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ONE
The hair on Zoe’s arms and at the back of her neck stood on end as soon as she drove by the heavy wooden sign that welcomed visitors to Enigma, Maine.  After months of a wild goose chase that took her and her two sisters all over the country, Zoe was convinced she finally found the right place.  Unnatural energy caused the air around her to vibrate.  She’d bet every last dollar in her rapidly dwindling bank account that there was at least one vampire hiding in the small town.  Vampire hunter extraordinaire, Zoe Myers, was going to smoke him out and take him down.
She kept going until she reached what was probably the center of town.  She slowly drove up and down Main Street, looking for something out of place.  Nothing stood out.  On the surface, Enigma appeared to be a quaint New England town, but Zoe knew better.  Her internal senses set off alarms galore, and her instincts were scarily accurate.  
They aided her well in the often bloody fight between good and evil.  Zoe’s intuition saved her life and probably the lives of countless others on more than one occasion.  She knew better than to ignore the well-honed sixth sense she was born with.
She found an empty spot in front of a shop named Witch’s Brew and parked her car.  Zoe bit her tongue to silence a snicker.  Too bad she wasn’t a witch hunter.  She laughed out loud.  That would make things way too easy, and nothing about being a vampire hunter was easy.  
Halloween was right around the corner.  The irony wasn’t lost on Zoe.  It also probably explained the popularity of the shop. A group of people walked out the door.  All of them carried large bags.
Zoe shook her head, found her phone, and called one of her sisters.  Tara answered on the second ring.  “Hey, how’s New England?” the more serious of the twins wanted to know.  “It might be fall, but I’m sweltering down here in the Deep South.”
“Weather’s perfect, but that’s not why I’m here.”  If only she were a tourist on vacation.   Regrettably, enjoying the crisp fall weather and the beautiful display of colorful leaves was not on the agenda.  She was there to track and kill a cold-blooded murderer.
Her grip tightened around the phone she held to her ear.  “I think this is the place.  Some serious vibes are happening.  I need you and Kara to join me.  How soon can you get to Enigma, Maine?”
“Louisiana is too far away for me to drive straight through, but I can be there by tomorrow night at the latest.”
“Get here as fast as you can, but be safe.”  Her voice got a little stern.  “Stop at a hotel before you get too tired.”  Tara was the kind of person who’d push herself to the brink of her limits to keep from letting anyone down.  
“You worry too much,” Tara said with a laugh.  “I’ll see you soon.  Love you, stay safe, and don’t go looking for trouble without us.”
“I won’t,” Zoe promised.  “I’ll call Kara and find a place for us to stay.  That should be harmless enough.”  The sisters said goodbye, and Zoe disconnected the call only to quickly hit the button for speed dial number two.
Kara, the bubblier one of the twins, answered on the fourth ring.   “Speak fast!”  The greeting was abrupt, and she was noticeably out of breath.  
Zoe frowned even though she knew her sister couldn’t see her facial expressions.  “What kind of trouble have you gotten yourself into this time?” she asked through gritted teeth.  Of her two younger sisters, Kara was the one she worried about the most.  She was the one who inherited all the impulsive genes in their family.  
“Nothing I can’t handle, but I’m gonna need you to hold on for a second or two.”
“Kara! Kara!”  
Her sister didn’t respond, and Zoe could hear a scuffle going on in the background.  Times like this made the five-year age difference seem more like a couple of decades.  She was more than a little relieved when she heard her sister’s voice about a minute later.  
“Hate to fight and run, but this girl’s gotta fly.”  A door slammed, and tires squealed in protest.  A few seconds later, Kara was back on the line.  “Whew, that was fun!”  Her laughter filled Zoe’s ear.
“What happened?”  It hadn’t sounded like fun to Zoe.
“I was following a lead and came across a fight in a back alley.  I thought it was between a vamp and another hunter.”
“You thought?”  Zoe didn’t like the sound of that at all.  
True vampire hunters were few and far between.  In her thirty years, she’d only ever met one other hunter that wasn’t a member of her immediate family.  When your occupation was as dangerous and secret as theirs, people tended to keep to themselves.  
“He engaged the vampire in hand-to-hand combat without any weapons.”  Hunters tend to be stronger than the average human, but not strong enough to defeat a vampire with his bare hands.  They depended on tools of the trade to even out the score and keep them alive.
“Crap!  You should not have engaged, Kara!  It could have been two vamps in a territorial dispute. If they’d ganged up on you, you’d have been a goner!”  
Their current hunt seemed to be dragging on forever, and Zoe’s frustration level was reaching an all-time high.  She couldn’t imagine a life without her twin sisters in it.  It drove her crazy when one of them, usually Kara, did something risky.
“Don’t be such a worrywart. It all worked out.  Whoever the guy was, he kicked ass before I could even break a sweat or a nail.”  She laughed.  “I would have liked to find out more about him, but I didn’t stick around long enough to do it.”
“Thank goodness for small favors,” Zoe muttered under her breath.  “Glad you had sense enough to get out of there.”  She sighed.  “Look, the reason I’m calling is that I need you in Maine as soon as possible.”  Her voice was harsh, but she needed her sister to know she meant business.  
“What luck, I got a tip yesterday evening and spent most of the night on the road.  I’m in Boston.  Give me a location, and I’ll be there before you know it.”   
“Enigma.  That’s all I’ve got for you right now.  I just got here myself, so I’m working out the details. I’ll text you when I find somewhere for us to stay.”
“Are you sure that Enigma’s the place?”  Kara’s voice was a disgruntled mixture of hope and doubt.
Zoe understood her sister’s frustration.  She definitely shared it.  After all, she was beginning to feel like a dog that’d been chasing its tail for days.  “My intuition tells me this is it.  Something life changing is going to happen here, I know it.”
“Sounds promising, maybe we can finally wrap up this hunt and try to get back to some semblance of a normal life.”
“Yeah, that would be more than nice.  If I don’t teach some self-defense or martial arts classes soon, I’m going to be dead broke.  The lease on my space is up next month, and I probably won’t be able to renew it.”  And that really made Zoe sad, because she loved the discipline associated with her training.  It gave her an inner peace nothing else could, and she enjoyed sharing that with other people.     
“Any word from Tara?”  Her sister’s question snagged Zoe’s attention.  Which was a good thing, because there was no need to dwell on things she couldn’t change.  
“Yeah, she’s on the way, but it’s going to take her until tomorrow to get here.  She’s in Louisiana.”
“Good, can’t wait to see her, and you too, Zoe.”  
Zoe shook her head and hid a smile.  The three of them were very close, but the twins shared a special bond that only twins could understand.  It had been weeks since the sisters were in the same place at the same time, and Zoe figured the twins were feeling the strain of separation.  
“Drive safe, and I’ll see you soon.”  Zoe disconnected the call and breathed deep.  It would feel good for all three Myers sisters to be together again.  
 Finally, she took the time to study her surroundings.  Her eyes kept landing on the shop that was all decked out for the upcoming holiday.  Black and orange were definitely the colors of choice.  “Why the hell not?” Zoe muttered under her breath.  
She got out of the car and walked toward the shop.  The closer she got surprisingly the less tense Zoe became.  A crystal bell chimed when she pushed open the entrance.  The sound was soothing and calmed her frazzled nerves.  
Zoe was immediately greeted by a beautiful redhead with striking blue eyes.  “Welcome to Witch’s brew.  What can I do for you today?” The woman gave her a full and friendly smile.    
Her voice was kind and motherly.  It was also clear as a bell and reminded Zoe of the gentle tinkling sound that greeted her when she opened the door.  A familiar ache in the region of her heart reminded Zoe of how much she missed her mom.  She squashed the pain before it mushroomed out of control and concentrated on the woman standing in front of her.
“I’m not sure,” Zoe honestly replied.  She returned the shopkeeper’s welcoming smile with one of her own.   The gesture came a lot easier than Zoe thought it would.  For some reason, she felt at home in the cozy shop.   “I’m just not that into Halloween.”  She tempered the rejection with another smile.
“Oh, that’ll change if you hang around Enigma long enough,” the woman promised.  “This is a Halloween kind of town,” she said with a wink.
Zoe shrugged.  “Kinda doubt it, I’m just passing through anyway.”
She tensed her muscles to suppress a shudder.  She had reason enough to dislike the holiday that celebrated all things dark and scary.  Monsters weren’t just the things of nightmares.  They were real.  She’d seen them kill innocent people, including her parents.   She’d hunted, fought, and slayed too many creatures of the night to ever revel in Halloween.    
“Hmm, maybe.  A lot of people just passing through our fair town end up staying,” the shopkeeper warned with a twinkle in her eyes.  “Enigma calls to certain people, grabs hold once they’re here, and doesn’t let go.”
The way the woman spoke of the town, almost as if it was a living, breathing entity, made Zoe shiver.  “Maybe?” was all she could think to say.  After all, what kind of response would be appropriate for such a statement?
“Actually, I’m in need of short-term accommodations, any suggestions?”
“Inn Enigma,” the woman instantly answered.  “It’s right around the corner on Main and Third.  A friend of mine bought and renovated the place a couple of years ago.  Most of the tourists stay closer to the National Park. I’m sure the inn will have something that’ll fit your needs.”
It was good that there wouldn’t be too many tourists hanging around. They cramped a vampire hunter’s style.  “Sounds perfect, I’ll definitely check it out.  I could do with a walk after being cooped up in my car for several hours.   Thank you for the suggestion.”
“You’re welcome, dear.”  She held out a hand.  “I’m Brianna Sheldon.  It’s nice to meet you.”
“Zoe Myers,” she introduced herself, took the offered hand, and shook it.  A comforting warmth spread from her hand to the rest of her body.  It was the kind of feel-good vibe she’d only ever associated with her sisters until now.  She was so shocked by the unsuspected sensation, she barely managed to disguise her surprise and not snatch her hand away.
“Thanks for the friendly welcome.”  Due to her occupation, she didn’t always get them.  It made her want to hang around a little longer.  “If you don’t mind, I’m going to look around for a while.  Maybe something’ll strike my fancy.”
Brianna waved a hand around the shop.  “Help yourself, dear.  There’s usually a little something for everyone inside the Witch’s Brew.”  She laughed.  
The crystal-clear sound was light and seemed to float away on the air.  It reminded Zoe of magic.  She smiled and wandered off just as the bell above the door jangled.  Another beautiful redhead came inside the store.  The visitor looked a lot like Brianna right down to the striking blue eyes.  They had to be related.  Mother and daughter was Zoe’s first thought.
“Hey, Grandma,” the newcomer hugged Brianna and kissed her on both cheeks.
Zoe snapped her gaping mouth shut and turned toward the nearest display to keep from staring.  Brianna didn’t look old enough to be anybody’s grandmother.  The woman definitely aged well.
“Zoe,” Brianna called her name.  “Come meet Brittany.”
Zoe put a smile on her face and slowly walked over to join the other two women.  She took the extra time to study Brittany.  The vibes coming off of her were good ones, and Zoe had a feeling she and Brittany could be good friends. Too bad Zoe was only passing through.
The two of them shook hands and exchanged pleasantries.  “Wish I could hang around,” Brittany said with a regretful sigh, “but I have to teach another self-defense class in about twenty minutes, so I need to get back to work.”  
Zoe perked up at the tidbit of information.  “I used to teach basic self-defense lessons, kickboxing, and Judo to women and children.” Sadness overwhelmed her for a second.  She was also proficient in Krav Maga and Taekwondo too, but she kept that tidbit of information to herself. “I had to close my studio indefinitely, due to a long-term family issue my sisters and I are dealing with, but I hope to find a resolution soon.”  
Brittany gave her a long, searching look.  “Oh no!  That’s too bad.  I have the best family and friends a woman could ask for, but I’d go crazy without my business.  It’s a great outlet for pent-up energy.”
“Ain’t that the truth!” Zoe agreed.  Her sentiments exactly, and she probably was going to go crazy soon if she didn’t get back on a mat.
“My studio’s right across the street.  You’re welcome to come in anytime and participate in a class, free of charge, of course.  I give free demos all the time.”
“Thank you, I might take you up on that.”  It was just one more thing for Zoe to like about Enigma.
“Before I forget.”  Brittany reached inside the mini backpack that was slung over her shoulder, pulled out a gilded envelope, and handed it to her grandmother.  “Scarlet and Rose were in my last class getting a refresher on self-defense.  Mitch picked them up and dropped off my invitation to the Halloween party.  I told him I’d be more than happy to save him a trip and deliver yours for him.”
Brianna took the envelope and gently tapped the corner against her chin.  She gave Zoe a thoughtful look.  “I wasn’t planning on going this year, but maybe I can make use of my invitation after all.  Zoe, how do you feel about costume parties?”  
Zoe’s faded attention perked up again.  She loved to dress up just like the next girl.   She hadn’t bothered to dress up for Halloween in almost two decades.  It was starting to sound like fun.  Zoe silently reminded herself that she was in town to do a job, but a large get together of residents would be an excellent opportunity to observe people and look for signs of vampires.  
“If I’m still in town I’d love to go.” But not without her sisters.  “Um, there’s one problem, though.”
“More than one,” Brittany spoke up, sending her grandmother a strange look that Zoe couldn’t quite interpret.  
“Well, what I meant,” Zoe clarified, “is that I have two sisters who will be joining me in town sometime during the next couple of days.  I couldn’t possibly go to a party without them.”  
“Of course not, dear.  Don’t worry about a thing.  I’ll take care of the invitations.  I know exactly who to call in this town to get things done.”  She winked.  “It’s great to have connections.”
Zoe knew that was the truth.  And she imagined with her beautiful looks and sparkling personality, Brianna knew just about everybody in Enigma and well beyond.  “Actually, that would be awesome.  Thank you so much for your kindness and generosity.”  
She glanced at her watch.  “I should go and see about a room at the inn you were telling me about.  I’ll stop by later for a visit.  Will you be working this evening?”
“I own the place, so I’m almost always here,” Brianna admitted with a laugh.  
That made sense.  The shop definitely reflected its owner’s personality.  “Until later then.” She said goodbye to the two redheads and exited the shop.  
Zoe breathed in the crisp, fresh air and slowly made her way toward Inn Enigma.  She had a suspicious feeling deep in her gut that Brianna was right about the town.  Something about it called to her.  Even more surprising than that was the homey feel of the place.  It was a comfortable feeling Zoe hadn’t experienced since the tragic death of her parents many years ago.  Whatever the mysterious allure of Enigma was, it had nothing to do with her current hunt for one evil vampire.  Zoe was sure of that.
 



TWO
“Grandma!” Brittany exclaimed in exasperation.  “Lucian, Alessandro, and Mitch are not going to be happy about this at all.  And I can see why!  Inviting strangers to attend a party full of paranormal beings might not be the best idea.”
“Nonsense!”  Brianna insisted.  “Everything will work out just fine. You’ll see.”
“Fine, you’ve been right about this kind of thing before, and I’ve got a good feeling about her.”
“I’m right this time too.  Zoe Myers is no ordinary human.”
Brittany frowned.  “What do you mean?  I’m usually good at sensing other witches, and I got nothing with her.”
“No,” Brianna shook her head.  “Not a witch, but something else.”
“Darn it!  I’m really intrigued, and I have to get back to the studio for my next class.  Talk fast, Grandma!”
“I think that Zoe is a vampire hunter.”
Brittany’s loud gasp of shock filled the shop.  “What!  I thought real hunters were nothing but a fanciful myth made up by paranormal beings to scare young children into behaving.”
Brianna shrugged and arched a brow.  “You mean kinda like how humans think witches, vampires, and the like only live between the pages of books and on a television or movie screen?”
 “Damn, she seemed so nice too.”  Worry lines were etched all over Brittany’s face.   “You do remember that Alessandro, the host of the Halloween party you just invited Zoe to, is a vampire, right?  And he’s also mated to one of my best friends,” Brittany added with a worried frown.
“Of course, I remember.  I may be old, but I’m not daft!”
“And nothing about that bothers you, Grandma?”
“Not a thing.  I saw the hunter’s aura.  It’s white and purple.”  
“Ah, those colors usually signify innate goodness, wisdom, and compassion.  Definitely not the colors of a cold-blooded killer. Thank goodness!”
Brianna sighed.  “Most vampire hunters are no more evil at heart than us witches.  As a matter of fact, they’re descendants of witches.”
“Well, that’s a new one.  I’ve got to hear more about this, but I need to get back to the studio.   I really need to take Logan’s advice and find a partner for the business.  More and more women are taking martial arts as a means of staying in shape, not just for self-defense.  I could really use some help.”
“It’s too bad Selena and Julie aren’t interested.  The three of you work so well together.  I have a strong feeling you might have already found the perfect business partner.”
“Who? Zoe?”  Brittany sighed.  “You heard her, Grandma.  She’s just passing through.”
“Yeah, and so were Scarlet, Jessica, Rose, Jenna, and Jillian.  Logan too, if I remember correctly.”
Brittany held up her hands.  “All right, all right, you made your point.  This town has a way of attracting the beings that are supposed to be here.”
“Yes, it does.  It’s part of the innate magic of the area and why so many paranormal beings live here.”
Brittany nodded.  “Plan on having dinner with Logan and me tonight.  My husband will probably want to hear all about the origin of vampire hunters too.”
