He licked and kissed Miguel’s neck, feeling the blood pulse through the vein. It wouldn’t be long until his fangs sank into that flesh and he drank Miguel’s blood, sealing them together and making them mates.

      “Please,” Miguel begged, bending his head further back and exposing his neck even more.

      Jacques growled and bit deep, Miguel’s blood flooding his mouth, and he swallowed, groaning at the taste that was his mate. Miguel cried out, his body shuddering in Jacques’ arms and he felt him come, his ass tightening around him. He felt the warm, wet heat splash up over their chests and his hands tightened on Miguel’s thighs as he continued to pound his ass.

      His balls pulled up, the tingling intensified, and he pulled free from Miguel’s neck, crying out as he came, shooting deep into Miguel’s ass.

      His body trembled and his hands loosened their grip on Miguel, allowing him to drop to the floor. They leaned together for several long seconds before Jacques opened his eyes and noticing the blood leaking from the bite mark on Miguel’s neck and he growled again.

      Miguel stood still, watching as Jacques sealed the wound and then licked him clean, removing all traces of his blood. Miguel’s hands tunneled into his hair, his fingers sifting through the strands, and Jacques slowly raised his eyes to Miguel, his mate, standing in front of him.

      He’d done it, something he wasn’t sure he’d be able to do a few months ago, but now they were joined and only death would separate them. He’d fought that battle and he’d won.

      “You know, you being stronger than me is such a huge fucking turn on.”

      Jacques grinned. “Really?”

      Returning his grin, Miguel said, “Oh yeah. Knowing you can pick me up and throw me around and do what you want to me. Huge fucking turn on.”

      “What if I want to tie you up?”

      “Well, we do know a certain sheriff.” Miguel waggled his eyebrows at Jacques.

      “So, any time I want to take control and fuck you hard and deep, I can? Make you feel me for days after. You’d have no problem with that?”

      Miguel pulled Jacques closer, holding him tight. Kissing him hard and fast, he mumbled against Jacques lips, “As long as I can do it to you. When you’re ready?”

      “What if that’s never? Will you be happy being the bottom?”

      “As long as I’m with you. I’ll take it any way I can have you.” Jacques closed his eyes as Miguel’s fingers traced over his cheek, his lips brushing across his. “You have to know how I feel about you now we’ve mated?”

      Jacques nodded. He knew the second the bond had snapped into place how deep Miguel’s feelings ran. “Me too,” he whispered.

      “Whatever life throws at us, mate, we’ll face together.”

      Jacques opened his eyes, smiling at Miguel. For the first time in months, he felt like he could face the future, as long as his mate was by his side.

      “Together.”
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      Miguel moaned harshly as Jacques rimmed him. He had absolutely no problem letting Jacques take control of his body, especially when Jacques was doing things like this to him.

      After they’d had sex, they’d had a quick shower and jumped straight back into bed and Jacques had taken over again, but not before Miguel had made certain he was okay. The last thing he wanted was his mate to push himself into doing something he wasn’t ready for.

      Miguel lay on his back, his legs in the air with his hands holding them up. Jacques had spread his ass cheeks and his tongue was doing wickedly wonderful things to Miguel’s ass. He was licking up and down his hole, occasionally sucking on it, causing Miguel to cry out in pleasure. He loved rimming pretty much like the next man and Jacques was a master at it. His tongue was driving Miguel insane, roaming all over his hole, up and down his crack, occasionally sucking one of his balls into his mouth and then moving on to the other.

      Jacques had already sucked him off, moaning as he’d swallowed his come, and Miguel was heading for a second orgasm. Jacques began thrusting his tongue in and out of Miguel’s hole, fucking him with it. Miguel’s legs shook in his hands, his stomach clenched tight, and he groaned loudly, pleasure shooting through his hole.

      He knew Jacques was going to fuck him after he’d finished rimming him. He kept telling him what he was going to do to him through their bond. There was no pain when they talked this way, which surprised Miguel because he’d heard that the other mated couples had suffered with headaches.

      Jacques kept using his tongue on Miguel’s ass, sliding in and out of his hole. Miguel cried out when Jacques pushed two fingers in, twisted them, and rubbed his hot spot.

      He arched off the bed, and it was only Jacques’ hand moving and holding him down that stopped him from pulling away.

      It was almost too much, the intensity of feelings Jacques was creating inside him, and as much as Miguel wanted to pull away, he wanted to stay and feel more. Jacques owned him heart, body, and soul.

      He could feel his balls draw up, the pleasure intensifying in them and creeping along his dick, which hardened even more, the head becoming a deep purple, as precome streamed from the slit.

      Jacques fingers and tongue tormented him, teasing every ounce of pleasure they could from his body and Miguel squeezed his eyes shut, sweat pouring from his skin.

      “Gonna... gonna...”

      The pleasure was so intense that Miguel struggled to speak, and he simply lay back and let his orgasm explode through him. He felt like he was screaming when the first rope of come shot from his dick and he barely had a second to become aware of the fact that Jacques had pulled his finger and tongue from his ass and replaced it with his dick, pushing in deep.

      Jacques grabbed Miguel’s hands, entwining their fingers together, and lay over him, his hips moving quickly, his dick pumping in and out of Miguel’s tight ass. The angle of Jacques’ thrusts had his dick rubbing over his sensitive gland and Miguel made a high-pitched keening sound every time they touched.

      He twisted his head to the side when he saw the red glow in Jacques’ eyes and he heard him hiss seconds before Jacques’ fangs pierced his skin. Another orgasm wracked his body and Miguel arched up, feeling Jacques’ body stutter above him as he came. His hips slammed into Miguel’s and ground against them before he pulled out and slammed back in.

      Jacques collapsed on him, both panting heavily, sweat coating them. Miguel squeezed Jacques’ hands, feeling him return the motion. Jacques gently pulled free and lay next to Miguel on the bed. Miguel stared up at the ceiling, the sweat cooling on his skin, and he ran his thumb over the back on Jacques’ hand, enjoying the simple touch.

      “You sure have some stamina, Jacques.”

      “Too much?” Jacques sat up and ran a hand up and down Miguel’s chest. “I’m sorry. I keep forgetting you’re not a vampire.”

      “Please,” Miguel muttered, rolling his eyes. “I’m not complaining and me being human has nothing to do with it. I love you taking control and throwing me around. I’ve always wanted to be with someone who could do that to me. Sure, I like topping, but I love being dominated too.”

      Jacques smiled, his eyes dancing. Leaning closer, he whispered in Miguel’s ear, “What if I wanted to make you crawl?”

      Miguel’s eyes jumped to Jacques, seeing the red begin to glow in them. “You like that,” Miguel whispered in awe.

      “Yeah. It was something I wanted to look into more, but... yeah, never happened.”

      Miguel reached up and cupped Jacques’ cheek. “I’ve never thought about it much. I don’t mind trying. I can speak to Chester.”

      Tilting his head, Jacques asked, “Why Chester?”

      “He likes it. Likes Silas being in control. He’s been into it for years and could tell me more about it.”

      “You don’t mind?”

      “What? You dominating me?” Furrowing his brow, Miguel thought about it. He’d had a passing interest some years previous but hadn’t done anything about it. “Would I always want you to dominate me?” Miguel mused.

      “Not all the time. I don’t want our sex life to be just that.”

      “What if I wanted to be in charge? How do you feel about it?”

      Jacques reared back and hastily got off the bed. Miguel smiled sadly, watching Jacques pace the room, his hands tucked into his armpits.

      “I... I want to... “ Jacques quickly glanced over to him, then away just as fast.

      “Whenever you’re ready. I’m happy with what we have now.”

      Jacques sat in the edge of the bed, his arms falling between his spread legs. “I know I’m not giving you everything.”

      Sitting up, Miguel asked, “How do you know? You can feel me through our bond, so tell me what I’m feeling?”

      Jacques looked over at him. “Love. Affection.” He suddenly grinned. “Satisfaction.”

      “So, you now know everything’s good, yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Sometimes, when I’m put in the field, I do things I don’t want to but have no choice in. I shot a man recently. He was holding his kids hostage and we couldn’t do anything to get him to release them. I’m a sniper, great with guns. I took him out. I knew I had to do it, and I felt glad that I’d saved the kids, but I still took someone’s life.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jacques whispered, moving closer to lean his head on Miguel’s shoulder.

      “It had to be done. Everything else had failed, and he was a danger to his own kids. When I returned, I hit the gym hard. I needed to get rid of the shitty feelings I had. Who knows, maybe you punishing me will help.”

      Miguel watched Jacques lift his head from his shoulders, his eyes glowing. “Really?”

      “Really? You like that, don’t you?”

      “Not what you’ve gone through, no, but the idea of dominating you, making you do what I want...”

      “Crawling on the floor, obeying your commands,” Miguel finished for him. Staring down at his rock-hard dick, Miguel muttered, “Well, look at that.”

      He lifted his eyes back to Jacques, seeing his chest move rapidly. His eyes glowed bright in the semi-dark room and his fangs were on show.

      “I..” Jacques swallowed.

      “How do you want me?” Miguel asked quietly.

      “I’m…” Jacques sighed. “I don’t know if I want you to do this because of what I went through.”

      “Did you want this before? You said you were interested?”

      “I was, but what if, you know, what happened has done something?”

      “Why don’t we try, and you’ll know. Be honest with yourself though.” Miguel crawled off the bed and got on his hands and knees, staring up at Jacques, who hadn’t moved. “Sir?”

      Miguel watched and waited. He could see the confusion on Jacques’ face. He could feel the mix of emotions rushing through his mate. His desire to do this, and his fear that it was for all the wrong reasons. But most of all, he could feel his desire, the arousal coming through strong.

      Eventually, Jacques moved, coming to stand next to him. Miguel dropped his head, but a touch to his shoulder had him raising it again.

      “Never lower your head. I might be in charge, but we are equal.”

      Miguel smiled and nodded, then waited for Jacques.

      Miguel.

      “Jacques.”

      Jacques walked over to the wall and stood facing Miguel. “Crawl to me and suck my dick.”

      Miguel shuddered, the command rolling through him.

      He crawled toward his mate, their eyes locked together, and when he finally reached Jacques, he leaned forward and nuzzled his groin, rubbing his face along Jacques’ hard shaft. He moved down to the base and licked up until he reached the head and he sucked it in, moaning when Jacques taste burst over his tongue.

      “Oh fuck, Miguel.”

      Miguel shuddered again, loving the way Jacques said his name and the emotions that flooded through their bond to him. He bobbed his head, taking more of Jacques’ dick into his mouth until his nose was burrowed in his pubes. He swallowed around the head in his throat, moaning when he heard Jacques cry out.

      Yeah, he had no problem giving up control to Jacques. None at all.
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      The diaries lay open, the paper scattered over the kitchen table, the pages moving in the gentle breeze that flowed around the room. Jacques’ head pounded, the pain reverberating around his brain. He stared at the words in front of him, but they moved and blurred, fading in and out of his vision.

      Leaning back in the chair, Jacques sighed deeply. “I don’t think I can read any more tonight, Sacha.”

      Sacha gave an equally deep sigh. “Neither do I. There’s just so much information to take in.”

      “Do you wonder if we made a mistake in revealing our existence to the humans?”

      “Some days I do, and other days I think we made the right choice. I’ve asked myself how much longer we could have existed for, how much longer would we vampires have been able to remain hidden in this world? Look at the advances in technology in recent decades? We’ve sent men to the moon, and somehow us vampires would have been able to hide who and what we are? So, no, even during the bad days when we are being vilified in the press and blamed for every little thing that goes wrong in the world, I still think we made the right choice.”

      Jacques leaned forward, his arms resting on the table in front of him. “God, can you imagine if someone caught a vampire on a cell today and they didn’t know we existed? We would be hunted down like animals. We’ve been around as long as humans and I always wondered why we never came out back then? Why did we remain in the dark for so long?”

      Sacha copied the move and reached forward, pointing to one of the diaries that lay open on the table. “I read an entry in here. I think it was something to do with vampires being lumped together with witches and Satan. Pretty much everything that was evil in those days. Our eyes glow red, we have fangs and sometimes claws.” Sacha shrugged. “No wonder we hid away when human numbers increased. We were like the bogeyman come to life even though we’d all grown up together, knew each other’s families in the villages we lived in and yet we still became the thing they feared.”

      “Strange how it happened,” Jacques mused. “Like you said, centuries ago we grew up in villages together and our families knew each other. Witches, the bogeyman, the devil. Christianity and religious sects. You can understand why we moved away and hid ourselves.”

      “I wonder how many families were torn apart by it? How many were lost on both sides?”

      “I guess we’ll never know. So, we hid ourselves away for a few centuries and then when the Industrial Revolution occurred, someone had the foresight to see what could happen in the future, and we decided to reveal ourselves. Can you imagine what it was like back then? Suddenly vampires are real and not at all like the stories that had been told?”

      “And we moved abroad to new countries and formed new families. A chance at a new life in an undiscovered land and then our numbers began to decrease as matings and bonding virtually ended.  Mates became almost mythical, a tale from our past.” Glancing at Jacques, Sacha asked, “How did we lose touch with who we are so quickly?”

      “That’s not the whole truth though, is it?” Jacques ran his fingers along the grains in the tabletop. “Apart from when we first came back out, things have been okay really. Sure, vampires are one of the first people to be blamed because we’re stronger and faster, but other than that, we seem to have integrated well.”

      “Almost too well you could say, considering our drop in numbers. Your parents are true mates, aren’t they?”

      Jacques frowned, but nodded. “Yeah, they are. I have a younger brother and sister and we are the only ones I know who have parents who are mates. All my vampire friends are single children, with no brothers or sisters.”

      “What I don’t understand is why our council hasn’t stepped in to do something about it? I know Father is extremely frustrated by the way they are blocking his attempts to gather more information that would help us. He’s never had an issue with the council before.”

      “I think it’s all linked.” Seeing the look on Sacha’s face, Jacques added, “No, listen to me. Just think about it. We reveal ourselves, and our numbers start to decrease as there are fewer matings that we know of. And I think that’s the key here, Sacha. That we know of. I was a blood slave, something the council had outlawed and were actively discouraging, yet I know there are many families out there that still have them. Why hasn’t the council stepped in and done something about it? Why have they let it continue? If they have allowed that practice to continue, what else have they let slip under the radar and not told us about? I wonder if there are more true matings out there with vampires they want to have mated.”

      “You’re talking about this vampire army thing, aren’t you? I just can’t see it happening.” Sacha shook his head vehemently. “There is no way the council could be building an army of vampires to take on the humans. There are over seven billion humans on this planet and we number in the millions. We are vastly outnumbered.”

      “But we wouldn’t need to have the numbers they do. We rely... “ Jacques sat back in his chair, his mouth dropping open. “Shit, I’d forgotten that.”

      “What?” Sacha asked.

      “I remember something Graham said. He was talking about technology.”

      “Technology?”

      “Yes, and our reliance on it. Everything runs on technology, and technology runs on electricity. What would happen if our electrical grid went down? How long do you think civilization would remain intact without any power? Without the lights on?”

      “Especially if vampires, or a certain a sect of vampires, knew it was going to happen and were prepared.” Sacha sat back in his chair, a look of horror crossing his face. “All they would have to do is sit back and wait while the humans and vampires they didn’t want, vampires who weren’t good enough, killed each other in a bid to stay alive.”

      “It sounds preposterous when you say out loud, doesn’t it?”

      “But why endanger those you consider above the others, certain vampires say, when you can get them to do it themselves? With no power, no electricity, civilization would crash in a matter of weeks.”

      “And say you knew when that was happening and have prepared your army in advance...”

      Sacha shook his head again. “No, it’s just so stupid, so outlandish.”

      They both sat facing each other, Sacha drumming his fingers on the table.

      “Nah,” Jacques muttered.

      “It was stupid even thinking it,” Sacha agreed.

      They fell into silence and stared across the table at each other again.

      “But what if—”

      “We’re right?” Sacha finished.

      Again, they fell into silence, and Jacques glanced over all the paperwork in front of them. “I’m a little bit worried here, Sacha.”

      “Worried?” Sacha’s eyebrows shot up. “I’m shitting it.”

      “What has Jared said?” Jacques had been aware of Sacha talking to Jared. He always got a distant look in his eyes when he spoke telepathically to him.

      “He’s gonna run it by the others. He said we could be on to something and that scares me more. Jared is too level-headed to believe in a theory like this.”

      “But he does?”

      “Yes, it looks like he does.” Sacha looked away then back again. “He’s worried, and so is Donnie. Chester hasn’t said anything yet.”

      “He hasn’t?”

      “No, he’s just staring at him.” Sacha looked away again, then grimaced. “Chester wants us to keep looking. He’s going to talk to Silas and Hunter. Jared says he’s concerned.”

      “Shit.”

      “Yeah, shit.”

      They both stared at each other and Jacques looked down at the paperwork in front of him. Inhaling deeply, he said, “We need to keep looking. The answers are here, we just need to find them.”

      In a small voice, Sacha said, “God, I hope we’re wrong.”

      Jacques nodded. “Me too.”
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        * * *

      

      His footsteps echoed along the corridor towards the room that lay ahead. Spencer panted harshly as he approached the room. He didn’t want to be the bearer of bad news, and he knew how his master would react.

      He knocked before entering, waiting for his master to allow him admittance.

      “Come.”

      Opening the door, Spencer stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. Walking over, he stopped in front of his master and said, “Sir, I have news.”

      “And?”

      “We have a spy, Sir.”

      “How can we have a spy, Spencer? You assured me no one would be able to access out data. You said everyone had been vetted. That we had the best security available.”

      Spencer swallowed, noticing the glimmer of red appearing in his master’s eyes. “They have been, Sir. I don’t know how it’s happened. Everyone involved is a member of one of the ruling families. All are above reproach.”

      “Clearly not. Find out who it is and punish them and their family. We need to send out a message that no one is above our laws and we will punish the guilty. I don’t need to remind you of the time and effort we have put into this plan. Decades of increasing our numbers, removing the bad elements, and keeping those we will need to build a new world.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “Find out who it is, or you and your family will take their place.”

      Spencer swallowed again, his eyes fixed firmly on the floor. “I will, Sir.”

      “Dismissed, Spencer.”

      Spencer glanced up and leaned forward to kiss the gold ring that graced the hand being held out to him. “Yes, your Majesty.”

      Hurrying from the room, Spencer closed the door and leaned back against it. He needed to find out who the traitor was. He wasn’t going to die.
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      The dry, dusty land spread out all around. There were a few shrubs here and there, dotted around the landscape, but it was mainly a barren area. A few animals lived here, those adapted to survive like lizards, snakes and spiders, but also wolves, coyotes and birds of prey.

      The sun beat down, the heat intense, and Miguel wiped at the sweat rolling down the sides of his face. He rolled his shoulders, his back itching at the layer of sweat covering it. He couldn’t wait to be out of this relentless heat.

      Missing teenagers. Miguel sighed remembering the report. They’d gone ghost hunting in the old abandoned mines and were now missing. Shit, the last place Miguel wanted to go was the mines. Cold, damp, dark, and small. That last one was the one that freaked him out.

      Small places and him didn’t mix well.

      I’ll be here with you. You won’t be alone. All you have to do is say my name and I’ll be there with you.

      Jacques. I don’t know if I can.

      I know you can. You won’t rest until you get them home. You can do this.

      Miguel snorted, causing Donnie to glance over at him. He pointed to his head and Donnie grinned, slapping him on the back.

      You have way too much faith in me.

      You have too little in yourself, Miguel. You waited for me. It didn’t matter how long it would take, you were determined to give me what I needed, be there for me when I needed you. I know you can do this and I’ll be there with you.

      Miguel gave a small smile which quickly fell off his face when he saw one of the mine entrances ahead of him.

      “Shit,” he muttered, rubbing a hand over his wet face.

      “You can do this,” Donnie said. “And you’ll have Jacques with you as well.”

      “Yeah, he just said the same thing.”

      “Did I tell you what I was like after Patrick?”

      “Patrick? The guy who tried to-”

      “Yeah, him,” Donnie muttered grimly. “Every hour of every night I would wake up and have to check that Jeremy was still next to me. I had to check every lock in the house and then the alarm before I could go back to sleep. It went on for months until Jeremy stepped in and had me speak to someone.”

      “No, I didn’t know about it. No one’s said a word.”

      “I haven’t told anyone until now.”

      “Donnie.” Miguel struggled to say something.

      “I get it, the fear. Yeah, it’s different, but it’s still fear. We’re a team, M. I’ve got your back.”

      “I... thanks, Donnie.”

      “Whatever.” Donnie waved his thanks away. “You’re going in first.”

      “What!”

      Donnie grinned. “Don’t like these places too much myself.”

      “You bastard.” Miguel grinned.

      “Face your fear and all that shit, yeah. I’ll hold your hand too, if you need it.”

      “Fuck off.”

      “When you two are ready,” Chester shouted, hands on his hips. “We’re not here to look at the scenery.”

      “Sure thing, C.”

      Chester was quick to split them up into teams. There would be four teams, with three in each. Chester spoke to Ale, who confirmed the other units had reached their designated areas and were preparing to enter.

      Miguel checked he had all the equipment he’d need. He double checked the three flashlights he had all worked, then with a deep breath walked over to the entrance. He could feel the cold draft caress his hot skin, and it pebbled in the chilly air.

      He closed his eyes and listened, but he heard no sounds emanating from inside. Donnie’s hand gripped his shoulder, and he stepped around Miguel and slowly walked in.

      “Want to go in the middle?”

      Miguel glanced over his shoulder at Hunter, who was the third in his team. “Does everyone know?”

      Hunter shrugged. “They don’t bother me, but I can see how tense you are. Go in the middle until you feel okay.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      Hunter nodded and with a final glance at the desert behind him, Miguel walked in.

      I’m going in.

      I’m here.

      The darkness grew, the light from outside dimming until it was all but gone. Miguel’s heart pounded in his chest, the blood pumping hard around his body. He swallowed, breathing harshly and jumped when he felt a hand grip his shoulders.

      “Deep breaths, Miguel,” Hunter told him.

      He felt someone step up in front of him and knew Donnie was there.

      “We stay here until you’re ready, M.”

      Miguel nodded, touched by the concern Donnie and Hunter were showing him. It took a good couple of minutes, but he managed to get his heart rate under control and his breathing steadied.

      He opened his eyes and nodded. “Okay, I’m ready.”

      Donnie turned and walked away, and Miguel stumbled. “Shit.”

      “Vampire eyes, M. I can see where we’re going. Put your flashlight on but keep it low. I don’t want it to interfere with my night vision.”

      “Okay, thanks, Donnie.”

      “How are you holding up, Hunter?”

      “I’m good, D. Do this on my downtime.”

      Miguel stopped, spun around, and stared at Hunter. “You really do this shit for fun?”

      Hunter shrugged. “Sure. I like rock climbing, caving, diving.”

      “I like rock climbing. Which style do you prefer?”

      They started walking again as Hunter answered Miguel’s question. “Free style. I prefer to rely on my body.”

      “Me too.” Turning back to Donnie, he asked, “So, Donnie, how far does this mine go?”

      “According to the map, it branches off not far ahead. We’ll check each branch in turn. One goes to what would have been the elevator down, but it’s been boarded up. The other branch has less information. It just shows that it continues on.”

      Hunter grunted. “Shit maps.”

      “It’s been closed for years now. Don’t know how those kids found them.”

      “It’s all over YouTube, isn’t it? People searching abandoned locations, filming it and uploading it for others to watch.”

      “My niece wants to be a YouTuber when she grows up.”

      Both Miguel and Donnie laughed. “Seriously, H. A YouTuber?”

      “Yeah, you can make a shit load of money doing it now.”

      “Huh. I’m in the wrong line of work,” Donnie mused.

      “So, there’s two of you?” Miguel asked. Every vampire he knew, other than Jacques, was an only child, yet Hunter had a sibling.

      “I was a surprise. My sister is fifteen years older than me. All the other vampire families I know of only have one child.” Hunter shrugged.

      “So, tell me what I need to do to be a YouTuber,” Donnie asked.

      The banter helped Miguel to keep his mind off where he was and before long they reached the split Donnie had mentioned. By now, it was pitch black, the only light coming from Miguel’s flashlight. They waited in silence, scanning the area, and Miguel listened to the drops of water around them. It was cold now, the heat from the sun having faded a while ago.

      Miguel shivered and his heart rate spiked, the realization of exactly where he was sinking in. He could hear his labored panting in the air, his heartbeat pulsing through his body, and he dropped down, crouching on the ground.

      Both Hunter and Donnie squatted next to him, trying to help, but he was losing it.

      Mate. I’ve got you. Listen to my voice. Close your eyes and listen to me.

      Jacques. I’ve gotta get out. Fuck, I can’t do it! I need to get out. Oh god, I’m gonna die. Fuck!

      Shh. Miguel. Stop. Take deep breaths and close your eyes. Focus on my voice. Listen to me. You’re safe. Tell me who you’re with.

      Donnie and Hunter. Both here talking to me.

      Good. You’re not alone, my mate. I have you and they do too. You’re safe. Nothing can hurt you. They won’t let anything happen to you.

      What if the walls cave in, or the roof? I’ll be crushed, I’ll suffocate! I’m gonna die!

      No. You. Won’t. Stop this, Miguel. Breathe for me, listen to me. Feel me.

      Miguel squeezed his eyes and took deep breaths, ignoring everything and only focusing on his mate.

      Jacques continued to talk to him, telling him what plans he had for when he came back, places he wanted to go, things he wanted to do to Miguel.

      Miguel didn’t know how much time had passed before he felt some semblance of control and he opened his eyes and found Donnie right in front of him, a look of concern on his face.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m okay.” Miguel swallowed and quickly scanned the area, feeling the panic begin again.

      No, Miguel. Don’t give in to it. Face it. I’m here with you. I know you can do this.

      Jacques.

      I know you can do this.

      “I’m good. I can carry on.”

      “We can head back out if you need to leave. No one is forcing you to go on.” Hunter gripped his shoulders. “I can take you back.”

      Miguel shook his head. He wasn’t going to give in to it. He wouldn’t let this fear rule his life. “I can do it, but thanks, Hunter.”