“Does six work for you?”
“Better make it six-thirty.  My last class doesn’t end until five.”
 “Fine, that gives me plenty of time to meet with Lucian.  The council should know that Zoe’s here and her sisters are on the way.  If she’s a hunter, then you can be sure they are too.”
Brianna hugged her grandmother.  “Love you, Grandma.  Good luck with Lucian.  I know the two of you are old friends, but I don’t think he’s gonna be too happy with you or the news you carry.”
“I’ll be fine, but the sooner I deal with this, the better.”  She grabbed her purse from behind the counter and walked Brittany to the door.  Brianna flipped the open sign to closed, locked the door, and pulled it shut behind them.
She waved bye to her granddaughter and got inside her car.  Few people outside the council were privy to the location of their headquarters, but Brianna was one of the few.  Luckily, she knew exactly where to find Lucian this time of day.
****
Lucian Petrakos, the oldest guardian still alive, tapped his fingers against the scarred mahogany desk.  He listened intently to what his longtime friend said.  When she was done, he leaned back in his chair and rested his chin on steepled fingers.  
“I’m well aware of the Myers sisters.  The council has been watching them for years.”  
“Ah, so they’re no threat.  Otherwise, you would have dealt with them long before now,” Brianna shrewdly guessed.  
“Indeed,” Lucian agreed.  “They’re no threat to us, but they are vampire hunters. They have an uncanny ability to sniff out evil.  So far, the Myers sisters have only targeted rogues, for that reason the council has never interfered with them or their hunts.  It is more than a little troubling, however, that they’re convening here in Enigma.”  His frown was fierce.   
“Zoe insisted she was just passing through, and she didn’t give any clues as to why she’s here.  But I doubt it’s a coincidence.”
“Probably not,” Lucian agreed.
“Do you think they’re hunting the same master vampire that’s eluded the Council of Guardians for the last year?” 
Lucian’s face hardened into a mask of fury at the reminder of the evil creature the council had dubbed the Puppet Master.  “My gut says yes.  Things have been quiet in Enigma since the original attack on the ladies.  He’s managed to evade us by moving all over the continent, but he may have come back this way, leaving a trail for the hunters to follow.”  He twisted his lips.
“Uh oh, I know that look,” Brianna said.  “What’s going through that feline mind of yours?”
“I want to make an alliance with the three sisters on behalf of the council.  It’s long overdue.”
Brianna stared at her longtime friend for several seconds.  “That would be unprecedented.  Are you sure, Lucian?”  
“Yes, my gut says they can be trusted.  They’ve spent most of their adult life battling evil.  I would rather have them informed and working with the council rather than unintentionally hindering our progress or getting killed because they don’t know exactly what they’re dealing with.”
“I love the way you think.  You’ve always been a master strategist.  And I like Zoe.  I’d hate for her or one of her sisters to be murdered by the lunatic they’re chasing.  He’s got to be the most powerful vampire they’ve ever hunted, and they have no idea of the depths of this particular monster’s power.”
“I’ll call the other council members in for an emergency meeting and inform them of my decision.”
“The Halloween party would be the perfect time and place for this to come together.  All the major players will be there.  Including me.  I want to be present when you meet with the sisters.”
Lucian arched a brow but didn’t say anything.
“You know vampire hunters are descendants of witches.  I felt a connection with Zoe, and I’m sure she felt it too.  I think my presence will smooth things out and make it easier for her and her sisters to swallow what you tell them.”  
“Agreed.”
“Think they’ll believe you?”
“By all reports, they are knowledgeable and intuitive.  They’ll see the truth in my words.  Besides, they already know about the existence of vampires.  Would guardians, shifters, and witches really be that hard for them to comprehend?”
“I guess not.”
“As part of the council, Alexander will be at the meeting too.  He had a run-in with one of the sisters, in a back alley in Boston, a couple of hours ago.  His presence will lend validity to what I’m saying.”
Brianna raised a brow.  “As a council member, I would expect him to be more careful than that.”
Lucian shrugged.  “He was battling one of the Puppet Master’s creations at the time, so his hands were full.”
“Who else is going to be involved with the Halloween meeting?  Because you guys have a hard time keeping anything from your mates and the ladies are going to want to be in on this.  And they deserve to be since they were the original targets.”
Lucian sighed and flashed Brianna a frustrated look.  “Their presence will probably help keep things civil.”  He ran a hand through his midnight black hair.  “As much as I want Jessica to stay home with the baby, locked safely away from the evil of the world, I know it’s not going to happen.”
“Good choice, because I don’t think there’d be any keeping them away from the meeting.  It could be historic in its significance.”
Lucian nodded his agreement.  “Mitch Gannon and Alessandro Russo need to be informed as soon as possible.  I’ll have a conference call with both of them after you leave.”
“How do you think Russo is going to take having vampire hunters at his party?”
Lucian shrugged.   “He hasn’t lived to be one of the oldest vampires in the world by chance.  He’ll see the wisdom of the alliance, and he knows that the council has his back.”
Brianna nodded her approval.  “As do the witches.”  Alessandro was mated with Julie, one of her granddaughter’s lifetime friends, and Brianna admired his wisdom, honor, and strength.  
“I’m having dinner with Brittany and Logan tonight.” Brianna informed the guardian of her plans.  “I’ll let them know what’s going on.  Brittany met Zoe earlier today, and you know that Selena, Julie, Jessica, Jillian, Jenna, and Brittany have no secrets from each other. All of them are going to insist on being present at the meeting.”
“All of them are welcome, but especially Brittany.”  Except for Brianna, Brittany was the most powerful and talented witch in North America.  She took the duty of tutoring her sister witches seriously.  Brittany protected them with a ferociousness that could rival that of any mother grizzly bear.  It didn’t hurt that she was well trained in several forms of martial arts either.  
“The women are a tight-knit group, a coven, and I know that each and every one would lay down her life to protect Jessica and Roman.”  Lucian’s harsh features immediately softened at the mention of his wife and baby.
Brianna smiled and nodded her acknowledgment.  It was no secret that Lucian Petrakos, the oldest and most powerful guardian in the universe, had two weaknesses, a red-haired temptress of a witch named Jessica and their five-month-old son.  
“Speaking of Jillian, how is her training coming along?” Lucian wanted to know.
“Very nice indeed, she’s almost as strong as Brittany, and it’s only been a year.”  They discovered in the first battle against the Puppet Master’s zombies that Jillian was a conduit, a very rare witch who could draw magic from those around her for her own use.  “She’s more attuned to Dante for obvious reasons since they’re mated.  It’s much easier for her to borrow his magic, but she is learning.”
Lucian gave Brianna a sharp nod of approval.  “Good, we’re going to need her for the upcoming battle.  We have no way of knowing how large of an army the Puppet Master has created.  Although, Detective Craig Aquila has informed me that missing person reports in a five-state radius have almost tripled since last year.”
“That cannot be good!” 
“No.  Every sense I have tells me that something is going to happen soon, and we better be prepared for it with every weapon in our arsenal.  The survival of everything good in this world may depend on it.”
Brianna’s usually straight shoulders were suddenly hunched as if they carried the weight of the world.  She rose to her feet, leaned toward Lucian, and hugged him goodbye.  “Looks like both of us have a lot of planning to do my old friend. Good luck, and I’ll see you in a week unless something happens before then.”
 



THREE
Drew Gannon confidently strolled into Gannon Security headquarters.  He knocked once on the door of his cousin’s office and walked inside.  “Just finished the preliminary meeting with everyone working security for the Halloween party.  Everything’s under control.”  Which was really good, since the big event was only a week away.  
The Enigma wolf pack’s third rubbed his hands together.  Drew had been living out of state for the past six years taking care of other Gannon Security interests.  Even though he’d be on the clock, he was looking forward to the legendary costume party.  The residents of Enigma knew how to do Halloween right!  And they should since many creatures immortalized in human myths and legends were real and chose to call Enigma home.
Mitch Gannon, alpha of the Enigma wolf shifters, didn’t look impressed with Drew’s announcement.  “Not so good after all, there’s a slight glitch I need to brief you on,” he warned.
Drew wasn’t all that surprised.  He expected trouble.  Things had been too quiet in Enigma since his arrival.  He was summoned home almost a year ago to help Mitch and Justin tighten security and protect the pack from an unknown rogue vampire powerful enough to create zombie-like puppets to do his bidding.  
“What happened?” he asked with a resigned sigh.   He should have known the job was going too well.
“Brianna Sheldon gave her invitation to someone else,” he said in a miffed tone.  “While she was at it, she invited the woman’s two sisters as well.”
Drew narrowed his eyes.  “So.  That’s not really a glitch.  Chances are they won’t even show up, and if they do, we’ll take care of it.”  Security was tight at the costume party and with excellent reason.  Some of the most powerful paranormal creatures in the world attended the annual Halloween celebration at the Russo castle.
“It’s complicated,” Mitch Gannon admitted with a disgusted sigh.  “Lucian Petrakos wants them at the party, and Alessandro confirmed the last-minute additions to the guest list.”  He picked up three envelopes from the corner of his desk.  “I need you to deliver these to Zoe Myers.  She’s staying at Inn Enigma in room four twenty-seven.”
“This seems highly irregular to me.  What aren’t you telling me, Mitch?”  He’d taken the lead on this job, so he needed to be in the know.
“Evidently, the Myers sisters are vampire hunters.”
Drew coughed long and hard to cover up his surprised laughter, but he couldn’t help it.  Really? Vampire hunters attending a Halloween party hosted by a vampire?  Yeah, it was funny, but not from a security standpoint.  “Why extend an invitation?  Things could get messy.”  Blood and gore kind of messy.
“Lucian wants to meet with them and propose an alliance of sorts.  The Halloween party is the perfect opportunity for everyone to come together without raising suspicions.”
"Okay, makes sense,” he agreed.  “But anybody can deliver invitations, so why me?”  Drew was the third most powerful member of the pack, and he had his plate full running the security team for the big Halloween bash.
“The party’s in a week.  I want you to shadow Zoe Myers and make sure she stays out of trouble until the meeting can take place.”
Drew knew better than to argue with his alpha, but he couldn’t keep his mouth shut.  “Babysitting duty, really?  That sucks big time, and it’s a complete waste of my skills.  Wouldn’t a junior member of the security team be better suited for this kind of task?”
Mitch rolled his shoulders and glared at Drew.  Power radiated off of him in waves.  It was a testament to just how strong Drew’s wolf was that he wasn’t driven to his knees.  But he did bow his head and keep his gaze on the floor.  He had no desire to challenge his cousin.  
“It’s a personal request by Lucian and a favor to the council, which makes it a very big deal, so take it seriously,” Mitch snarled.  “Zoe Myers better not get one scratch on her while she’s in Enigma, understood?”  He pushed back his chair and abruptly stood to tower over Drew.  “She and her sisters are good at what they do, which is take down rogue vampires.  If the puppet master comes calling, this town is gonna need all the help it can get.”
Drew shuddered at the mention of the mysterious and ancient vampire.  
“Even with paranormal beings as strong as Lucian, Dante, Alessandro, and our pack, we still haven’t been able to find and stop him.  And it’s been a year,” Mitch reminded him.
Drew knew better than to push back on the subject. As unpleasant as babysitting a vampire hunter sounded, Mitch was right, it was an important job. He raised his hands in surrender.  “Got it.  I’ll make an introduction and take care of the invitations this afternoon. I’ll consider the assignment my top priority,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders.
“Good.  I’m putting Justin in charge of security for the party.  That will free you up to take care of Ms. Myers.”  
“Sounds like I got the better end of that deal. After all, how much trouble can one woman be?”
“Plenty,” Mitch said with a secret smile.  “But the right woman’s worth all the trouble in the world.”  He got a goofy grin on his face that belied the killer nature of his beast.
Drew coughed to cover up a wayward laugh.  It was hilarious to see his badass alpha cousin turned to putty after one thought of his human mate, Scarlet.  His other cousin was just as bad with his wife, Rose.  Drew shook his head.  He’d dated plenty, and he had yet to meet a woman capable of taking over his world.  He just didn’t see it happening.
****
A loud knock startled Zoe.  She glanced at the bedside clock.  It was too early to be Kara, and she wasn’t expecting Tara until sometime late tomorrow.  She walked to the door and glanced out of the peephole.  She gasped at the first glimpse of the gorgeous male standing outside her room.  
She immediately thought that her visitor was too good-looking to be a mere mortal.  Zoe instinctively grabbed her throat and took a hasty step away from the door.  She didn’t think he was a vampire.  Her fine-tuned sixth sense wasn’t screaming a warning at her, but a vampire hunter in unfamiliar surroundings could never be too careful.
He knocked again.  “Ms. Zoe Myers, my name is Drew Gannon.  I’m here to deliver three invitations to the Russo Halloween party.”  
The deep sound of his voice vibrated through her body, and her stomach clenched.  She was still reluctant to let him inside.  “Just slide them under the door.”  Her voice came out in an undignified croak.  She quickly cleared her throat.  
“Sorry, can’t do that.  They have to be hand delivered.  And I need to retrieve Brianna Sheldon’s invitation while I’m here.  It’s a security issue,” he insisted. 
“For a Halloween party?” Zoe muttered under her breath.  
The man must have excellent hearing because he answered.  “It’s the social event of the year around these parts.  Invitations are highly coveted,” he said with a grin.
Zoe took a deep breath and concentrated on the man who lingered behind the door.  His dark hair was thick and glossy.  His chiseled features were almost too harsh to be considered handsome, but she thought he was the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen.   
She didn’t sense evil, and he had all the right details including Brianna’s name.  For some reason, Zoe trusted the older woman, even felt a connection with her.  She unlocked the deadbolt and hesitantly pulled open the door, making sure to keep the thick slab of wood between her body and his.  She lightly touched the outline of the hilt of the combat knife strapped to her thigh.  It was there if she needed it.
The stranger stepped into the room immediately making it feel ten times smaller.  He was probably close to six two and towered over her.  His shoulders were broad enough to block the sun.  Zoe instinctively took a step closer to him.  She had to fight the urge to press her body against his and run her fingers through his windblown hair.   
Zoe fought to get control of her runaway urges.  She flexed her hands and dug her nails into the wood of the door to keep from reaching out to touch him.  She’d seen plenty of good-looking men before.  She couldn’t understand why the one standing in front of her was having such an overwhelming effect on her.  
He gave her a lopsided grin that sent a flare of heat from Zoe’s core to the rest of her body.  She squeezed her thighs together and returned the smile.  The sizzling attraction between them was a significant distraction, one Zoe didn’t need.  In her line of work, distractions could equal death.
She held out her hand to accept the invitations.  “I wasn’t expecting a special delivery, thank you.”
He took the offered hand in his, raised it to his lips, and kissed her knuckles.  “Coming here was definitely no hardship,” he said with a wicked grin.  
The flesh on her hand tingled where his lips touched it.  Zoe had never fainted in her life, but she felt her body sway.  A strong arm wrapped around her waist to steady her and keep her upright.  She straightened her spine and stepped out of his embrace.  Zoe was no weakling, and she didn’t want anyone thinking she was.
“I’ll get Brianna’s invitation for you.”  She walked further into the room. Usually, she would not turn her back on a stranger, but Zoe needed the space and time to collect herself.  She grabbed the gilded envelope from her purse and walked it over to Drew. 
He lounged against the door, and his gaze followed her every move.  She swallowed hard.   He was getting under her skin without trying.  She needed to get rid of him fast so she could regain her equilibrium.
“Here you go,” Zoe said, holding out the envelope. They exchanged invitations.  In the process, their fingers accidentally brushed, and she felt the zap of awareness all the way to her toes.  She snatched back her hand as fast as she could.  Zoe didn’t care how obvious the jerky movement was.  
Drew gave her a knowing smile and tucked the wayward invitation in the inside pocket of his suit jacket.  He bowed at the waist.  “Take care, and I’ll be seeing you soon.”  He winked, backed out the door, and sauntered down the hallway.  
She resisted the urge to slam the door.  Instead, she gently closed and locked it.  She leaned her back against the door and slid to the floor.  It would be a shame to never lay eyes on the gorgeous Drew Gannon again, but Zoe thought it might be prudent for her to avoid the tall, dark, and sexy stranger while she was on a hunt.  
****
Mine!  His wolf howled and fought to get loose.  Drew clenched his fists, fought off the shift, and willed himself to walk back to his SUV even though his wolf begged him to go back and take her.   As far as the beast was concerned Zoe Myers was his. The word mate wound its way through his brain and lodged itself there. 
Of course, his wolf wouldn’t settle for a fiery witch like Brianna or a sweet human like Scarlet.  Oh no, his wolf had to get a hard-on for a vampire hunter.  Well, it could be worse.  He could be a vampire.  He snickered at the irony.
Drew called his cousin as soon as he slid into the vehicle.  He didn’t even bother with a greeting after Mitch answered the phone.  “She’s my mate,” he said with a growl.
“Shit!  Are you sure?” Mitch asked.
“As sure as you were when you met Scarlet.”  That said it all if the immediate silence on the other end of the line was any indication.  
“You going to claim her?” 
“Hell yes!  As soon as I can.  You got a problem with that?”