      “Tell us next time you feel it building.”

      He nodded again and slowly stood up, his legs barely holding him. He felt drained, and he rubbed his face with his hands.

      “Give it another minute until you feel like you can continue. It takes a while for the body to recover.”

      “You know about this, H?”

      “My mom had them for years.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Miguel muttered.

      “She refused to let them control her. Flying, before you ask. She couldn’t even go inside the airport they were that bad. One day, she said she’d had enough and drove to the airport and spent the day sat inside. After that, she forced herself to do a little more each time, and before she died, my parents went to Venice. A second honeymoon.”

      “I’m glad she conquered it.”

      “Me too. When the cancer came back, we knew she didn’t have long, so Venice was their last chance to be together before she got too ill. Happy memories, she said.”

      “Shit, I’m sorry, Hunter.”

      “She did it and that’s what I remember. The happiness she felt when they returned. Don’t remember the bad stuff, it only drags you down.” Hunter bent and put his pack back on. “Ready to go on?”

      Miguel nodded, and Donnie led them to the right. “This one leads to the old elevator shaft. We’ll check it out, make sure it’s still intact and not tampered with and then will go search the other branch.”

      Miguel followed, knowing Hunter was behind. He could still feel the fear around the edges, but whenever it started to rise, Jacques was there comforting him. He knew without a shadow of a doubt if it wasn’t for his mate he’d have ran out screaming by now.

      They reached the shaft and Hunter quickly checked the area. “Nothing’s been disturbed.”

      “Let’s go back and check the other branch.”

      The three of them headed back and walked down the other tunnel, and suddenly Donnie stopped, holding a fist up in the air. Both Miguel and Hunter froze, and he watched Donnie tilt his head, listening to something beyond Miguel’s hearing.

      Donnie sniffed the air, a frown covering his face. “I thought I heard something,” he muttered, more to himself than to Miguel and Hunter. “Hunter?”

      Hunter listened, then shook his head. “Nothing now.”

      They walked further along the tunnel until Donnie stopped them again. “Yes, there. A voice. Low. Quiet.”

      Hunter nodded. “It’s faint, but I can hear it.”

      Donnie continued forward, walking at a faster pace now, and they rounded a bend in the tunnel and all three stopped when they heard a faint voice.

      “I think we’ve found them. Let’s approach carefully. We haven’t seen any reason why they wouldn’t have left, so there must be something further in.”

      A good ten minutes later they found the reason why. The roof had collapsed, cutting the tunnel off. Donnie stepped closer and turned his head, listening to any sounds. He nodded and shouted, “Hello. Is anyone there?”

      Seconds later, the air filled with the sounds of people shouting back.

      “Stop, please. I need to know how everyone is. How many of you are trapped? Are any of you injured?”

      A muffled voice answered. “There’s four of us. I think Brick’s leg is broken and Gray took a bang to the head when the ceiling fell.”

      “And the others?”

      “Okay. I want to go home.”

      “We’ve got you now. What’s your name?” Donnie asked.

      “Griff, and Emerson is here as well.”

      “Thanks, Griff. I’m going to send one of my team back up top and they’ll radio in. We’ll need to have more people here to clear the cave-in. Can you manage?”

      “We’re thirsty. We ran out of water.”

      “As soon as we safely can, I’ll get some water to you. Brick and Gray can only have sips. Was Gray knocked out?”

      “Yeah. I was scared he wouldn’t wake up.”

      “Do you know how long he was unconscious for?”

      “I timed it. Five hours.”

      “That’s great thinking, Griff. Hunter, one of my team, is going up top now, but Miguel and I will stay.” Facing Miguel, Donnie asked, “Are you okay with that or do you want to go up top?”

      He needed to be honest with Donnie. “I don’t think I could do it alone.” The thought of trying to get out on his own had him fighting the rising panic, but once again, Jacques was there, helping to bring him down.

      Donnie nodded and grabbed his shoulder. “Hunter, you ready?”

      “Yeah.” He took his water bottle off and passed it to Miguel. “Just in case you can find a hole somewhere.”

      Just as Hunter was about to leave, they all heard a loud cracking sound from above them. Grit and rubble rained down on them and all three hugged the walls, waiting for the roof to settle. The sound continued and the beam across the top, stabilizing the roof, slid down the wall above Hunter. He reached up and held it in place, the muscles straining in his arms.

      “Shit’s heavy. Need to brace it.” Hunter grunted.

      Donnie moved over, standing next to Hunter and taking the weight. “Go. I’ll hold it. You’re a faster runner than me.”

      They carefully transferred the weight between them and Hunter glanced between them and then moved. He literally disappeared from sight, moving as fast as his vampire genetics allowed him to.

      “Right, M. I’ll hold this, but you need to find something to brace it with. Can you manage that?”

      Miguel nodded and stood, taking a deep breath in. These kids needed him more now than ever. “I can do it. I thought I saw some logs not far from here.”

      “Go and grab them. I’m strong, but I don’t know how long I can hold this for.”

      “How long before Hunter reaches the surface?”

      “At the speed he runs? He’ll be there in a minute or two.”

      “He’s that fast?”

      “Yeah.” Donnie grunted, the strain evident on his face.

      “I’ll get them now.”

      Miguel carefully made his way back to where he’d seen the logs and dragged several back to Donnie. They managed to wedge the logs under the beam, holding it in place. Miguel watched Donnie work and marveled at how strong he was. Thank fuck he’d been there because Miguel knew he wouldn’t have been able to do the amount of work Donnie had.

      “Right. Let’s find a way to get some water to those kids.”
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      Eyes closed, Jacques lay on the grass, enjoying the warmth from the sun. He kept the link between him and Miguel open in case Miguel needed him. When he’d felt the rising panic in Miguel, he’d instantly reached out, giving Miguel the strength he needed. He knew all about the bond, the telepathy, the connection. His parents were mates and he’d grown up around it, so he knew what he could do to help his mate.

      What he hadn’t known until living with Sacha and Jared was how little the general public knew about mates. He’d simply assumed everyone knew about them because everyone he knew, his friends and family, all knew about them. It was only now he realized that mates had become a myth to some vampires.

      Why would the vampire council allow that to happen?

      That was one of hundreds of questions he had. How much did the council know? How involved were they? The work he’d been doing with Sacha had created more questions than answers. He just didn’t like where those questions were taking him.

      The idea was preposterous! The thought that this council was selecting vampires they felt were good enough and ignoring the rest. That they were purposely hiding information and allowing sections of the vampire race to die out. The vampires who didn’t measure up to the council’s idea of what a vampire should be.

      Could it really all be because they felt that they should rule? That they should be in charge of humans? Could they really be raising a vampire army?

      Jacques chuckled humorlessly. A vampire fucking army. He really needed to get out more. He sighed, remembering the information he’d read over the last several weeks. It pointed to that, scary as it was. An army of vampires. He’d even seen reports of the purchase of a solar company and shares in the local electricity grid.

      Ways to generate their own energy. Why would they need it?

      Jacques sat up and rested his arms over his knees. So, if they were planning at some point in the future to attempt to take over the humans, the first step would be to cut off power. If they control the power, it would make them virtually invincible.

      Marshal law would need to be established after several days when the authorities realized the power wasn’t coming back on. There would be riots, murder, burglaries, break-ins. Total anarchy.

      In the middle of it all, those chosen families would be able to sit back and watch it all fall apart around them. Watch as the humans killed each other, destroyed everything that had been built up over the years. Jacques had done his research. He knew how long the experts had predicted it would take for civilization to fall apart and it was scary quick.

      Their reliance on power and technology would ultimately be the downfall of those the council wanted to get rid of.

      At first people would think the event was a local one, that only they were affected, and it wouldn’t be until days had passed before they truly realized that the power wasn’t coming back on. At that point, civilization as we know it would cease to exist.

      Without electricity to provide food, water, energy, communications, transportation, and anything else that makes modern civilization possible, it would create the worst catastrophe ever imagined.

      A lot of people would die after the lights went off.

      Houses would burn, and there would be no water to put them out. Electric pumps moved the water, and the gas. So much today used electricity to work. All that would be gone. The food industry used electricity for growing, harvesting, transporting and refrigerating. All would collapse.

      And after three days, food would spoil. Then the riots and killing would start.

      A world in turmoil with food and fresh water the number one priority.

      Jacques shook his head. Electricity. They were too reliant on electricity. Cut that off and within weeks, millions would be dead. Wait a little longer and that figure could reach billions.

      Vampires could then step in and take over.

      They needed more information and Jacques knew Hunter was attempting to find it. Hacking into the council systems was proving harder than they had first thought, but Hunter wasn’t easily put off.

      Miguel.

      Jacques.

      How are you now? You feel calmer.

      I’m out now and we have the four missing teenagers out too.

      How are they?

      Two injured and all four are dehydrated but they should be fine.

      That’s good. Their families must be relieved. Hope they get their asses kicked too for doing something so stupid.

      Kids today. I think I did some stupid things too when I was younger.

      Not me. I had to be the good one as I’m first born, not that it matters now.

      You have all of us now. I’m not going anywhere. How’s the research going?

      If I tell you what I think, you’ll give me your assessment?

      Of course. Even through their bond, Jacques could feel Miguel’s curiosity.

      So, some of the records show the council and high-ranking families buying solar farms and stockpiling food and weapons.

      Prepping.

      That’s what I thought, then I thought about what would happen if we lost power. We wouldn’t survive and then there is the hint of an army.

      A vampire army?

      Yes. It looks like the council have purposefully kept things secret, except to those they want to know.

      Okay, that would work. Switch the lights off and the majority of us would die. We’re not equipped to live without power. There’d be murders, and rapes, and military groups that would take without asking.

      You get it.

      Oh yeah. I’m ex-military. I’ve seen what can happen to people who have lost everything. If they think you have something and they can take it, they will. I hate to say it, but it’s a good plan. Your enemies would die without you losing one single life.

      I thought it was stupid. A ludicrous idea.

      And that’s why it could potentially work. Is there anything in all the paperwork that we could use?

      No, nothing concrete. Just me brainstorming from what information I’ve read.

      Keep digging, but don’t dismiss this idea, Jacques. You could be on to something.

      That’s what I’m afraid of.

      I’ll be home soon. Another hour or two.

      Okay. I’ll see you when you get home.

      He pulled back and stared up at the blue sky above him. Shit, he was really hoping Miguel was going to tell him it was a stupid idea and they could laugh it off as his overactive imagination. He needed more information. He needed to get back to it.

      Jacques stood, pushing the grass from his jeans and walked back to the house. His steps were slow, his thoughts wandering over the potential repercussions of what he and Sacha and Jeremy were discovering.

      He prayed they were wrong, that somehow, they’d mistaken or misinterpreted the evidence in front of them, but deep down, Jacques knew they hadn’t. They were on the right track, no matter how ludicrous that track seemed.

      When the house came into view, a small smile graced his lips. When he’d first come here after those horrendous months living as a blood slave he was sure he wouldn’t stay for long, but now he’d come to think that of it as his second home. His first one would be with his mate, Miguel, when he was ready. He knew that day was coming, he could feel the connection strengthening between them, his trust in Miguel deepening.

      He loved him, loved Miguel, his mate.

      Sometimes he wondered if he’d endured the torment, the abuse at the hands of his own species, so that he could have his day with his mate. Maybe he had to go through all of that so that his mate could find him. Of all the places he thought he would find his fabled mate, the last place had been as a blood slave in his vampire master’s house.

      That day when he’d smelled him, had seen him for the first time, was forever etched in his mind. The sudden terror of realizing who this man was to him, the implications of it, had scared him to the bones, but now these months later, he realized his fear had been a useless waste of emotion. Miguel was everything to him and would always be so.

      He walked up the two wooden steps on the porch and approached the kitchen door, opening it quietly. As soon as his foot entered the kitchen he paused at the threshold, sensing the heaviness in the air. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, that sense of feeling that made him pause, but something was different.

      When he always walked in the house, it was light and airy, he could feel the love between Sacha and Jared in the air, but now there was something different, something heavy and intense. Almost frightening.

      He walked slowly into the kitchen, each step as quiet as he could make it, and again stopped. Closing his eyes, Jacques dropped his head back and let the feelings of the house wash over him. His skin prickled with awareness, a long-forgotten sensation tickled his memory, and he realized what was different.

      Someone was here, uninvited.

      He knew who that person was, but he couldn’t quite figure it out. He should know, he knew he should know, but for some reason the name of that person kept slipping through his fingers like drops of water.

      He opened his eyes and looked at the door that led from the kitchen into the living room. Whatever it was, it was in that room. Whoever it was that was causing these feelings in Jacques was there, waiting.

      He took a deep breath in and slowly released it, stretching out his fingers where they ached from how tight he’d been gripping them. He knew whoever was in that room was important to him and he shook his head at the stupidity of not being able to realize who it was. He knew this person, Jacques was certain he knew who this person was. There was only one way to find out, and taking another deep breath in, Jacques pulled his shoulders back, lifted his head high, and walked confidently into the living room.

      As he walked through the doorway, he took several steps in and then stood still, surveying the room. It was in complete disarray, furniture overturned, paperwork scattered everywhere, and in the middle of the room knelt Sacha, clothes torn, bruised and bloody, hands tied behind his back. And there, behind him, pointing a gun to Sacha’s face was Etienne.

      Staring into his eyes, the same shade as his own, and in a voice belying the fear he felt, Jacques said, “Hello, Father.”
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      Miguel leaned back in his seat, finally able to relax now they were flying home.

      Miguel. We have a situation.

      Miguel chuckled. And what’s that, Jacques?

      My father is here.

      Miguel stood up and walked over to Jared, who stood facing the door with his hands clenched. He stood to the side of him and got his attention by waving his hand in front of face.

      When Jared looked at him, Miguel pointed to his own head and mouthed ‘trouble’.

      Jared nodded and from the intense look on his face he was communicating rapidly with Sacha.

      Whispering, Miguel said, “I’ll let the others know.”

      Scanning the crowd, he quickly found Chester and jogged over to him, speaking to Jacques at the same time. Jared knows and I’m telling the others now. How long has he been there?

      I don’t know. I came in from my walking and he was already here. By the looks of this place and the state of Sacha, he’s been here a while.

      State of Sacha?

      Yes, it looks like my father has beaten him up. He’s covered in blood.

      Shit. No wonder Jared looks like he’s about to kill someone.

      How far away are you?

      We’re about two hours away, Jacques.

      Fuck! That isn’t what I want to hear.

      Do you think you can keep him busy? Chester will no doubt be telling Silas what’s happening. By the time we’ve landed, Silas should have the situation under control. He’s trained his people well.

      I’ll keep him busy. I know just what to do.

      Please, be careful.

      Always, Miguel. I love you.

      I love you too, Jacques. You have no idea how much.

      “Chester, we have a problem.”

      Chester stopped talking to Donnie and glanced over at Miguel, a frown developing. “We have a problem?”

      “What’s wrong?” Ale asked, stepping over to them.

      “Jacques’ father is holding Sacha and him hostage.”

      All four of them stared over at Jared who was pacing by the door of the plane.

      “You know how long he’s been there for?” Ali asked.

      Miguel shook his head, answering, “From what Jacques can tell, it looks like he’s been there a while. Sacha’s been beaten up.”

      “Chester, you deal with this while I see to Jared.”

      Chester nodded, watching Ale walk over to Jared, stopping him pacing and muttering in a low voice to him. “Sacha is everything to Jared.”

      “I know, Chester.”

      “I don’t think you fully understand what I’m trying to say here, Miguel. Jared has known Sacha for years. He will destroy everything to save him.” Pointing between him and Donnie, Chester added, “We might be mated, but that’s nothing to the bond that has developed between them two over the years.”

      “I know, Chester, I’ve seen them together when I’ve gone to visit Jacques. Look, we’re what, two hours out? We need to be prepared, don’t we? That’s my mate down there as well.”

      “I’m telling Silas as we speak. He’ll get his men ready to go over and assess the situation. He’ll keep us informed.”

      Silas and his men will be on the way soon. Try to keep your father calm. The last thing we need is for him to do something stupid.

      He’s already done something stupid by coming here. How did he escape the council prisons? No, don’t answer that, I think I already know. He’s on their list of vampires they want to keep.

      Is there any chance he escaped the council prisons without them being aware of it?

      No, those places are heavily guarded. They have to be because we’re stronger and faster than humans. No, he had help, or he was let out.

      Shit, that’s what I thought.

      Don’t worry, Miguel. I know what to say and how to act around him. I’ll be careful.

      “Jacques is going to keep his father busy. What now?”

      Chester gave a grim smile. “Now we wait. That’s the only thing we can do until we land.”
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        * * *

      

      As soon as the plane stopped moving, Jared had the door open and he jumped down onto the tarmac, landing like he jumped inches instead of feet. Donnie pushed passed him, saying, “Come on. You’re mated, you can do this too.”

      Donnie jumped and seconds later Miguel followed. The hard impact he was expecting wasn’t as bad as he thought it would be and he ran after Jared and Donnie, catching the startled looks on the faces of the airport crew.

      Eventually they entered the airport, people scrambling to get out of their way, and as soon as they exited, Miguel saw Silas wave to them from the sidewalk. Next to him stood three trucks, engines going, waiting for them. He jumped into the nearest one and sat next to Jared and Donnie, with Chester climbing in the front. The vehicle raced off and a quick glance over his shoulder showed the others getting into the vehicle behind and following at high speed.

      “My men are stationed around the house, out of sight. There’s been no movement that they can see. No one has entered or left since Chester contacted me.”

      “Have you been able to hear anything?” Jared asked, the words almost tripping over each other in his haste to say them.

      “No, I didn’t want to risk Sacha or Jacques.”

      “Sacha said everything’s calm for now, but he’s scared.”

      “Jacques is handling his father. He’s got the situation under control.”

      “Nothing will be under control until I have Sacha with me, safe and well. I know Jacques’ father has hurt him and if I get my hands on the bastard, I’ll tear him apart. No one touches my mate.” Jared spoke through gritted teeth, glaring at everyone in the truck.

      Miguel took no offense at the dark look he received, understanding completely how Jared felt. His mate was in danger too and he would do anything to keep him safe and if that meant killing his father, then so be it. He would gladly spill his blood to keep Jacques alive.

      They rode the rest of the way in silence until about five minutes out, when the silence was interrupted by the update Silas received.

      “My men are still in position and advised there has been no movement from inside.”

      “When we get there, we’ll assess the situation, and decide the best course of action. We are not rushing into this, you hear me, Jared?” Jared grunted, and Chester continued, “We need to remember that even though Jacques’ father is older, he’s still a vampire and will be quick and strong. Don’t forget that.”

      When they got there, the three trucks parked up and everyone got out, walking over to Deputy Roberts who was waiting for their arrival.

      “Update,” Silas demanded as he approached.

      “No change, Sheriff. Still no movement from inside. No one in or out.”

      “Right, let’s see our positions.”

      They gathered around the map and Miguel could see that Silas had trained his people well. The positions they were in covered the entire house.

      As they continued to discuss the situation, Miguel reached out to Jacques.

      We’re here. How’s everything in there?

      Sat at the kitchen table, drinking coffee.

      Miguel raised his eyebrows, glancing over at Jared. Drinking coffee?

      Yes. Sacha suggested it.

      Miguel mouthed “coffee” to Jared and Jared shrugged his shoulders lifting his hands up. “Was the best thing I could come up with. Sacha isn’t a fighter.”

      Miguel nodded. It looks like Jared suggested it.

      It was a great idea. Father’s now sat here lording it over us. He has Sacha serving him. Would you believe he’s actually telling me what his plans are for the future? He’s going to get his mansion back, his family back, and most importantly, his blood slaves. He doesn’t understand why we can’t keep them. He believes, as vampires, we should be able to do whatever we want, whenever we want, regardless of the human laws. Unbelievable. And to think I’m related to him.

      Not long now, Jacques. We’re outside, assessing the situation. As soon as we are ready, I’ll alert you.

      Okay. Let me know when, and I’ll find a reason to get Sacha out of the room.

      Don’t do anything that will endanger yourself.

      I won’t. Get ready and come save us.

      “How’s Sacha doing?” He asked Jared.

      “It took a lot of talking, but I think I’ve managed to calm him down now. That was why I suggested making some coffee to try keeping him busy and take his mind off what is happening.”

      “I just want to run in there and save them.”

      “So do I. And right after that I want to beat the shit out of Jacques’ father. How the fuck did he get out of council prisons? Or should the question be, who let him out?”

      Miguel grunted in agreement. “Yeah, I thought that to. Don’t worry, I’m sure between us, we can make him sing.”

      Jared gave a nasty grin.” Oh, I’ll make him sing all right. He put his hands on my mate. He’ll pay for that.”

      Jared went back over to the others and Miguel followed. It took around ten minutes to formulate a plan and split up into teams. When they got in place, Miguel told Jacques what was happening.

      Outside, ready to go. Get Sacha out of the room.

      He is trying to leave now. There was a pause, and then Jacques added, Right, he’s out.

      “Jacques just said Sacha’s out of the room.”

      “Right, let’s go.” Chester, crouched low, quickly jogged over to the side of the building, Miguel and Jared following.

      They moved into position outside the back door and waited for the signal. Chester nodded and stood. He stepped back and kicked the door in, and as soon as it burst open, Jared and Miguel charged into the room.

      Jacques and his father sat at the table. Jacques didn’t react at all, but his father stood up, shock and outrage on his face.

      “How dare-” he started.

      “Shut the fuck up,” Jared shouted and punched him in the face.

      Chester grabbed Jared. “Let’s not hurt the nice vampire. Etienne, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t give a fuck what his name is. He put his hands on my mate and I’m going to make him pay.”

      Miguel squatted next to Jacques, who sighed heavily. “Well, that was pretty anti-climatic.”

      Grinning, Miguel said, “Would you prefer me to come charging in, shooting bullets everywhere?”

      “It would have been nice. Oh well, the cunt doesn’t deserve it and why waste good bullets on him. He’s that rancid—the bullets would try to avoid hitting him, anyway.”

      Miguel caught a cartoon picture of bullets trying to stop, their faces screwed up in horror, and chuckled. “You’re right.”

      “Of course I am. I’ve lived with him for years and he sold me, remember?”

      “How could I forget?”

      Jacques stood up and walked over to Etienne who glared at him. Grabbing him by the shirt, he picked Etienne up and threw him across the room, all fifteen feet of it. Etienne hit the wall and slid down, landing in a heap on the floor.

      Jacques walked over and helped Etienne to his feet. Smiling, he kicked him in the balls. Etienne screamed and dropped to the floor where Jacques spat on him.

      Squatting next to him, Jacques said, “That’s for selling me.” He grabbed Etienne by his hair and smashed his head into the floor. “Oh, that’s for selling me too.”

      “Now, now, Jacques.” Chester pulled him away. “We really do need to talk to him.”

      “Yes, Etienne. Where are my brother and sister?”

      Etienne didn’t answer but curled up into a ball on the floor. “Pussy,” Jared muttered, kicking him in the ribs.

      “Jared.” Chester exclaimed.

      “What?” Jared threw his arms up in the air. “My foot slipped.”

      Chester gave him a mock glare, then chuckled. “I guess it did. How is Sacha?”

      “He’s being seen by the paramedics. I’m going to him now, but you know, my foot slipped on the way.”

      “Just keep your foot to yourself, yeah?”

      “Sure thing, Chester.” As he turned, Jared kicked Etienne again. “Oops.”

      Chester pointed to the door. “Jared. Go now.”

      Jared grinned and walked out of the kitchen. Miguel watched him through the window and saw him hug Sacha when he reached him.

      “So, what now?” Jacques asked from behind.

      “First, we get that piece of shit out of here, clean up, and then have a bath together.”

      Jacques’ arms wrapped around his waist from behind and Miguel leaned back into him. “I like that plan.”
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      Jacques lay on top of Miguel in the bath, eyes closed, enjoying the warmth of the water and the relaxing presence of his mate. Of course, it had taken longer to get here than he would have liked, but here they were at last.

      Everyone had wanted to ask questions and have statements taken. Once Etienne had been removed, with another kick from Jared on the way, the crime scene people had turned up and did their thing while he answered question after question after question.

      Finally, after what felt like hours, he could relax here with his mate. He knew Sacha and Jared were in their room. Both he and Miguel had heard the sounds earlier and had smiled. That would be them soon, but first Jacques needed to enjoy the tranquility of this moment, with his mate.

      Seeing the gun pointed at Sacha’s head had scared the shit out of him, but when Sacha had offered coffee and Etienne had accepted, Jacques knew they’d be okay.

      Etienne was all bark and no bite. In fact, Jacques had been surprised he’d hit Sacha. That showed how desperate he was.

      Miguel’s hand wandered down his chest and abs and caressed his dick. Smiling, Jacques asked, “You want something?”

      “You,” Miguel whispered in his ear.

      Jacques turned in the bath, ignoring the water that splashed over the side. He reached behind Miguel, grabbing a bottle of body wash and passing it to Miguel.

      Leaning forward, he kissed Miguel deep and dirty. Pulling back, he muttered, “I want to be on top. I want you to fuck me.”

      Miguel’s eyebrows shot up. “Really? I can wait until you’re ready.”

      “I’m ready and I won’t have them take this away from me. I love having sex.”

      “We can wait a little longer.”

      “No, Miguel. I want this with you. Help make all those bad memories go away. Replace them with you.” He whispered the last words against his lips.

      They kissed and caressed each other, enjoying the closeness. Miguel’s hands ran up and down Jacques back, grabbing his ass and pulling the cheeks apart.

      Jacques moaned deeply, enjoying the feeling of Miguel’s hands on his body, and struggled not to demand that Miguel fuck him then and there. But Miguel knew. The connection they shared told Miguel what Jacques wanted.

      His fingers ran up and down over Jacques hole, teasing him with what he wanted.

      “In me.”

      The tip of one finger tapped his hole then pushed in. Jacques gasped at the slight penetration, a shiver working through his body. He’d missed this. A man touching him, a man knowing what he wanted and Jacques letting him take it.

      “I’ll always take care of your needs,” Miguel muttered, kissing along his neck. “Always.”

      “Fuck me, Miguel. Don’t make me wait.”

      Miguel’s finger disappeared, and Jacques moaned in protest. That moan changed when two fingers pushed in and he groaned harshly.

      “Yes, like that.”

      Miguel worked his fingers in and out of Jacques hole until Jacques told him to stop. When he pulled them free, Jacques grabbed Miguel’s dick at the base and moved over it. He lowered until he felt the head on his hole and, biting his lip, he slowly sat down, not stopping until he was fully seated.

      He dropped his head forward, wincing at the brief pain he felt. Miguel’s hands rubbed his sides.

      Baby.

      Lifting his head, Jacques smiled. “I’m good.”

      He slid up and then eased back down, letting his body adjust to Miguel. Miguel wasn’t long, but he was thick, and it felt good to be stretched wide.

      He moved a few times until he finally found that spot. He cried out when Miguel’s dick rubbed his prostate and made sure to hit that spot every time.

      He wanted to go slow, but the way Miguel felt had Jacques moving faster. Soon, the water was splashing over the sides and both of them were groaning. It felt amazing to have Miguel fuck him, to finally feel comfortable enough to give that part of himself to his mate.

      Miguel’s hands gripped his sides and Jacques could feel his orgasm approaching. He leaned down and traced the thick vein in Miguel’s neck with his fangs.

      Just as his orgasm began, he bit Miguel. As his blood flowed, Miguel cried out, his body bowing with the intensity of his orgasm. Miguel’s orgasm rolled through him and their bond, shooting Jacques higher.

      Extracting his teeth, Jacques licked the wound, closing it, and he rested his forehead on Miguel’s. They lay like that for several minutes until Miguel said, “Maybe we should clean up while we’re in the bath, and get to bed.”

      “Hmm. Will you crawl there?”

      Miguel’s sharp intake of breath and the arousal flowing through their connection had Jacques smiling. Seemed like Miguel liked that idea.

      “Yes, I will.”

      “Let’s dry off so we can get dirty again.”

      Miguel smiled and leaned up for a kiss Jacques’s gladly gave him. His mate, his savior.
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      Miguel laughed as he watched Silas arguing with Ale. Troy sat next to Miguel, shaking his head as he watched them.

      “He really needs to let it go.”

      “How long have you two been mated now?

      Troy grinned. “Almost a year now.”

      “And everything’s good now?”

      “Amazing.”

      Miguel smiled at him. He looked good. The weight he’d lost had come back, and he looked healthy and happy with a glow to his skin. They fit, just like him and Jacques did.

      “How’s college?”

      “Passed all my exams. I’m going back next week but I’ll be coming home every weekend.”

      “Did Ale tell you he offered me some land?”

      Troy raised an eyebrow at him. “Who do you think gave him that idea? Jacques loves it there, and the land is close to Sacha and Jared’s place.”

      “You?” Miguel sat up and stared incredulously at Troy. He’d certainly grown up over the last few months.

      “Yeah, me. I understand the need he has to have a place where he feels safe.”

      Miguel closed his eyes. Of course, Troy would understand. “Troy-”

      “No, don’t. It’s over with and I have everything I’ve always wanted. And anyway, I need someone close to my age. It gets really boring when you lot start talking about your time in the service.” Troy stood and looked down at him. “Best go and save my mate.”

      Miguel watched him walk over and throw an arm over both Silas and Ale’s shoulders, and within seconds, they were laughing.

      Jacques walked up to him and Miguel spread his legs so he could stand in between them. “Hey, you.”

      Jacques bent down and kissed him deeply. “Hey.”

      “Love you.”

      “I know. I can feel it. I can always feel your love for me.”

      “I’ll always love you, Jacques. You’ll never know how happy you make me feel.”

      “Nowhere near as much as you make me feel.”

      “When can we leave?”

      “Whenever you want, Miguel.”

      They have a bathroom. Sacha and Jared use it frequently.

      Jacques gave him a saucy look. Do they? Let’s go.

      Miguel stood up and pulled Jacques behind him until they reached the bathroom. Miguel went to open the door when he heard a loud moan come from inside.

      “It’s in use,” Chester said. “Go home if you want to fuck. This house already sees far too much with those two.”

      Miguel grinned at Jacques who started laughing. Hugging him close, Miguel joined in.

      He finally had his mate and he couldn’t be happier. The wait had been worth it.
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      Tank paced the hospital waiting room, desperate to hear how Chester was doing after he was shot trying to save a woman’s life. How the hell had things gone so bad so quickly? Ale and Michaela had been injured when the shooter escaped police custody. Ale’s injury had required surgery, but it was Chester’s injury – a bullet to the chest - that concerned everyone the most.

      The rest of the team was still at the hospital, most of them were sat or stood around him, and they all had one thing in common— they were all wearing the same shell-shocked expression. Probably mirroring his own. How did the perp get away from the cops and manage to hold them all hostage? Thank god for Silas. Without him, fuck knows what would have happened.

      Pacing over to the doors, Tank took a quick glance around and opened them. He needed to get out of there, he felt like he couldn’t breathe, the waiting was killing him. He glanced down the corridor and slowly began walking down it, passing nurses busy going about their business.  He checked every room, trying to locate other members of the team, but didn’t spot anyone until finally he came across Michaela in a room near the far end.

      Her arm had been stitched up and covered, and she now sported an impressive sling. Her expression spoke volumes. She was not happy.

      “Hey Mich. How’s it going?” Tank asked as he stepped into the room.

      “How do you expect? Some fucker shot me. If he wasn’t dead already, I’d shoot him myself.” She glared at him, sighing. “It hurts. I’m waiting for the pain meds to kick in.”

      “Shit, Mich. I’m sorry. I keep going over and over it in my head, wondering how that bastard got away.”

      “Oh, well, it all comes down to the fact they were looking after their own. Wasn’t he related to one of the officers?”

      Tank nodded. “Yeah, a brother I think.”

      “Not anymore.” Mich suddenly grinned. “Serves them right he’s dead. The bastard shot me!” She waved her arm to show him but ended up hissing with pain.

      “I’m gonna see if I can get any news on Chester and Ale.”

      “Okay, let me know if you hear anything. I’ll just be here, doing nothing and eating jello.” She grimaced, glancing at her arm again.

      Tank waved goodbye as he stepped out of the room and continued making his way down the corridor. As he approached the nurse’s station, a doctor came around the corner and stepped in Tank’s path. Tank inhaled sharply as their eyes connected… what the fuck? His body seemed to be moving through treacle, causing him to slow down, and his stomach had suddenly developed a severe case of butterflies.

      The doctor also slowed down, mimicking Tank’s movements, his dark eyes roaming over Tank’s body, sizing him up, taking him in. Tall and dark skinned, it was hard for Tank not to appreciate him with the white coat he had on.

      “Can I help you?” the man asked.

      Shaking his head, Tank answered. “No, I’m fine, thanks.”

      He went to walk past him but couldn’t stop himself from looking back at the other man as he smiled at him, white teeth shining against his beautiful dark skin. Tank frowned. Beautiful? When had he ever called a man beautiful? Yet, he just had.  No other word seemed to fit.

      “Niles Conway.” The man held his hand out and Tank stared at it before slowly reaching out to shake it.

      As their palms touched, Tank gasped at the sensations that coursed through him. His eyes shot up to Niles, looking to see if he’d felt the same thing. There was a faint red glimmer, but Tank knew that could be for a number of reasons. As he stared, he managed to stammer out, “Tank.”

      “Hi Tank. Are you lost, or do you need any help?”

      “No, I’m good, thank you.” Tank didn’t let go of Niles’ hand. For some unknown reason, he couldn’t.

      “Are you sure?” Niles tilted his head, once again smiling at him.

      Tank opened his mouth, but nothing came out. What was it about this man? And why the hell hadn’t he let go of his hand?

      “I’m… my friend was shot…”

      “Oh, the one brought in earlier, or from the incident here?”

      “Both actually.”

      “They’re both in surgery. Why don’t you go to the waiting room? The surgeon will be out to give you an update as soon as she can.”

      “Oh, okay.” Tank stared at his hand still in Niles’ and then looked back up at him.

      “Fancy a coffee while you wait?”

      “I…” He couldn’t think of anything to say. The close proximity of the man was playing havoc with his body, driving him nuts, and Tank couldn’t for the life of him understand why.

      “Come on. It’s not too far.”

      Tank nodded and allowed Niles to guide him along. As he blindly followed him, a frown appeared on his face. He couldn’t understand what on earth had got into him. This man made him feel something, something he’d never felt before, and Tank couldn’t put his finger on what it was, but he knew it was something he couldn’t walk away from.

      No, Tank wanted to go. Wherever Niles took him, Tank would follow.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Several months later…

      

      

      Targon 'Tank' Evans walked down the hospital corridor towards the room the blood slave was in. The blond one Troy had saved. The room Miguel was in too.

      When Tank found out the former slave was Miguel's mate, he'd rocked on his heels in shock. From the condition the vampire was in, Miguel had a long road to travel if wanted his mate.

      When he reached the room, he knocked quietly on the door and stood waiting. Receiving no answer, he slowly opened it and stuck his head in, glancing around the room. Miguel was asleep on a chair and the blond-haired man asleep on the bed.

      The vampire was thin, too thin, with bite marks and bruises covering every inch of pale skin Tank could see. He'd suffered at the hands of the vampires who'd had him. Tank stared at him, anger curling in his gut. Who did this to another person?

      He closed the door quietly, leaving them both asleep, and rubbed his thumb over his lips. No one deserved what that vampire had suffered. Yes, Miguel had a hard road to travel, but Tank knew he wouldn't give up.

      Hearing footsteps approach, he turned and froze on the spot. Niles Conway, the man who Tank suspected was his mate, was walking towards him staring at the paperwork he held in his hands.

      When Niles saw him, he walked closer, pausing in front of him and giving Tank a wary smile.

      "Niles. What at you doing here?" Tank glanced over him, noticing the white hospital coat he wore.

      "I work here now. I transferred recently when there was an opening for a cardiothoracic surgeon."

      "What? When did that happen?"

      Niles glanced away, a flush covering his dark skin. "A month ago."

      Tank frowned at him. A month? "You've been here a month already? You never said anything."

      "I wanted to get settled in." Niles shrugged, the movement causing the paper to rustle.

      Tank put his hands on his hips, staring at Niles. "Why have you moved here?"

      Niles looked away, the blush staining his cheeks deepening. "I needed something."

      Tank stepped closer, asking the one question he didn't know if he wanted the answer to. "Are we mates?"

      He watched Niles lick his lips. "We've known each other for months."

      "Don't avoid the question, Niles. Tell me."

      Niles paused, his eyes searching Tank’s. Finally, he sighed, looking down at the floor. When he raised them, he looked Tank square in the face. "Yes, we are."

      Tank rubbed his hands over his face, sighing heavily. All these months, Niles had known. "Why didn't you tell me?"

      "You had a girlfriend."

      Tank shook his head. "After. You know we broke up. I told you about it. You've had months to tell me, Niles. Why didn't you?"

      "Have you ever been with a man, Targon?"

      Tank looked away. "You know I haven't," he mumbled.

      Niles smiled sadly. "Now you know why."

      Tank gritted his teeth. He'd been lied to for months by the one person who shouldn't have lied to him. He knew about mates, so he knew they were honest with each other. Well, the ones he knew were. Anger burned at him, his limbs shaking as it increased. Through gritted teeth, he said, "Months, Niles. You've had months to tell me."

      He needed to get away from Niles because at that moment he was close to losing his temper and he didn't want a shouting match in the hospital. He pushed past Niles, and Niles grabbed him, pulling him back. "Tank¬¬¬—"

      Tank shrugged him off. "Fuck you, Niles."

      Tank stormed off and didn't look back. He needed to get out before he did or said something he'd regret. All those months wasted. Maybe he should have asked Niles earlier, but in all honesty, he'd been too afraid to hear the answer.

      He'd known though. Deep down, he'd known who Niles was to him. He'd even kind of admitted it that morning in the kitchen with Chester, but after that, he'd closed down and refused to consider it.

      He wasn't gay. He loved women. Their taste and smell, the way they moved, and yet for some reason, fate had decided he was going to have a man for a mate. A man. He knew what felt good to him, what to do with his tongue and dick to make a woman scream, but a man? What the fuck did he do with a man, and did Niles think he'd take it up the ass? No fucking chance. That hole was an out one only!

      Reaching his truck, Tank leaned against it, resting his forearms on the roof and staring out across the parking lot. He was stumped. He had no idea what to do about the situation. Niles wouldn't have another mate. Tank was it for him. Grimacing, Tank sighed. What the fuck was he going to do?
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        Six months later...

      

      

      Tank sat outside the hospital entrance, watching Niles speak to another doctor as they were both leaving. He gripped the steering wheel in his hands when the other doctor stepped closer to Niles, his hand coming to rest on Niles arm in what appeared to Tank as a familiar gesture. Niles was smiling warmly at the other man, seemingly unconcerned by both his closeness and the touch.

      Tank fucking hated it. He was standing way too close to his mate.

      He growled under his breath, fighting the urge to jump out of his car and run over to the other man and punch him in the face. Niles’ head snapped towards him and their eyes met across the parking lot. He said something to the man stood next to him and walked over towards Tank.

      Tank kept his eyes on the other man, watching him watch his mate walk away before he too left. Fucker got the message.

      Tank got out of his truck and leaned against the side waiting for Niles to reach him. He crossed his arms over his chest, glancing over at the other doctor and watched him get into his car.

      "Targon."

      Only Niles and his mom called him by his given name. Sighing, Tank said, "It's Tank."

      "I prefer Targon. It suits you better." Niles glanced around the parking lot and said, "This is an unexpected visit. Why are you here?"

      Tank ran his hand over the back of his neck, unable to meet Niles' gaze. "You know why."

      Niles nodded. "The mate pull," he murmured quietly.

      Tank looked away, his shoulders slumping. "I don't know what to do here, Niles," he admitted.

      "I know." Niles gave him a small smile. "You only date women."

      Tank glanced away, his eyes watching the clouds float across the night sky. The moon was bright, lighting up the parking lot. There were millions of stars in the sky and this was the reason Tank loved living here. That and the forests and his friends and now his mate.

      He shoved his hands in his pockets and sighed. He had no idea what to do. He felt the pull to Niles but had no idea how to react to it. He liked women and pussy, not men and dicks, and the thought of having sex with a man made him slightly queasy. However, when he thought about having sex with Niles, he had a different unexpected reaction.

      "How does this mating thing work anyway," he asked. He hadn't wanted to ask any of the mated couples because he didn't want them to know what was going on. He knew they'd push him to Niles and Tank needed to get his head around it all first.

      Niles shrugged, moving to lean on the truck next to Tank. "Something in you calls to me. I felt it before I even saw you. I knew I had to find out what it was and then I saw you and I knew. There's a connection between us, like a meeting of two halves. Yin and Yang. Some vampires believe fate matches us to the person who is perfect for us. That person who will help us be the best we can." Niles frowned. "We fit."

      "What about kids? I want them and I don't think I can get you pregnant."

      "Surrogates, adoption. If we use a surrogate, we could use the same one each time, so the children are true siblings."

      "Human or Vampire?"

      "Doesn't matter as long as they are ours." Niles pushed away from the car and looked over at Tank. "We're a long way from children, don't you think?”

      Tank nodded, scuffing his sneaker on the ground. "I gotta be honest. I'm struggling with this. Women, pussy, yeah, I know what I'm doing." Niles cringed at the word pussy, causing Tank to smile. "Men and dicks. No fucking idea."

      "Let me show you." Niles stepped closer as he spoke, so there was only a small gap separating them.

      "Top or bottom?"

      "I switch. I like it both ways." His eyes shimmered, red bleeding into them.

      Tank swallowed hard. A dick in his ass? "You wanna stick your dick in me?"

      "Yes, I do, and much, much more."

      Tank actually felt his ass tighten, and he wasn't entirely sure if it was because it wanted it or not. Niles closed the distance between them, moving in between Tank’s legs and kicking them apart. Tank gasped when he felt Niles’ dick. He was hard, and Tank could feel it.

      He swallowed again watching the faint red glow deepen in Niles' eyes. He didn't know how to respond, and his hands seemed stuck, hovering in the air near Niles, but not touching him.

      "You can feel what you do to me," Niles whispered close to Tank's ear.

      Niles took Tank's hand and rubbed it over his dick. Both of them moaned and Tank froze.

      "Niles..."

      "You can feel it, Targon. Why do you fight it?"

      "I... I'm..." Tank licked his lips, staring into Niles eyes, the glow almost hypnotizing him.

      "Scared of the unknown,” Niles finished for him.

      Tank nodded. "I'm a fucking adult, Niles. I shouldn't feel like this."

      "It's okay. We can go slow. I've waited months for you. I can wait a little longer."

      "I'm sorry. This isn't fair to you."

      Niles smiled at him. "I'll survive."

      "But-"

      Niles silenced Tank's words with his lips, sliding them across Tank's. Tank gasped and Niles slipped his tongue in. Tank's hands gripped Niles' hips, and he moaned quietly when their tongues touched. He'd never kissed a man before and he could feel the difference. The slight stubble on Niles' face scratched his skin and Tank could smell aftershave, not perfume.

      Niles' lips were soft, and Tank angled his head so he could deepen the kiss. He needed more of what Niles was giving him.

      Niles groaned and his hands wrapped around Tank's waist, pulling him closer. Tank shivered, feeling the full evidence of Nile's arousal rub over his hip and felt his own dick respond, hardening in his jeans.

      Their tongues danced languidly, touching and tasting. Niles teased Tank, coaxing him to kiss him more and Tank gave in, giving him what he wanted.

      He was fully hard now, he could feel his dick press uncomfortably against the inside of his jeans, and he wanted to pull it out and watch Niles lick and suck it. On his knees on the ground, making him come.

      Niles stepped back, breaking the kiss, leaving Tank panting in the dark, his hands reaching out for him.

      "Think of me," he whispered breathlessly.

      Tank stared in shock, as Niles turned and walked away, leaving him panting and aching against his truck. When Niles reached his car, he got in and drove away, leaving Tank stood watching. His dick was still hard, an aching throb in his jeans, and he knew he had to get home and finish what they'd started.

      Groaning harshly, he got in his car and drove away. If tonight was a taste of the future, then Tank was willing to try.
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      The rain hammered the ground causing the soil to turn to mud. Tank trudged on, following Dodge as he sniffed the area. He could hear the murmurs of voices behind him, but he tuned them out, his focus on his dog and any clue he'd find.

      Lightning forked across the sky and Tank counted, waiting for the thunder to hit. Two seconds later, it did, the sound crashing above his head and causing Dodge to jump before he got back to following his invisible trail.

      The storm was moving towards them at a quicker pace than expected and Tank knew they wouldn’t have long before the search would be called off. The deteriorating weather was making conditions unworkable. He could see Dodge pausing more and more, going back on himself and searching areas repeatedly and Tank knew Dodge was losing the trail. At some point, it would disappear completely.

      He glanced over his shoulder at Chester, staring for a second at the hair he now had. In all the years he'd known Chester, he'd been bald and to see him with hair still surprised him even though it had been three months since he'd grown it.

      "Chester. He's losing the trail."

      Chester grimaced, running his hand through his hair and shaking it off. "Shit. We're going to have to pull back soon if this continues. Silas said the weather is set to get worse. There's a storm front coming in." He looked up at the dark sky, the clouds moving rapidly across it. "Shit," he muttered again.

      "We can't leave them out here, Chester."

      "I know. Fortunately, Elliot knows this area well. He'll find someplace safe for them to ride this storm out. It's the kids I'm worried about."

      "Injuries?"

      "Last report said three were injured in the rock slide."

      "Elliot has six kids and three are injured?" Tank shook his head. He wasn't going anywhere, no matter how bad the weather got. "We need to carry on and find them. How did they go off track?"

      Chester shook his head, running his hands over his hair again, grimacing. "Why did I grow it?" he muttered. Looking over to Tank, he said, "I don't know, but even an experienced walker can get confused. We lost connection before he was able to tell us what happened."

      "Roberts’ team is on the other side?" Deputy Roberts was searching the other side of the woods, making sure they hadn't missed anything that would lead them to Elliot and the children.

      "With Hunter and Jensen," Chester confirmed.

      "We keep going, Chester. I'm not leaving injured kids out there in this."

      Chester grinned. "I knew you'd say that." He paused, then nodded. "Silas agrees. None of the other teams want to return either. We stay until it's too great a risk to us, then we pull back. Oh, Niles is here as well."

      Tank looked sharply at Chester. Why was Niles here? "He is?"

      "You're out here in potentially dangerous conditions. Plus, there's injured kids. He volunteered to come." Chester pierced him with a look. "I know he's your mate."

      Tank nodded. "Okay."

      "You can't leave him hanging, T."

      Tank sighed. He knew he couldn't, but he was still struggling to get his head around the fact he had a mate and he was male. "I know. We had lunch yesterday. I'm trying, Chester."

      "Yeah, I know."

      Dodged pulled at his leash and Tank watched him indicate where they should go. "He's picked up the scent."

      "Let's go then."

      The mud clung with every step they took, but they trudged on. The storm was almost on top of them now, the rain falling in sheets that obscured the way forward. Several times, Dodge lost the scent and worked his way around the area until he found something, but Tank knew it was only a matter of time until it was completely washed away. The rain wasn’t their friend.

      Eventually, Dodge stopped and indicated that it was gone. Tank closed his eyes, then opened them and shouted, "Dodge has lost the trail."

      "I'm not surprised. He did great just getting us this far."

      "What now?"

      "Let me listen."

      Tank nodded, watching Chester stand still and close his eyes, focusing on the sounds around them. Tank hoped they were close enough that Chester could pick something up, but the background noise from the rain was loud and likely to obscure any noise Elliot and the kids made.

      He watched the frown deepen on Chester's face and he tilted his head, taking a step to the left. Tank moved in that direction and listened as well. When he heard nothing, he took several more steps in that direction, Chester following behind.

      Chester glanced at him and he shook his head. "I'm not sure. I thought I heard something, briefly."

      "Let me and Dodge wander over there and see if he can pick anything up."

      Tank gave Dodge the signal to go, and he moved forward, nose to the ground. They followed behind, watching every move Dodge made. He paused and looked at Tank then headed forward again.

      "I think he's got something."

      "Let me listen again."

      Again, Chester closed his eyes and Tank held his breath, watching and waiting. Suddenly Chester's eyes opened, and he grinned. "Ahead. I heard murmurs, faint, but there. Dodge's on the right track."

      "Silas?"

      "He knows, and he's updating the teams now. We might have to carry them out. There's no chance a helicopter can fly in."

      "Shit."

      "I know. Come on, Tank, let's find them."

      They moved forward, following Dodge, who was pulling more. Five minutes later, they found a cliff wall and Dodge moved along it until they found a small opening.

      Chester squatted at the front and shouted, "Hello?"

      A chorus of greeting returned, and they grinned at each other. "Thank fuck," Tank muttered.

      Chester's eyes grew distant and when they refocused, he said, "Silas knows and the teams are converging here. Let's get in there."

      They crawled through the small opening, and after a few feet, it opened up into a large cavern. In the middle, a fire burned and Elliot stood, smiling at them.

      "Thank god you're here."

      "Elliot. How is everyone?" Chester asked as his eyes scanned the children.

      "Three injured. Fortunately, nothing too serious. It looked worse than it was. Cuts and bruises. Nikita has a badly sprained ankle."

      "What happened?" Tank asked.

      Elliot glared at two boys, who looked sheepish sat in the corner. "Want to explain it?" he asked them. Both shook their heads. "Those two decided to go exploring on their own."

      "Enough said," Chester muttered, shaking his head. Boys will be boys and it was always worse when they thought they were invincible. "Okay. The weather's bad so we're stuck here for now. The other teams are on their way over. We'll have enough supplies to keep us going until the weather breaks and we can leave. Dr. Conway is on hand and he'll assess everyone when we get back. We have snacks and water, Elliot. Pass them around the kids."

      Tank opened his pack and pulled out what was needed, then sat on the ground, Dodge curling up next to him. Now, they just had to wait for the weather and he would get the chance to talk to his mate.
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        * * *

      

      Niles watched Silas walk over to him, a smile on his face. "They've found them, Niles."

      Niles released the pent-up breath he'd been holding. "Thank god for that. Injuries?"

      "Nothing too serious, thankfully. Cuts and bruises and a sprained ankle. Could have been so much worse considering the weather."

      "They were very lucky," Niles agreed. He'd been to these types of situations before and had seen the death and destruction left behind. "Tank?"

      "He's fine, Niles. In the cave now feeding the kids. Dodge is being spoiled too."

      Niles gave a sigh of relief. As the weather worsened, his worry for Tank had increased. He'd fought the urge to go out and find his mate, to make sure he was safe. He knew it was his job and that he'd trained for it, but he was still his mate, and Niles couldn’t help but worry about him.

      Silas echoed his thoughts. "It's difficult to let them go into these situations. I fight it every time Chester is out in the field. I know he's trained for them, trained extensively, and knows exactly what he's doing, but he's still my mate."

      Niles nodded, admitting, "I'm struggling."

      "I didn't give Chester an easy time, but he stuck it out. Tank's struggling too."

      Niles nodded. "I know it threw him having a male mate. We've all experimented in college, but that's different to realizing that your future is tied to someone you would have never considered."

      "Chester was a surprise for me too. I was married." Silas sighed. "It didn't end well." Niles nodded. He'd heard about Silas' wife and what she'd done. "Chester's arrival was a complication I wasn't willing to accept, but he stayed around. He grew on me, a bit like mold." Silas grinned.

      "And now Troy's mated."

      Silas frowned then chuckled. "He's happy, and that's all I want for my son. Ale however..."

      "Still not in your good books."

      "He hurt my son and even though I know they're both happy, it's hard to let go of the anger. Troy thinks I'm nuts and should move on. In a way, I have, and over time I'll forget about how they mated and the months following, but for now, I'm enjoying making Ale squirm." Silas shot Niles an evil grin.

      Niles chuckled softly. "How long are you going to keep it up for?"

      Silas shrugged. "I'll give it a good ten years."

      Niles laughed outright at that comment. "That's evil."