Mitch laughed hard.  “Not at all.  I’m looking forward to the show.  I’m sure my brother will want a ringside seat too.”
Drew frowned even though he knew his cousin couldn’t see it.  “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You’re gonna have your hands full with that one.  According to Lucian, she’s a kickass hellcat.  The council has been following her family for about a decade.”
“She might not be thrilled to meet my wolf.  It’s a good thing I thrive on challenges.”
“Zoe Myers will definitely be that.  She and her sisters usually work together, but they recently split up to chase down the Puppet Master.  They’ve taken out five rogue vampires in the past decade, and ten of the Puppet Master’s zombies in the last six months.”
His wolf snarled at the images those words evoked.  The council and their allies had better find and end the Puppet Master soon.  The thought of his mate in a fight to the death with a vampire or zombie consumed with bloodlust made his wolf whine and the blood freeze in his veins.  Yep, nothing about this was going to be easy, but then again, usually nothing worth having ever was.
 



FOUR
Another persistent knock on the door had Zoe gnashing her teeth together.  She’d been trying to study the layout of the town in preparation for the upcoming hunt, but she wasn’t getting anything done.  The image of Drew Gannon was burned in her memory, and she couldn’t get him out of her mind.  
She stalked to the door, glanced through the peephole, and managed to shed most of her frustration when she saw Kara standing on the other side.  Zoe flung open the door and immediately pulled her sister into a full body hug.   “So glad you’re here, I missed you!”
It had only been weeks since the sisters connected, but it felt like months.  The length of the current hunt was testing their resolve and taxing their strength, but the Myers sisters would persevere as always.  They had to.  Who else would protect unsuspecting humans from creatures that went bump in the night?
“Right back at you, sis.”  Kara returned the hug.  She dropped the large duffle bag that contained her weapons and clothes on the floor.  “Any leads?”
“No.  I visited a few shops near the inn, and by all appearances, this is a quaint New England town, but something’s off.  I can feel it in my gut.”
“Yeah, me too.  I felt a zap of energy as soon as I entered the town.  We can’t just sit around and wait for whatever’s going to happen to happen.  Plans?”  
Zoe was the oldest and most experienced of the three, and the twins naturally looked to her to lead them.  “The first thing we need to do is get the lay of the land.  Fighting on an unfamiliar battlefield puts us at a disadvantage.  While we’re doing that we need to keep our eyes peeled for any signs of vampires.”
Kara rubbed her hands together.  “All righty then, we’ve got ourselves a plan.”  She smothered a big yawn.  “Wish I could get started now, but I’m about to crash after all the driving I’ve done in the last twenty-four hours and the destruction of a vampire I almost got to participate in.”
Zoe’s eyes narrowed at the reminder of her sister’s careless act.  She might have reprimanded her again, but she was more interested in hearing about the man who’d taken out the vampire.  “Tell me all about your mysterious stranger.”
Kara snorted.  “He’s hardly mine.  And after he killed a vampire with his bare hands, I didn’t bother sticking around to find out anything about him.  She buffed her nails across the front of her leather vest and then blew on them.  “I’m brash, not stupid.”
“I know you’re not stupid.  But I worry about both of you…”
“And I don’t always make it easy, I know.  It’s just that our lives are so serious. I feel like I’m going to suffocate from the weight of the world if I don’t occasionally bust out of my self-imposed confines.”
“Point taken.” Yeah, Zoe knew exactly what Kara meant.  She could worry until all her hair turned gray and it wouldn’t do anybody any good.  “Speaking of mysterious strangers, I’ve got one of my own, and I bet mine is sexier than yours.”
“Not possible,” Kara let slip.  She slapped a hand over her mouth almost immediately.  “Crap, forget I said that!”
“Nuh-uh, spill it, Kara.  I need all the details of the encounter anyway.  We’ve got to figure out who or what he is.”
Kara trudged over to the sofa.  “Fine, but we’re sitting down for this conversation because it’s been a long day.”
Zoe grabbed a couple of bottles of water she purchased earlier, offered one to her sister, and joined her on the couch.  “You first.”
“Fine!”  Kara blew a stray lock of hair out of her eyes.  “I stumbled across a report on the internet about a cluster of strange disappearances in Boston, so I drove there to check it out.  Instincts sent me to a back alley in a busy part of the city.  I spotted the pale-skinned bloodsucker lurching into the alley.”
She dropped her head back on the sofa and groaned.  “Believe it or not, I assessed the danger before I charged in.  The next thing I know tall, dark, and handsome materialized from out of nowhere.  He punched the vampire in the face a couple of times to slow him down.  I was debating on jumping into the fray when Mr. Mysterious rammed his fist through the vampire’s chest.”
“You mean he hit him in the chest?”
“No, that’s the weird thing.  His fist went through skin, muscle, and bone.  And when he withdrew his hand, it was clutching the still beating heart of the vampire.  I didn’t stick around to see anything else after that.  I hightailed it out of there as fast as I could.”
“That’s good.”  Zoe noticed she was unconsciously bouncing her legs up and down, something she did when she was really nervous.   She willed herself to be still and took a deep breath.  “A human, not even a vampire hunter, could do that.”
“Nope, not even me and my two-inch-long dagger-like nails are capable of cutting into someone’s chest and ripping out the heart.”  She shrugged.  “The alley was dark, maybe he had some kind of weapon, but it was too small for me to see.”
“Maybe?”  Zoe wasn’t convinced, and from the look of her sister, neither was Kara.  “Are you sure he wasn’t another vampire?”  
“At this point, I’m not sure of anything, but he didn’t look or act like any of the vampires we’ve killed.  And nothing about him screamed evil, dangerous, yes, but evil, uh-uh.”
“Would you know him if you saw him again?” 
“Absolutely, he’s unforgettable.”  Kara snapped her mouth shut and clenched her jaws together.
“He’s not the only one,” Zoe mumbled under her breath.
“Your turn, sis.  Spill it.”  
“We’re going to a costume party a week from tonight,” she offered.  
“Ooh, that sounds intriguing and fun.  What’s it got to do with your mystery man?”
“He delivered the invitations.”  Zoe frowned.  She still wasn’t sure why he’d shown up at her door instead of Brianna.  “When checking out the town, I went into one of the local shops and met the owner, a very nice older lady.  Anyhow, her granddaughter dropped by with an invitation to the party while I was there, and the shop owner offered it to me.  I mentioned I had two sisters coming to town, and tall, dark, and sexy dropped by with extra invitations a few hours ago.”
Kara smirked.  “You light up when you talk about this guy.  Wow, he must have made some kind of impression.”
“He was hot, panty-melting kind of hot.”  She let out a long sigh.  “My first thought was that he couldn’t possibly be human because he’s the best-looking man I’ve ever seen.”
“Maybe he’s just the one for you.”  Kara poked her in the ribs with a sharp elbow.  “Or maybe you just need to get laid.  How long has it been anyway?”
“Augh, long enough that I’ve lost count,” she said in exasperation.  Maybe that was it, but somehow Zoe didn’t think so.  She’d run across many good-looking men in her travels, but none of them heated her body the way Drew Gannon did.  
When Kara spoke again, her voice was so soft Zoe had to lean in to hear her.  “Both of us have a run-in with a sexy and incredible man on the same day, more than a coincidence?”
“I don’t know.”  But it was enough to make her wonder.  There weren’t too many coincidences in their line of work.  “We’ll talk to Tara when she arrives.  If she comes bearing tales of a sexy stranger, then we’ll worry.”
****
The next day Zoe was more than a little relieved to have both her sisters by her side once again.  As soon as Tara arrived, the three of them went out to dinner to celebrate being together.  Zoe was happy for someone else to focus on besides Drew.  He’d been on her mind since he showed up at her hotel door.  She’d even dreamed about him the night before.  
“Any problems down south?” she asked her sister as soon as they sat down at a table in the back of the busy café.
“I killed one of those weird, lurching, zombie-like vampires we’ve been encountering over the past several months,” Tara admitted with a guilty look.
“What!  Why didn’t you tell me?” Zoe demanded.  She stared at her sister in open-mouthed astonishment.  She turned to Kara.  “Did you know about this?”
“Nope.”  Kara sounded just as shocked.  The twins were really close, and they shared everything.
Tara shrugged.  “I didn’t want either of you to worry about me.  I made the kill without any problems.  I stayed in the city, looking for more signs of a vampire.  I was getting ready to call Zoe to see if she had any new leads or needed help when she called and told me to meet both of you here.” 
“We’re going to talk about this later,” Kara firmly stated.
“There’s nothing to talk about,” Tara replied with a shrug.  “I know I’m the weak link, and I needed to prove to myself if nobody else that I can hunt on my own.  Let’s face it.  We killed what, five vampires in a decade?  And now all of a sudden we’ve killed twice as many of those strangely mutated vampires in less than a year.”  
She rubbed her forehead.  “Something’s happening. Whatever it is, we need to be ready for it.  And we means all three of us,” she said in the most forceful tone of voice her sister had ever heard Tara use.
As much as she wanted to argue with Tara, Zoe knew her sister was right.  “Congrats on a successful hunt, but we need to keep each other informed of our whereabouts and goings on now more than ever.”
“Agreed,” Tara said with a big smile.  She looked like she’d won a major victory, and maybe she had.  “So, tell me more about Enigma and why we’re here.”
“Rumors and reports of several strange disappearances in New England brought me to the area.  I couldn’t pinpoint any vampire activity, so I kept driving around the region looking for something.  As soon as I entered the town limits, I knew this is where we needed to be.  There’s something different about this town.  I thought it was worth exploring, and my gut tells me we’re going to find what we’re looking for here.”
“One of us might anyway,” Kara said with a giggle.  “Tell her about Mr. Sexy and the Halloween party.” 
Zoe glared at her sister for butting into the conversation.  The waitress stopped at their table to take their orders before Zoe could reply.  As soon as the woman left, Tara focused on her twin’s comment.   
“Mr. Sexy, huh?  Bet he’s not as hot as the man I danced with in New Orleans.”  A secret smile adorned her lips and lit up her face.
Zoe tensed, and she saw Kara do the same.  They exchanged worried looks with each other that didn’t go unnoticed by Tara.
“What?  Did I shock the two of you into silence?”  She teased.  “Kara shouldn’t have all the fun.  And what better place to break loose than New Orleans?”
“Wait!  Who are you, and what did you do with my twin?” Kara wanted to know.  
Tara shrugged.  “I thought I was being followed, so I slipped into a busy club to get lost.  Once inside, the music, crowd, and jubilant mood made me want to stay awhile.”
Zoe narrowed her eyes.  “How do you know the guy you danced with wasn’t the one following you?”
“I don’t, but he can follow me anytime, and that’s enough of that.  I’m still waiting to hear about the Halloween party.”
“I’ll tell you about it later tonight when we get back to the inn.  I think we have something more important to talk about, like three tall, dark, and mysterious men.”
“Three?”  Tara said in confusion.
“Yeah.”  Kara told her about the run-in she had in Boston.  She finished right before the waitress showed up with their food.  
“Coincidence?”  Tara asked in a doubtful voice as soon as the waitress walked away.
“No way in hell,” Zoe replied.  “I’d buy one maybe even two good-looking guys dropping onto our radar and capturing our attention, but three?  Nope!”
“What are we gonna do about it?”  Tara anxiously tapped her fingers against the wood table. 
“Don’t know yet,” Zoe said, “but we better figure it out fast.”  
“Like we didn’t already have enough on our plates.”  Kara sighed.  
“Know what you mean, times like this make me wish we had some kind of help,” Zoe admitted.
“Yeah,” Tara said in that soft-spoken voice of hers.  “And it wasn’t just us against the world.”
It really wasn’t them against the world, Zoe thought, but sometimes it sure felt like it. Apparently, none of them had a suitable reply.  The three of them fell silent and concentrated on the food in front of them.
 



FIVE
Zoe exited the double doors of the inn in a slow jog.  She came to an abrupt halt when she noticed Drew Leaning against the side of the building.  “Hey.”  She was more than a little surprised to see him dressed in sneakers, running shorts, and a tight T-shirt.  
Her heart sped up, and her breath got stuck in her throat.  A slow heat started in her core and spread outward to the rest of her body.  There was no denying the fact that she was attracted to him.  
Drew nodded at her.  “Hey, saw you jogging around town yesterday morning, but I couldn’t catch up to you.  Thought I’d take a chance and see if you wanted some company today.”  He gave her a lopsided grin.  “I’d be more than happy to show you around.”  
She didn’t need the distraction, but the offer was too good to turn down.  Besides, she’d jogged and walked around downtown for several hours yesterday, and Zoe hadn’t learned anything.  So, what could it hurt?  “Now that’s an offer too good to turn down.”  
She started jogging down the sidewalk and waited for him to fall into step beside her.  “Do you know Enigma well?”  
“Like the back of my hand.  My family’s lived here for centuries.” 
Making small talk was difficult when what she really wanted to do was drag Drew into a back alley, wrap her body around him, and feel the hardness of his body pressed against hers. She didn’t believe in love at first sight, but lust at first sight was an entirely different matter. She had it bad.  Zoe sucked in her bottom lip and concentrated on the cadence of her jogging.  It was harder than she expected.
She got a well-timed distraction a couple of minutes later when they neared the Witch’s Brew.  Brianna stepped out onto the sidewalk almost like she’d been expecting them, but Zoe knew that was impossible.  “Hey, how are you?”  Zoe jogged in place while she waited for the other woman to respond.
“Doing just fine,” Brianna answered.  “I see you’re enjoying Enigma and all it has to offer,” she said with a wide grin.  “Drew, I’m surprised to see you this morning.”  She arched her brows and gave him a questioning look.  
Drew grinned right back.  “Work can wait,” he said with a wink.  “The pursuit of a beautiful woman cannot.”  
Zoe’s heart sped up and her cheeks heated.  She couldn’t remember the last time a man showed interest in her.  Most were more than a little put off by her physical strength.  She wasn’t the most feminine woman. Frilly skirts and lots of makeup were not her style.  Drew definitely made her feel like a woman, and she liked it!
“The party’s only a few days away,” she reminded them.  “Don’t forget the costumes.  Remember, the Witch’s Brew has something for everyone.”
“Oh,” Zoe hadn’t even thought about costumes.  She smiled at Brianna.  “I wouldn’t think of going anywhere else.  I’ll be sure to come back later today or sometime tomorrow with my sisters.”
“They made it into town okay?” Brianna asked.
“Sure did, and they’re as excited about the party as I am,” she was quick to add.  “It’ll probably be the highlight of our trip.” 
“I’m sure it will be, dear.  Well, I’ll let you two get back to your run.  Have fun.” She laughed that tinkling laugh that reminded Zoe of chimes and disappeared inside the shop as quickly as she appeared. 
“She’s sweet,” Zoe mentioned as she and Drew jogged off down the sidewalk.  
“Brianna?”  He threw back his head and laughed so hard it sounded like he was howling.  “She’s a tough old bird, feisty and strong.  But sweet?  That’s a new one.”
“Hey!”  Zoe smacked him in the upper arm.  Her fingers tingled from the skin-to-skin contact.  “I travel a lot, and she gave me one of the best welcomes I’ve ever had.  So yes, Brianna’s sweet.”
“You’re kinda hot when you’re mad.”  
He tucked a stray lock of hair that had worked its way out of Zoe’s ponytail behind her ear.  His touch made Zoe stumble.  She almost fell but Drew wrapped a strong arm around her waist and clamped her next to his rock-hard body.  “Careful, baby.”
Yeah, that was easy for him to say.  Every time he touched her, Zoe’s brain seemed to short-circuit.  “I’m usually not so clumsy.”  Way to go, she silently scolded herself.  The last thing she wanted was to look like a fool in front of Drew.  
“I didn’t think so, but it wouldn’t matter to me if you were.” 
“Wow! Could you be any more of a charmer?”  Though Zoe loved the attention.
“I’m trying to charm your pants off, is it working?”  He gave her a wolfish smile.
“Oh, crap!”  He was too much for her.  She spotted a tree-filled park in the distance.  The water from a pond glistened in the center.  She took off at a sprint, turning to call to him over her shoulder.  “Race you to the park!”  
He was much taller, had a longer stride, and looked to be in great physical shape.  Zoe knew she couldn’t beat him, but it would stop the flirting and give her an opportunity to regroup.  She bit her bottom lip, concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other, and pounded down the street toward her destination.
The entrance was only ten feet away when Drew flew past her.  Zoe had to hand it to him, he’d waited until the last minute to overtake her instead of making her eat his dust and embarrassing her. She followed him over to a bench at the edge of the lovely pond.  An oak tree with bright red and orange leaves spread its protective branches over the surrounding area.
Zoe bent over at the knees, panting, and trying to catch her breath.  The run was the best exercise she’d gotten in a couple of weeks.  As soon as her breathing was under control, Zoe sat down on the edge of the bench.  Drew sat next to her, so close their arms and thighs touched.  If it had been anybody else, she would have moved away, but with Drew, she relaxed and enjoyed the warmth of his body next to hers.
He placed his arm on the back of the bench so that it was on her shoulders, and Zoe actually leaned her head back on his arm.  It was strange, feeling so comfortable with a man she hardly knew, but being with Drew felt right.  She closed her eyes and enjoyed the moment. 