      Laughing, Silas slapped Niles on the back. "Yeah, it is."

      Niles shook his head. "I'm going to ask Tank out for a meal tonight and try to move things forward."

      Silas nodded. "Good idea. Get him used to seeing you in different settings. Your house?"

      "I think so. I'll cook and we'll see how it goes."

      "Good luck." Silas straightened, glancing up at the sky. "The weather’s clearing now and they're on their way back. Let's get ready so you can treat the kids."

      Niles spoke with the paramedics and double checked they had everything. Time seemed to drag while he was waiting and by the time Tank finally appeared, Niles' was buzzing with anticipation and nerves. Tank was a mess, his clothes covered in mud, and while he looked tired, he was happy.

      Tank gave him a small smile, acknowledging his presence, which Niles returned. However, catching up would have to wait until later as he was too busy checking the children over and making sure there were no other injuries. The only one that required treatment was the badly sprained ankle. The rest were free to go after Sheriff Bailey had spoken to them.

      Niles watched the looks on the two boys as Silas talked and he knew they wouldn't be making the same mistake anytime soon. He hid his own grin when they walked past him towards their parents and he had to turn away when he heard their parents muttering angrily to them.

      He was packing his equipment away when he felt Tank approach. Smiling, Niles said, "That went well."

      "Yeah, it did. Could have been worse."

      "Those two boys won't mess about in the future."

      Tank grunted. "Stupid kids."

      "Are you free tonight?" Niles asked as he continued to pack. "You can come over to mine and I'll cook for us. I think we could both do with something after today, don't you?" He glanced up at Tank, catching him biting his lip.

      "I'm not sure."

      "Why? We went out for lunch, so why don't you come over. I'll make sure I have plenty of cold beer in for you. Come over and relax. Today's been a long, cold, and miserable day."

      He waited for Tank to answer and felt his heart drop the longer it took.

      "Okay. What time?"

      Smiling, Niles said, "Seven okay for you?"

      Tank nodded. "I'll see you them. I've got to go and check on Dodge."

      He watched him for a minute and when it became obvious he wasn't returning, Niles sighed and got into his car. At least he'd agreed to come over that night, that was progress. Starting his car, he drove away, leaving his mate behind.
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      They were finally making progress, and Niles couldn't be happier. After waiting for over a year, Niles may soon have the chance to touch his mate. That kiss they'd shared hadn't been nearly enough. He wanted more, needed more.

      He stood in the kitchen cooking, a Welsh dish from his grandparents, when the doorbell rang.

      Glancing at the clock, he realized it was almost seven and with a smile on his face, and shouted, "In the kitchen."

      He heard the footsteps along the hallway and turned as they approached the kitchen door. Niles' eyebrows arched up in surprise when he saw who had walked in. "Max. I wasn't expecting you."

      Max shrugged, given him a warm smile. "How are you doing, Niles? I heard you had volunteered to look after those children, you know, the ones that were missing. How did that go?"

      "They were very lucky. Fortunately, they sustained only minor injuries. Elliott, the man in charge, did an excellent job of finding shelter and taking care of them."

      "Minor injuries? Yes, they were lucky then." Max stared at him intently with a look that Niles couldn't decipher. "So, you're off now for two days, aren't you?"

      Niles nodded, going back to the stove and stirring the stew he'd prepared. "Yes. I'll be glad to have a couple of days off. I need a break. Fingers crossed we'll have no emergencies that I need to go in for."

      "Yes, you've put in a lot of hours recently, haven't you? If anyone deserves a break from work, it's you."

      Max walked over to where Niles stood, leaning his side against the counter and watching him stir the food. "Looks nice."

      "A dish my grandparents loved. Cawl, it's called. A Welsh stew."

      "I didn't know you were Welsh."

      "Born and bred in the good old US, but my family can trace their lines back to Wales for several generations and made sure I learned all about my ancestry."

      "So, are you free tomorrow?"

      Niles paused stirring the stew and glanced over at him. Max couldn't be asking him out on a date, could he? They were just work colleagues, and friends. Niles shrugged. "Yeah, I'm free if you want to do something in the afternoon."

      Max stepped closer, causing Niles to frown. What was he playing at? Niles stepped back, raising a hand between them. Just as he was about to speak, Max swooped in, grabbing the front of Niles' T-shirt and pulling him close.

      "Niles," he whispered, just before his lips touched his.

      Niles jerked back in surprise, his lips parting involuntarily on a gasp which Max took full advantage off. He angled his head pressing closer to Niles and pushed his tongue into Niles' mouth. Niles' stomach rolled, and he gagged, pushing Max away. Max wasn't his mate and his body wanted nothing to do with him.

      Suddenly Max was gone, and Niles stumbled back in surprise, his hand automatically reaching up to wipe his lips. He could feel anger vibrating in the air around him, it was so strong he could almost reach out and touch it, and he raised his eyes to the man standing over the prone body of Max.

      Targon stood, his hands clenched in fury, his body vibrating with anger as he growled down at Max on the floor.

      "What the fuck do you think you're doing? Get the fuck out of here!"

      Max's eyes bounced from Targon to Niles, his mouth opening and closing several times, before he asked, "Who the fuck is this, Niles?"

      Targon smacked his chest. "Who am I? Who the fuck are you?" Pointing at Niles, he screamed, "He’s mine. Now fuck off."

      Slowly, raising a hand, Niles approached Tank. "Er, Targon, it's not what you—”

      Tank glared at Niles, and Niles could see him work his jaw from side to side. "He had his tongue down your throat. That’s some fucked up resuscitation, mate."

      "Mate?" Max glared at Niles. "You never told me—”

      Tank smacked his chest again. "He's mine! Get the fuck out of here before I throw you out."

      Tank reach down, hauling Max up off the floor, barely giving him a chance to get his feet under him as he dragged him from the kitchen and down the hallway. Niles could hear Max shouting as he was dragged along, and when the door slammed shut, Niles winced.

      He heard heavy footsteps approach and when Tank walked around the corner, Niles immediately attempted to diffuse the situation.

      "Look, Targon, it wasn't what you think."

      Tank tilted his head to the side, his eyes never leaving Niles. "Explain it me. Tell me what it was then? Because from where I was stood it looked like he had his hands all over you and his tongue down your throat." Leaning back against the wall, Tank crossed his arms over his chest and raised an eyebrow at Niles. "Go on then, tell me how wrong I am. Tell me how I didn't see what I saw."

      "Targon—”

      "Mine," Targon muttered.

      Niles nodded, swallowing compulsively. "Yours," he whispered. "Only yours."

      Tank suddenly pushed away from the wall and stormed over to Niles, grabbing him and slamming back against the counter, causing Niles to grunt in surprise. "Mine," he growled.

      Niles never had a chance to respond before Tank slammed their mouths together. Tank's tongue licked across his lips then pushed against Niles’ mouth, and he opened it readily, wanting to taste his mate. Tank’s fingers threaded through Niles' hair, gripping the strands and tilting his head to the side, so he could deepen the kiss. Niles moaned, loving the way his mate dominated him, loving the taste of him in his mouth and the feel of his hands on his body.

      Their tongues tangled together, sliding past each other and tasting each other. He jerked when he heard his shirt rip open, the buttons scattering everywhere as Tank ripped it from his body. Within seconds, his pants were pushed down, his cock bouncing off his abs and leaving a sticky trail behind. He was spun around and pushed over the counter, his skin pebbling where it made contact with the smooth, cold surface.

      Niles moaned, as Tank's tongue traced a line down his back. He heard a crinkling sound as Tank kissed his back and then he felt two wet fingers brush his hole. He wanted it desperately, wanted to feel his mate take him and own his body. He groaned loudly when the tip of the finger pushed in. "I can take more," he mumbled.

      The finger pushed all the way in, moving rapidly in and out of his hole, and within seconds, a second finger pushed in. Niles hissed against the burn but didn't tell Tank to stop. He wanted this. No, he needed this. He needed to feel his mate inside his body, needed to be Tank’s.

      Suddenly, those two fingers disappeared, and Niles was left empty, bereft, needing his mate to complete him.

      He felt the head of Tank's dick brush across his sensitive hole and he bit his lip when Tank pushed in, groaning against the burn. Tank was wider than the two fingers he'd used and it had been a while for Niles. His last time had been before he'd met his mate. Once he'd met Tank, there’d been no one else for him.

      Tank pushed until he was fully in, and then paused, his hands gripping Niles' hips. Niles shuddered, stretched wide open and panting harshly, sweat breaking out over his skin.

      Then Tank began to move, in and out, hard and fast, so all Niles could do was hang on as Tank pounded his ass. He rode the waves of ecstasy that rushed through his body, leaving him a mere puddle of desire desperate to feel everything his mate was giving him. Tank’s hand slid up the damp skin of Niles' back and latched onto the back of his neck, holding him down as he continued to thrust into him. He grunted with every pounding thrust and Niles let go, letting Tank own him completely. There was only one thing he wanted, one thing he needed desperately.

      "Please, let me see you," Niles begged.

      His hands scrambled across the slippery surface, trying to hold on to something, anything, waiting for Tank to respond. Tank’s hands moved from his hip and neck, and he suddenly pulled out and spun Niles around.

      Niles leaned back against the counter, lifting his legs and wrapping them around Tank's waist. Tank gripped his dick, and after a couple of fumbled attempts, he pushed it back into Niles' ass.

      Niles cried out, his hands gripping the front of Tank’s T-shirt. "Targon," he groaned. Tank pulled him close, bringing their mouths together, and Niles opened willingly to Tank’s seeking tongue.

      Tank was everywhere. He was every breath he took, every move he made. He was surrounded by him and Niles let go of all reason and simply felt. Tank had complete control over him and Niles revelled in every second.

      The kissing paused, and as Niles opened his eyes staring up at Tank, he saw the second he realized what he was doing.

      Pulling him closer, he whispered, "Don't. Just go with it."

      He brought Tank’s mouth back to his, and licked across his lips, then pushed his tongue in between them. Tank was slow to react at first but quickly caught up, groaning as he kissed him passionately, all wet and wild. Tank's hands touched everywhere, sliding across his skin, pulling on his flesh, gripping him tight, and Niles loved it. He was moaning constantly, his fingers flexing in Tank’s T-shirt and he tried to pull him closer, needing more.

      His balls tightened, pulling up, and the telltale tingle started. Niles broke the kiss and lunged forward, biting Tank in the neck, his teeth sliding through the flesh and sinking in deep. Tank's blood flowed across his tongue, and Niles moaned, his body shaking as his orgasm spiraled through him.

      Tanks stuttered then cried out and Niles could feel him coming, his dick twitching in his ass.

      Suddenly, the bond snapped into place, overwhelming Niles with Tank’s emotions. They crashed over Niles, and he felt everything Tank did. Tank in the throes of his orgasm, the satisfaction and pleasure it brought him, and then chasing behind those emotions, came shock and fear.

      Niles sealed the bite and dropped his head back against the wall behind the counter, watching the emotions rush over Tank’s face.

      "Targon..." He trailed off, not knowing what to say.

      "Shit." Tank let go of Niles, bringing his hands up to his face and covering it with them.

      "It's okay."

      Tank suddenly dropped his hands and stared open-mouthed at Niles. "No, it isn’t okay."

      Tank pulled away causing Niles to wince as his dick left his ass and he watched Tank straighten his clothing, pushing his dick back in his jeans and fastening them up.

      "Targon, let's talk about this."

      Tank was rapidly shaking his head, the fear etched on his face. "No! Fuck, no."

      "We're mates, Targon." Niles spoke as he pulled his pants up. "I couldn't stop—"

      "Stop fucking talking!" Tank tugged at his hair. "Shit, I need to think. I can't do this right now."

      "Let me help, please. Let's talk about this."

      Tank started pacing the kitchen floor, his hands tugging at the strands of hair, and Niles moved forward, reaching towards Tank to try to calm him down.

      Tank suddenly stopped pacing and glared at him. "Why did you bite me?"

      Niles gaped at him. "Seriously? You're my mate! I've been waiting months for you. And you came to me, remember?"

      Tank paled, swallowing hard. "I've gotta go," he muttered, and without a backward glance, left the kitchen.

      "Targon, wait," Niles shouted.

      Tank continued to walk away, Niles following him, calling his name. When Niles reached the front door, he had enough time to see Tank jump into his truck and drive off, leaving him standing there, alone. Niles waited until the taillights disappeared before slowly stepping back into his house and closing the door behind him.

      At the kitchen table, Niles collapsed into a chair, his forehead resting on the table. “Shit.”
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      "Fuck!"

      What had he done? What the fuck had he done? He wasn't ready for this. He wasn't ready to be mated to anyone, let alone a man. He didn't know what to think. Thoughts scattered like leaves in the wind and Tank was chasing them, lost and confused, scared shitless. He didn't know what to do, he’d simply panicked once sanity had returned and just freaked the fuck out and ran.

      There were so many emotions rushing through his body that Tank struggled to recognize one before it was quickly replaced by another. Exhilaration, fear, panic, worry, wonder, loneliness, pain. He knew some were his emotions and others were Niles’. He couldn't turn it off, he wanted to stop feeling him, and in that moment, he’d give anything to cut the bond between them and just breathe.

      He pulled over without indicating, causing the car behind to beep its horn and the driver to flip him off as he drove past. He put it into park, his head dropping onto the steering wheel, and tried to break the unfamiliar emotions swamping him.

      Despair, pain, anger... Love. Tank sat up abruptly and stared out of the windshield, not seeing anything. Love. Niles loved him. He bit his fist, shaking his head, groaning deeply. Aw, shit. Niles loved him. What was he going to do now? He couldn't hurt Niles, but he couldn't be with him either. His family... Shit, his family could never find out.

      He needed to talk to someone, someone who could help him. Someone who had experience.

      He grabbed his cell, the phone shaking in his hand, and it took several fumbled attempts before he could unlock it and dial the number he wanted.

      "Tank, man," Chester said when he answered.

      "I need help," Tank muttered brokenly.

      "What's wrong?" Chester demanded.

      "Oh, shit, man. I've mated with Niles."

      A soft chuckle greeted his comment. "Congrats, Tank. I knew—”

      "No!" Tank shouted out. "This isn't time for congratulations. What the fuck am I going to do now?"

      "Not again," Chester muttered. In a louder voice, he added, "Tank, listen to me, it’s time to man the fuck up. You're mated, there is nothing you can do to change that. Just think of the benefits—you'll live longer, be stronger and move faster. Remember Jared and Miguel jumping from the plane? You can do that now. You have a connection to someone who will never leave you. And, more importantly, never cheat on you."

      Tank breathed raggedly, emotions—were they Niles’s—flowing over him. "I don't care! I don't want this. I can't stop feeling him. Make it stop!"

      Chester sighed. "You're mated. It won't stop."

      Tank hung up and contemplated throwing his cell but decided to call Ale.

      As soon as he answered, Tank shouted, "How did you do it?"

      "Tank? What's wrong?"

      "The mating! How do you make it stop, how did you stay away from him?"

      "Tank. What are you talking about?"

      "Me and Niles. How do I stop our mating?"

      "You don't have sex and then let him bite you?" Ale spoke like he was talking to a child, not an adult.

      Tank thumped the steering wheel, screaming, "Fuck, fuck, fuck!"

      "Oh, I see. Well, then congratulations, Tank, and there is no way to break the mating, sorry. I searched everywhere and there's nothing."

      "Nothing!" Tank screeched. "There has to be something. I'm not gay. I can’t have a male mate."

      Ale sighed. "Hate to point out the obvious, but if you've mated, you had sex with a man."

      "I'm. Not. Gay," Tank screamed down the cell. "I like women, tits and pussy."

      Sighing again, Ale said, "Thanks for the visual. You've had sex with Niles and you've mated. Did you get off?" Tank snapped his mouth shut. Yeah, he got off. "So, you came. You enjoyed it. What's the problem here, Tank? Is it because Niles has a dick? You obviously had no problem with said dick when you were having sex with him."

      "I didn't touch him. I'm not gay."

      "Dick and ass. Two men. Where do you possibly see straight here, Tank?" Ale sighed yet again. "Okay, so you're bisexual. I still don't see a problem with this."

      "I'm straight! I love pussy. Pussy, Ale."

      "Okay, I'm going. Lie to yourself all you want, Tank, but don't lie to me."

      "Fuck, no, wait. I don't know what I'm saying."

      "You're in shock, Tank. You've done something you never thought you would. How did it happen?"

      Tank growled, remembering what happened. "There was a doctor at Niles' and he was kissing him. He's mine, Ale. Mine. He shouldn't have been kissing what's mine."

      "Not territorial at all," Ale mused. "Nothing screams mate more than that. Look, it's done, you can't change it. I should know because I looked for a long time to break mine and Troy's. Don't screw up like I did. It will cause you both nothing but pain and misery. If you accept it, and work on it, you'll be happier than you have ever been. Trust me on that, Tank. Yes, I screwed up the beginning of my mating with Troy, but now, I wouldn't change a thing."

      Wiping a hand over his face, Tank muttered, "Shit, Ale. I'm sorry."

      "Nah, it's okay now. Just talk to him. He's gonna be feeling everything you are unless you shut the connection off."

      "Okay. Okay."

      "Now would be good, Tank."

      Nodding, Tank said, “I'll do it now, and thanks, Ale."

      "I don't want you to make the same mistakes I did. Niles doesn't deserve that. No one does."

      Tank rolled his eyes. "Okay, Ale. I'll do it now."

      "Right, speak to you later."

      Tank ended the call and threw his cell on the seat next to him then stared out of the windshield. His stomach rolled and churned dangerously, the bile inching up his throat, and he coughed several times, blinking rapidly trying to clear it.

      He gripped the steering wheel in his hands. A cold sweat broke out over his skin, and his heart began to beat rapidly in his chest, the blood pumping through his veins. He panted, squeezing his eyes shut, his grip tightening on the steering wheel. He didn't want this mating. He didn't want to be tied to a man. He couldn't be tied to a man. He had nothing against Niles, he was a really great guy, but a male mate was not something he was looking for.

      He should have known something would happen though. He could feel the bond between them, feel the connection that strummed between them. He'd ignored it for as long as he could, trying to get on with his life and move on. He should never have approached Niles in the parking lot at the hospital that night. He should never have agreed to have a meal with him. He should have simply avoided Niles at all costs and moved on with his life.

      He was sure Niles would have eventually taken the hint and would have found someone else who could make him happy.

      Now, there were tied together, forever, and Tank was terrified.

      The repercussions if his family found out... Tank didn't want to think about it. He could already see his parents’ reactions in his mind. The fallout that would occur if they were to find out that not only was Tank with the man, but that man was a vampire. Oh, and one with darker skin than him. Yeah, his parents hated everyone who didn't look like them.

      They would disown him. Tank knew with absolute certainty that his family would have nothing more to do with him were they to find out what had happened. He needed to keep quiet, tell as few people as possible. They were his family, had raised him since the day he was born, had done so much for him, sacrificed so much that he could follow his dreams.

      What was he going to do? He knew Niles wouldn't want to keep it a secret. Why would he? He’d found his mate and even Tank knew how rare that was. No, Niles would want to tell everyone, and Tank needed Niles to understand that even though they were mated, that was it. He needed to talk to his mate and lay it all out, plain and simple.

      Niles.

      Targon.

      Can we talk? Tank winced, rubbing his head as the pain began.

      Come back. The food's still here. We can eat and talk.

      Okay. Ten minutes.

      Tank ended the connection and slumped back in his seat, his head pounding. Literally a few seconds of telepathic communication and his head felt like it was about to explode. It took several minutes before he felt like he could open his eyes and a couple more before he was able to start the car, put it into drive, and head towards Niles’ home.

      The entire time he was on the road he was double guessing himself. Had he made the right decision to go to Niles? Should he be doing this after everything that had just happened? Did he need time to adjust to the consequences of his actions?

      By the time he had reached Niles, he still had no answers. He pulled to a stop and parked his truck. He sat staring at Niles who was stood at the front door, and with one last deep breath, he opened the door and stepped out.

      He walked to his mate and stood in front of him. What the fuck was he going to do now?
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      "Hungry?" Niles asked, watching Tank as he fidgeted in front of him.

      "Not really," Tank muttered, shrugging his shoulders.

      Nodding, Niles walked back into the house and said over his shoulder, "Come in then."

      He walked into the kitchen and over to the refrigerator, pulling it open and removing two bottles. Slamming the door shut, he quickly twisted off the caps, throwing them on the counter. He handed one over to Tank, who took it, and Niles watched as Tank drank half the bottle immediately.

      Tank wouldn't meet his eyes, and Niles sighed. Closing his eyes, he reached out tentatively through their bond trying to get a read on Tank's emotional state. Confusion, fear, arousal and anger. A tumult of emotions running through Tank. Each lasting a number of seconds before another emotion replaced it.

      Opening his eyes, Niles took in his mate. Tall and broad, with narrow hips and long legs. Deep brown eyes and spiky blond hair, he ticked all of Niles' boxes. This was how it should be because his mate should be the perfect complement. His white skin was a beautiful contrast to his own darker skin and Niles wanted to run his hands all over it, touching and tasting.

      Just looking at his mate had Niles hard and wanting. Arousal thrummed through him and he wanted nothing more than to walk over to Tank and throw him down on the table and take what was his.

      "I can feel you. I can feel what you want."

      Niles winced, closing the connection at his end and cutting off all his emotions. "Sorry. You're my mate, so of course I want you." He sighed, staring at the floor. "I'll try to stop you feeling it."

      "I will stop... shit." Niles watched Tank pull at his hair and realized that it was something he did when he was struggling to deal with a situation. A nervous action.

      "I'm sorry. I should have had more control. You don't need to feel me on top of everything else you're going through right now."

      "No, if anyone's at fault, it's me. I shouldn't have gone possessive and jumped you. When I saw him... How long?" Tank eyes finally met his. "How long has it been going on for?"

      Niles' mouth fell open. Seriously? He thought he was having a relationship with Max? He shook his head. "What?"

      "You and him. How long have you two been fucking?"

      Niles' eyebrows shot up. Tank really thought he'd been having sex with Max. "We haven't. I have a mate. Why would I cheat on my mate and ruin what we could have?"

      Tank rolled his eyes. "Please. I wasn't even interested. There's nothing to stop you two fucking."

      "And I repeat myself here. I have a mate. I wouldn't jeopardize that for anyone."

      Tank stared at him briefly, then shrugged, and looked away. "Whatever. It doesn’t matter to me, I’m not that interested."

      "Yeah, I can feel how uninterested you are. That's why I can't sit down right now," Niles countered, staring at Tank.

      Tank winced, tugging on his hair again. "Shit. I'm —”

      "No, you don't get to apologize. You wanted me because you couldn't stand the thought of someone else having me. You can deny our connection all you want, you feel it and you're affected by it, just like I am. We wouldn't be mates if there was no chance of us having a relationship. Lie to yourself all you want, but don't lie to me. I won't stand here and accept it. You want me, just as much as I want you. The only difference between us is I'm not afraid to admit it."

      Tank stared at him. "That's the second time tonight someone has told me not to lie. I'm not lying."

      Niles sighed again, leaning back on the counter. "I won't argue with you. We're mated now, and nothing is going to change that."

      Tank smiled grimly. "I know," he muttered.

      "So, what are you going to do about it? You know I'll need your blood from now on."

      "I know."

      "And it'll be hard for either of us to have sex with someone else."

      Gritting his teeth, Tank repeated himself. "I know."

      "If you want, we can both try to move on. Just send me your blood."

      "What?"

      "I'm telling you that we can both try to move on. I know you prefer women to men so I'm saying you can move on and try to build a relationship with someone else."

      Tank frowned. "So, you're saying you have no problem with me going out and fucking women?"

      "As long as I can go out and fuck men."

      "No," Tank muttered.

      Niles raised an eyebrow, crossing his arms over his chest. "No?"

      "That's what I said."

      "What do you mean, no? I'm not going to live the rest of my life celibate."

      "No one else," Tank growled. "No one but me."

      Niles rolled his eyes. "All possessive again. Want me to drop my pants and bend over?”

      "Fuck you."

      Niles smirked. "I'd rather fuck you."

      "I can't," Tank shouted.

      Niles blinked, shocked at the outburst. "That didn't stop you before—”

      "You don't get it, do you? I'd lose everything. This is the worst thing that could have ever happened to me."

      "What? The worst thing that could have happened to you? Thanks a lot, mate."

      "You don't understand, Niles. My family would disown me. If there is anything that they can have a problem with, they do. You name it. Blacks, gays, vampires. Anything that isn't white, human or middle-class they'll have a problem with." Tank pointed between the two of them, saying, "They would have a big fucking problem with this."

      "Targon... I...” Niles stopped talking, shaking his head. He didn't know Tank's family was like this. "Shit, Targon. I'm all of those."

      Tank’s shoulders slumped and he stared at the floor. "I'm sorry, Niles, I can't do this," he muttered brokenly.

      Niles walked over to him and pulled him in, wrapping his arms around him and holding tight. "Tell me this honestly, Targon." He pulled back, but put both hands on the side of Tank's neck. Staring into his eyes, he asked, "Do you want me?"

      Tank eyes flickered between his, and Niles saw him swallow before he whispered, "Yeah, I do."

      "Then we start there." Slowly, so slowly, Niles leaned forward giving Tank time to pull away. When he didn't move, he kissed him, a slow slide of his lips across Tank’s. He placed small kisses across his lips and eventually Tank responded, his lips moving to meet Niles'. When Tank finally sighed into the kiss, Niles deepened it, letting his tongue lick into Tank's mouth to slide along Tank’s.

      Tank tilted his head and Niles moaned, moving his hands around Tank's back and running them down over the muscles hidden by his t-shirt. Tank groaned deeply, his arms pulling Niles closer as their tongues caressed each other and Niles went willingly, desperate to feel his mate again.

      They stood kissing for several minutes until Niles eventually pulled away, dropping one last final kiss on Tank’s lips. He watched Tank open his eyes, seeing the blown pupils and the flushed cheeks. He lifted his fingers and scratched the stubble on Tank’s jaw, smiling at him.

      "We'll figure this out. Come, sit down and eat, and you can tell me about your family."
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      Tank sat at the table and watched Niles dish out the food. When it was placed in front of him, Niles said, "It's Tatws Pum Munad, or Welsh stew."

      "Ah, cawl. This is my Taid, my granddad's, favorite meal."

      "Taid? Ah, you're a northerner."

      Tank grinned. "No way. South Wales?"

      Niles nodded, chewing his food. "I say granddad, or tadcu."

      "I have relatives who still live in Mundy."

      "Not far from mine then. So, tell me about your family."

      "What's to tell?"

      Niles put his spoon back in his bowl, pushing it away and staring at Tank. Tank stared down at his own bowl, fiddling with the spoon and finally sighed when he realized that he was going to have to tell Niles everything. "They are the most phobic group of people I know."

      "How is that going to affect us?"

      Tank shrugged, mumbling under his breath.

      "I'm sorry. What was that?"

      Tank pursed his lips and looked up at Niles. "There is no us, Niles."

      Niles blinked, staring blankly at him and not saying a word. "We're mated," he whispered eventually.

      "I'm sorry."

      "But, we're mated," Niles repeated.

      "Forget about it now, Niles." Tank dropped his head into his hands, shoulders slumping. "If only I'd kept control, then none of this would have happened."

      "There is no forgetting about it, Targon. We’re mated. We can't change that, and it can't be broken either. We are it for each other."

      "Look," Tank started as he slowly raised his head. "I did something stupid, but that doesn't have to be the end of it. You said you needed my blood, and I'll send it to you. It's just, we... we can't have a relationship."

      "You just told me that you wanted me? Was that a lie?"

      Tank sat back in his chair, shaking his head. "No, it wasn't, but I can't do anything about it. We need to forget this happened and move on."

      "Forget it happened? Fuck you!" Niles spat out, shoving his chair back and standing up.

      Tank followed, also standing up, and they both glared at each other across the kitchen table. "I know this isn't what you want to hear, Niles, but it's the best for both of us."

      "Fine. Find someone else." Niles pointed at the kitchen door. "Get out."

      Tank straightened. "There'll be no one else."

      "No, Targon, if you don't want me, I'll find someone who does. Now get out of my house."

      Tank stormed round the side of the table, grabbing Niles by the arm. "No, you're mine."

      Niles shoved him away saying at the same time, "Not this again. You going all caveman is what caused this in the first place. I can't live this half-life you're expecting me to. You're either my mate, or you're not."

      "Niles—”

      Niles slashed his hand through the air. "No! You need to decide what you want."

      Tank pulled on his hair. "You don't understand. I'll lose my family."

      "Or your mate. Tough choice that, Targon, isn't it? But I think I know what choice you'll make. Get the fuck out."

      Not giving Tank a chance to answer, Niles stormed from the kitchen. Tank stood still, staring in shock at his back as he left. His shoulders slumped, and he braced his hands on the table, leaning over it and closing his eyes. His mate or his family? The choice wasn't as easy as Niles thought. If he chose Niles, he would lose his family. All of them. But if he chose his family, he would lose his mate. A mate who he wasn't even sure he wanted.

      Twisting sideways, he slumped in the chair and laid his head on the table, feeling the cold seep through his hot skin.

      "Shit," he muttered.

      Even though he knew all the faults his family had, they were still his family, and he loved them. He closed his eyes, listening to the sounds Niles made as he moved around above him. Niles, his mate. Why did he have to be a man, and a vampire? Oh, and black.

      He didn't know what he was going to do, and he didn't know who to turn to. Both Chester and Ale had told him to try, but at what cost? Did he give up his family to be with his mate? Was that cost too high? He knew Niles only got one mate, that there would be no other for him and by denying their bond, he would be asking him to live the half-life.

      But, he honestly didn't know if he could give up his family for his mate. He was attracted to Niles, no matter how much he fought against it. The way he moved, the way he smiled, especially that smile that was just for Tank him. When he grinned, dimples appeared that drove Tank mad. His black curly hair cut short had Tank’s fingers itching, and he dragged those same fingers across the table wishing it was Niles instead.

      Sighing, he muttered, "I want him."

      Saying the words out loud both exhilarated and frightened him, but it was the step that he knew he needed to take.

      Maybe he could be open and honest with his family and they would accept Niles when they understood the full implications of their bond. Tank snorted. Yeah, right. That was a wild fantasy, a dream that would never come true. Could he walk away from his family for one person, even if that one person was his mate? Was the cost too much, the loss too great?

      Maybe he could keep their relationship quiet for now until he was surer and knew exactly what he wanted. Niles should understand why he needed time to decide. So much was riding on his decision and it wasn't one he could easily make. His family, or his mate.

      Deciding he needed to talk to Niles, Tank pushed away from the table and slowly walked up the stairs to him.
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      Tank stood in the doorway of the bedroom watching Niles move around, completely ignoring him. In fact, Niles gave no impression he knew that Tank stood there, but Tank was certain Niles was fully aware of his presence.

      After watching him for another minute or so, Tank said, "Niles.”

      Without turning around, Niles said, "I asked you to leave."

      "I want to try."

      "Will you tell your family about us?" Tank looked away. "I didn't think you would. Please leave."

      "What do you want me to say? I'm struggling with all of this. And you should know that more than anyone because you can feel it, feel me. We do this at my pace. I'll tell them when I'm ready. I need to get used to you first and—" Tank waved his arm around the room—"everything."

      "You've had time to get used to this. You've had months, Tank."

      "Then what's wrong with giving me a little more? We're mates now, let me get used to it."

      Niles stared at him and eventually nodded. "I'm not someone you were expecting." Niles sat on the bed, dropping his head in his hands. Tank could feel how emotional Niles was in that moment. Pain, sadness and a little fear was coming through to him from their connection. Unable to stop himself, Tank walked over and sat on the bed next to him. "I'm sorry."

      "Stay," Niles whispered.

      "I..." He wasn't sure if that was a good idea, considering what had happened already between them.

      "Please." Niles turned his head to look at him. "Give me tonight. I've waited months for you."

      Guilt flooded him at the truth of Niles' words. He had waited months for him. "I know. You should have told me the truth from the beginning."

      "You're right, I should have, but it doesn't matter now, does it? Please say you'll stay."

      Tank's eyes flickered to Niles' as he reached out tentatively and touched the back of Niles' hand. Niles turned his hand over and slid their fingers together. Looking at their entwined fingers, Tank said, "I will. Oh, and by the way, I sleep naked."

      "So do I, but I've got some sleep pants somewhere."

      What did it matter now? They'd had sex already. Sighing, Tank said, "It's fine."

      "There's a spare toothbrush under the sink," Niles informed him, pointing to the door that led to the bathroom. "You go first. I’ll get the bed ready."

      Tank stood, and quickly used the bathroom, washing and brushing his teeth. He leaned on the sink and stared at his reflection in the mirror and sighed heavily. What a mess. A mess he'd caused, and now he needed to man up and move on. He was mated, and he liked Niles. He was a caring, thoughtful male, and yes, Tank was physically attracted to him. If only he could let go of his own fears and just try. That was all Niles was asking.

      He stepped out of the bathroom and Niles pushed past him, closing the door quietly behind him. He stared at the bed and suddenly laughed, slapping a hand over his mouth. Jesus, what was he doing here? Did he go on his own side of the bed or the other side of the bed? Did men sleep differently together?

      In the end he chose the side of the bed that was closest to the window and stripped quickly before he slid under the cool sheets pulling them up to his chin. Rolling onto his side away from the bathroom door, he stared at the closed curtains. He could feel the stiffness in his body, the rigid way he held himself and he made a conscious effort to relax. This was his mate, Niles. He wouldn't do anything unless Tank wanted him to.

      The bathroom door opened and the lights switched off, and then the bed dipped behind him.

      "Night Targon."

      "Night."

      He lay on his side, unable to relax and he could feel Niles moving restlessly around the bed. Rolling from one side to the other and then onto his back, sighing occasionally. After a good ten minutes, Tank had had enough.

      "Niles.”

      "It's okay, Targon. I'm just struggling to relax, that's all."

      Rolling onto his side to face Niles, Tank stared at the man who was his mate and gave in to the urge to touch him. He reached over and gently traced Niles' jaw. He went to do it a second time, but Niles reached up and grabbed his hand.

      "You don't need to do anything."

      "What if I want to?" Tank whispered into the darkness.

      "At your pace."

      "Okay. Then kiss me."

      Niles slid over to him and gently rolled Tank onto his back. "Are you okay with this?"

      "Kiss me, Niles."

      Niles slid a leg between Tank’s and moved over him, one hand moving to Tanks' waist and the other tunneling through the strands of his hair. Their lips met, brushing across each other slowly. Soft, gentle kisses that left Tank wanting more.

      His hands moved up until both of them were gripping Niles' shoulders as he angled his head and slid his tongue out, licking across Niles' lips. Niles groaned deeply and sucked Tank’s tongue into his mouth. Tank moaned, and his hips arched up off the bed, rubbing his dick against Niles' hip. At the same time, he became aware of how hard Niles was, his dick leaving a damp trail on Tank's skin, and he shivered in response. Arousal burned through him and Tank moaned again.

      As they continued to kiss, learning each other's mouths, lips and tongues, Tank let his hand slide down Niles' back, feeling the warm skin beneath his fingers. He stopped only when he reached the top of Niles' ass, hesitating to continue. He'd never touched a man like this before and he was nervous and a little afraid.

      Niles must have sensed his emotions, because he broke from the kiss, saying, "My body is yours."

      They stared at each other in the darkness until Niles lowered his head and kissed him again and all thought fled Tank's brain. He gave his hands free rein to touch whatever they wanted and they slid down Niles' back to grip his firm ass. Niles moaned in response, arching up into Tank’s touch. "Yes," he whispered.

      He moved over Tank, settling in between his legs, pushing them wider to accept his body. Tank gasped, the sensation of having Niles naked and on top of him short-circuiting his brain. He simply felt.

      Niles rubbed against him, pushing Tank's arousal higher as their tongues danced together, their kisses becoming wet and messy and Tank loved every second of it. He arched up into Niles' touch deepening the contact. He needed to feel more.

      He whimpered into the kiss, and his hands grabbed Niles, pulling him closer until there was barely any space between them.

      Niles lined their dicks together and thrust rapidly. At this point they were barely kissing, just open mouths moving over each other, feeding off each other.

      Tank eventually pulled his head away, breaking the kiss and panting harshly. His balls pulled up tight, and he rutted against Niles, needing to come. The hand on his head tightened, pulling his head to the side, and he had a split second to stare in fascination at the red glow that emanated from Niles' eyes before Niles' fangs sank into his neck.

      Tank cried out, his body jerking, his dick pulsing. Come spurted from it and he felt Niles come too, covering them both in warm wetness. He could barely move, his orgasm so intense and the connection he shared with Niles ramping up the level of intensity that flowed over him.

      Feeling Niles' orgasm, the pleasure it brought him, pushed his own even higher and his vision darkened. At the same time, a ringing in his ears blocked out all other sounds.

      He was barely aware of Niles pulling his fangs free and licking the wound closed. Was barely conscious of Niles' heavyweight on top of him, or the breath that brushed against his neck.

      At some point, reality returned, and he turned his head to the side, opened his eyes and stared into Niles'. Niles pulled his hand free from Tank's hair and his fingers gently stroked across his cheek, his thumb rubbing Tank’s lips.

      "You okay?" he asked.

      Tank licked his dry lips, seeing Niles' eyes watch the movement, a faint red glow lighting them up. He lifted his hand and traced a finger under Niles' eye.

      "Your eyes."

      Niles closed them and buried his head onto the pillow next to Tank’s. "Sorry. It's just I've waited so long for you and now you're here in my bed and I can't stop thinking of anything else but the need to kiss and touch you... you get the picture."

      "It's okay," Tank told him, and strangely, it was. He liked the idea that Niles wanted him, that even though he'd just come, he still wanted him.

      "We should clean up and then get some sleep."

      Now that Niles had brought it to his attention, Tank cringed at the cold, wet come pooling on his abdomen. "Yeah, you're right."

      Niles chuckled as he pushed up and sat between Tank’s spread legs. "Yeah, coming is great but clean-up is awful."

      Tank barked out a laugh, completely in agreement with everything Niles just said. "Yeah, there's nothing like crusty, dry come, is there?"

      Niles chuckled again. "You stay there. I’ll get a cloth and bring it back in."

      Tank sat up, shaking his head. "You don't need to do that."

      Leaning down, Niles kissed him slowly, but thoroughly. "I know, but I want to."

      Slowly, Tank nodded and lay back down on the bed as Niles got up and walked into the bathroom. He heard the water running, then a minute later, Niles walked back into the bedroom and sat next to him on the bed, cleaning his body.

      Tank could feel the heat in his cheeks, knew he was blushing and when he looked up at Niles, he saw the satisfied smile on his face. Rolling his eyes, he said, "Okay, I've never had anyone clean me before. I feel a bit like a girl."

      "I like doing it, like taking care of my mate."

      When Niles finished cleaning him, he threw the washcloth back towards the bathroom and got back into bed.

      "Want to be the big spoon?" Niles asked.

      Tank stared at him, not knowing how to answer the question. Niles smiled and took pity on him. "How about you be the big spoon and if it's not comfortable, we can swap."

      "Okay." Tank swallowed and then stopped. Why was he getting all worked up about who was the big spoon and who was the little spoon when he'd just had sex? In this bed with his mate. Shaking his head, Tank moved over and cuddled up to Niles' back and moved his arm over his waist. "This okay?"

      Niles laid his arm on top of Tank’s, threading their fingers together. "More than okay," he mumbled, sleep already coloring his words.

      Tank got comfortable, then slowly relaxed. Every breath he took, he breathed Niles in. Closing his eyes, he kissed Niles on the neck and then drifted off to sleep.

      
        
        ❊❊❊

      

      

      Spencer paced the IT room, watching the data scroll across the screen, a frown on his face to give the illusion of not understanding the data in front of him. "Well?" he asked for the fifth time.

      "You need to let us set our trap. The hacker can't know we know about them. If they even begin to suspect we're onto them, then they'll stop, and we'll lose our chance to find out who it is."

      "I know that, Carter. You don't need to keep explaining it to me."

      "Then why are you still here, breathing down my neck?"

      "Just remember what we can do to you and your family, Carter."

      "Like I can forget when you threaten me every single day with it," he muttered.

      "Good. I'm glad we have that sorted." Hands on hips, Spencer asked, "How long before we know anything?"

      "It depends on when he or she tries again. It's a waiting game now."

      "We can't have them finding out our plans. Those plans have been years in the making, waiting for the right time to implement them. They must succeed."

      "I know. You'll get your chance, don't worry."

      Spencer turned away from the screens and walked to the door. "Inform me immediately if you get anything."

      "Don't worry, I will."
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      Niles sat at the computer reading the latest test results that had been sent through to him. So, absorbed in the task, he never noticed Max appear until he said hi.

      Looking up, Niles smiled. "Hi Max. Look, about the other night—"

      Max waved the apology away. "No, don't. I just wanted to come and apologize. I misread the situation, Niles."

      "No, I need to apologize."

      "Let's just forget about it. I don't want to ruin our friendship, and we work well together. Is that okay with you?"

      "Absolutely."

      "You have a mate. You must be happy."

      Niles grinned. "I am, thank you. Targon is everything I could want in a mate."

      Leaning on the counter Niles was working at, Max asked, "I thought mates didn't exist? I thought it was just something you told each other like a bedtime story."

      "Me too, but since I've met Targon, I've done some research. There were lots of mated couples. In fact, it was the norm. I can't even tell you when it stopped happening. I am very lucky to have found Targon."

      "Targon?"

      "Welsh. He is a Northerner, my family are Southerners." Niles grinned. They had more in common than just being mates. They had a shared history, their ancestors coming from the same country and emigrating to America.

      They talked a lot about their families, the places they'd come from, when they had been out for lunch the day before. Niles could see, and feel, how painful it was for Tank to talk about his family, but if they were ever to move forward and have his family except their mating, Niles needed to know exactly what he was up against. He wasn't going to lose his mate because his family hadn't moved with the times.

      "What happens if you fall out?"

      "That rarely happens, if ever. It's hard to explain, but I think the easiest way to look at it is that mates complete each other, like the other half of each other. Mates help each other to be better people, are there to support when needed or offer encouragement." Niles shrugged. "It's really hard to put into words exactly what mates are to each other. I only know of one mating that didn't work out." Niles paused, then continued, "Well, I guess that's a matter of opinion."

      Max nodded in understanding. "The blood slave?"

      Niles nodded. "Did you know that his parents sold him? Both of them agreed and did it. How could they do that to their own child?"

      "It sickens me, the things we can do to each other. How is he—”

      Max's pager went off and he glanced down at it and read the message. He grabbed the nearest phone and made a call, no doubt to find out what he was needed for. Niles turned his attention back to the results in front of him and waited for Max to finish.

      "Can't wait for the new smart phones. Do you know when we're getting them?"

      "Months, the last I heard." Leaning back in his chair, Niles rubbed a hand over his face, feeling the tiredness in his body. He'd been staring at results for far too long.  "The cost involved runs into the tens of thousands."

      "Still, nothing beats the incessant beeping of a pager. Gotta run. Lunch later?"

      "Yeah, usual time and place?"

      "Unless something happens between now and then."

      Niles watched Max walk briskly away and sighed. At least their friendship hadn't been fucked up after the other night. Turning back to the screen he closed his eyes, reaching out to his mate. He needed to hear his voice.

      Targon

      Niles

      How's it going?

      Nothing beats sitting around waiting for the locals to get their shit together.

      Niles winced. Bad?

      I don't understand what the problem is. They asked us here and now they have us sitting on our hands doing nothing. Chester and Ale are getting pissed off about it and have threatened to leave if nothing gets sorted soon.

      I would have thought they'd need all the help they could get. A river had burst its banks due to a deluge that no one had been expecting.

      You would, wouldn't you? I'm fed up and Dodge won't stop whining. He knows he's got a job to do, and he's stuck here. Still, he did piss on all the cars. Made him happy.

      Niles burst out laughing, drawing puzzled looks from the nurses around him. Clearing his throat, he stared at the screen.

      Good for Dodge.

      Hang on. They're coming over. Maybe now we can finally get involved in the search and rescue they asked us here for.

      Let me know.

      Will do.

      They broke off contact and Niles stared at the figures in front of him. Time to get back to work.
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        * * *

      

      Hunter was right behind him as they slowly and methodically made their way in a huge circle around the school. It was the only chance they had of finding the missing children and teacher. Roughly thirty minutes later, Tank saw Dodge indicate that he'd picked up a scent. Suddenly, Dodge veered off to the right, even further away from the school and started pulling Tank behind him.

      Tank could hear Hunter behind him, speaking into the mic attached next to his mouth — new, improved models — giving Ale their current position and asking the team to converge on their coordinates. Dodge had found something and was eager to follow it.

      With some difficulty, Tank and Dodge, with Hunter following, made their way through a dense thicket of brush and trees until they stopped at the edge of what used to be a pond, but due to the heavy rain, had spread out into the surrounding trees. They tread carefully through the branches and debris floating on the water, Dodge stopping every few seconds and sniffing at that debris and the trees around them before continuing forward.

      Tank's eyes followed the trail through the shallow, dirty water until it reached the leaf-covered branches of a large downed tree. That's where he caught a glimpse of an adult female holding onto two small children, clinging to the underside of the branches, hanging over the water.

      "Dodge. Sit." Tank ordered before giving Dodge his toy. "Good boy." Tank gave Dodge the ‘stay’ signal followed by the command.

      He waded through the water and knew when he'd hit the original edge of the pond. The ground became like glue, thick and difficult to move through. He was glad that Hunter was behind when he heard him shout, "I'll let the team know where we are."

      "Shit," he muttered, when his feet immediately sank into the thick mud, covered by the dark water.

      "Stay where you are. I'll swim over."

      Hunter knew what would happen if Tank struggled to move on and dove in chest first, keeping his head above the water, and started swimming towards the woman and two children. The children were crying, and the woman, Tank assumed was the teacher, was struggling to keep all three of them above water.

      As Tank moved towards them, a sharp slicing pain cut through his arm. Turning, he realized that some of the branches had thorns on them. "Shit," he muttered, untangling himself from the branch.

      "Hunter, watch the branches. Some of them have thorns on."

      "Got it."

      The branches above were dense and covered with thorns. Making his way slowly toward them in the water was slow and painful, with some of the thorns cutting into his skin. He could feel the thorns in a couple of places, embedding into his flesh. Finally, he took out his knife and started cutting and hacking through the branches.

      When he made it to them, the woman immediately handed one of the children to him. "Take her first. She's only five. I'll keep hold of him."

      Hunter was close behind and Tank passed the little girl over to him, then turned back to take the boy. "I'll come back for you," he told the woman.

      The woman nodded. "Just get them to safety first."

      Tank took the boy and slowly made his way back to the edge of the water. He tried to keep him above the dirty water, having seen the numerous cuts covering him. The last thing the boy needed was an infection developing in one of them. Poor kid had gone through enough already.

      Hunter got there before him and, after putting the girl down, he reached for the boy. "I'm going back for the woman."

      Hunter nodded and took his jacket off, covering both children with it. As Tank moved back through the water, he could hear Hunter update the team on their situation and heard Ale tell Hunter the others were almost to them.

      When Tank reached the woman, he glanced around her, seeing how tangled up her clothing was. "My name is Tank. I'm part of Rescue Inc."

      "I think you're gonna have to cut them," the woman said, tugging on her clothes.

      "Yeah, I think you're right."

      Tank took a closer look around the woman, finding several places where she was stuck. He started by cutting her jacket and part of her shirt that had somehow become wound around the branches. It felt like it took forever to cut her free, but when she was finally loose, he helped her cross the water towards Hunter and the two children.

      As he moved, he slipped on a submerged branch and fell forward, hitting his head on the trunk of the nearest tree. Grunting in pain, Tank struggled to move. Everything spun around him and he groaned, fighting the need to be sick.

      Hands grabbed him and the woman, lifting them clear of the water, and he blinked the water out of his eyes to find Hunter carrying both of them back to dry land.

      "Hunter," he mumbled, shaking his head to try to clear it.

      "I've got you both. Don't worry."

      When they reached dry land, Hunter placed them both on the ground, and immediately pain shot through his leg.

      "Shit," he shouted, grabbing the area.

      "Where are you hurt, Tank?" Jensen asked, squatting in front of him.

      "Thigh. Something stuck in it." Tank breathed deeply through the pain. Jensen cut through his pant leg, revealing a small broken piece of branch stuck in his thigh.

      "We can't get a stretcher in here," Jensen said as he cleaned the area and packed it to prevent the branch causing more damage.

      "I'll make it. Just make sure they get out."

      "Chester and Donnie are here to help as well." As Jensen spoke, Tank watched the two vampires take the children and woman away.

      Grunting in pain, Tank let Jensen help him up. "Fuck, that hurts."

      Tank hobbled along behind the others, Dodge by his side and Jensen helping him. Every step caused the pain to bloom through his leg, but he kept on going.

      Niles

      Tank. What’s wrong?

      Hurt. Branch in leg. Going hospital now. Even talking this way made everything hurt.

      On my way.

      Twice he would have fallen if Jensen hadn't grabbed him. The pain was becoming more excruciating with every step he took.

      Finally, after what seem liked forever, they made it out of the trees and found that all the ambulances had gone, probably with the two children and the teacher who'd made it out before him. Tank carefully sat on the muddy ground and waited for another one to arrive. He panted, trying to ignore the pain in his thigh and the pounding ache in his head.

      "Here, let me see to that." Jensen squatted in front of him and carefully cleaned his head wound. "You'll need stitches and it's going to need more cleaning. There’s some dirt in there and it is pretty deep."

      "Great, just what I wanted to hear."

      His ears started to ring, and he winced, dropping his head down, his vision darkening at the edges. He suddenly felt sick and luckily managed to roll onto his side before throwing up.

      "Don't feel so good," he mumbled before everything went black.
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      When Tank became aware of his surroundings, he immediately realized that he was in a hospital. He could hear the unmistakable beep of the machine that kept track of a person's vital signs. The beep seemed to be keeping a steady rhythm, so he figured he was still alive and recovering well. He sighed quietly when the drugs pulled him under and he fell back asleep.

      The next time he woke up, he actually managed to open his eyes. The machine was still keeping that steady pace, so now he tried to figure out how bad he was hurt. He realized his head hurt, especially the front of his face. When he tried to reach up and touch it, his hand felt like it was encased in cement and he dropped it back to the bed. Carefully, because his eyes and head hurt when he moved, he looked down and saw that most of his arms were covered in bandages and plasters.

      Glancing around the room, Tank saw Niles asleep on a chair in the corner and Hunter sleeping in a chair directly in front of him, but on the other side of the room. What the hell? He must have made a noise because Hunter woke up and hurried to the door calling for a nurse.

      "Hey, a nurse will be here soon. How you feeling, Tank?"

      "Great,” he mumbled. His throat was dry and tacky, and he coughed, trying to loosen it up. Hunter reached over and picked up a plastic cup with a straw in it and held it for Tank.

      Tank gingerly lifted his head, and ignoring the pounding through it, sipped some water. The cool liquid slipped down his throat and he sighed in relief."Thanks."

      "Figured you'd need it."

      "The children? Teacher?" Tank coughed again and this time his throat felt better for it.

      "They're good. They were released yesterday."

      Released yesterday. Just how long had he been here? "How long..."

      "Two days. You were pretty out of it. The docs were worried about the knock to your head, but your tests came back clear. Sorry, Tank. They couldn't find a brain."

      "Fucker," Tank mumbled with a small smile.

      Hunter grinned. "Bad concussion. You did wake up a number of times but went back to sleep straight away."

      Tank tried moving his leg and hissed at the pain. "My leg?"

      "Your mate removed the branch, cleaned the wound, and stitched you back up. Don't think the locals are impressed with him when he came in and took over." Hunter grinned again. "I sat back and watched the explosions when he told them straight that only he would be touching you. He did let one doctor help though."

      "Shit."

      "No shit at all. When they realized you two were mates, they backed off, or maybe it was when Niles got that glow in his eyes. Don't want to piss a vampire off by denying him access to his mate. Especially one who knows how to use a scalpel."