Drew broke the solitude a couple of minutes later.  “So, Zoe Myers, what do you do when you’re not challenging people to races?”
Zoe opened her eyes and stared at him.  “Do you really want to know or is this you being polite?”
“I’m not fond of idle chitchat. I really want to know.”
For the first time ever, she found herself wishing she could open up and let him see the real her, but there was just too much at stake.  At least she could give him part of the truth.  “I’m really into martial arts.  I lease space back home and teach lessons to women and children.”
“A warrior woman,” he said with a roguish grin.  “I can see that about you, and I like it.”
He didn’t seem put off by it at all.  Zoe was beginning to think she might have found the perfect man.  “How about you?  What do you do when you’re not delivering party invitations or jogging around downtown Enigma?”
“Well, it appears we have a lot more than jogging in common.  I work with my cousins in the family security business.”
Her eyes widened.  “Wait a minute, Drew Gannon, as in Gannon Security?”
His brows raised.  “You’ve heard of us?”
“I’ve been to a few self-defense seminars sponsored by your company over the years.  It has a stellar reputation.”
“Actually, it’s my cousins’ company, but I am third in command on the hierarchy,” he said with a smug smile.
“Wow, you should really be proud of that.”
“I am.   It’s a family business, so a good reputation means a lot to us.”
Yeah, well, Zoe knew all about family businesses, the good and the bad.  “My sisters help me out sometimes. I don’t know what I’d do without them.”
“So, you and your sisters are close?”
“Very.  It’s just the three of us, and while the twins might have a slightly closer bond for obvious reasons, family is everything to us.”
“The Gannons feel the same way.  In this age where the value of family seems to diminish more and more, it’s refreshing to meet someone else who feels the same way.  Speaking of family, have you met Brianna’s granddaughter, Brittany?”
Zoe frowned at the change in topic.  “Yes.  She dropped by Witch’s Brew during my first visit.  She seemed as sweet as Brianna.”
Drew snorted.  “You and Brittany have a lot in common.  Make sure you visit her studio soon.  I’m sure she’d love to show you around.”
“She already invited me.”  Zoe shrugged.  “Brittany sounded swamped when she was in the shop.  I don’t want to add to her overload, but I am curious to see the place.”  
Zoe got quiet.   She really missed her studio and classes.  She made up her mind to visit Brittany at work soon.  “You know what, I think I’ll give her a call and stop by sometime in the next couple of days.  Maybe I can get in some exercise.”
“What?  Tired of jogging with me already?”
“Nope.”  She wiped a hand across her forehead.  “Now that I caught my breath, we should jog around the park.  It’s beautiful here,” she wistfully admitted.
“Yes, it is,” he agreed.  
When Zoe glanced up, Drew wasn’t looking at the pond, the trees, or anything else in the park.  His eyes were focused squarely on her.  She shuddered from the intensity of his gaze.  She’d never felt that much heat before.  She struggled to get her mind off of the sexy man next to her and where it needed to be.  
“You can finish telling me everything you know about Enigma.”
He stood and held out his arm to help her to her feet.  “Everything, huh?  That’ll take more than a jog around the park,” he warned.  “Enigma’s my hometown and I’m proud of it.  Have dinner with me tonight.”
She laced her fingers with his and rose from the bench.  She squeezed his hand before pulling away.  “I can’t.”  She was tempted, but it was a bad idea for several reasons.
“I’m not gonna push the issue, but don’t think that means I’m giving up.”  
He gave her a lopsided grin that made her knees wobble.  Man, she was in trouble.  “Less flirting and more jogging,” she insisted.  Zoe walked to the paved path that wound around the lake.  She picked up the pace as soon as her feet touched concrete.  
Drew joined her and started pointing out landmarks in the distance as they made their way around the path.
“Any strange occurrences around town lately?” she asked in an offhand matter. She held her breath, waiting for his response.
“Nothing more than usual,” he replied.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” She frowned at his vague response.
“Enigma has always lived up to its name.  The town is cloaked in mystery, and the residents like it that way.  Sometimes the things that happen here are hard for an outsider to understand,” he cryptically added.
His words sounded like a warning to Zoe, but she didn’t detect any menace.  She tried to laugh it off.  “I was thinking more along the lines of Halloween pranks but never mind.  Let’s talk about something else.”  Suddenly she no longer wanted to hear about Enigma.  
 They jogged around the park and chatted about family for thirty minutes before he escorted her back to the hotel’s front entrance.  The sidewalk in front of Inn Enigma was almost deserted when they arrived. Only a handful of people were present, and they walked on the other side of the street.  “Thanks for the exercise and tour,” Zoe said.
“You’re welcome.”  He moved closer, invading her space.
Zoe retreated a couple of steps until she felt the rough brick of the building press against her back.  Drew placed both hands on the structure next to her head, caging her in.  He towered over her.  It wasn’t something the five nine Zoe was used to, and it turned her on even more.
She glanced into his eyes and swallowed hard.  She could drown in their silky brown depths if she weren't careful.  It confirmed what Zoe already suspected. She was in way over her head with Drew Gannon.
Zoe closed her eyes and savored the touch of his lips as they brushed across her forehead and trailed lower to her mouth.  She didn’t hold back the desire she felt for him.  Zoe melted into his body, wrapping her arms around his neck to force him closer.  He tasted so good, and she wanted more.
His hands moved to her body and slid down to grasp Zoe’s hips.  He straightened without breaking the kiss.  Her head was spinning, and she felt like she was floating on air.  That’s when she realized that Drew had actually lifted her off the ground and continued to hold her suspended in air.
She shuddered when the hardened ridge of his erection rubbed against her swollen and sensitive sex.  Her desire-filled moan echoed around them.  She needed him so much she ached.  His mouth moved to her neck, but she grabbed a handful of his hair and maneuvered his lips back to hers.  She lifted her legs and wrapped them around his lower back, urging him even closer.  
She rubbed her body against his completely lost in how good he made her feel.  The harsh clearing of a throat brought her to her senses.  She jumped, dropped her legs and arms, and put space between them.  
“Get a room,” the male stranger good-naturedly joked.  “You are standing in front of a hotel.”
Zoe wrapped her hands around her arms and vigorously rubbed.  She silently chastised herself, wondering what the hell was wrong with her.  She completely lost track of where they were and what they were doing.  If that man hadn’t interrupted, she might have let Drew take her right there on the sidewalk.   He might not be a vampire, but the man was dangerous.  
“Umm, maybe I’ll see you around,” she lamely muttered before rapidly moving toward the entrance of Inn Enigma.  
“You’re gonna change your mind about that date,” he promised before she could close the door behind her.
His words echoed in her head.  Zoe didn’t stop to wait for the elevator. She stormed up three flights of stairs to reach the suite she shared with her sisters.  Spontaneous combustion was obviously a myth, or Zoe was sure that both she and Drew would have gone up in flames.  His kiss was that hot.
****
Later that night, the three sisters lounged around the living area of the suite and discussed their observations of the town.  Towards the end, Zoe did something out of character.  She turned the conversation away from the hunt and bared her soul.  “Do you ever wake up in the morning and wonder if this is all worth it?” she asked her sisters with a shaky voice.  “Because I do at least twice a week.”
Tara gave her a sad smile.  “It’s crossed my mind more than once.”
Zoe frowned.  “How come you never said anything?”
“I didn’t want to sound selfish or…”  She blushed.  “I didn’t mean to imply that you’re selfish, because you’re far from it, Zoe.”
Zoe didn’t take offense at all.  “I know, and we wouldn’t have thought that of you either if you had said something similar.”
  “Not me,” Kara insisted.  “But then again I’m the adrenaline junkie of the family.  I live for the hunt.  And think of all the good we do for mankind, even though no one really even knows about it.”
“I appreciate the fact we’ve saved countless lives, but sometimes I just want more,” Tara confessed.
“Exactly!”  Zoe wasn’t surprised that the most compassionate one of them got what she was trying to say.  
“Here’s more food for thought,” Zoe plowed ahead.  She’d started the conversation, so she might as well finish it.  “From what we’ve been taught, vampire hunting is a family tradition passed on from generation to generation.  The numbers have got to be low, because, besides our parents, we’ve only met one other hunter,” she glanced at Kara.  “Only one verified hunter, anyway.  The job isn’t really conducive to settling down and having a family, and while I love the two of you with all my heart, I want more.”
She wasn’t surprised when an image of Drew flashed through her mind.  “I miss the peace and self-contentment I get from teaching self-defense and martial arts.  I’m tired of running all over the continent chasing monsters.  And most of all I want a husband and children of my own one day.  And I don’t want them to see me meet my demise at the hands and fangs of some demented bloodsucker.”
“Like we did,” Tara whispered.
The three sisters came together for a group hug.  Zoe wiped away a few stray tears and soaked up their comfort and love.  “I was torn that night,” she softly admitted.  “I could stay and fight with Mom and Dad or get the three of us to safety.  I chose the latter, and because of it, they died a horribly gruesome death.”
“You didn’t have a choice.  All of us would have died if you hadn’t done what you did.  You saved us!”  Kara vehemently defended Zoe and her actions.  
“But we didn’t escape unscathed.  It changed all three of us.”  It saddened Zoe to think just how much.  
“What do you mean?” Tara asked in that soft-spoken voice of hers.
“The two of you became adults overnight even though you were only fourteen. Tara, you retreated behind a wall and into a shell that’s still hard for anyone to breach.  Kara, you went in the opposite direction. You constantly thrive on danger and push yourself as far and hard as you can.  And I became a mother hen that constantly worries about the two of you even when we’re not hunting a vampire.”
She rubbed her hands across her face and let out a weary sigh.  She’d never felt such discontent before, and it really bothered her.
“Does this have anything to do with your sexy stranger?”  Kara wanted to know.
“Being with him makes me feel different, and I like it,” she admitted.  
“I thought so,” Kara said with a grin.
“You just met him.”  Tara sounded concerned.  “It’s not like you to be impulsive.  Are you sure you haven’t been bewitched?”
“I doubt he’s a warlock or wizard.” Zoe felt compelled to defend Drew, but she was definitely falling under his spell.  
“Why not?”  Kara’s feet fell to the floor, and she sat up straight.  She glanced around at the wide-open mouths of her sisters.  
“Well?” she insisted.  “Just because we haven’t met any other paranormal creatures doesn’t mean they don’t exist.  Vampires are real.  We have firsthand knowledge of those.”
As scary as it sounded, Zoe knew her sister had a valid point.  “My gut has never let me down,” she insisted.  There’s nothing evil or wicked about Drew.”  
“There are good and bad humans,” Tara spoke up.   “Maybe the same thing applies to others.  I mean anything’s possible, right?”  
“It would definitely explain your mystery man, Kara,” Zoe mused.  “Think about it! He took out one of those zombie-like vampires with his bare hands.  What kind of creature can do that?  We’re well-trained vampire hunters, and we can’t destroy a vampire without a blade.”
“I don’t know what he is, but he’s not a vampire,” Kara insisted.  “No fangs!  I’m not saying it’s impossible for some vampires to be good, but it would dramatically change things as we know them.  It’s gonna take a lot more than conjecture to get me to change my mind about vampires.”  
“Agreed!” Tara managed to say around a yawn.
“I guess that’s our bedtime cue,” Zoe teased.  “Besides, we could ponder this mystery all night long and still not come up with the answer.”
Kara threw a decorative pillow at Zoe.  “Why are you in such a hurry?  Planning to meet your mystery man tonight in your dreams?”
“No comment and good night,” Zoe grumbled as she got to her feet.  Her sister might be right, but Zoe was not going to do anything to encourage or prolong the sisterly ribbing. “Don’t forget, we need costumes for the party.  We should go to the Witch’s Brew tomorrow around lunchtime.”
“Can’t wait,” the twins said in unison.     
Zoe shook her head and hurried off to bed.  She tried to tell herself that all the exercise and fresh air made her sleepy, but really her sister was right.  Zoe wanted to dream about her mystery man and his toe-curling kisses.   That would make turning in early worthwhile for sure.
 



SIX
Tara hesitantly walked out of the dressing room and spun around in front of the three-way mirrors strategically placed around the area.  “I don’t know.”  It was obvious she wasn’t used to showing so much skin.  “I think this would be better suited to Kara instead of me,” she insisted.
“Nonsense,” Brianna said with a wave of her regal hand.  “You look fabulous.  That costume has your name written all over it.”
Tara glanced in the mirror and then down at the skimpy black satin corset her twin had laced up for her and the short black skirt that barely covered her private parts.  “Really?  Where?  Because there’s not that much room for anything, even a short name like Tara Myers,” she joked.
“Listen to Brianna, she’s the expert,” Zoe insisted.  She reached over and tugged on the elastic band holding all of Tara’s hair out of the way.  She spent a few seconds fluffing the curls.  “You should definitely wear your hair down.  The cascading curls add to the sexiness of the costume.”
“I don’t feel sexy,” Tara complained.  “I feel naked.”
Zoe patted her shoulder.  “At least I won’t be the only one showing a lot of skin.” She tugged on the bottom of the tight leather vest that stopped about an inch above her belly button.  It didn’t move, so she turned her attention to the black leather mini skirt that ended about six inches above her knees.  She quit tugging at it when she realized the only thing that accomplished was baring more of her midriff.  
At least you’re wearing knee-high boots,” Tara complained.  “I’ve got dainty sandals with sky-high heels.  I’ll probably trip and break my neck when I try to walk in these things.  And I can forget about running,” she said in disgust.
Zoe glanced down at her boots.  “And you think these are any better? They’re stilettos.  Though I could use them as stakes if I had to,” she said with a gleam in her eyes.  
Brianna started to choke, and Zoe lightly patted her shoulder.  “Don’t worry, I was only joking.”  She held out the plastic sword that came with the costume.  It was much longer than the blades she normally preferred.   
“That’s perfectly fine, dear,” Brianna said once she caught her breath.  “I wouldn’t expect anything less from any vampire hunter worth her salt.”
Kara who’d just stepped out of the third dressing room audibly gasped.  Zoe and Tara looked at the shop owner like she’d grown a second head.  All three sisters gave each other startled looks before focusing on Brianna.
“What?” the older woman asked with a nonchalant shrug of her shoulders when the shocked silence continued.  “You are dressed as a vampire hunter.”
Zoe nervously giggled, and the twins joined her.  “I do like to get into character,” she said with a wink.
“What am I supposed to be? A Goth cocktail waitress in Vegas, maybe?” Tara asked in a disgruntled voice.  
“Don’t be silly,” Brianna said.  “You’re a lady vamp.”
It was Zoe’s turn to almost choke.  She quickly covered the sound with a loud outburst of laughter.  
“Not funny,” Tara insisted.  
“I think it is,” Kara piped up.  
Tara expertly deflected attention from herself and onto her twin.  “Wow, look at you.” Tara admired her sister’s outfit.  “I thought my costume would be better suited for you, but the one you’re wearing is perfect.  You’re gorgeous.”
“You look like a sexy cat woman, and that’s appropriate because every stray man at the party is gonna try to follow you home,” Zoe joked.
Tara ran her hand over the black lacy one-piece catsuit with the deep plunging neckline.  “I absolutely love it!” she exclaimed.  She reached out and hugged Brianna.  “Thank you so much for everything, including the invitations and costumes.”
“You’re welcome.”  Brianna hugged her back.  “Who can’t use a little fun in their lives? And this party is the social event of the year in Enigma.  You never know who you might run into,” she said with a wink.
Somewhere behind them, a man cleared his throat.  Awareness instantly shot through Zoe.  She knew who she was going to see when she turned around.  
“Drew!” she croaked out his name in a shrill voice and ended up having to clear her own throat.  “What are you doing here?”  It was uncanny the way they kept running into each other.  If she didn’t know any better, Zoe would think he was following her.
“Came to pick up my costume.”  He glanced at all three women, but his eyes never strayed far from Zoe for long.  “You have definitely outdone yourself this time, Brianna.”
“The Witch’s Brew is magical that way,” she said with a devious laugh.  
“Must be,” he agreed.  “It would be remiss of me to allow three unattached and beautiful women such as yourselves to attend the party alone.  It would be my honor to escort the three of you.”
The twins giggled, and Zoe tried really hard to regulate her out of control breathing.  She was practically panting.  Not that Drew wasn’t drool-worthy, but such a loss of control in public was embarrassing. She was a vampire hunter for goodness sake.  She usually excelled at self-control.
As if he knew the effect he was having on her, Drew stepped closer, took her hand in his, and brought it to his lips for a kiss.  It was all Zoe could do not to fan herself when he let her hand go.  That notion was completely forgotten when Kara elbowed her in the ribs.
“Aren’t you gonna introduce us?”  
Leave it to Kara to demand an introduction.  Yep, she was always the brash one.  “Um, Drew, these are my sisters, Kara and Tara.  They’re twins,” she babbled, even though that was probably obvious enough from looking at them.
He nodded at her sisters but didn’t make any attempt to touch them.  Zoe slowly let out the breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.  She hastily accepted his invitation before he could change his mind.  “We’d love for you to escort us to the party.”  She was proud of how calm her voice sounded even though it felt like a family of bats had taken up residence in her stomach. 