      "Has Niles been here the whole time?"

      "He hasn't left your side, except to go to the bathroom."

      "How long has he been asleep?"

      "About an hour now. He's worried he missed something."

      "Like what?" Tank mumbled. He could feel the drugs working and he was trying to stay awake.

      "Go back to sleep. We can talk later."

      "Tell him..." That was all Tank managed to say before he fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Tank slept peacefully, and Niles moved quietly around him. He didn't want to wake his mate when he was still healing. The leg wound was causing him some concern. There was still an area of red skin and it was puffy and hot to the touch. He'd missed something.

      Checking his paperwork, Niles went and spoke to the doctor on duty, who agreed with his assessment. At some point they'd have to go back in and clean the wound and that would delay Tank's healing.

      "The wound was a mess," Doctor MacIntyre said.

      "I thought I'd got it all."

      "I checked before you closed, and the wound looked clean. The infection is still there so we must have missed a small piece. Let's increase the antibiotics through his IV and reassess later."

      Niles nodded in agreement. "Okay, let’s try that."

      Niles left the doctor and returned to Tank's room and waited for the nurse to come in with more antibiotics. She was quick and efficient, stepping out of the room less than a minute after she'd entered.

      Niles stared at his sleeping mate. His skin was still a little too pale for his liking, but the head wound was healing well so Niles wasn't too concerned over it. The concussion had gone, and Tank was waking more frequently now and was able to answer all questions asked.

      His usually spiky hair lay flat on the pillow and Niles leaned forward to run his fingers over it, ignoring the greasy feeling. He was looking forward to helping Tank have a shower when he was well enough for one.

      The door opened, and Ale came in, walking over to the bed and looking down at Tank. "How is he?"

      "Improving, though the leg is concerning me. I've increased his antibiotics to try to flush the remaining infection out, but I think I'm going to have to go back in and check the wound again."

      "Something still in there?"

      "I suspect so. I should have gotten it all out the first time."

      "I saw the state of his leg when he came in. Don't be too hard on yourself."

      "I'm a doctor, Ale. I shouldn't have missed anything."

      "Tank also had a head wound that was bleeding heavily, plus thorns embedded in his skin in numerous places. There was a lot going on. I know you're going to beat yourself up over it, so I'll give you two options." Ale pulled a chair over and sat down, sighing as he relaxed back in it. "You can get over it, or I can tell Troy and send him in to speak to you."

      Niles blinked. Troy? "Why Troy?"

      "He loves Dodge and because Dodge is Tank's dog he likes Tank too. He'll talk nonstop until you admit mistakes happen."

      That didn't make any sense at all. Frowning, Niles said, "If Troy loves Dodge, wouldn't he want Tank to stay in hospital, so he can look after Dodge for longer?"

      "You'd think so, wouldn't you? But Dodge is missing Tank, and that makes Troy sad and that makes me unhappy. You get where I'm going with this, don't you?"

      "You want a happy mate."

      Ale grinned. "I sure do, and he isn't happy because that damn dog isn't happy."

      Niles chuckled, and Ale joined in. "The things we do for our mates."

      Ale shrugged. "You've heard about how we became mated?" Niles winced, but nodded. "So, you'll understand that the last thing I want is for Troy to be hurt and that includes him being upset because of a fucking dog."

      "Okay, I understand." As he finished speaking, Tank moved on the bed and he groaned as he opened his eyes.

      Niles leaned forward and touched Tank's hand. "Targon."

      Blinking his eyes, Tank looked around the room before seeing Niles. "Hey," he muttered.

      "Hi. How are you feeling?"

      Tank blinked again and rubbed his face with his hands. "Okay, I think."

      Tank rolled his head over the pillow and saw Ale. Niles smiled when Tank said, "What’s up? How is the team?"

      "Everyone's okay. Just concerned about you, but I hear you're getting better."

      Tank grunted. "Can't wait to get out of here." He moved his leg and hissed, causing Niles to frown and glance down at it.

      "Your leg hurting?" he asked. He was a doctor and his mate had been injured. He needed to know if he was hurting.

      "A little. It'll pass. I think it's because I haven’t been moving. I'm not used to lying in bed for so long. How's Dodge?"

      "Troy has him, so don't worry."

      "He'll get fat with Troy. Did you hide all the treats?"

      Ale grinned. "I'm not stupid. Of course I did, but you know Troy. All Dodge has to do is give him one of his sad looks and Troy will feed him to make him happy."

      "Just great," Tank muttered, frowning.

      Niles leaned forward in his chair watching the expressions on Tank's face. He could see stress lines appearing and when he reached forward and touched his forehead, there was a slight sheen of sweat. "Are you in any pain?"

      He watched Tank swallow and noticed his unfocused stare. "Don't feel so good," he mumbled.

      "Ale, get the doctor!" Niles said, as Tank's eyelids fluttered shut.

      Feeling his head again, Niles' knew he had an infection. "Shit."

      He ripped the sheet of Tank's body and immediately checked the wound on his thigh. Grabbing some gloves, he removed the bandages and sucked in a breath when he saw the wound.

      The doctor came in and took one look at the wound then shouted for the nurse. "We need to open it up and clean it thoroughly. Your suspicions were correct. We missed something."

      "I was certain we got all the dirt and debris out."

      "We'll make sure this time and we'll increase the antibiotics. Right, Doctor Conway, let's fix our patient."
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      Waking up in the hospital, Tank blinked his eyes several times, trying to focus. He glanced around the room and found Niles at the side of this bed watching him intently. He smiled and leaned forward, his fingers gently touching his forehead.

      Tank winced, the pain radiating from the area and Nile snatched his hand away, grimacing.

      "Hey, you're awake. How are you feeling?"

      Tank swallowed, his mouth and throat dry, and coughed to clear it. "Good," he croaked out.

      Niles leaned over, a plastic cup with a bendy straw held in his hand. "Here, drink this. You'll feel better when once you get rid of that dry mouth."

      Tank greedily sipped cold water, not even bothered by the plastic aftertaste. God, it felt good. His throat was so dry and his tongue was stuck to the roof of his mouth, so the water tasted like it had been sent from heaven.

      When he'd finished drinking, Tank pulled away and nodded to Niles, thanking him. "When do you think I can leave?" He was desperate to get out of the hospital go back home.

      "You had an infection in your thigh that we've been treating with antibiotics. Your temperature spiked, but it has remained within the normal range for the past twelve hours. We missed a small piece of wood when we initially cleaned your wound. I'd prefer to keep you in for another twenty-four hours at least and then send you home. Don't want to risk another spiking in your temp."

      "The branch?" Niles nodded. "I knew there was a risk when I felt it going in, but getting those kids to safety was more important."

      "I knew something had happened. I felt a spike in your levels."

      Tank smiled. "Sorry, I don't how to switch it off."

      Niles shook his head. "No, I'm glad I did. And I was able to be here for you."

      Tank nodded as he gingerly felt around the wound in his leg, wincing when he touched a tender spot. "Shit, it still hurts."

      "It will for a few more days. You were lucky, Targon. It could have been so much worse."

      "Really?" It could have been much worse than what it felt like right now? Because right now it felt like his leg was on fire.

      "Yes, if it hit the bone itself, caused an infection in the bone, then the recovery phase would be much longer and more intense."

      "Shit, I didn't know."

      "And now onto more positive things. The teacher and children have all been discharged and are in good health."

      "That's good. I vaguely remember Hunter saying something. Dodge?"

      "With Troy."

      Tank yawned and relaxed back against the pillow. "Sorry, I'm still tired."

      "You’re tired from all the drugs in your body helping you to recover. You should get some more sleep."

      "I think I've—”

      Tank was interrupted by the door to his room opening and his parents walking in. They glanced at Niles, looking him up and down, then dismissed him.

      Niles raised an eyebrow at Tank, who shook his head.

      "Mom, Dad. What you are doing here?" He quickly looked over at Niles then back at his parents.

      "Where do you think we would be?" his mother, Evelyn, asked.

      Tank furrowed his brow. "At home?"

      Evelyn shook her head, staring down at Tank in the bed. "Seriously, son. You've been injured. Of course, we came. Now, we can talk about you finding a proper job."

      Tank rolled his eyes. This wasn't the first time they'd talked about him leaving his job. "Mom, I'm not giving up my job."

      His dad, Acton, said, "Now, son. We let you carry on with this foolishness, but it's time for you to accept your responsibility and join the family business."

      "Dad—"

      When are you going to tell them who I am? Niles asked.

      "What, son?"

      I can't, Niles. Tank looked over at him, pleading with him silently to understand the situation he was in.

      He rubbed his head. "I like what I do, Dad, and I'm not quitting my job."

      When, Targon? We've been mated for over a month. You practically live with me and I've even let Dodge stay.

      Acton turned to Niles. "I don't know who you are, but you need to leave."

      Tank saw Niles staring at him from the corner of his eyes, but didn't say anything, avoiding looking in his direction.

      "I guess I am leaving." Niles stood and stared at Targon, the anger and hurt showing on his face. "You need to collect all your belongings as soon as you’re discharged from the hospital."

      Acton turned to Tank, a frown on appearing on his face. "Your things? What's he talking about? Why are your belongings at his home?"

      Glancing back at Niles, Acton looked him up and down and then dismissed him.

      Niles crossed his arms over his chest, glaring at Acton. "Yes, Targon. Why don't you tell them?"

      Evelyn stared between the two of them, her mouth falling open. "You and him?" She spat the word him out, causing Tank to wince.

      "Mom, it's not what you think."

      Niles raised an eyebrow at him. "Really, Targon. How is it not what they think?"

      "Niles, you're not helping."

      Acton turned to him and pointed at the door. "No, you're not helping at all. This is a private conversation, and it doesn't include the likes of you."

      "Likes of me," Niles murmured. Targon. Are you going to let this happen?

      Niles, please.

      Niles smiled grimly at him, his shoulders slumping. "Goodbye, Targon. Don't forget to collect your things."

      Tank watched Niles leave the room, closing the door quietly behind him. He heard the movements of his parents as they sat down and ignored them. He couldn't concentrate on them right now. The heaviness in his chest was almost too much to take, the hurt and anger he could feel from Niles. The pain it caused him by Tank not admitting their relationship.

      "Who is that man?"

      He closed his eyes, wishing that he was anywhere but in that room with his parents. "His name is Niles."

      Acton waved dismissively. "I got that. He's a vampire, isn't he? It's bad enough you have to work with them, but to have them as friends as well, and why were you staying at his?"

      "It's complicated."

      Evelyn stared at the door that Niles had left through, then glanced back at Tank. "Are you two...? God, no." She raised a shaky hand to her mouth, staring at Tank.

      "Mom—”

      "No! Absolutely not!" Acton shouted. "I forbid it. Once you're out of here you will move back in with us and get your life straightened out. You will quit that job and join the family business where you belong. Clearly working with people like them has lowered your standards in life." Acton leaned forward, glaring at Tank. "When did you become gay, and interested in both vampires and black men?"

      "His gender, his species, or his skin color has nothing to do with it. Niles is a caring man and thinks of others before himself."

      "Oh, how your standards have fallen." Evelyn shook her head. "Your dad is right. You need to come home as soon as you leave this hospital."

      "I'm not coming home, no matter what you say. I'm a grown man! As soon as I leave this hospital, I'm going home — my home — and then I'm getting straight back to work."

      "And what about this Niles character?"

      "There’s nothing going on there, Mom. You don't have to worry about anything." Even as Tank said the words, he felt his stomach drop, his body become cold, and his eyes began to itch and burn.

      The door opened again. Fortunately for Tank, it was Ale and Troy. Troy glanced around the room then sat on the bed and looked him up and down. "Hi Tank. You don't look too bad. When are you getting out?"

      "Hi Troy, thanks for coming. Let me introduce my parents to you. Acton and Evelyn."

      Troy turned them and smiled. "Hi," he said, waving at them.

      Ale walked further into the room, his hand coming to rest on Troy's back. Troy smiled at him, leaving no doubt about the nature of their relationship.

      Ale smiled at Tank’s parents. "Hello Mr. and Mrs. Evans. How are you?"

      "We're good, thank you, Mr. Martin," Evelyn said, her eyes flickering between Troy and Ale.

      "That's good to hear. Was Tank able to tell you about the teacher and two young children he rescued? Without him, they may well have died." Tank closed his eyes, silently thanking Ale. Ale was well aware of what his parents were like.

      "We're aware of how good Targon is at his job. But now it's time to him to join the family business, so unfortunately he will be leaving Rescue Inc," Acton said.

      "Let's not get into this here please, Dad," Tank murmured.

      "So, you're leaving us, are you, Tank?" Ale asked, raising an eyebrow.

      "Nothing's been decided yet, Ale. My parents are just worried after what happened."

      "Of course, they are. You're their son, it's only natural for them to worry."

      "Hey, you get some time off. You can come over and hang out at Ale's cabin," Troy said, smiling at everyone in the room.

      "You don't really want me to come, do you, Troy? You just want to keep Dodge."

      "What?" Troy put a hand to his chest. "I think I’m insulted."

      "No, Troy. Tank knows exactly where he stands." Ale grinned at his mate. "You'd take Dodge over him any time."

      Troy shrugged. "Well, you won't let me have a dog, so I have to take Dodge, don't I?"

      "Who's going to look after the dog when you're at college and I'm out working?"

      "Pops can. Please," Troy looked imploringly at Ale, who rolled his eyes.

      "We'll talk about this later."

      "Are you two together?" Evelyn asked.

      Troy grinned. "Ale's my mate. He's stuck with me."

      "I see," Acton murmured. Glaring at Tank, he said, "You’re surrounded by them, aren't you? No wonder you've become... Infected."

      "Infected?" Troy said, shoulders slamming back. Troy stood, glared at Tank’s parents before glancing at Ale, who nodded, then left the room, slamming the door behind him.

      "Well, I can see you haven't changed one little bit, have you, Acton," Ale said, glaring at Tank's dad. "I have no problems if you insult me in any way, shape or form, but you will not insult my mate."

      "And just how old is he, your mate?" Evelyn asked. "He appears a little too young for you. Is that what you're into now, Alejandro? Little boys your thing now?"

      Ale inhaled sharply. "Think whatever you want to, Evelyn. My friends and my family know the truth. And to be honest I really couldn't give a shit what you think. It's about time you left the nineteenth century and moved with the times." Turning to Tank, Ale said, "I'll see you when you get back to work."

      Without saying a word to Tank’s parents, Ale left the room and Tank glared at him. "How could you be so rude to my friends? Don't you care?"

      "We care about the people you are associating with. Don't you realize the shame you bring on us hanging out with blacks, vampires and gay men? When you get out of this hospital, you're coming home, son, and we'll find a nice woman for you to settle down with." Acton stood and held a hand out to Evelyn. "I won't repeat myself. Come home where you belong or face the consequences."

      Tank's mouth dropped open, but he never said a word, merely watching his parents leave the room. He slumped back into the pillow and stared up at the ceiling, his mind in turmoil. He'd never been given an ultimatum by his family before. They'd always made it known, made it clear what they wanted, but he'd always had some leeway being the eldest. It looked like now they had changed their minds.

      He needed to speak to Niles, and he reached out to him. Niles.

      He waited a few seconds, and when there was no response, he tried again. Niles, please.

      Again, there was no response, and he bit his lip, closing his eyes against the sting he felt there. Niles, please, I'm sorry.

      When there was still no response, he gripped the sheets in his hands, his breath shuddering in and out of his body. Was this it? Had he pushed Niles too far? Was their relationship over before it had really started?
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      It had been days since he'd seen or heard from Tank, other than that day he chose to ignore him. He needed time to think, time to figure out how he could help his mate. If he actually wanted to. He'd waited so long for him already and there was only so much more he could take emotionally.

      They'd mated now. Yes, it was an accident—Niles winced at that admission—but what was done, was done and it was in his DNA to be there for his mate and to help him in any way he could. If only Targon would let him in, instead of keeping Niles on the fringes of his life.

      How he’d managed to get through the workday amazed him. Targon was a constant presence in the back of his mind, and his body had no problem reminding him that something was missing. His body wanted its mate and Niles wanted him too, but the terms of their relationship had to change.

      He hesitated to wash his bed sheets as they still held Targon's scent, and with all of Targon's things gone from his house, there was no evidence that his mate had even stayed there. Nothing to remind him of the man he loved, except the empty, hollow feeling in his chest and an empty bed.

      He missed him and his stupid, slobbering dog.

      He sat at lunch, pushing his food around his plate, ignoring the noise around him, his mind going around in circles as he tried to figure out what he was going to do. He barely glanced up when Max sat opposite him, grunting when he said hi.

      "What's wrong? You've been distant since you returned."

      Niles grunted again, before saying, "Targon's parents."

      "What about them?"

      "They have to be the most phobic people I have ever met. Targon told me they were, but I assumed he was exaggerating. Turns out he wasn't. They're actually worse."

      Max sat back in his chair, his fork dangling in the air. "Why? What happened?"

      "Oh, they want him to leave Rescue Inc and join the family business. I heard from Troy that they also told him to settle down with a nice woman and get married."

      "Okay. You know there's a problem with that."

      Niles sighed, sitting back in his chair and pushing the plate away. "They don't know about us being mates."

      Max's eyebrows shot up. "What?"

      "I know." Niles rubbed his eyes. He was so tired, but he couldn't sleep. Too many thoughts and emotions running through him. He could barely close his eyes at night. As soon as he did, Targon's face would appear and the loneliness and pain would reach up and drag him down all over again. How could he leave his mate? "I said they're phobic. Gays, blacks, vampires."

      Max winced. "You're three for three then."

      "Exactly."

      "Shit, Niles. I'm sorry. It must be hard for him. They're his family."

      Sighing, Niles agreed. "I know. It's a no-win situation for him. His family or his mate because he can't have both. I won't be some dirty secret."

      "No, I wouldn't expect you would and it isn't fair of Targon to expect you to accept it either. A rock and a hard place for him."

      "I don't know what to do. I haven't spoken to him in a week. I don't know what to say or if I could accept his decision when he tells me it's over."

      "But it will never be over, will it? You’re mates, so you're connected in a way that won’t ever be broken."

      "We can try to move on, but we'll always have an awareness of the other." Niles rubbed his chest. Just talking about it made him feel Targon more. "Sex could be an issue too."

      "Because of the mate bond." Max sighed. "I'm sorry, Niles."

      Niles smiled sadly. "Nothing for you to apologize for. It is what it is. I wish it was different. I wish it was an easy road to travel, but we don't always get what we want, do we? I guess I need to man up and accept my mate wants his family more than me."

      Max leaned on the table. "Maybe not. Give him time."

      Niles copied the move. "How much more time do I give him? I transferred here to be closer to him. I met him at least a year ago and I've been waiting, patiently, for him since then. And then he goes all possessive and mates us! What does he expect me to do? I have a life to live, just like he does. I'm merely existing right now, only half a person without him." Niles sat back in his chair.  Max didn't say anything, and Niles sighed. He needed to feed but not any blood would do. He needed Targon's blood. "There's going to be a problem with feeding too," he muttered quietly.

      "Shit."

      "Yeah, shit."

      "Do you think he will send it to you?"

      "I honestly don't know, Max." Niles rubbed a hand over his face, tiredness and hunger leaving him drained.

      "I can see you need to feed. You've lost some of your color and you've lost weight."

      "I know. I can feel the need eating away at me and I have been feeding, but it's Targon's blood I need, not just any old blood from a bag."

      "Well, get in touch with him and have him send some to you, or, maybe you two can talk and sort this all out. One way or the other, Niles, you need to know where you stand and what the future holds for you. Will it be with or without him?"

      Nodding, Niles said, "I know you're right. I guess I'm just delaying the inevitable."

      Max's pager beeped and he glanced down at it before sighing. Standing, he said, "And that's my signal to go. Don't leave it too long. You're a vampire, and you’re going to need your mate's blood. Get in touch with him now and arrange something."

      Niles didn't say anything, just nodded and watched Max as he left the canteen, then stared back down at the food on his plate. He knew he should eat something, but his stomach rolled every time he thought about food. Maybe tomorrow he'd feel hungrier and be able to eat. Standing, Niles put his tray away and left the canteen. He had patients that needed him.
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      Spencer stood with three other vampires, staring at the map that showed where all their estates were located. Over the years they'd bought more land and had expanded into it, constructing storage units and additional housing. They were preparing for the future. A future where vampires ruled.

      They would need to have large units to stockpile all the food they would need, and items not commonly thought of. Clothing, bedding, furniture and weapons. Everything they would need to keep them going for the first few months while the humans destroyed themselves.

      Spencer glanced over the map, noticing the new construction to the east. Everything was on target and going to plan. It had to be, as the time when they would implement their plan was drawing closer.

      "How many vampires do we have?" Commander Garrick asked.

      Spencer picked up his tablet and searched for the information. "In what areas?"

      "The council. We've removed all those opposed to our plans, haven't we?"

      "Yes, we have. All nine members agree and are preparing for the day we can make our move."

      "All nine?"

      Spencer nodded.

      "Good. We'll have no problems when we take over."

      "The aristocracy are all in agreement too," Spencer added.

      The wealthy families all agreed with the plans to remove humans. They wanted to rule. They were the best the vampires had to offer and were determined to take their rightful place at the top of the food chain. Humans were cattle, only needed for their blood and as toys to please their masters.

      "That's close to thirty families."

      "Yes. In total, we have over one hundred vampires preparing."

      "How many families are left to move to the States?"

      "All those following our plan are here or in the final stages of moving here. Soon, they'll be no vampires left abroad who stand with us."

      "All our people will be here, in one of the estates."

      Spencer nodded. All the people they wanted would be safe when the power went out. "We have purchased more shares in the solar company. We now have a majority holding. All buildings are currently being refitted to withstand the chaos."

      "Defenses?"

      "On course to be complete within the year. We have various weapons of all calibers, plus missiles, and we have an order for tanks."

      Commander Garrick looked at another vampire, directing his question to her. "Belinda. How are we for blood slaves after the debacle at Graham's mansion?"

      "All slaves have been moved to safer, less known locations. They won't be found. The ones from Graham's mansion have been taken care of, except for two. Jacques Mathias and Elizabeth Selby. Both disappeared after they were released from the hospital."

      "It is imperative that we locate them and bring them back. We can't have them out there where they could tell the authorities what's happened. It's bad enough that Graham's grandson became involved and that rescue company. The council are doing everything they can to slow down the investigation Sheriff Bailey has opened, but at some point, we may made need to take more permanent action."

      "Kill the Sheriff and his son?" Belinda muttered.

      "Both are mated," Spencer added. "That may complicate things."

      Commander Garrick shrugged. "So, we take out four instead of two." He leaned over the table and pointed at one of the estates. "The land here is next to the solar company we own, isn't it?"

      "Yes, it is. We are fulfilling orders for all our properties to ensure they have an adequate power supply when the time comes."

      Garrick looked across the table. "Food. Water."

      The third vampire answered. "We have started on the wells and they will be complete on time. The greenhouses are already in use and we have grains and tinned goods stored. We've hit our preliminary targets, but I'm buying more. We can't run short when there is chaos outside the walls."

      "Good, Lincoln. So, weapons, food, water and power are all on target. Defenses are good. What's the situation with comms? We will still need to be able to communicate so we can coordinate our attack."

      Belinda answered. "Our satellite is ready to launch. We're finishing off our tests now to ensure it works."

      "What about our shadow? Has IT located who it is?"

      Spencer answered this question. "No. Whoever it is, is good and giving IT a run for their money. I've told them the consequences of failure. I'm certain they'll find out who it is."

      "Good." Garrick's cell beeped, and he glanced at the screen. "I've got to go. Keep on top of things and we'll meet again in two days."

      Garrick, Belinda and Lincoln left the room and Spencer sighed in relief. He hated these meetings. Gathering up his tablet and paperwork, he also left the room. He had more jobs to complete before he finished for the day.
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      Pacing his living room floor, Tank swallowed against the dryness of his throat. He sipped his water trying to relieve the ache, but nothing worked. He was tired too, his body weighing what felt like a thousand pounds and he blinked when his vision blurred. He couldn't understand why his body was behaving like this. He'd eaten, slept, and made sure he was in good health with no lingering effects from his injuries. He'd done everything he'd been advised to do.

      Shaking his head, he sat on the edge of the sofa, staring at a football game on the TV, but not paying any attention. He probed the healing wound on his leg, noting that it wasn't as painful now. He was good, everything was okay, so why did he feel this way? What was causing it?

      Niles. It had to be Niles.

      He dropped his head into his hands and closed his eyes. When was the last time Niles had fed from him? Tank knew Niles would need his blood now they were mated. It was before the accident and that was a good two weeks ago. Would he need blood so soon? Man, he was an idiot. He should know the answer. He needed to speak to Niles.

      Niles.

      When there was no response, he tried again.

      Niles.

      When there was still no answer, Tank growled in frustration. Damn stubborn mate.

      Niles, let me help you. I know you need to feed.

      I'll manage.

      Sighing in relief, Tank continued, Please, Niles. I fucked up. Punish me all you want, but don't punish yourself.

      When there was nothing, Tank slumped back on the sofa, and stared up at the ceiling. "Shit."

      I'll be home in an hour.

      Tank jerked in surprise when he heard Niles' voice in his head.

      I'll be there.

      Jumping up, Tank quickly showered and dressed in clean clothes then drove over to Niles'. He knocked on the door and stood waiting, rocking on his feet. When there was no answer, his shoulders slumped. Had Niles' lied to him?

      He was about to leave when he heard a sound from the other side of the door. Turning, he saw it open and stared at Niles, his mouth falling open in surprise.

      "Are you okay?" he asked, his eyes scanning over his mate.

      Niles looked paler than normal, dark shadows under his eyes and to Tank he looked like he'd lost some weight too.

      "Road traffic accident, RTA, on Baker's Road."

      Niles walked back into the house leaving Tank to follow. In the kitchen, Tank watched him move around, far too slow for his mate, and to his eyes, a little unsteady on his feet.

      "It's been nonstop for forty-eight hours," Niles muttered, bracing himself against the counter, his head dropping.