“Great, ‘cause the three of you are gonna need me to beat off all the love-struck men who are going to pester you all night long.  And Russo’s place is off the beaten path. It can be hard to locate sometimes.”  
“It was nice to meet you,” Tara abruptly butted into the conversation.  “But if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to change out of my costume.”  She disappeared inside one of the dressing rooms.  
“Me too,” Kara quickly vanished inside the dressing room as well.
“And I’ll go get the costume I set aside for you, Drew.”  Brianna hurried into a backroom of the store.
Suddenly they were alone.  The memory of the scorching hot kiss they shared the last time they were together assailed Zoe.  She automatically clenched her thighs together, trying to ease the burning ache.   It didn’t work, especially when he stepped closer, crowding her into the wall.  
Drew cupped her face with his hands.  “I thought they’d never leave.”  He leaned in and buried his face in her neck and breathed deep.  His tongue rasped against her skin.  “I love the way you taste,” he growled.
The harsh sound startled Zoe, and she raised her hands to push him away.  He was faster and managed to tug her closer.  She tripped over the ridiculous boots and before she could take her next breath the soft curves of her body were flattened against his hard planes.  His mouth covered hers, effectively swallowing her yelp of surprise.  
His hands moved to her hips, kneading, and forcing her even closer.  His mouth continued to devour her, tugging, sucking, and nibbling on her lips until she opened for him.  As soon as she did, his tongue thrust inside.  The ache between her thighs intensified with every stroke of his tongue.  
She moved her hands to the collar of his shirt, grabbed hold, and jerked him even closer.  There was no such thing as too close when it came to this man.  He rewarded her movements with a sexy growl and moved his hands to the back of her thighs.  The leather mini skirt offered little to no resistance.
Zoe rubbed her body against Drew.  She hoped the rough friction might ease her ache, but it only made it worse.  He tore his mouth from hers and trailed kisses from her jaw to her neck.  Zoe unconsciously bared her neck to him.
  Suddenly, a sharp sting penetrated the fog of sensual bliss shrouding her.  “Ouch!” Zoe exclaimed.  She automatically shoved him away and put the plastic sword of her costume between them. “You bit me,” she accused in a shaky voice.
Her heart beat almost two hundred beats per minute.  The fading echoes of passion mixed with the sudden bite of fear.  Had her trusty sixth sense finally let her down?  Was Drew a vampire?  
“It’s all right, Zoe.  Calm down.  It’s just a love bite,” he insisted.  He reached out and turned her until she was facing the mirror.  “Look, it’s not even bleeding.” 
He was right.  She overreacted thanks to her hunter lineage and the strange conversation she had with the twins last night.  She took several deep breaths.  “Sorry I freaked out hope this doesn’t scare you away.”
“Not a chance,” he said with that wicked smile of his that made the nerves in her tummy flutter.  His phone chose that inopportune time to beep.  He glanced at it and frowned.  “Work, I’ve got to go.”  
He leaned down and kissed her forehead.  “Nothing’s changed,” he reassured her in a gravelly voice.  “I’ll be seeing you soon, take care, Zoe.”
She stood frozen to the spot, watching his hurried yet confident stride take him further away from her and finally out the door.  She was still standing there with her mouth gaping open when her sisters and Brianna rejoined her.  
The shop owner held up a garment bag.  “Where’d Drew go?”
Zoe felt the heat rise to her cheeks and knew they were bright red.  “Umm, work emergency I think.”
“That’s too bad, I was going to invite him to join us for lunch.”  Kara grinned like she was up to something.
Tara elbowed her.  “I don’t think Zoe needs you to play matchmaker.  Looks like she’s doing fine all on her own.”  Tara pointed at the nip on her neck.  “She’s even got a hickey to prove it.”
Zoe suppressed a sigh of relief.  A hickey she could live with, a vampire bite, not so much.  “Lunch sounds good,” she said guiding the conversation away from her love mark.  
“I am rather hungry,” Tara said rubbing her belly.  “Brianna, would you like to join us?”
“I’d love to, dear, but I can’t leave the shop.  This is the busiest time of year for me.”
“Well, looks like you’ve just made three sales,” Kara said.  “We’ll take the costumes, couldn’t find better ones anywhere else.”
“I’ll buy. My treat,” Tara insisted. 
Zoe hated having to take money from her younger sister, but Tara made a nice living as a freelance travel writer.  The job fit perfectly with their hunter duties.  
Brianna waved a hand in the air.  “Nonsense, the costumes are on the house,” she offered with a kindly smile.
“Are you sure?”  Zoe was hesitant to accept the offer.  She didn’t want to take advantage of the other woman’s generosity.  
“Positive.  Consider it a welcome to Enigma gift.  Besides, the three of you look fantastic.  And trust me there is nothing better for this kind of business than word of mouth advertising.  I would consider it a favor if you wore my costumes.  Just make sure you tell everyone where you got ‘em from.”
Zoe hugged her.  Tara and Kara followed suit and did the same.  “Thank you so much!” Zoe exclaimed.  
“We’ll be sure to spread the word to any and everybody,” Kara promised.  
“My business is in good hands then,” Brianna said with a big smile.  “There’s a great café a couple of blocks down.  Y’all go to lunch and come back when you’re done.  I’ll have these boxed for you.”
“Want us to bring back lunch for you?” Tara offered.
“That would be great, dear.  I’ll take the special of the day, doesn’t matter what it is.  I’m not a picky eater, and everything from the café tastes great.”
“You’ve got it,” Tara said with a big smile.
It made Zoe feel better about accepting the gifts, and she imagined her sisters did too.  “We have errands to run this afternoon,” she reminded the twins.  “I’ll be by to drop off your food and pick up the costumes in about an hour.”
“Thanks, I’ll be here,” Brianna promised.  “See you soon.”
The sisters left the shop and walked toward the café.  Zoe knew the teasing was coming as soon as they cleared the Witch’s Brew.  Kara didn’t let her down.
“Oh! My! God!” she exclaimed while fanning herself.  “You were not kidding!  He’s one good-looking man.  No wonder you’re smitten.  He’s not as sexy as my mystery guy, though.”
Tara gently butted her shoulder against her twin’s.  “Leave her alone, Kara.”  She stopped walking and took Zoe’s hand in hers and squeezed.  “The chemistry between you and Drew was so strong I could feel the sparks in the dressing room.”  
“Tara…”  Zoe didn’t know where her sister was going, and she was almost scared to find out.
Tara held up a hand.  “No, let me finish.  It’s obvious the two of you want each other.  After the conversation we had last night, I think you should throw all caution to the wind and go for it.”
Zoe wished she could, but she still had a few reservations.  “Don’t forget we’re in the middle of our most challenging hunt yet.  I’m sure Drew could hold his own against any human.  But a vampire?”  She shrugged.  “The thought of him getting hurt because of me has the same effect as being drenched by a bucket of ice-cold water.  It douses the fire and dampens the desire.”
“I don’t know,” Kara said with a thoughtful look.  “I think you might be underestimating Drew.  After all, my mystery man was able to take down a vampire.”
She didn’t answer.  They’d reached the café and silence fell over the group while they studied the menu and ordered.  That was fine with Zoe, because she had a lot of thinking to do.  Her nerves were tied into knots, and she needed to figure out how to unravel them without causing any damage.
 



SEVEN
A couple of days later, Zoe didn’t feel any wiser when it came to Drew.  She was more than tempted to say the heck with it and give in to the desire burning between them, but she wasn’t the type to walk away from her responsibilities.  She strolled into Brittany’s studio, hoping a good workout session of hitting and kicking would ease her tension and clear her mind.
She stopped at the receptionist’s desk and waited for the young woman to finish her phone call.  “Hi, I’m here to observe one of Brittany’s classes and maybe do some sparring.”
“Does she know you’re coming?” the woman asked in confusion.  “She didn’t mention it to me.”
“Well, not exactly,” Zoe admitted.  “I met her a few days ago at the Witch’s Brew, and she invited me to drop by, but I didn’t let her know I was coming today.”
The woman behind the desk glanced at the black cropped yoga pants covered in silver and gold stars and the tight silver T-shirt Zoe wore.  “She just started one of her refresher courses in self-defense, since you’re here and dressed to work out, I don’t see the harm in showing you back.”
  The woman walked around the counter.  “Follow me.” Zoe smiled and nodded in acknowledgment.
They walked down the hall and entered the first room on the right.  A group of eight women were stretching various parts of their bodies.  The receptionist cleared her throat.  
Brittany glanced over at them and immediately came over.  “Thanks, Jill.”  The receptionist nodded and returned to the front desk.  
“Hey, glad you came by.”  She greeted Zoe with a hug, which surprised the vampire hunter, but she returned the friendly gesture.  “Ladies, come meet my new friend, Zoe Myers.”
Two women immediately rushed forward ahead of everyone else.  The gorgeous blonde reached her first.  She held out a hand.  The scarlet tipped nails immediately captured Zoe’s attention.  “I’ve heard a lot about you.  It’s nice to finally meet you.  I’m married to Drew’s cousin, Mitch.  My name’s Scarlet.”
“I’m Rose,” the sultry brunette said after shaking Zoe’s hand.  “And I’m married to Drew’s other cousin, Justin.  I guess I don’t have to tell you that Drew is more than a little infatuated with you,” she confided with a wink and a smile.
Zoe shook Rose’s hand and tried to smile without looking overwhelmed.  She wasn’t usually shy but being bombarded by part of Drew’s family when she least expected it was kind of nerve-wracking.  “Hi,” Zoe finally managed to get out a greeting. 
The other women came forward, saving her from having to think of something else to say.  
Brittany handled the introductions.  “This is Julie and Selena.” She waved a hand to indicate the two women closest to her.  “They’ve been my best friends forever,” she said.  “And this,” she said pulling forward a stunning redhead, “is my cousin Jessica.”
Zoe noticed the resemblance right away.  She shook hands with the three women, and they exchanged pleasantries.  
“And these two lovely ladies are Jillian and Jenna.  They’re fairly new to Enigma.  They fell in love with the town and decided to stay.  Maybe you will too,” she added with a wink.  
Zoe felt like she was halfway there.  “Stranger things have happened, I’m sure.”
All the women giggled.  
“In this town, most definitely,” Brittany agreed.  She clapped her hands together.  “Finish stretching and pair up.  Zoe, I usually work with Jessica, but she already mentioned she wasn’t feeling a hundred percent today, do you mind pairing with me?”
“I’d be honored.”  Looks like she was going to get a great workout after all.  She joined Brittany in the front of the long rectangular-shaped room surrounded by mirrors.  The layout reminded her a lot of her studio back home.  She waited for the feeling of homesickness she usually got and was more than a little surprised when it didn’t come. 
Zoe grabbed her ankle and pulled it up and back to stretch her quads.  The familiar loosening of muscles made her smile.   She moved onto the next one, eventually going through a series of stretches that covered most of her body.  Ten minutes later she was ready to go.
“All right,” Brittany raised her voice to be heard by everyone in the room.  “Start with some simple kickboxing moves to begin with and work up from there.”
Zoe took a deep breath and shook out her hands, fingers, and arms.  She was more than confident in her own abilities, but she knew next to nothing about Brittany’s. They squared off against each other, and Zoe braced herself for the first blow.
When it came, the attack was half-hearted at best, and she had no problems dodging and blocking Brittany’s kicks and punches.  That went on for about five minutes until Zoe wanted to scream with frustration.   “Don’t hold back!  I’ve got a brown belt in kickboxing, a black belt in Krav Maga, and third-degree black belts in Judo and Taekwondo.”
That announcement changed everything.  Brittany’s face lit up.  “Game on!” She executed a ferocious kick that would have sent Zoe reeling if she’d been a quarter of a second slower.  She successfully spun away and countered with a kick of her own.  The two of them fought five three-minute rounds.  By the end of round two, everyone else stopped what they were doing to watch Zoe and Brittany.  
When it was over the two women were breathing hard, and they collapsed onto the mats next to each other.  Zoe’s muscles burned from the familiar ache of a good workout.  She’d never had this talented of a sparring partner before, and she’d held her own, even after being away from her studio for months.
Loud, rousing applause startled her.  She’d been oblivious to everyone in the room except for Brittany and the match.  Zoe wasn’t surprised they’d garnered an audience, the battle was epic.
“That was awesome!” Julie exclaimed.  “I didn’t think I’d ever meet another person that could fight to a draw against Brittany.”  There was admiration in her voice.
Brittany was still breathing heavily, but she stood and extended a hand to help Zoe up.  “I’m impressed, and trust me, that’s not an easy feat.”
“Likewise,” Zoe agreed with a smile and a bow which Brittany returned.
“I’ve got more business than I can handle, and I’m turning people away every day.  If you decide to stay in town let me know, I’ve got a business proposition for you.  I’m talking partnership.”
Zoe was speechless.  It was a great offer, and it fit right in with the changes she wanted and needed to make in her life, but she couldn’t make such a major commitments yet.  Too many things were still up in the air, mainly the latest hunt that had been leading them on a wild goose chase for months.  “I’m not sure,” she finally admitted with more than a little regret.  
“At least that wasn’t a no.  It was a spur of the moment offer, but I meant it.  Whether it’s a week from now, a month from now, or even a year from now, it stands.  You just let me know when,” Brittany insisted.  
“I’ll do my best to talk her into seeing Enigma as home,” a deep voice said from the door.
Zoe’s heart, which had calmed from the exertion of kickboxing, started pounding again.    She turned toward the entrance and saw Drew leaning against the wall.  His gaze slowly traveled over her body, leaving bursts of heat in its wake.   She returned the favor.  He was dressed in running shorts and T-shirt much like when they’d gone jogging, and he looked good enough to eat.
“All right, ladies, let’s call it a day,” Brittany said.  “I’ve got to get ready for the next class.”
Everyone gathered around Zoe to compliment her kickboxing skills and encourage her to consider making Enigma home.  
“I’m the latest addition to the group,” Jillian said.  “I followed my sister here about this time last year, and I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.”  
The other’s echoed the sentiment before saying goodbye.  Five minutes later, Zoe and Drew were the only two left in the room.  “Hey,” she whispered.
He moved until he was standing right in front of her.  “Go out with me tonight.”  It was more of a demand than a request.
Zoe’s sex clenched, and her resolve dissolved.  She wanted Drew, and evidently, he wanted her too.  She was tired of denying herself, and why should she?  She and her sisters were no closer to finding an answer to the strangely mutated vampires popping up all over the country, and they were committed to staying in Enigma until after the Halloween party.
“Okay!”
Drew gave her a cocky grin.  “And I didn’t even have to resort to seduction.”
“You can seduce me just by walking into the room,” she admitted.  She stood on her tiptoes and pressed her lips against his. 
Evidently, it wasn’t enough.  Drew put his hand on the back of Zoe’s head, buried his fingers in her hair, and took control of the kiss.  Her body heated and swelled with desire.  Her knees wobbled, and she might have fallen if he hadn’t dropped his hands from her hair to her hips to hold her in place.
A sharp nip reminded her to open her mouth to him.  She was oblivious to everything except the feel of his body pressed into hers, the thrust of his tongue claiming her mouth, and the caress of roving hands.  The clearing of several feminine throats was an unexpected shock.
She tensed in his arms and tried to move away, but Drew’s hold was steady.  He slowly lifted his mouth off of hers and looked up.  When he did, Zoe glanced over her shoulder.  She turned bright red when she saw Scarlet and Rose standing there.  
“Sorry to interrupt,” Rose said, “but Drew’s our ride, and Brittany’s next class is waiting in the hallway,” she reminded them.
Zoe was mortified and hid her face against Drew’s chest.  He rubbed her back.  “Not a great first impression to make with your family,” she whispered.
He grinned.  “Gannons are no strangers to public displays of affection.”  
“Well, I am!” she said in a huff.
He slid a finger under her chin and tipped her face upward.  “I’ll pick you up at six.  Wear jeans, layers, and comfortable shoes.  It’s supposed to be a beautiful fall night, and I want to spend it outdoors,” he warned.  He brushed his lips across hers one more time before leaving.
Zoe watched him go.  She took several deep breaths and was finally starting to feel normal again by the time Brittany and her students began to trickle inside.  She gave Brittany an absent wave and left the studio.  She had vampires to hunt and a date to prepare for!  It was going to be an interesting day!
 



EIGHT
The full moon played peek-a-boo, using a thin layer of clouds as cover.  The crisp air smelled of crushed leaves, evergreens, and spice.  “It’s so beautiful,” Zoe whispered because she didn’t want to disturb the tranquility around them.
Drew nodded.  “This land has been owned by Gannons for centuries, and there’s no place like home.  I was more than ready to return when Mitch called and said he needed me here.”
“Isn’t it funny how things work?  We might not have met otherwise.”
Drew shook his head in denial.  “I’m a big believer in fate.  I’d like to think that our paths would have crossed somewhere down the line.”  Mates were fated, meant to be, but he couldn’t share that with Zoe just yet.  
He spread the thick blanket on the ground and motioned for Zoe to sit.  He joined her.  "My family loves nature and the outdoors,” Drew told her.  “I wanted to share it with you, plus my house was getting kinda crowded.”
Zoe laughed.  “Yeah, I wasn’t expecting to meet most of your family tonight.”
“Well, trust me, it wasn’t planned.  But once Scarlet and Rose get hold of an idea, they don’t let go.  And my cousins have a hard time saying no to them.”  He used to think it was funny as hell.  Now he knew precisely how Mitch and Justin felt.  
Drew stretched out on the blanket and looked up at the sky.  Zoe joined him a few seconds later.  He wrapped an arm around her shoulder to pull her closer and pillow her head.  She relaxed against his body, causing his nerve ends to tingle and his wolf to stir, urging him to claim what’s his. 
“My sisters and I used to stargaze when we were little.  I haven’t done it in years.”
“Good to know, we’ll try this again later when we can actually see the stars,” Drew said with a smile.
“What about you?  What kind of things did you and your cousins do growing up?”
“Living not too far from Acadia National Park and owning so much land we did all kinds of outdoor things,” he said.  
Zoe lightly elbowed him in the side.  “This is me trying to get to know you better, be more specific,” she urged.
Drew wanted to get to know her, he really did, but it was hard to think when she was lying next to him and he was breathing in the luscious scent of apples with a touch of vanilla that he now associated with Zoe.  
“There’s a whole list.  Hiking, hunting, biking, rock climbing, and my favorite, four-wheeling in the mud after a rainstorm.” 
“Actually, all of that sounds fun,” she sounded wistful.  “Especially the muddy four-wheeling,” she said with a laugh.
“I’d love to do all of those with you,” he said.  “But what I really want to do is make love to you.”  Drew rolled onto his side and cupped the back of her head, turning her face toward his.  “Even covered in a pair of jeans and a sweater you drive me crazy.  I’ve been dying to taste you all night.”  He had to be inside of her soon, or he’d die.
“Then stop torturing both of us and do it,” she invited.
Drew touched his lips to hers, savoring her sweet taste.  His free hand fumbled with the hem of her sweater.  His hand glided under the garment and caressed her smooth skin.  It moved higher until Drew stroked a pebbled nipple with nimble fingers.  He smiled when she pushed her body into his touch.  
He brushed his tongue along the seam of her mouth and surged inside when she opened for him.  One of her hands moved to the back of his head, forcing him closer.  Her tongue darted out and danced with his.  She moaned.  The sound was thick with desire and urged him to continue.  
Drew threw a leg over her hips so that he straddled her.  His growing erection pushed against his zipper, trying to get to her core.  Drew didn’t think he could wait much longer to take her. Luckily, he wouldn’t have to.  Then everything changed.
The shrill ring of Zoe’s phone shattered the quiet of the night.  
“Don’t answer,” he growled.
Zoe sat up and pushed him away.  She was still breathing hard, and he could see her pulse racing in her throat, but her eyes were no longer hazed from passion.  The moment was lost.
“I can’t.  That’s my sister’s ringtone.  Kara knows I’m with you, and she wouldn’t call unless it were an emergency.”  She quickly grabbed the offending phone from her purse and answered the call.  “Hello?”
Drew wanted to curse and throw something, but he tamped down his feelings of frustration and concentrated on Zoe.  He needed to know what was going on.
“What!  Oh my God!  Is Tara all right?  How about you?”  Silence for several seconds.  “All right, I’m on my way right now.  Love you.”  She disconnected the call.  “I’m sorry, but I need you to take me home right now.”
“What happened to your sisters?”
“Um, they went for a walk in the park and got mugged.  Only a few scrapes and bruises, but I need to be with them.”
Mitch knew differently. He could hear much better than any human.  He’d heard Kara’s end of the conversation too.  The two sisters hadn’t been mugged. They’d been attacked by three of the Puppet Master’s creatures.  They managed to kill one of the zombies, but not without minor injuries, and the other two got away.
“I’ll take you right now.”  He quickly stood and pulled Zoe to her feet.  He grabbed the blanket without bothering to fold it and slung it over his shoulder.  He entwined his fingers with hers, and they briskly walked the ten minutes back to his garage.  He threw the blanket in the corner until later.
Once they were in the car and on the road headed toward the inn, he broached the subject again.  He wanted her to trust him enough to tell him the truth, but he could understand why she didn’t.  After all, he hadn’t revealed his big secret either.
“Remember Jenna from Brittany’s studio?”
“Um, yes.” She gave him a confused look.
“Her husband, Craig Aquila, is a detective with the Enigma Police Department.”  He was also a raptor shifter and the liaison between the council and the EPD.  “Want me to call and ask him to check into the mugging?”
Zoe stiffened.  “No police!” She took a deep breath.  “Nothing was stolen, and my sisters are scared but not hurt.  They just want to forget the whole thing happened.”
He dropped the subject, and they were silent the rest of the way to Inn Enigma.  She tried to stop him from escorting her to the door, but he wasn’t having any of that.  He kissed her goodnight.  “I know after the attempted mugging you might not be in much of a partying mood, but don’t forget about tomorrow night.”
She hugged him.  “We won’t.  I can’t wait! Maybe tomorrow’s date will end better than this one.”
“A man can dream,” he said with a wicked smile.  “Take care of yourself, and I’ll see you tomorrow night.”
She went inside to comfort her sisters.  Drew returned to his car, moved it several blocks from the inn, and settled in for a long night.  If the escaped zombies tracked the sisters to where they were staying, he’d be ready.  And if the vampire hunters decided to go for a midnight hunt, he’d be prepared for that too.
 



NINE
“What the heck! A real freaking castle in Maine!  No way!”  
Zoe blinked twice, but nothing changed. She knew she was gawking, but Zoe couldn’t help it.  The vast Gothic structure was more suited to Europe than Maine, and it was the last type of building she expected to visit.   Zoe had to admit it was the perfect setting for a Halloween party.  No wonder it was the most sought-after invitation in town.  
Drew pulled her close and brushed his lips across her mouth.  “Somehow, I knew you would be impressed.”
“In more ways than one,” she managed to say after the all too brief kiss ended.  “I’m not too impressed with your costume, though.  What are you supposed to be?  Secret Service?”  He just shrugged.
“The castle’s gorgeous,” Tara breathed.  “And look at the turret.  One day I want a house with a tower.  It would make the perfect writing space,” she said in awe. 
“Look at the decorations!” Kara exclaimed.  “Someone went to a lot of trouble to do this place up right for the party.  Brash and bold, my kind of style.”
Thousands of cobwebs were spread out on the walls and various arches.  Mist covered the floor and swirled around the guests’ feet and legs.  Spooky organ music reminiscent of Halloween filled the air, adding to the eeriness of the atmosphere.  
The sisters looked around them trying to take it all in.  At least a hundred people decked out in elaborate costumes filled the great hall of the castle. “Wow,” is everybody in town here?” she nervously asked Drew.  She hadn’t been expecting so many people.  
“Hardly,” Drew answered.  “Alessandro Russo has friends and acquaintances that come from far and wide to attend the party.  It’s become legendary in certain circles.”
“I can see why,” Zoe said in admiration.  She wished she could take more time to enjoy the festivities, but even though it was a party, Zoe and her sisters were working.  They were supposed to interact with as many people as possible, look for suspicious activity, and try to sense the presence of a vampire.  Zoe bit back a dissatisfied sigh.  Another Saturday night and one more party where she was working instead of enjoying herself.  Sometimes being a vampire hunter sucked, pun intended.  
“Drew, do you mind if we look around on our own for a few minutes?”  Zoe didn’t wait for him to answer. She linked arms with the twins and circled the perimeter of the main room where most of the guests lingered.  “See or sense anything out of the ordinary?” she whispered to her sisters, conscious that Drew was following behind them.
Kara snickered.  “Besides the fact that you’re dressed as the Hollywood version of a vampire hunter?”  
“Or a room full of vampire wannabes secretly being observed by vampire hunters?” Tara joined in.
Zoe couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled up and spilled outward.  The irony was not lost on her, and it was pretty funny.  There was no need to encourage her sisters, especially Kara, so Zoe stopped laughing and tried to get serious.
“Look, there’s Brianna.”  Zoe raised a hand and waved.  “Let’s go say hello.”
The sisters wound their way through the crowd until they stood next to the owner of Witch’s Brew.  She enthusiastically greeted them with hugs.  
“Ladies,” she said with a big smile and regal nod of her head.  “You all are rocking those costumes!”  She entwined her arm with one of Zoe’s.  “I’ve told a few old and dear friends of mine all about you and your sisters, and they’re dying to meet the three of you.”
Zoe felt a brief flash of apprehension.  It was faint, but she trusted her gut enough to dig in the heels of the stiletto high heel boots she was wearing.  But Brianna gave her a reassuring smile. The feeling passed, and Zoe let her pull her down the hall and away from the crowd.  She didn’t sense anything evil about the redhead, and Zoe trusted her.  
She checked to make sure that her sisters and Drew were following her.  They were, and Zoe was swamped with relief.  The Myers sisters could fight their way out of most situations if the circumstances called for it.  She hoped it didn’t come to that.
Brianna was still talking.  Zoe took a deep breath and tried to concentrate on what the woman said.  “Just think of us as Enigma’s welcome wagon if you will,” Brianna said with a laugh.  
“But we haven’t decided to stay,” Zoe felt compelled to remind her just as they reached a large room that must serve as the library.  It contained floor to ceiling shelves that were filled with books, some of which looked ancient.
A large antique table was centered in the middle of the room. Several men and women congregated around the area.  Zoe’s spine tingled.  Her fingers itched to grab the knife strapped to her thigh, but she waited.
 She felt her sisters at her back and took comfort from their presence.  Zoe glanced around the room trying to assess the situation.  Her senses were on heightened alert, but they weren’t screaming at her, and she didn’t feel the pervading stench of evil that accompanied the vampires she’d fought and killed over the years.  Glancing around the room, she saw Brittany and most of the ladies from the kickboxing class she attended a few days before.  
Drew came up behind her and wrapped an arm around her waist.  It made her feel a lot better.  “There’s nothing to worry about, baby.  Everybody here’s a friend.”
Brianna patted her arm.  “I believe you’ve already met most of the ladies,” she reminded Zoe.
She nodded in agreement to acknowledge what Brianna said while taking a step closer to Drew.  She was drawn to him like a moth to a flame.  She felt Kara and Tara slide next to her.  It was a subtle reminder that they had her back.
She shook her head to clear the haze that always seemed to form when Drew was near and silently ordered herself to concentrate.  There was more to the situation than met the eye, Zoe was sure of it.  She needed to keep her wits about her and remain cautious.  “What’s really going on?”  Zoe asked Brianna.
A muscular man with short dark hair and black eyes stepped forward and separated himself from the rest of the group.  Confidence and power radiated off him, and he moved with stealth and grace that reminded her of a feline.  “I’m Lucian Petrakos.  Welcome to Enigma.”  He greeted her in a deep booming voice that caused Zoe to shiver.
A gasp from Kara made Zoe take her eyes off of the intimidating man and swivel her head toward her sister.  She followed the twin’s line of sight and came to rest on a tall, dark, and gorgeous male who stood on the far side of the room.   Enigma seemed to have more than its fair share of men with sex appeal.   It was entirely unfair to the rest of the world. 
“You!” Kara snapped out in a biting voice.  
“You know him?” her twin asked in a wary whisper.  Fear tinged her voice.
“Yep, he’s the one that destroyed the vampire I was trailing before I came to Enigma.”  Kara’s eyes narrowed to thin slits, and she crossed her arms over her breasts.  
“Crap!”  That was not good news.  Zoe’s fingers tightened on the plastic sword that was a part of her costume.  It wasn’t sharp like the blade she usually fought with, but she could poke out an eye with it if she got desperate enough. 
“You’ve been following me,” Kara accused in disgust.  “Why didn’t I sense a vampire on my tail?” 
Deep masculine laughter echoed around the huge room.  “That’s ‘cause I’m not a vampire, baby.”  He flashed her a huge grin that displayed perfect white teeth but no overlong incisors.  “And lucky for you, because I managed to take out the two rogues that escaped from you and your sister last night.”
“Don’t baby me,” Kara snarled at the grinning dark-haired stranger staring her down.
Zoe needed to defuse the situation. To do that, she needed information.  “What’s going on?”  The question wasn’t addressed to anyone in particular, but she wasn’t surprised when Petrakos was the one who answered.  
He looked and acted like a man who was used to being in charge.  But as she was about to find out, Lucian Petrakos was much more than a mere man.  Everybody in the room was more, including the Myers sisters.
Lucian waved a hand and invited everyone to have a seat at the large round table.  Zoe didn’t sense any danger. All her instincts were telling her she needed to hear what he had to say.  She gave her sisters an encouraging smile and sat down, hoping they’d follow her example.  Luckily, they did.  
The tension immediately died.  The other occupants of the room found their own chairs and joined the Myers sisters at the table.
She felt Tara stiffen.  “You’re mystery man from New Orleans here too?”  She already knew the answer, but Tara confirmed it with a nod.  Not good, not good at all!  But at least they’d be getting some answers.  
“I’m the head of a group of twelve paranormal beings known as the Council of Guardians.  It’s made up of the twelve oldest guardians in the world.” Petrakos stated.
Okay, it didn’t sound too bad so far, except for the paranormal part, and it certainly explained a lot, Zoe thought.  “Umm, what’s a guardian?”
“Basically we’re the law enforcers of the paranormal world.  Our mission is twofold.  We protect humans by making sure they are not harmed by supernatural beings for any reason other than self-defense.  We also protect paranormal beings by keeping their existence a secret from humans.  Both of these goals require guardians to take out rogues that refuse to conform to the rules set in place by the council.”
“Okay,” Kara spoke up while glaring at the man sitting across from her.  “Suppose we buy what you’re selling.   This has nothing to do with us, so why are we here?”
“On the contrary,” her mystery man spoke up.  “You and your sisters have been on our radar for about a decade.  We know you’re vampire hunters,” he said with a smirk.
“Really?”  She raised her brows.  “I suppose you’re one of these guardians?”
“Of course,” he agreed.  “The fourth oldest in the world.”
Kara audibly snapped her mouth shut and clenched her jaws together.  
Zoe took advantage of her sister’s silence to get the conversation back on track. “Say for the sake of argument that we are vampire hunters, what do you want with us?”
“The council would like to form an alliance with you,” Petrakos surprised her by saying.  “We believe you’ve been chasing the same powerful and deadly vampire that’s managed to elude us for almost a year.”
Zoe took a deep breath.  “We’ve been unusually busy over the past year,” she admitted.  “And the vampire’s we’ve killed have been different somehow.  Can you explain that to us?”
A man with long black hair sitting next to Julie, and ironically dressed as a vampire, broke into the conversation.  “Allow me to introduce myself, I’m your host, Alessandro Russo, and yes, I’m a vampire.”
All three sisters jumped to their feet ready to do battle.  Zoe rose with so much force the chair she was sitting in clattered to the floor.  She stiffened when a hand touched her until she realized it was Drew.  “This is a joke, right?”  Please let it be a joke, she silently added even though she knew it wasn’t.
“You’re in no danger.  Vampires aren’t evil by birth, but greed and bloodlust sometimes send them down the wrong path and eventually drive them over the edge.”
Zoe closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and concentrated.  She felt nothing but power, goodness, and warmth.  “It’s okay,” she whispered to her sisters.  She righted her chair and sat down.  Kara and Tara did the same.  
Drew sent her a reassuring smile and reached over to hold her hand.  The squeeze he gave it was comforting.  “Sorry, Mr. Russo.  Please finish your explanation.”
He nodded.  “The creatures you and your sisters have taken out the past several months are technically not vampires because we are born not made.  Humans don’t know that unless of course they’re mated to a vampire as Julie is mated to me.  It appears a very powerful vampire, we’ve dubbed the Puppet Master, is taking advantage of humans’ ignorance of this fact, offering them eternal life, sucking them dry almost to the point of death, and essentially turning them into mindless zombie-like creatures who will do anything for their next fix of blood.”
Shit!  She felt her own blood freeze.  This was so much worse than Zoe imagined.  The love bite on the side of her neck suddenly began to tingle.  Her hand flew to the spot, and she sucked in a lungful of air.  
“Drew, I’m pretty sure you’re not a vampire, does that mean you’re a guardian?”  She always knew he was too perfect to be a mere human.  
He gave her the wolfish grin she was becoming used to.  It brought back snippets of a nightmare she had the night before.  She jogged in the same park she visited with Drew, only it was nighttime, and she was being chased by the big bad wolf.
 His grin became even more prominent.  “Nah, us Gannon’s are something else entirely. We’re wolf shifters.”
It was almost too much.  Zoe couldn’t stop the hysterical giggle that bubbled up and welled outside her body.  Both her sisters patted her on the back, bringing her to her senses.  “Next, you’ll be telling me witches are real too.”  Another burst of laughter escaped.
“Actually,” Brianna spoke up, “every female in the room is a witch except Scarlet and Rose.  And you and your sisters are descendants of a small coven of witches who traded their magic for the physical strength, speed, and agility needed to hunt down rogues.”  It all sounded so surreal, but it had the ring of truth to it.  
Zoe figured she should probably talk with her sisters first, but they were used to her leading, so she did.  “It’s in everyone’s best interests to find and eliminate this vampire you call the Puppet Master, so we accept your alliance.”