      Tank walked over to him and gently turned him to the nearest chair. "Sit and relax. Have you eaten?"

      "I had a snack from the canteen."

      Tank stared at Niles, then walked over to the refrigerator. Steaks and the makings of a salad. Pulling them out, he checked both and was glad to find they would be okay to eat.

      "I'll cook while you relax. Aren't you a heart doctor?"

      "Cardiothoracic surgeon."

      "Okay, so—"

      "One of the drivers needed heart surgery due to injury, and another developed problems. Aftercare, notes, reviews." Niles shrugged. "Long shift."

      "Oh, okay." Tank prepared the food and cooked the steaks. He kept an eye on Niles watching him as he slumped further and further down in his chair, his eyes closing. When the food was ready, he plated it and placed it in front of Niles, nudging him awake.

      "Eat this and then you'll feed." When Niles' eyes shot to his, Tank added, "Don't think I don't know you need to feed from me. You should have told me sooner. You're a doctor and you of all people should be more responsible."

      Niles shrugged again, and Tank sighed in frustration at the lack of concern his mate was showing. Niles didn't say anything more, and they sat eating in a heavy, awkward silence. Several times throughout the meal, Tank would pause to make sure Niles was eating. He was, but it was slow going.

      When they'd both finished, Tank cleared the dishes away and glanced at Niles, seeing him virtually asleep on the table. Leaving them in the sink, he walked over to Niles, tapping him on the shoulder.

      "Come on. Let's get you to bed so you can feed and sleep."

      Niles stood and brushed past Tank causing him to sigh again. Stubborn vampire. He followed him upstairs and managed to catch the bathroom door closing behind Niles. Seconds later, the shower came on, so Tank sat on the edge of the bed waiting for him to finish.

      He glanced around the room, so similar to his own. He'd spent nights here, sleeping and fucking, enjoying the closeness and developing relationship with his mate. Everything was the same, and it reminded Tank what he was throwing away. Family or mate? Tank shook his head. What a fucked up choice to have to make.

      The shower turned off and a few minutes later, Niles walked out with a towel wrapped around his hips. He crawled onto the bed and lay on his back, closing his eyes. Tank stared, and waited, but Niles said nothing.

      Shaking his head again, Tank stripped his off his t-shirt and crawled over Niles. "Is this how it's gonna be?"

      Keeping his eyes closed, Niles murmured, "You offered to let me feed."

      Tank tilted his head and gave Niles a grim smile. "Neck or wrist?"

      Niles opened his eyes and Tank saw the faint red glow begin to appear in them. They stared at each other, neither saying a word. Tank slowly lowered his head, giving Niles a chance to say no. When he didn't, Tank slid his lips over Niles' and felt the quick, indrawn breath he took.

      He moved further over, settling over Niles, and could feel the evidence of his arousal. Niles was hard and so was Tank. He rubbed his dick along Niles', aching to feel no barriers between them and angled his head, licking across Niles' lips, eager to slip his tongue in and kiss his mate properly.

      "Tank," Niles whispered, and he parted his lips letting Tank’s tongue slide in.

      Moaning, Tank deepened the kiss, his hands tunneling into Niles' dark hair. Their tongues danced together, an erotic tango that Tank had missed. He'd never really been into kissing, but with Niles, he found he could do it all day and still want more. He always wanted more with his mate.

      As they kissed, he slid a hand down Niles’ body, loving the feel of his mate beneath him, but worried that he could feel Niles' ribs. He'd lost too much weight.

      He broke away from the kiss staring into Niles' glowing eyes. "Niles," he murmured.

      Niles shook his head and pulled him back down and Tank went willingly. He was here now, and he'd give Niles everything he needed. He'd make sure he took what he needed.

      He pulled the towel apart and cupped Niles' balls, rolling them between his fingers. He slid his hand up and palmed his dick, his fingers circling the width while his thumb smeared the precome over the head. It wasn't enough for Tank; he needed more. He needed to taste.

      Pulling his mouth away, he placed a soft, gentle kiss on Niles’ lips then moved down his body until he was above his dick. He'd never done this before Niles, and even though he was better at receiving than giving, he wanted to please his mate.

      He licked it from base to tip, enjoying the shudder that rolled through Niles' body. God, he'd missed him. His taste, his smell. The way his body felt, the way they connected. Niles arched up and Tank sucked the head into his mouth, his tongue going to all the spots he knew Niles loved to be touched. He wanted to please his mate, give him what he needed.

      Niles’ hand gripped his hair. "Lube," he groaned out when Tank swallowed more of his dick.

      Tank pulled off, found the lube on the bed, and went back to Niles' dick, sucking it back in. As he licked and sucked, he poured some lube onto his fingers. He rubbed two of them over Niles' hole, and when he felt Niles push out, he pushed them in. Two fingers soon became three, and he twisted them, making sure to hit Niles' hot spot.

      Niles cried out, his body shuddering with every swipe of Tank's fingers over that spot, and his ass tightened, gripping Tank's fingers. Tank couldn't wait to feel that tight ass encasing his dick.

      He made quick work of preparing Niles and when he was certain he was ready, he quickly stripped and knelt between Niles' spread legs. He leaned over him and teased him with his dick, rubbing it over Niles' hole.

      "Don't tease me, Targon," Niles begged, the red shining in his eyes.

      Tank pushed, popping past the muscle, and paused when the head was in, giving time for Niles to adjust. When Niles nodded, Tank slid all the way in and lay on top of Niles, his hands holding the sides of his head. He kissed him as his body moved, his tongue mimicking his dick. Niles moaned, his hips arching up, meeting every thrust into his body, and he wrapped his legs around Tanks waist, bringing them closer together.

      Tank moved his hand and gripped Niles' hip, holding him in place. He couldn't go slow even though he wanted to. He needed Niles too much. He’d missed his body and the sounds he made when they were like this together.

      Niles moved with him, his body responding to Tank's every thrust, and Tank kissed him, pouring as much emotion into it as he could. He opened himself up to Niles, letting him feel everything he did, letting his emotions flow through their bond to Niles. He needed Niles to know how much he cared, how much he wanted and needed him.

      Tank moved faster, needing more, and Niles gave it. Niles' hands gripped him, holding him in place and Tank stared down into his glowing red eyes, seeing his fangs exposed. He knew what his mate needed.

      Tilting his head, Tank bared his neck. "Take what you need. Feed from me."

      Niles groaned, and Tank jerked when Niles' fangs pierced his flesh. As soon as he felt that first pull on his neck, he came, his body shuddering. He let the waves of ecstasy roll over him and gladly followed, letting go completely.

      Niles came too, and Tank's orgasm shot higher when Niles' pleasure rushed through him, causing his own to build, the connection letting their emotions entwine causing their pleasure to reach new heights.

      Tank didn't want this moment to an end, but he knew that it would. He lay on top of Niles, comforted by his presence and scent. He'd missed him since he'd last seen him at the hospital.

      "I've missed you. I know I fucked this up. Please give me another chance."

      "Why? Are you going to tell them about us? Have me come over for family meals?"

      "Niles, don't—"

      "I can't live a lie, even for you."

      "Niles—"

      Niles pushed, and Tank moved off him, noticing the wince on Nile's face when he pulled free from Niles' body. "You need to leave."

      Tank sat up, watching Niles stand. "Niles, please."

      "You know how I feel about you. You can feel it through our bond. I love you, Targon, but I'm not willing to live a lie. I won't be someone you hide from your family like a dirty secret. You're my mate. You're either in this with me or you're not. You need to decide." Tank watched Niles walk to the bathroom where he stopped and glanced back at him. "Go, Targon." He walked in and closed the door with a dull thud. Tank stared at it, realizing it was truly over and he had no one to blame but himself.
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      Niles hefted the bag of blood in his hand and glanced at the note he'd pinned to the board. A note from Targon. A box had arrived a week after their night together with several pints of blood in it. Targon's blood. Enough to last him a month. Niles knew bagged blood lasted around forty-two days and it looked like Targon had found this out too.

      The note told Niles he'd receive fresh blood on the first of every month and nothing more. So, he'd made his decision. His family over his mate. Niles had lost his mate, not like he’d expected any other result.

      Niles collapsed on the chair, his legs giving way, still holding the bagged blood. He ran his fingers over the plastic surface. "Targon," he whispered, closing his eyes as tears spilled down his face.

      There were no words to describe the pain he felt. His chest constricted, his stomach dropped, and he squeezed the bag in his hand, the cold seeping through his skin and chilling him to the bone.

      Taking a deep breath, he opened his eyes and stood. His mate didn't want him, but someone would. Yes, it would be difficult to move on with the connection they shared, but he'd been successful in muting it and he would continue to do so. He wasn't living half a life, and he certainly wasn't going to remain celibate.

      Fuck Targon.

      So, now he was getting ready for his night out. He had a date and after the arrival of Targon's gift, he was making sure he went to it. A new doctor had started, Brody Hopkins, and Niles had hesitated to accept when he'd asked him out, but after three weeks of nothing from Targon, Niles had accepted.

      Max had also told him it was time to move on. After listening to him over the past several days, he'd said enough was enough. Tank had made his choice and Niles shouldn't be alone for the rest of his life.

      Bella Donna was the restaurant he was going to meet Brody. Brody had made reservations for eight, so Niles had plenty of time to get ready. He'd eaten there a number of times and loved the food. Even if the date tanked, no pun intended, at least he knew he'd have some decent food.

      The knock on the door surprised him, and when he opened it, he stopped and stared at the last man he expected to see.

      "Had an interesting conversation today. Who is Brody?"

      Targon stood there, arms folded across his chest, glaring at him.

      "None of your business, Targon. I told you I wasn't going to sit around waiting for you. I also told you I wouldn't remain celibate. As you can see, I'm getting ready to go out, so please leave."

      Niles tried to shut the door, but Tank had wedged his foot in between the door and the frame stopping Niles from closing it.

      "Now wait just a fucking minute. I never said I didn't want—"

      "Yes, you did. You didn't want a man, a mate, or sex with said mate because he was a male. I heard it all for months. You've had numerous chances, Targon. You virtually lived with me, and you left when the going got tough. I'm done waiting."

      "Niles—"

      "You practically lived with me at one point, Tank." Niles practically shouted the words at Tank. "Your damn dog had its spot picked out, but as soon as your family turned up, I was pushed aside." Niles took a deep breath and released it slowly. "I know you have a tough decision to make, but I can't waste my life waiting for you to choose."

      "Niles—"

      "Please go, Targon. Just... go."

      Niles pushed the door and this time it closed. He stood with his hands on it and bowed his head, closing his eyes. He could hear Targon outside and then his footsteps recede as he moved away.

      Pushing away from the door, Niles walked over to the sofa and sat on it, dropping his head in his hands. The last thing he wanted to do now was go out for dinner, but Targon had come and left. He hadn't stayed or fought for him, not really. He only turned up because he was jealous, an emotion he had no right to feel when he'd walked away and not come back.

      He rubbed his chest, sitting upright, and stared out of the window, watching the sun sink low in the sky. Targon, his mate, dominated his thoughts. He loved him. He had for months now, but what did he have to show for it? Nothing. A mate who walked away when the going got tough.

      Well, enough was enough. He was young and healthy, and he wasn't going to remain celibate for the rest of his life. Fuck the mate bond. Oh, he'd struggle at first, but once he got over the initial discomfort of being with a man who wasn’t his mate, Niles knew he'd make it.

      He'd never be able to forget about his mate, he'd always feel his emotions, muted, but still there, and he would need his blood. But, he had a life too, and he was going to live it. Fuck Targon. He could go back to screwing the women he preferred.

      Standing, Niles breathed deeply for a minute then went upstairs. He had a date to get ready for.
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        * * *

      

      "So, you're being blocked, Hunter?"

      Hunter leaned back in his chair, his fingers scratching his stubble. A frown covered his face, and he shrugged slightly. "I'm not sure if I am, Chester. Whoever is playing cat and mouse with me definitely knows I’m trying to access their systems. He or she lets me in a little then blocks me again. It's almost like a game, but I think whoever it is, is trying to help us."

      "Why do you think that?" Jared asked.

      Hunter grabbed his bag from the floor, and after searching inside it, pulled some paper out. Placing it on the table he said, "Details of where the blood slaves from Graham's mansion are being held."

      "What?" Chester picked up the papers and passed them around the table where the team were gathered.

      "He or she led me to this. I was trying to hack the wrong system. I would never have found that information. It could be a trap. We won't know until we've scoped the area."

      "What does your gut say?"

      "It says to trust this. If you look at the rest of the pages, you'll see that they don't know where Jacques is or where this Elizabeth Selby could be. I thought you'd want to know that, Miguel."

      "I do, thanks, Hunter. One question, though, is how did Etienne find him?"

      "I think they had the information at some point and my, let's call him inside man, erased it. Didn't Alessio say he knew someone who worked with the council? Could it be the same person?"

      "Sacha's going to call him now," Jared murmured as he read the papers in front of him. "He'll let me know what Alessio says."

      “Well. Maybe we could get more answers from Etienne when the police question him again. I’m certain he won’t be enjoying the human prison they have for vampires, “Hunter mused. “Hopefully the solitary confinement will cause him to answer this time in the hopes of alleviating his discomfort.”

      Chester nodded. "We can hope, although maybe one of us should pay a visit.” Chester shook the papers in his hands. “This sheet has food items listed."

      "Well, if you're preparing to cut the power, you need to have plenty of food to see you through. They're prepping.” Miguel stared at the papers.“Jacques thought this would happen after he saw the details of a solar company they had bought shares in."

      "Thinking it and seeing it are two different things, M,” Donnie muttered, running a hand over his face.

      "I agree. When Jacques and Sacha first came up with the idea, we all followed through, but even I hoped they'd got it wrong. It’s clear they were right.” Ale sighed. “We need to find out when they are hoping to implement their plan."

      "I'll dig further, Ale, but it's gonna take some time."

      "At least we know where the blood slaves are. I think our first priority is to break in and get them out. God knows what's happening to them," Miguel muttered. "It's something Jacques is heavily invested in."

      "Understandable and let him know it's the first thing we're going to do. We need to scope the place out and look for any weaknesses, then we can plan.” Ale spread the papers out across the table.“I know Troy wants the same thing as Jacques."

      Miguel nodded. "He saw it."

      Ale gave Miguel a nod. "And Jacques experienced it. We won't let him down."

      "Was anything left at the hospital? Maybe Dodge could pick up a scent around this building," Tank muttered. "I can't do much until my leg has fully healed, but you know his commands and he knows all of you, so he could help."

      "I'll be back up anyway, so you can stay with me, while the team are out with Dodge."

      "We need to get in and place some surveillance equipment." Hunter stared at the map. "Me and Donnie could do it. We have the most experience in this type of operation."

      Donnie nodded. "Been a while but I haven't forgotten what I was taught."

      "This map accurate?" Chester asked. "The last thing I want is for you two to go in and things get fucked up because the Intel is out of date."

      "We could go in and have a look around," Jensen said, looking at everyone around the table. "Mich could do the whole damsel in distress thing. They haven't seen you recently."

      Michaela flipped him off but nodded. "I'll do the car thing and then take some photos of the area."

      "I know we're the new guys, but Euan and I can help," Dean added.

      "Yeah, just catch us up to date with all the Intel you have, and we'll dive in," Euan agreed.

      "Shit, I'm sorry," Ale said. "I keep forgetting you're new. You've fit straight in."

      "Could have done with you a couple of weeks ago," Tank added, a small smile on his face.

      "Alessio's man didn't give us the information about the mansions. The overall plans only," Jared said, glancing at everyone at the table.

      "Could we have two people working inside," Ale mused, rubbing his chin.

      "Or more?" Chester said. "There's Romeo, who we know Alessio has been talking to, the IT man who has let you have the information, but could there be someone Romeo knows?"

      "Ask him, Chester." Leaning on the table, Ale said, "In the meantime, let's plan."

      Tank let the others plan and sat back thinking about his situation. Niles or his family. He'd sent Niles his blood because he knew he would need it. He had a demanding job saving lives and Tank didn't want to be the one responsible if something happened to him.

      He rubbed a hand over his face, ignoring the look Ale and Chester threw him. Niles might need his blood, but he didn't need him. He was out with Brody. Even thinking the name had Tank clenching his fists. Not like he had any rights to Niles now. He well and truly fucked things up and Niles was right when he'd said he'd given Tank enough chances.

      It didn't matter now. Niles was moving on and so should Tank. Easy to think but hard to do. Still, he was young enough to go out and pick some woman up and spend the night with her. Once this meeting was finished, that was what he'd do.

      It was time to move on.
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        * * *

      

      He wasn't feeling it. Brody was great, a wonderful man who was funny and charming, but Niles couldn't get his mind or body to move past his mate. Maybe it was too soon. They'd broken up a couple of weeks ago, so maybe he needed more time to adjust and move on.

      He laughed at the right times and said all the right things. but his reluctance must have shown.

      "I like you, Niles, but I don't think you like me as much."

      "I'm sorry, Brody. I think it's too soon."

      "Have you recently broken up with someone?"

      "Yeah. I thought I was ready to move on, but I guess I'm not."

      Brody winced in sympathy. "I'm sorry. I broke up with someone before I moved out here. We can still be friends and who knows what the future will bring."

      "Brody, I'm sure there's a wonderful man out there for you."

      Brody winced again. "Ouch."

      Niles reached across the table, holding his hand. “I didn't mean it like that. I'm sorry. I just meant, you're a genuinely nice person and deserve to find happiness too."

      "Thanks. So, want to tell me about him?"

      Niles sipped his wine, looking around the restaurant. With a sigh, he said, "He doesn't want me. There's not much more to add."

      "I see. He cheated on me, so I left and moved here. It wouldn't have been so bad if the man he cheated with didn't work on the same team I did."

      Wincing, Niles said, "Shit, Brody."

      "Yeah. Lucky for me, this opening came up at the same time and I was able to transfer here. Good riddance. I've heard that things aren't going well for them. Karma."

      "Damn straight. What's that saying? You don't shit where you eat."

      Brody laughed, nodding his head. "Well, I hope they'll be very unhappy together."

      They clinked their glasses together and Niles took a sip. Niles sat back in his chair, smiling. Brody might have arrived too soon, but at least he was sure he had a friend.

      Picking up the menu, Brody asked, "Dessert?"

      Smiling, Niles said, "Absolutely."
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      Spencer stared at the data in front of him, understanding the information presented to him and the trap that had been programmed. He frowned then handed the tablet back, looking confused. "What am I looking at?"

      "The trap. Should they try again, I'll be able to trace them back to their location."

      "And then we'll have them."

      "Yes."

      "Good. He'll be happy to know we have a plan in place. Have you figured out how much information was taken?"

      "No. Whoever it was hid their tracks well. I wouldn't have spotted them if I hadn't noticed a slight—"

      Spencer's cell rang and he checked the screen, grimacing when Garrick's name appeared. "Shit. What does he want?" he muttered.

      "I'm glad it's you who has to deal with them and not me."

      Spencer stood, staring down at their IT man. "Let me know as soon as they spring the trap. I want to be the first person you contact."

      He walked from the room and listened to the voicemail Garrick had left. More demands about housing. The precious elite didn't want to live in cramped homes. Like the mansions they had were cramped. They were too used to living in luxury and expected the same now. They needed to understand that sacrifices had to made by all if their plan was to succeed.

      Spencer jogged down the stairs to where Garrick was and walked in, finding him staring at the map.

      "Sir."

      "Spencer. These houses we're offering simply won't do. These families are used to much better living conditions."

      "I understand, Sir, but with what we're trying to accomplish, we all need to make small sacrifices. Our funds are for weapons and defenses plus ensuring we can survive the chaos that will surround us. I think they would be willing to settle there, considering what they'll gain after."

      "You don't get to decide how or where they live. Make sure they get what they want. No matter what it is, or you'll suffer for it. I won't have them disappointed."

      Garrick stormed from the room and before Spencer had time to sigh, his cell rang again. Romeo, the lawyer.

      Walking over to the door, Spencer checked the hallway and seeing it was clear, quietly closed the door. "Romeo, I can't talk right now."

      "I'm sorry. Alessio has been in touch. He wants to know about the mansions.”

      "I've given you all I can, Romeo. I can't risk them finding out about me. They'll kill me."

      "Get out, Spencer."

      "You know I can't. I'm close to the leaders now, I have access to the majority of the information. I just need to find out when they plan to act and then I'll leave. There is also my father."

      "Rescue Inc has some information about the plans."

      "I know. I altered some of the security on our systems so they could access it, but I can't do it again. The guy in IT is smart. He'll realize what's going on at some point."

      "I need to see you. When can you get out for a few hours?"

      "I'll try and get out soon."

      "Spencer..."

      "I know." Spencer muttered.

      "We're mates. We need to—"

      "I know. Once we're mated, it'll be easier to communicate."

      Romeo sighed. "I wish we'd met before all of this."

      "Me too," Spencer agreed.

      "You'd still be there, inside, and I'd be out here, waiting for you."

      "Only we'd need each other more."

      "I hate you being there. I know the danger you're in."

      "There's always a risk, but we can't let them get away with it. I need to stay here and do what I can."

      “I wish I’d known about this sooner. Maybe stop things escalating to this point.”

      Spencer snorted. "This has been going on for more years than anyone knows." Spencer tilted his head, hearing footsteps approach. "I need to go. Tell them, Romeo. Love you."

      Spencer hung up and tucked his cell in his pocket. Taking a deep breath, he opened the door and left. He needed to pass on more information, so he could end this before it began. He didn't want more deaths on his hands. Too many people, both human and vampire, had suffered already. Spencer needed to find a way to stop this all now before it was too late.
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        * * *

      

      Niles jogged down the corridor, white coat flapping behind him. An emergency case, possible myocardial infarction — heart attack — was being rushed in. The paramedics rushed in and Niles met them, pausing when he saw the patient.

      Evelyn, Targon's mother.

      "911call. Feeling unwell, sweaty, clammy. Central chest discomfort..." The information was relayed quickly and efficiently.

      Everyone jumped in, inserting the IV and attaching the EKG to monitor her heart. Bloods were taken, and within thirty minutes, she was being prepped for surgery.

      "Niles, diagnosis?" Max asked when he entered the room.

      "She needs to have an angioplasty performed. I'll know more when I open her up. We're taking her down now."

      Max grabbed his arm. "Can you do this?"

      "She's a patient. I can put aside my personal issues, Max."

      "She's your mate’s mom. His parents are the reason you and Targon aren't together."

      "I know, and I'm fine." Niles looked at Max. "I can do this. It's my job, it's what I've trained for."

      Max nodded slowly. "If you're sure."

      Niles gripped his shoulder. "I am. I can do this. It will be this black, gay vampire that saved her."

      Max chuckled. "She won't be too impressed with that."

      Niles grinned. "I don't think any of them will be. Look, I've got to get scrubbed up. I'll speak to you after."

      Max nodded, and left the room, leaving Niles and his team to prepare for surgery.
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        * * *

      

      Tank paced the room, waiting for news on how his mom was doing. As soon as he'd heard the news, he'd rushed to the ER, meeting his dad and sister there. Now he was pacing the waiting room while they could do nothing but wait as some unknown surgeon tried to save his mom's life.

      God, he'd never felt so helpless in his life. He may have differences with his parents, but he loved them and didn't want his mom to die. He tugged on his hair, grimacing when he realized what he was doing. Something Niles teased him about.

      What the fuck was he doing? He missed him. There was this empty space in his life that Niles filled, and he'd walked away from him. He was so stupid, but this was his family and he wanted to have both even though he knew that would never happen.

      The door suddenly opened, and Max stepped into the room, dressed in scrubs. He closed the door behind him and smiled at the three of them.

      "Well, how is she?" Acton demanded.

      "She's in surgery right now. Dr. Conway is performing the operation. Once he's finished, he'll be able to report to you on her condition."

      "And how long will that be? I want to know now!"

      Max stared sternly at Acton and even Tank felt the coldness in his glare. "That's all the information I can provide at present. She's in the best hands. Dr. Niles Conway is one of the best cardiothoracic surgeons in the country. We're very lucky he works here." Acton went to speak again, and Max held his hand up. "As soon as the surgery is over, he'll come in here and update you."

      Max left the room and Acton paced. "Why is that name familiar? Niles... Niles."

      Tank stared at the closed door. Niles was saving his mom's life. After everything, Niles still went into that room to operate on his mom.

      "Targon. Niles, where have I heard that name before?"

      "He was in my room the day you visited me in hospital."

      "When you were injured?” Acton glared at him. "That thing? He's operating right now?"

      "He's an excellent surgeon-"

      "Who cares who is operating?” Bronwyn said, spreading her hands wide. "As long as he saves her, I don't care."

      "Me either." Tank agreed. "As long as she survives, that's all that matters."

      "He's black, and a vampire." Acton stuttered. "He should be nowhere near her."

      "Who cares, Dad? I want Mom to live. I don't care if he's green with pink rainbows coming out of his ass!"

      "I agree.  Let's wait and see. We'll know more once they've finished operating."

      A few hours later, the door opened again, and Niles stepped into the room. Immediately, Acton said, "You operated?"

      "Yes, this black, gay vampire saved your wife."

      "Niles, thank—"

      Niles cut him off. "She's in recovery where she will be monitored until she is moved to her room."

      "How do you know she'll recover?" Acton demanded. "I think we need a second opinion." Acton looked Niles up and down, his disgust clear on his face.

      "I'll have my colleague come in and speak to you."

      Are you going to let him speak to me like this?

      Niles, thank you. I'll speak to him.

      Really, because you're doing a great job right now.

      Please, Niles, it's complicated.

      Complicated? After this, it's still complicated.

      Turning to Tank, Niles said, "Good bye, Targon."

      "What? Wait, Niles."

      Niles opened the door to leave and Tank rushed over to stop him, but Acton grabbed him and spun him around. "Let him go. I can't believe he's had his dirty hands inside my Evelyn." He stabbed a finger at Tank. "You need to leave your job. Look at the... people you associate with. No more blacks, or gays, or vampires, Targon."

      "We've had this conversation before, Dad. I'm not leaving my job and that vampire saved Mom's life."

      "I don't care. We'll need another surgeon to fix her, no doubt."