  “Wait!” Tara exclaimed.  “We don’t know anything about these people.”  Her eyes were fixed firmly on the man in front of her.
He opened his mouth and showed off his fangs.  “Is this what you want to know, sweetheart?  I’m definitely a vampire, but I wouldn’t harm one hair on your pretty head unless of course, you wanted me to.”
Tara pushed away from the table, and Zoe and Kara immediately stepped in front of her, hiding Tara from the vampire’s view.  He flashed his fangs to show his dislike of their actions.  
Drew growled and slapped his hands down on the table.  “Watch it, Raphael, or I’ll knock those teeth you’re so proud of right out of your mouth.”
“Silence,” Lucian’s powerful voice vibrated across the room, knocking books off the shelves, and freezing everyone in place.  “Raphael, stop antagonizing the hunter.  I’d like to conclude this meeting so we can enjoy the rest of the party.”
He turned his attention to Zoe.  “I’d like to meet with the three of you at council headquarters tomorrow, so we can pool our information and work out a strategy.”
Zoe quickly agreed.  “Done.”  She needed the extra time to process everything she heard tonight. 
“Excellent, let’s meet at two.  Drew will escort the three of you tomorrow.  He already has the directions.”
 



TEN
The door to the library flew open, and a man stormed into the room.  Drew instantly threw his body in front of Zoe and her sisters. Drew relaxed when he recognized the intruder as one of the pack members working security.  
“Alpha!” the man exclaimed as soon as he saw Mitch Gannon.  “We’re under attack.  At least eight of those zombie creatures have crashed the party.  The other pack members are standing between them and the guests, but we can’t fight and protect the guests too.”
Lucian didn’t wait for Mitch, he immediately started barking orders.  “Alessandro, Phillip, Dante, the ladies, and I will herd the guests toward the back of the castle and keep them safe.  Mitch, you and your men form an added barrier of protection between the zombies and us.  We’ll convince the guests that aren’t already in the know that the intruders were nothing more than entertainment cut short due to a gas leak.”  
He turned to the hunters.  “I respect your abilities, but I need you to work in pairs,” he insisted.  “Drew with Zoe, Alexander with Kara, and Raphael with Tara.  The rest of the council spread out and take care of any remaining zombies.  Don’t stop until they’re all dead.”
Damn!  Drew wanted to insist that Zoe and her sisters go with the mates, but he knew she’d refuse. He was already on her bad side, he couldn’t afford to do anything else to piss her off.  It’s a good thing Lucian hadn’t tried to separate them, or the guardian would have more than one battle on his hands.
He grasped Zoe’s shoulder and turned her to look at him.  “Don’t leave my sight.”  He knew she was his mate, and he was scared to death something would happen to her before they could bond.  “Do you need a weapon?”
“No.  I’ve got my favorite combat knife strapped to my thigh.”  Her eyes wandered from him to her sisters.  She sucked in her bottom lip and bit down.  
Drew knew she hated being separated from the twins.  “Don’t worry, Raphael and Alexander are seasoned warriors.  They’ll protect your sisters.”
“Yeah, but who’s gonna protect that guardian from my sister?  Kara is more than a handful.”  
Everyone in the library went on the move all at once, creating chaos. It was game on, and no one had time to worry about anything except survival.  
Drew grabbed her hand and pulled her to the left toward the great hall they’d passed earlier.  One of the zombie-like creatures lurched around the corner and disappeared.  “Let’s take out that one,” Drew whispered for her ears only. 
Adrenaline coursed through his body in anticipation of the bloody battle to come.  It was laced with the cold bite of fear because more was on the line than just his life, he was fighting for Zoe too.  “I fight in my wolf form,” Drew warned.  “He’s a much more effective predator, and we need to use all the advantages we have.”
“O-okay, but hurry.  He’s getting away!”
“I know you’re the vampire hunter, but I’m much harder to kill, so stay behind me!”  
His final words were almost a growl as he was so close to the change.  He stripped out of his clothes and let the shift overtake him.  He heard Zoe’s loud gasp as bones and muscles stretched and reshaped, transforming him from man to beast.  Now instead of a man on two legs, he was an extra-large wolf with denser bones, razor-sharp claws, jagged teeth, and an impenetrable black coat of fur that protected much thicker skin. 
He felt fingers tangle in the lustrous fur surrounding his neck and instantly recognized Zoe’s touch.  “You’re beautiful,” she breathed.  He could sense her admiration, and it caused him to puff out his chest.  But he had work to do, and his wolf was anxious to protect his mate.
He bounded off down the hall, looking back to make sure Zoe followed behind him.  He flew around a corner.  The monster was in his sights.  He leaped, sailing through the air with his front legs and claws fully extended.  The zombie turned at the last second and charged toward him.  
They met in a tangle of limbs.  Drew held nothing back.  His teeth tore, and his claws shredded decaying skin and muscle.  The creature bucked and rolled trying to dislodge him, but Drew was in the killing haze of a top predator, and there would be no shaking him.  
Drew heard a squeak of alarm from Zoe and made the mistake of glancing her way.  She was engaged in battle with another of the Puppet Master’s creations.   The next thing he knew he was flying through the air.  He’d lost his concentration and grip on the prey.  He paid for it when he crashed into the unforgiving wall.
Nothing was broken, and the few bruises and scrapes he got would heal almost instantly.  It was time to finish this.  He put all his weight on his hind legs and lurched forward, knocking the creature to his knees.  His teeth went straight for the throat, ripping it out with one vicious bite.  A powerful swipe of his claws completely severed the head from its body, effectively ending the creature’s pitiful existence.   
  
****
Zoe heard the thunderous crash and whimper of the wolf, but she didn’t dare take her eyes off the thing she battled against.  Her boot connected with his face several times, but the creature wasn’t fazed.   She kept trying because Zoe knew from trial and error that she had to take the head.  A sudden burst of kicks and punches sent him to his knees.  She drew back her knife and sliced into the creature’s throat.  
It wasn’t enough, and she jerked her hand back for another strike. Silky fur brushed her arm.  Drew’s wolf flew over her shoulder, getting between her and the zombie.  She watched in horrified fascination as he took off the creature’s head with one powerful swing of his massive paw and razor-sharp claws.
A piercing scream that sounded hauntingly familiar shattered the high of their victory.  Zoe turned and ran down the long hall toward the noise as fast as she could.  She heard the click of nails against wood close behind her. Zoe glanced over her shoulder long enough to see Drew’s wolf moving in fast.  He must have slowed down to grab his clothes because his pants dangled from his mouth.
Usually, seeing a massive two hundred plus pound wolf closing in on her would freak Zoe out, but not this time.  She instinctively trusted Drew, and she definitely needed his help.  From the sound of the soul-shattering scream and the burning in her gut, Zoe knew that Tara was in real trouble.  After seeing Drew fight in his wolf form, there was no one else she’d rather have at her side during a fight to the death.   
Zoe skittered around the corner and into a large, open sitting room.  Her wickedly sharp blade was drawn and ready for attack.  She froze just long enough to take in the situation.  Tara was sprawled on the hardwood floor.  A zombie-like creature loomed over her.  He clenched a knife dipped in blood between his beefy fingers.  
Zoe screamed in outrage and charged toward the monster who dared hurt her sister.  The sharp edge of her blade sliced into his back, but the cut didn’t faze him at all.  He glanced at her with cold, lifeless eyes devoid of any will and lashed out. 
He backhanded Zoe hard enough to send her flying across the room.  She crashed with a muffled thud against the wall.  All the air was forced out of her lungs.  She struggled to suck much-needed oxygen into her body.  When Zoe could breathe again, she swiveled her head around to take in the situation.
The massive wolf with huge paws tipped with dagger-like claws sank his extra-long canine teeth into the creature’s legs and forcefully dragged him away from Tara’s prone body.  The vampire’s puppet had been trying to drink her blood, probably in a misguided effort to find life again and break away from his evil master.  He growled and swung his knife at the wolf.
Zoe trusted Drew’s wolf to take care of the zombie.  She needed to get to Tara while the creature was distracted.  Her entire body ached, but she couldn’t give up.  Zoe ignored the discomfort, swallowed hard, and crawled her way to her sister.  
Tara wasn’t moving from where she was carelessly sprawled on the hard, unforgiving floor.  Her normally beautiful, creamy skin was deathly pale.  Dark blood seeped from the jagged wound in her neck and spilled out around her.  
Zoe stifled a sob and set to work trying to save her sister.  She ripped off a piece of Tara’s already too short skirt and used it to staunch the bleeding.  Her sister’s heartbeat was faint, and her chest barely moved.  It wasn’t much, but at least it was something.  She was still alive, but for how much longer?   Zoe needed to get Tara to the hospital as soon as possible.
The wolf howled.  Startled, Zoe swung around in time to see the wolf take a swipe at the puppet’s head.  The razor-sharp claws tore through skin, muscle, and bone, completely severing the head from its body. She was mesmerized by the macabre sight of the head falling to the floor and rolling a few feet before coming to a stop against the foot of a large wooden coffee table.  
Raphael, one of the vampire’s from the meeting, managed to sneak up next to Zoe without her being aware of it.  She was still reluctant to trust any vampire, even if this particular one didn’t seem to be tainted with evil. He moved around Zoe and gently cradled Tara in his arms.  He stood, still holding her in his embrace.
Zoe grabbed his arm.  “Wait what are you doing?  Don’t move her!  She needs medical attention!” 
“It’s too late for that,” the vampire insisted.  “She needs my blood to survive.”  
He tried to walk away from Zoe, but desperate to save her sister, she tightened her grip.  “No!  She needs an ambulance, and she needs her sisters!”  
Zoe’s legs buckled, and she fell to the ground, bruising her knees.  A pitiful sob broke loose and echoed off the walls and ceiling of the castle.  She tried to hold onto the vampire, but he brushed her aside and disappeared with Tara.  She staggered to her feet to give chase.  The twins were all the family she had left after the grisly murder of their parents, and she couldn’t let go without a fight.  
Two strong arms wrapped around her body and held her tight.  “Let him go, baby.  He’s your sister’s only hope.”
Drew’s warmth and strength were comforting, and she involuntarily relaxed against his naked body.  “He’s not going to turn her into a vampire, is he?” 
“Would it matter?” he asked.
Zoe didn’t hesitate for even a second.  “No!  She’d still be my sister, and I’d love her no matter what, so would Kara.”  
“There’s so much I’m gonna have to teach you,” he said with a sigh.  “Vampires like wolf shifters are born not made,” Drew assured her.  “But a bond will form between Tara and Raphael that will be almost impossible for either of them to break,” he warned.  
Zoe’s only response was a sigh.  The sisters could deal with any lasting repercussions later.  “Where did he take her?  She’s gonna want Kara and me with her when she wakes up.”  If she woke up.  Zoe still wasn’t one hundred percent convinced the vampire could save her sister.
Before he could answer, Kara and the guardian assigned to work with her came rushing up to them.  Drew quickly pulled on his pants.  It wasn’t much, but at least it covered the essentials.  
Kara was flushed and out of breath, but at least she appeared to be uninjured.  “That thing was almost impossible to kill,” she said with a huff.  “Decapitation was the only thing that seemed to work.  Thank God we’re all good with blades.”
“Kara, I need to tell you something,” Zoe’s sharp voice interrupted her sister’s chatter.
Kara immediately stopped talking and gave her sister a wary look.  “What’s wrong?”  She frantically looked around.  “Where’s Tara?”
“She’s in bad shape.  I’m not even sure she made it,” Zoe said in a shaky voice.
“No!”  Kara snapped back.  She wrapped her arms around her middle and stared down her older sister.  “I would know if she’s gone.  Where’s my twin?” she demanded to know one more time.  
“Raphael took her,” Zoe admitted.
Kara narrowed her eyes.  “You let an unknown vampire waltz off with her?”
“More like he disappeared with her, but that’s beside the point,” Zoe insisted.
“Well, let’s go get her back!”  Kara started to storm off, but the guardian grabbed her arm and stopped her in her tracks.
“Leave them be.  If your sister is in bad shape, Raphael can help her heal.”
Kara narrowed her eyes and shook off his hand.  “Don’t touch me,” she warned.
Alexander put his hands in the air as if in surrender. But it didn’t stop him from taking control of the situation. “Drew, escort the sisters back to your place and stay with them. They’ll be safe in the midst of the pack surrounded by Gannon Security.”
“Now I get rid of my shadow?  How convenient for you,” Kara sneered.
Zoe knew her sister well enough to recognize that the bluster and disdain of her words were an attempt to hide a deep hurt.  “Someone’s got to stay behind for cleanup duty,” Zoe insisted.  “Let’s get out of here.  We don’t want to look like a hot mess when we see Tara, do we?”
“Fine,” Kara agreed.  It was obvious all the fight had gone out of her only to be replaced with worry for her twin.
“I need to convene with Lucian and the rest of the council,” Alexander said in the way of explanation.  “I’ll meet all of you at the Gannon compound with updates on the situation as soon as I can,” he promised.
Zoe wanted to be in on that council meeting, but it had been a hard fight, and she was at the end of her reserves.  She could tell that Kara was too.  “This time,” she agreed with the guardian.  “But tell Lucian Petrakos he’ll be hearing from us, and we better be reunited with our sister as soon as possible.”
Alexander nodded an acknowledgment without taking his eyes off of Kara.  “Soon,” he said before disappearing right before their very eyes.
“Damn that man!”  Kara said with a stomp of her foot.  She continued to glare at the now empty spot where he used to stand.  “I’m going to find out what makes him tick if it’s the last thing I do.”
Zoe would have laughed at Kara’s tantrum if Tara’s situation wasn’t so dire.  The numbness was beginning to settle in, and she didn’t struggle when Drew wrapped an arm around her waist and guided her toward the parking lot.  She glanced over her shoulder just long enough to make sure Kara followed them.
 



ELEVEN
Zoe vigorously dried her body with the fluffy blue towel Drew left out for her.  Her mind still tried to process the shocking events of the night.  It took three long, heart-wrenching hours before she and Kara could see Tara.  Miraculously, their sister was still alive, but she was unconscious, in what the vampire guarding her called a healing coma.  
She and Kara wanted to take her with them to Drew’s house, but that idea got nixed right away by everybody, including Drew.  After an hour of reassurances that the quickest way for Tara to heal was to leave her in the care of the vampire and a bone-weary tiredness that had seeped into her very bones, Zoe finally agreed to return to Drew’s house.  It helped that Kara decided to stay behind and keep an eye on Tara.  Zoe would relieve Kara tomorrow at lunchtime.
Now that she’d taken a shower, she was wired and wide awake.  Steam hung heavy in the air, swirling around and surrounding her in moist warmth.  A part of her wanted to hide in the bathroom for the rest of the night, but Zoe Myers was a fighter, not a hider.  
She took a deep breath and stepped into Drew’s bedroom.  He lounged on the bed waiting for her.  The sight of his naked chest pushed the fear, worry, and anger over her sister’s life-threatening injuries to the back of her mind.  
The sexual tension that had been building from the first moment they laid eyes on each other reached a straining point.  She needed him, and from the hungry look in his eyes, Drew felt the same way.  “It’s been a hell of a night!” She stepped closer to the bed.
“Doesn’t mean it can’t close on a good note,” Drew said with a sexy wink.  “I’ve got all kinds of ideas on how to make that happen.”
Her eyes glided over him.  The sheet covering the lower half of his body was tented by a growing erection.  She clenched her thighs together in an attempt to ease the growing ache.  Zoe took another step toward the bed.  Drew was within reach now.  She traced the line of his strong jaw with a finger.  
“After having my belief that all vampires are evil turned upside down and learning that they aren’t the only paranormal creatures walking amongst humans, I should be freaking out.”  She ran a hand over his hair-roughened chest.  “Oddly enough, I’m not.  The fact that I’m about to make love with a werewolf should send me running from the room, but it’s not.”
Drew bared his teeth and growled.  “Wolf shifter,” he automatically corrected.
“What?”  Zoe didn’t know the difference, but she had a feeling that Drew was going to enlighten her.
“We’re wolf shifters, not werewolves.  Like vampires we’re born not made.  And as you saw tonight, we’re not ruled by the phases of the moon. We exist in either man or wolf form not somewhere in-between, and we’re not evil at heart.”
Zoe put one knee on the bed to help balance herself and leaned close enough to Drew that their lips were almost touching.  “I want to know everything there is to know about you, but for now, I need to forget about everything except the way you make me feel.”
“Right there with you, baby.  The door’s locked, and the phones are turned off.  No one is stopping me from finally claiming what’s mine!  The interruptions are getting old!”
Zoe couldn’t agree more.  Talking was definitely the last thing on her mind.  She flattened her palm against his chest to urge Drew’s back onto the bed.  Zoe sat back on her heels and admired his impressive body and the even more impressive erection.
She was just about to move closer when Drew moved faster than lightning.  His arm snaked out to grab her hips and put her firmly on the bed next to him.  He placed a hand between her shoulder blades and gently pushed her forward until she was kneeling beside him on all fours.  
“Don’t move,” he ordered in a harsh growl.  “I want to take you just like this.”