      "Niles is a damn good surgeon."

      "Why can't you stop defending him? He's a vampire and gay and black. What good is he?"

      "He is good, Dad. He's the best man I know," Tank muttered. "He's far better than me."

      "What? He's nothing but a—"

      "He's my mate, Dad. My mate."

      "Oh, shit," Bronwyn muttered.

      Acton stepped back, a hand on his chest. "He's what?"

      "My mate, Dad. We've mated."

      "You and him? That doctor?"

      "Yes, me and Niles."

      "You've had sex with that? What is wrong with you? How could you lower yourself to fuck something like him?" Acton screamed, his face turning a mottled red.

      "There's nothing wrong with him, and guess what, Dad? I love him."

      "You love him! I forbid it."

      Tank tugged at his hair, growling as he stared at his Dad. "You can't forbid a mating. It's an unbreakable bond."

      "You've mated with it. You've had sex with it. Can't you see what he is?"

      "Yeah, I can. He's the person who saved Mom's life."

      "He's a black, and a vampire, and he's gay!"

      Tank rolled his eyes as his Dad repeated himself. "So what, Dad? He's my mate. We're mated now."

      Acton's eyes bulged from his head and if looks could kill, Tank would be ten feet under. "You disgust me!" he screamed.

      The door opened and a nurse stepped in, shooting them all a stern look. "Please keep it down. We have patients here. If you can't, then please take it outside."

      "No, it's fine," Action said. "He's leaving and won't be returning."

      Tank gasped. "Dad—"

      "We're through, Targon. Leave, now. You're no longer welcome anymore."

      Tank’s mouth opened and closed. "You can't really mean that, Dad."

      "I do. Get out and never come back. You want that thing, you can have it."

      "Dad, please—"

      "Get out," Acton screamed.

      Tank glanced at his sister, seeing the look of horror on her face. "Please—"

      "Get out or I'll call security and have you removed."

      Tank stared at his dad who pointed at the door. When he realized he wasn't going to change his mind, he stumbled over to the door and stepped through. Once he'd made it to the parking lot, he fell against the side of his truck and slid down until he sat on the ground. He never thought his dad would actually do it, but he had. He'd disowned him. Now he had no mate and no family. What was he going to do?
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      Niles gripped the steering wheel, his attention on the rain-soaked road in front of him. Betrayed. He's been betrayed by his mate. After everything he'd done, all that time he’d waited, all for nothing. He'd saved Evelyn's life, and he still wasn't welcome.

      There were no words to describe the anger and pain that he felt because of Targon's betrayal. His mate should have been there for him, and yet again, he’d let him down. He hurt, physically hurt from the pain that Targon put him through. Nothing he did worked, nothing he said helped. Even dating someone else had done nothing.

      His hands tightened on the steering wheel when he felt the car slide on the slick road. He managed to get the car back under control and check to make sure he had the windshield wipers on full speed. He just wanted to get home, take a shower, and wash away the day.

      He squinted as headlights approached, the lights on full beam, and he raised a hand in front of his face to try and block out some of the light. Staring at the lights, he realized that they were swerving towards him and he automatically took his foot off the accelerator, letting the car slow down.

      He had seconds to react when the lights suddenly and dramatically swung towards him. His hands gripped the steering wheel, his foot slammed on the brakes, but given the weather conditions, his car also began to swerve. He braced for impact and when the other car finally hit his, he was thrown against the passenger seat and then flung against the door, his head hitting the frame. He could feel the car being pushed over, spinning around on the wet road, the smell of burning rubber and the screams of tortured metal permeated the air as two cars came together and then separated.

      The car shuddered as it continued to spin around, and Niles groaned feeling sick as the lights spun in his eyes, followed by darkness as he passed out.

      He was only out for a matter of seconds, and when he came to, there was a loud ringing in his ears, and the world was spinning around him. He swallowed and took several deep breaths.

      Eventually the car settled, and Niles groaned again as he slowly sat up. His head was still spinning, and he could feel blood dripping down his face. He lifted a shaky hand and gently touched the wound on his head, wincing at the pain.

      The rain was falling into the car; the windshield had smashed, and as he moved to open the door, the car rocked and began to tilt backwards. He stopped all movement, holding his breath and slowly glancing over his shoulder.

      "Shit," he muttered, realizing the car was balanced on the edge of the road. Beneath it was a fifty foot drop.

      He swallowed again and closed his eyes, reaching out to the one person he knew could help him.

      Targon.

      There was no response, and Niles wasn't surprised considering the state of their relationship. But he needed his help, so he reached out again.

      Targon, help me.

      Niles, what is it, what’s wrong?

      I'm on the Old Washington Road. I've been hit by another car. The car's stuck on the ledge. I don't know how much longer it's gonna stay here for.

      You need to stay still. Don't rock the car. I'm going to call Chester and Silas now and get the team out there as soon as possible. Can you see the other car, or the driver?

      Niles glanced around the area, but the only thing he could see was the road he'd been traveling on. The other car was nowhere to be seen.

      No, the only lights I can see are mine. I can't see the other car at all, but it's dark here.

      Shit, I hope it hasn’t gone over the edge. I’m on the phone now. I’ll be there as soon as I can.

      Okay. Hurry though. I don't how much longer the car’s going to stay balanced.

      They broke off contact and Niles sat as still as he could, not moving a muscle. A gust of wind caught the car, and it tilted precariously before righting itself and staying still. Niles closed his eyes, his hands clenched into fists, and tried to steady his breathing. He needed to remain still and calm and not make any sudden movements that could cause the car to tip over the edge. Most of all, he needed Targon to get there as soon as possible.

      Targon. Hurry!
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        * * *

      

      As soon as he finished speaking to Niles, Tank jumped in his truck and headed towards Old Washington Road, dialing Chester as he drove.

      "Tank, man."

      "Niles has been in a car crash. It's on the Old Washington Road. I need to get Silas and the guys out."

      "He's on the ledge?"

      "Yeah, the car’s balanced right now, but I don't how much longer it's gonna stay like that given the weather tonight."

      "The storm’s almost on us, so we don’t have much time. Silas knows and is getting his team out there now."

      "I’m on my way there now. I can pick you up as I drive past."

      "Right, I’ll get onto Jared and get him to come. He’s got the rescue truck right now. The first thing we need to do is get the car stabilized to stop it falling over the edge and then we can either tow it back up or we can pull Niles out. It all depends on the condition of the scene and the car when we get there."

      "He did say it was balanced, but that's a fifty foot drop. There’s no way he could survive that if the car went over."

      "Take some deep, calming breaths, Tank. You're not losing your mate."

      "I can't lose him, Chester. After everything we've gone through, I need him."

      "And you'll get the chance to tell him. Once we get him out of that car, don't ever let him go again, Tank."

      "I won’t, Chester. He’s mine and I won’t let him go again."

      He hung up and when he arrived at Chester's and Silas' place, Chester was already outside waiting. He jumped in the truck and Tank drove off again heading towards Old Washington Road.

      "Silas and his team are there already, and I’ve updated Jared, so he knows what to expect. It's close, Tank, I’m not gonna lie. It only takes a good strong gust of wind to push the car over the edge with Niles in it. There's no chance of getting him out at the moment because of how the car is balanced."

      "The other car?"

      "It went over, with the driver in it. Silas will send a team down when the weather improves, but it's doubtful he survived."

      Tank briefly closed his eyes and then opened them, staring fixedly on the road ahead of him. The rain was even harder now, the wind hitting the side of the car, rocking it.

      "The wind is picking up, Chester. I don't how much longer that car can hold on for."

      "The good news is that Jared is there now, along with Hunter and Euan who were at his place. From what Jared has said, Hunter’s getting ready to attach a line, but the car has slipped down some of the embankment and is hanging close to the edge. They need to make sure Hunter is safe first before he can repel down to attach a line and try stabilizing the car. It doesn’t look like they can pull the car out, but they need to stabilize it, so they can get access to Niles, attempt to assess him for any injuries, and then pull him free."

      "I don't give a damn about the car. Niles is the only thing I care about right now. Tell them to do whatever they have to do to make sure that he is safe."

      "They know, Tank, don't worry about it."

      "I should have told him how I felt. I shouldn’t have let the family come between us. Stupid idiot."

      "You’re not, Tank. Your family should have given you a chance with your mate and not made you choose. You two have gone through so much in such a short space of time, and then your mom's heart attack, and now this. I would suggest when you get out that the pair of you to go away for some time alone together and reconnect. You two deserve it.” Chester grunted. “You know what, Tank, fuck the family. They have to be the most prejudiced bunch of people I know, and you’re not like that. You have an amazing mate. Don't lose him, not like this."

      Tank nodded, blinking rapidly as tears blurred his vision. He needed to tell Niles how he felt, and so he reached out to him.

      Niles. How is it going?

      Oh, just hanging around, doing nothing.

      You know sarcasm is the lowest form of wit.

      I don't care about that right now, Targon. I can feel the car moving, inching its way over the edge and I can see Hunter coming towards me now. I'm worried for him. The ground is wet and muddy.

      Hunter’s done this thing many times before and he’s a professional. The only person you need to worry about is you. I’m so sorry, Niles, for everything. Please forgive me.

      We can talk when I'm out of this, Targon.

      That's it? We can talk?

      I’m not really in the position right now to have this conversation with you, Targon. I’m hanging on the edge of the drop and probably seconds from death unless Hunter can find a way of stabilizing this car. So, no, I don't want to go through everything that's happened right now. I’m staying as still as I can, so I can stay alive.

      I’m sorry, Niles. I love you so much, and I should have told you earlier about much I cared for you and I let my stupid family get in the way and I need to tell you.

      We can do this later, but for the record, I love you too.

      Tank broke off contact, needing his full concentration to drive the truck in the worsening conditions. His hands tightened on the steering wheel, the knuckles turning white, as his heartbeat hard and fast in his chest, the blood rushing through his veins. He needed to get there and see his mate. Needed to hold him in his arms and tell him how much he loved him. He just needed to see Niles… touch him.

      Chester talked next to him, keeping him updated as to what was happening at the scene. "Hunter’s trying to stabilize the car and is making his way around to the passenger side door. Wait... The driver’s side door took the brunt of the impact... Hunter’s going to try make his way, no, wait. Silas is trying to tell me what's going on, but he keeps stopping. Right, okay. They can't open the driver’s door because of the damage so Hunter’s making his way around the front of the car and is trying the passenger side door. Doesn't look like it hit anything so he’s hoping he’ll be able to open it and pull Niles out that way."

      "We’re only five minutes away now, so hopefully we’ll get there in time."

      They drove the rest of the way in silence, with Chester's occasional comments as to what Hunter was doing. He didn't want to hear what Hunter was doing, he needed to be there to see what was happening with his own eyes. Needed to be able to look at his mate and reassure him that everything was going to be okay and he couldn’t do that while he was busy driving.

      They turned around the bend on Old Washington Road and saw the lights blanketing the area. He pulled to a stop and both he and Chester immediately exited the vehicle and ran over to where Silas stood.

      "Update!" Tank demanded.

      "Hunter’s pulling him out now. Looks like a head wound from where his head hit the side of the door, and he said he has a few aches and pains but doesn't think he has any broken bones.”

      Tank stood and watched, his hand in at his hair as Hunter gingerly extracted Niles from the damaged car. Once he got in position, Hunter got Niles into the safety harness and they slowly moved up the embankment. Once they were safe, the paramedics immediately ran over and began assessing Niles as Hunter helped take the harness off.

      Tank ran over to where Niles was and stood, staring at his mate, seeing the blood that covered the side of his face.

      "Niles," he whispered.

      "We're taking him in now. You can follow behind us."

      "I'll meet you there, Niles," Tank said.

      Niles nodded, and Tank watched as the paramedics shut the ambulance doors and then drove away. Jumping in his truck, Tank followed, keeping the ambulance in view.

      I love you, Niles.

      I love you too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Niles woke up slowly, pulsing pain inside his head. He lifted his hand to gently touch the area, wincing slightly when he touched the wound.

      He knew how lucky he was, the injury to his head the only injury he had suffered. He did have some scrapes and bruises, but that was the only serious injury to have occurred. He’d stayed overnight in hospital for precautionary measures because it was a head wound and he’d passed out, but other than that, he felt okay. The fact that his mate stayed with him through the entire procedure made him feel like they had a chance for the future, that they could overcome this — not bump, but hill, in the road — and he was looking forward to spending some time with him.

      Niles looked around the hospital room, but his mate wasn't there. Targon. Niles waited, but there was no response and he tilted his head, trying to remember if Tank had said anything about not being there when he woke up. He was fairly certain Tank had said he would be there for him, that he would take him home when he was discharged, but he was nowhere to be found and he wasn't responding when he tried to speak to him.

      Niles was certain things had changed between them after Tank admitted that he was in love with him and now there was nothing. He tried reaching out again, but it was like the connection had been severed, or the door had been shut on him, because Niles got nothing.

      When the doctor came around, it was agreed that he could go home, and it wasn't long before Niles was back in his own home. The first thing he did was shower and get dressed into clean clothes. It felt like the night was ingrained on his skin and he needed to scrub it away.

      He was in the kitchen making coffee when Targon finally contacted him.

      Sorry, can’t talk right now. I’m on the mission to recover those slaves.

      Have you found them?

      We have a possible location. Just scoping it out now.

      Be careful.

      I will. I wanted to be there for you when you woke up, but I needed to do this.

      I understand completely. Go and save those people. No one deserves to go through what they have.

      I love you, Niles.

      I love you too.

      When I get home, we’ll talk more.

      Please be careful.

      I’m coming home to you, mate.

      When you can, keep me updated.

      I will. Gotta go now.

      Targon broke off contact, and Niles slumped in a chair next to the kitchen table, trying not to worry about his mate. He knew Tank had performed this type of mission before, but it was only natural for Niles to worry about the man he loved. He wanted to be there, but the way his head was right now, there was last place he could be.

      All he could do was sit and wait.
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        * * *

      

      They fanned out around the mansion grounds, covering all entrances. The Intel they were given had been spot on and the plans provided all the details they needed. They knew every entrance and exit to the mansion and the possible location of the slaves that had been taken from hospital.

      Ale and Tank were in the van outside the area and Chester radioed in to check on positions of everyone to confirm all were at their designated locations.

      It was only a matter of time before they made their move.

      Hunter, Euan, and Dean have been watching the mansion and its grounds, keeping an eye on the guards and the rotations and shift patterns, and now they had everything in place. They were currently waiting for the changeover of shifts so that they could make their move.

      They needed to be in and out without being seen, and they also needed to make it look like, somehow, the slaves had managed to escape. They didn't want any of the vampires to know what had happened and who was responsible. If they knew that someone was onto them they may change their plans and that was last thing anybody needed. As long as they could still access the information, they could prepare and wait to make their move.

      “Go,” Chester muttered.

      Like a well-oiled machine all of Rescue Inc moved, going to the locations they had chosen beforehand when planning this rescue.

      Tank sat in the back of the van next to Ale, his foot bouncing as he tugged on his hair.

      Ale reached out, placing his hand on his leg and holding it still."Patience," Ale muttered.

      "I know. I just wish I was there with them."

      "Now you know how I feel every time you go out into the field. They know what they’re doing, they’re well-trained. They’ll get this done."

      Tank nodded and stared at the monitors that the cameras from the house saw. Hunter had managed to hack the system and now they knew exactly what mansion security knew.

      There was a long, tense few minutes, until Euan muttered, "We're out."

      The van started, Silas getting the message from Chester, and he pulled away, heading towards a prearranged meeting point. One that was deliberately chosen so as it wasn't too far away from the exit point in case of any injuries, but far enough away that they wouldn't be seen.

      They pulled up next to another van, and Jensen jumped out, opening the backdoors, ready for the team.

      They came out of the woods, silently approaching and Tank glanced over at them all, seeing that they had managed to rescue all the former slaves. He sighed in relief and immediately reached out to Niles.

      We got them all.

      Injuries?

      Unknown. We need to load them up into vans and change locations and then will be able to assess them.

      If necessary, bring them here and I will treat them. The last thing we need is the vampires to know that they are back in hospital and attempt to take them again.

      I’ll pass the message on. Speak later.

      "Niles said if necessary we can go back to his place so he can treat any injuries there."

      Ale nodded. "We might need to do that. We can't have any records showing that they went to a local hospital."

      "That's what Niles thought too."

      Chester approached, a grim look on his face. "They've been used again."

      "Best contact Niles and get him to check them out."

      "Got somewhere for them to go after?" Tank asked.

      "Yes, we’ll put them up in the cabins. Troy suggested it, and I believe Jacques is going to be there as well."

      Chester nodded again. "That’s a good idea. They’ll recognize Jacques and his presence should help to get them settled."

      "Let’s load them up and head over to the cabin then." Chester turned to Tank and said, "Can you get Niles to meet us there, instead of going to his place? It would be better if we just moved them once rather than getting them treated in one place then moving them again.  There’ll be less chance of them being seen."

      “I’ll ask him now.”

      Niles. Can you come over to Ale and Troy’s cabin? That's where we’re going to take them. Chester doesn't want to risk them being seen if we have to move them twice.

      That's a good idea. I’ll pack my equipment and drive over there now. I’ve got Jeremy’s car.

      I love you.

      Love you too, Targon.

      "Niles is going to pack his medical equipment and anything else he might need and meet us there."

      "Right, let's get going."

      Everyone got loaded up into the two vans and they left the area, heading towards the cabin, and hopefully, a better future.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time they reached the cabin, Jeremy's car was already there. The door stood open, light spilling out into the darkness where Niles stood waiting along with Troy.

      The van stopped and everyone got out, helping the former blood slaves into the cabin. Tank caught a glimpse of Ale and Troy hugging before the two walked in and closed the door behind them. Then everyone got to work.

      Tank watched in amazement as Niles assessed and treated every slave, taking minutes to treat each one before moving onto the next.

      Troy had food and drink prepared and after being treated by Niles, he made sure all of them had something to eat and drink.

      Jacques appeared minutes after they had and was sitting quietly talking to some of them, holding their hands and whispering words of encouragement. Miguel stood nearby a tense look on his face and Tank approached him and reached out, hand on his shoulder.

      "What's wrong?"

      "Jacques is struggling but he won’t leave them. They thought they were free, and when each one of them left the hospital, they were there to pick them up. They know exactly what they were. Poor bastards had no chance of escape."

      "Well, we’ve got them now. The vampires won’t get hold of them again."

      Miguel nodded as he looked down at his feet. "I wish we could have done more sooner."

      "So do I, but we’ve got them now. At least they’re out of that ring and can hopefully one day move forward with their lives."

      Niles walked over to them and Tank hugged him, kissing him on the cheek. "How are you feeling?" he asked as he looked up at the deepening bruise on his forehead.

      "I'll be all right. Better than them anyway. I think if we can keep them here for a day or two to give them chance to recover and then look to move them, that would be the best thing. They need at least that long just to regain some strength and put on a bit of weight. Some of their injuries need time to heal."

      Chester walked over and reached out a hand to Niles, who shook it. "Thanks for being here, Niles. How much time do they need before we can move them to a safer location? A couple of days or longer?”

      "I was just saying you’re probably looking at a couple days at least and then we can look at moving them. They need that long just to recover. They’re underweight, malnourished, and have been fed on as well. Plenty of good food, drink, and rest and hopefully in a couple days they’ll be ready. Have you got somewhere lined up for them?"

      Chester nodded. "Several locations actually. We don't want to have them to move all together in case they are found, so they’re going to be separated into groups of two and then we’ll spread them out over the State."

      “Good plan," Miguel commented.

      "How’s Jacques handling this?" Chester asked, his gaze on Jacques as he sat with the former blood slaves.

      Miguel shrugged, watching Jacques as well. "He wants to be here to help them, and whatever comes after that, we’ll deal with."

      "Don't forget we’re all here for him if you need some support."

      Michael nodded again. "I know, and thanks, guys."

      Miguel walked over to Jacques and when Jacques saw him, he stood and hugged him, burying his face in Miguel’s neck.

      "Right, they’ve been treated, they’ve had food, water, and medication. Let's get them all to bed and give them a few hours of rest and then we can start again in the morning."

      The next hour was spent ensuring the location was safe and secure before they settled down to get some sleep. It was agreed that Ale and Troy would stay and would contact Miguel and Jacques if needed. They planned to meet up the following day to finalize the details.

      Tank left, walking Niles over to his car, and when they reached it, Niles turned, and asked, "You coming back to mine?"

      Tank nodded, leaning his hip against the car. "Yeah, I'd like that."

      "We can talk more when we get there."

      Tank pushed away from the car and watched Niles get in and drive off. He got in his truck, and with a last glance at the cabin, he too pulled away.
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        * * *

      

      Niles threw his keys on the kitchen table and opened the refrigerator, grabbing two bottles of beer. He heard the front door close, and Tank’s footsteps as he walked along the hallway. When he reached the kitchen, he paused at the door and they looked at each other across the room.

      "So, how are we doing this?" Tank asked. He tugged on his hair and when he realized what he was doing, he dropped it with a grimace.

      Niles chuckled. "We are going to have a drink, talk, and then, I believe, make up sex. I've heard that it's very good and I want to try it, to see if it's true."

      Tank flashed a grin. "Okay, but I want you to know I told my family about you and, as I suspected, they disowned me."

      Niles dropped his head. "God, I'm so sorry, Targon. If you don’t want this or you just want to talk..."

      "No, it is the way they are." Tank shrugged. "But you know what, I think I’m better off without them because, with them, my future isn’t my own. It’s a future where they choose who I marry, and have my life all planned out for me, but it's not one I want. My future involves you. I meant it when I said I loved you, Niles. I'll do whatever I have to do to get you back."

      "You told your family about us, and you’re here now. That's enough for me. All I’ve ever wanted was my mate. I love you too, Targon."

      Tank glanced at the bottles in Niles’ hands, and murmured, "I don't really want the beer, do you?"

      Niles put the bottles on the side and slowly walked over to Tank. When he reached him, he stared into his eyes, and said, "No, I only want you."

      Tank lifted his hands, his fingers running over Niles ‘cheeks and he brushed his lips over Niles’. "I've missed you." The emotion was evident in the words.

      "Missed you too."

      The next thing Niles knew was Tank pushing him up against the wall as he ravaged his mouth, his hands tunneling into Niles' hair and holding him tight.

      Niles opened up, letting Tank's tongue in and moaned deeply. He'd missed this, his mate, his touch, his scent.

      Niles broke the kiss and grabbed Tank's hand, dragging him behind him as he ran up the stairs and into the bedroom. They stopped and stared at each other before Tank closed the distance between them and took Niles' face in between his hands.

      "I love you," he murmured before kissing him again.

      They kissed hungrily, pulling at the other's clothes, desperately trying to strip each other naked. When they finally had nothing but bare skin between them, they tumbled onto the bed and Niles' hands touched him everywhere they could reach. He needed to feel his mate’s skin under his hands, needed to touch him and stroke his flesh.

      He rolled Tank over onto his back and moved down his body. He needed too much, wanted too much, as he sucked Tank's dick into his mouth, getting it nice and wet. He couldn't wait to feel his mate in him. He needed to feel him now.

      This was where he was meant to be, and who he was meant to be with.
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      "So, the slaves are doing well?" Tank asked, watching Niles walk around the bedroom as he got ready for work.

      "They're recovering fine and I know both Troy and Jacques have kept in touch with them."

      “I can’t tell you how relieved I was when we moved them to the safe houses. At least now they have a chance to recover and rebuild their lives.”

      “Families?”  Niles asked.

      “None so far. Looks like they were picked up off the streets. People that wouldn’t be missed. It doesn’t help that they don’t really trust us yet.” Tank shrugged. “I’m hoping they’ll realise we’re there to help.”

      “They’ve suffered, Tank. It’s going to take them time to learn to trust again.”

      Tank sat up, the covers pooling in his lap, and leaned back against the headboard. “I know, and to think there’s god knows how many more out there still being held and abused. We need to do something.”

      “We do, but we can’t go rushing in without having all the information. We could cause more damage that way.”

      “I know, Niles, I’m frustrated by the delays. I need to be doing something.”

      “And you will, when the time is right.”

      Niles walked over to him and sat on the edge of the bed. Reaching out, he held Tank’s hand. “I love that you want to go in there and save them all, but do it the right way. When we get them out — and we will — they are going to need all of us and then some. Who knows how long they’ve been used for? We need to be strong for them.” Niles squeezed his hand.“We can do this.”

      “We can, and we won’t fail.”

      Niles stood and finished getting dressed and Tank sighed when all that glorious skin was covered up. The past month had been everything he’d heard it would be. Yes, they’d had some difficult conversations, but regardless, Tank was exactly where he was meant to be.

      He missed his parents, but he had his mate and, surprisingly, his sister Bronwyn, who’d reached out to him and congratulated him on his mating. She’d even been over and met Niles, the two of them getting along well. It helped a little that he hadn’t lost everyone.

      “Hey, they’ll come around.”

      Tank grunted. Trust Niles to know what he was thinking about. “They won’t, but I’m okay with it now. I have you, Bronwyn, and my friends.” Niles came back over to him and bent to kiss him. Tank hummed into the kiss, smiling when Niles stepped away. “I love you.”

      Niles grinned at him from over his shoulder. “Love you too. Bella Donna tonight?”

      “You bet. We need a night out and you have tomorrow off.” Tank waggled his eyebrows at Niles, who laughed.

      “Are we staying in bed tomorrow?”

      Tank grinned. “That’s my plan.”

      Niles sat next to him and grinned back at him. “My favorite thing to do.”

      Niles leaned over and kissed him again and Tank held him, moaning quietly. He’d made his choice and he didn’t regret it. Not one little bit.

      Hunter glanced at the motel and scanned the area. He was going to meet his contact, the one inside. The one he now knew was helping him. It had taken weeks to convince him to come here today, but he had finally agreed.

      Now he had a way to save the slaves and thwart the vampires’ plan, he would do whatever was needed to get the job done, including exposing his contact, particularly if it helped save the humans. No vampire was safe, even the one giving him the information needed. He was on the inside and complicit in the vampires’ plans.

      If necessary, Hunter would end him.
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