Zoe didn’t even think about objecting.  She desperately needed him inside her.  She held her breath, waiting for him to make the next move.  Thank goodness, he didn’t keep her waiting long.
He moved in behind her on his knees.  Zoe could feel the rough hair of his legs and the warmth of his body settle over her back as Drew covered her.  She wanted to touch him, but it was impossible in her current position.  Zoe fisted the crisp cotton sheets between her fingers.  She was so hot and ready for him she wiggled her backside to entice him even further.  
“Hurry,” Zoe insisted.   “We’ve both waited long enough.”
His moist breath puffed against the juncture where her neck and shoulder met.  She felt the rasp of his tongue slide over the delicate skin where he’d nipped her before.  He scraped his sharp teeth over the sensitive area.  Zoe arched her back, pushing her hips against the hard ridge of his erection.  She shuddered in anticipation. 
“Hang on, baby. This is gonna be hot and hard the first time.”  A finger slid between her legs and separated the damp lips of her sex.  “So wet and ready for me,” he admired.  
He rubbed her entrance until she was squirming and begging for more.  Just when Zoe thought she was going to lose her mind, he pushed the thick digit inside her.    She trembled with pleasure, but it wasn’t enough.  She pumped her hips, encouraging him to go deeper.  A second finger joined the first one, stretching and readying her for his claiming.
His fingers abruptly left her body, and Zoe moaned her objections.  His hands gripped her hips, and the thick head of his erection rubbed against the entrance to her core.  He lifted his weight off of her, thrust his hips forward, and suddenly she was blissfully filled.  She pushed back, forcing him deeper inside and screamed his name.  
He moved in and out of her, stroking every sensitive nerve in her core.  Zoe clenched her sex, trying to keep him inside.  He slid almost all the way out until only the tip of his erection remained inside her.   Suddenly, he thrust forward, making her scream in pleasure once again.
Drew fell into her, giving her the weight of his body.  She felt his moist breath on the side of her neck and the scrape of his teeth right before he bit down on the same spot he’d nipped before.  She shuddered all over from the added sensation and intensity, but still, she needed more.  
She tilted her pelvis and thrust backward as he plunged in and out of her.  All the while, the tension in her body notched higher, her muscles strained, her breathing sounded harsh in the confines of his bedroom, and her heart raced.  She speeded her way toward an orgasm.  Suddenly it hit her with the force of a freight train.  Her entire body bowed from the strength of her climax.  It ripped through her body until every inch of her trembled from the power of her release.  
She could no longer hold up her weight and fell to the bed, remembering to turn her head to the side at the last second so she could breathe.  Drew followed her down, continuing to stroke in and out of her sensitive and swollen sex. After several thrusts, he froze and cried out her name before he collapsed on the bed next to her.
He wrapped an arm around her, and she snuggled against him.  “I might not be able to move for a week, but it was worth every second,” she said with a well satisfied sigh.  
“I hope you’re joking about the not moving part, ‘cause I’m far from finished.  I’ll never be finished with you,” Drew added before kissing her on the side of the neck.  
Zoe liked the sound of that because she was far from done too, but now that some of the passion between them had been sated, she needed answers. 
****
Drew was ecstatic enough to howl.  He finally claimed his mate, and it was as magical as he thought it would be.  Zoe was gorgeous, courageous, and one hell of a fighter.  Best of all, she didn’t run screaming when she found out he was a wolf shifter.  Zoe wanted him just as much after learning what he was as she did when she was oblivious to his true nature.  
He trailed his hand up and down her back.  After several minutes of silence, he heard a soft sigh.  Drew knew it was explanation time.
“Tell me everything you can about wolf shifters.  I’ve got more questions than answers, and that’ll drive me crazy.”
 “You’ve already met my wolf.  That’s the most important part.”
“Yeah, I love your wolf.  He’s a ferocious vampire-killing beast!”  She turned until she was facing him. 
Drew stared into her beautiful brown eyes.  “As I mentioned before, wolf shifters are born.  All male members of my family that share the Gannon bloodline are wolf shifters.  Mitch is the alpha of the Enigma pack, his brother Justin is the second in command, and I’m their third.”
Zoe nodded her understanding. “How?” she whispered.  
Drew sat up and propped his back against the solid wood of his headboard.  He lifted Zoe, placing her back to his front and wrapped his arms around her.  “I’ve got to go way back for that one,” he said.  “According to the legend passed down through the generations, in ancient Mesopotamia, there was a wealthy old man who’d gone through three wives and still failed to father a son.”
Zoe had been holding herself slightly apart from Drew, but she slowly relaxed into his body.  He took it as a good sign and continued.  “The old man knew he was nearing the end of his time on earth, and he desperately wanted an heir.  Against his latest wife’s wishes, he bargained with one of the lesser gods in the area.  This god was generally thought of as evil, but the old man was desperate.  The deity who sometimes took the form of a combination of canine and bird of prey was hungry for power and wanted to rise in the ranks of the gods.”
“Go on,” she encouraged.  “What happened next?”  
“The god wanted at least ten blood sacrifices made in his honor.  One for each month of pregnancy and then one after the child was born.  The old man agreed.  He made his first sacrifice the next day and another one exactly one month later.  His wife began to show signs of pregnancy and the old man continued with the sacrifices.”
“Obviously something went wrong,” Zoe guessed. She shivered from head to toe.
Drew nodded in agreement.  “The old man died with two months of pregnancy and three promised sacrifices left.  The wife, who had never wanted her husband to bargain with the evil god in the first place, refused to continue the sacrifices despite dire warnings issued by the husband from his deathbed.”
****
Zoe sucked in a deep breath of air as a dark cloud of foreboding swept through her.  It was enough to chill her to the very bone. It fascinated her too.
“Two months later, the widow gave birth to three small and sickly male children.  The god, who often took the shape of a winged canine, visited her bedside and told her that she had given birth to three males that would always remind her of her folly in refusing to complete the sacrifices.  Since he was denied blood, she gave birth to a child that would need to take the blood of others to survive, or he’d die a slow and painful death as disease ravaged his body.  The other two males were made in the evil God's likeness.  One could shift into a wolf at will, while the other could take the shape of the fiercest bird in that region, a falcon.”  He paused, giving Zoe time to process the meaning of his words.
Her startled gasp filled the bedroom.  “Wolf shifters and vampires have a common ancestor?”
“Yes.”
She turned and looked at Drew in time to catch the twisted grimace that crossed his face. Zoe caressed his cheek with a soft and loving hand, silently encouraging him to keep going.  Drew leaned into her touch and continued.  “The midwife noticed the strange fur and feathers of the second and third born children.  Fearing that a dark evil was at work and that the children would be a curse to every human in the vicinity, she left them outside hoping the elements would dispose of them.”  
“That’s coldhearted,” Zoe said with a shudder.
He shrugged.  “Legend has it that a goddess felt sorry for the two banished babies and enlisted a family of wolves and falcons respectively to care for them.  The wolf shifter thrived with the free roaming pack of wolves.  Eventually, he grew into a man and felt the need to strike out on his own to find a human mate.”  
“Did the other baby survive?”
“You mean the raptor shifter?”
“Yeah, I already know about vampires, but not the other.”
Drew cupped her face and tilted it until their eyes met.  “Baby, you know nothing about real vampires, just rogues that let bloodlust, greed, or both get the best of them.  Vampires are not inherently evil, just like shifters, guardians, and witches aren’t either.  And yes, he survived.  Jenna Aquila’s husband, the detective, is an eagle shifter.”  
“Wow.”  She was silent for several seconds.  “I’m willing to believe that not all paranormal beings are evil.  You’re definitely not evil.”  She brushed her lips across his.
Thankful for the connection, Drew returned the favor by kissing the love bite on the side of her neck.  “This mark is significant.  It means you belong to me.”
“And you belong to me,” she insisted.
Drew let out a deep breath.  “It’s important for another reason too.  Wolf shifters have powerful cells in their blood and saliva that rapidly grow and aid in the healing of wounds and the destruction of disease.  As a result, we have prolonged lives much like vampires.  Biting our chosen mate transfers some of the magical cells to them.  
“That’s how Raphael was able to save Tara, and why he was so insistent that only he could do it.”
“Yes.”
“Wow, that’s incredible.”  She rubbed the mark on the side of her neck.  So, I’ll heal faster now because of this?”
“Yes and no.  Humans can’t replicate the cells themselves. A wolf shifter has to bite his mate at least once a month to inject more cells into her body.  The same is true of a vampire and his mate,” he warned.  
“Why’d you bite me at the Witch’s Brew?” 
“I knew you were my mate.  And though I didn’t dare risk telling you everything about me and wolf shifters until the time was right, I still needed to claim you and give you the added protection of my healing cells, especially if you’re going to be hunting rogues.”
“I can’t give that up, at least not until the Puppet Master has been destroyed.”
“I know, and I wouldn’t ask you to, but now that you know you and your sisters aren’t the only ones fighting the good fight against evil, you can finally plant some roots that will stick. Roots that include me.  We haven’t known each other long, but you’re my mate, and wolves don’t make mistakes about something as serious as that.”
“Thank God!  Because it would be impossible for me to walk away.”
“Then don’t!  Move to Enigma, live with me, be my mate, and take that partnership with Brittany.”
“It sounds like the perfect life.  The happily-ever-after I never thought I’d have,” she admitted.
“It’s all here, waiting for you.  All you have to do is reach out, grab hold, and never let go.”
“Maybe I need you to show me one more time why I should stay,” she teased.
He gave her a wolfish grin.  “Gladly.”  He rolled, maneuvered her body under his, and happily succumbed to his hunter’s embrace.
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ONE
“Don’t move from this spot,” Raphael demanded in a harsh voice that was followed by a growl of all things.  
The noise startled Tara Myers, but it didn’t scare her.  Oddly enough, even though she had more reason than most to fear bloodsucking monsters, the hunter wasn’t scared of the dark and dangerous vampire standing in front of her.  On the contrary, she was fascinated by him.  That didn’t mean she was going to take any crap from him.  The battle between the zombie-like puppets who’d crashed the Halloween party and the beings resolved to stop them raged on around them. She was determined to do her part in crushing evil.
She narrowed her eyes and stiffened her spine.  “I’m a vampire hunter.  Fighting monsters is what I do,” she reminded the arrogant vampire.  Who did he think he was anyway, trying to tell her what she could and couldn’t do?  She most certainly did not answer to him.
“I can’t fight the way I need to if I’m worried about you, so stay out of the way.  Two creatures are closing in on us.  I’m going to lead them away from you.  I’ll come back when they’ve been destroyed.  Until then stay put,” he demanded in a gruff voice that sent shivers down her spine.
Before Tara could respond, Raphael yanked her against his hard body and kissed her.  Her brain shut down, her arms wrapped around his neck, and she pressed her body against his.  She opened her mouth to respond to the kiss, but he was gone.  She blinked twice.  The man, err make that vampire, disappeared right in front of her eyes.
She could hear grunts and the smack of flesh against flesh, but the sounds grew fainter and eventually disappeared.  He did exactly what he said he would do, moved the fight away from her.  On the one hand, Tara was grateful because she knew she was the weakest link in this fight and she didn’t want to be the cause of someone else getting hurt or even worse killed.  That didn’t mean she was going to cower in the corner and hide while everyone else did all the hard work.  She wasn’t wired that way.
Tara gripped the hilt of the knife strapped to her thigh and quickly removed it from its sheath.  She needed to be ready to defend herself and fight if the need arose.  The pounding of her heart and jagged gasps of her breathing had to be loud enough to attract more of the hideous zombie-like creatures that until a few short minutes ago she and her sisters mistakenly thought were vampires.  
She could hear scuffling noises going on all around the castle.  She was still amazed that the Halloween party she and her sisters attended that night was being held in an honest to God castle.  Who even knew one of those existed in Maine?  Tara sure hadn’t known about it, and she was a freelance travel writer for several well-known magazines and blogs.
A loud crash came from nearby.  It startled Tara so badly, she just about jumped out of her skin.  She ran toward the noise.  She needed to find her sisters so she could provide them with assistance.  Tara knew they would not miss the action.  They would be in the thick of the battle, giving it their all.  
She slowly walked out of the room Raphael left her in and slipped around a corner into an open hallway and right into the path of a lurching creature.  Decaying flesh drooped from its body.  She gagged from the smell.  She didn’t think it could actually see anything with its vacant-eyed stare.  Somehow the monster zeroed in on her with its lifeless eyes.
Tara planted her feet, squared her body, and raised the knife.  She thought she was ready for the impact when the creature rushed her, but this one was stronger and more determined than any others she fought before.  Tara went down hard, and the breath was knocked out of her.  The knife slipped out of her hand and flew across the room.  
She rolled out of the way of the lumbering monster created by some ancient and powerful vampire for the sole purpose of doing his dirty work.  She scrambled toward the knife, but her whole body hurt.  It felt like she was moving in slow motion.  Tara stretched, trying to reach the weapon.  She almost had it, but the creature kicked her in her already sore ribs and beat her to the blade.
She let out a bloodcurdling scream in reaction to the pain spreading through her body and the frustration at being bested by the evil creature hell-bent on destroying her.  The bright flash of the blade of her knife descending toward her was the last thing Tara saw before she blacked out.
****
The terrified scream echoed off the walls of the castle.  It chilled Raphael’s blood.  He felt the coldness all the way to his bones.  He was confident the tortured sound came from Tara.  
He used his paranormal speed to leave behind the zombie-like creatures he destroyed and rushed to the hunter’s side.  His heart hammered away in his chest.  It had nothing to do with his fast moving pace and everything to do with the beguiling Tara Myers.  Something about her called to him despite the obvious conflict that existed between a vampire and a hunter.
The sight that greeted him almost sent him to his knees.  Tara was unconscious, and blood, the fluid of life, pooled around her limp body.  Heightened emotions swirled inside him.  Pure instinct drove him to do all that he could to save her.
Her older sister, Zoe, kneeled next to Tara, trying to staunch the flow of blood.  He glided around the sister and cradled Tara close to his body.  He stood, holding her in his embrace.  He could sense her life force slipping away.  There was a slim chance he could save her, but he had to act fast.  
Zoe grabbed his arm.  “Wait what are you doing?  Don’t move her!  She needs medical attention!” 
“It’s too late for that,” Raphael snapped back.  He knew the sister was acting out of concern and love, but she was wasting precious time Tara did not have.  “She needs my blood to survive,” he insisted.  
He tried to walk away from Zoe, but she must have been as desperate as him to save Tara, she tightened her grip on him, slowing him down.  “No!  She needs an ambulance, and she needs her sisters!”  
Her legs buckled, and she fell to the ground.  A pitiful sob broke loose and echoed off the walls and ceiling of the castle.  The depth of her pain battered his senses, but he didn’t have time to spare her feelings, not if he was going to save Tara.  Zoe tried to hold on to him, but he brushed her aside and turned on the speed.
He ran so fast the woman he left behind would think he’d simply disappeared.  He didn’t stop moving until he was in a deserted back corner of the castle where he could do what had to be done without being interrupted.  He felt her heart stutter and knew she was almost out of time.  He had to act now!  He didn’t spare a second for the consequences.  
His fingernail lengthened into a sharpened claw.  He slid it across his wrist, opening the vein.   He forced her mouth open and let his blood flow freely from him to Tara.  His blood would begin to mend her from the inside out, replenishing her organs with fluid, and knitting tissues back together.  
Raphael knew it wasn’t enough.  He carefully removed the blood-soaked material covering the jagged wound on her neck.  It was most likely placed there by the sister, and probably staunched the flow of blood just enough to give Tara a fighting chance, with his help.  He licked the edges of the jagged wound, hoping the healing agents in his saliva would be able to repair some of the extensive damage done by the puppet.    
After thirty minutes, the bleeding stopped, and he could hear the echo of her heartbeat.  The once stuttering organ beat at a slow but steady rhythm.  Finally, she was stable enough to move, and that was a good thing.  Raphael was anxious to be away from the unfamiliar castle and in his own territory.  He carefully lifted her into his arms, navigated the back hallways of Alessandro Russo’s home, and exited to the outside via a rear passageway.  
He skirted the grounds, staying to the shadows, and went straight to his SUV.  He used his strong telekinetic powers to unlock and open the back door.  He cautiously slid her inside and gently placed her on the back seat.  As careful as he was being, she let out a pain filled moan.  The noise affected him much like a dagger to the heart.  
It was uncomfortable but not unexpected.  Raphael knew that sharing his blood with Tara would create a bond that would be almost impossible for either one of them to break.  Her pain was his pain.  He felt it all the way to his soul.  Raphael knew he had a rough few hours ahead of him.
 



TWO
Tara forced her heavy eyelids open.  They felt like they’d been glued together.  She automatically lifted a hand and wiped away the gritty sleep collected in the corners of her eyes.  When her eyes adjusted to the dim light, she carefully surveyed her surroundings.
The luxurious room with ivory walls trimmed in chocolate brown was elaborately decorated.  It was the most beautiful room she’d ever seen, but unfortunately, nothing about it was familiar.  She pushed herself up and rested against the ornate bronze headboard of a Victorian king canopy bed.  Filmy curtains in the palest of blues surrounded the bed, insulating her from the rest of the world and making her feel safe.  
Tara swallowed, but her mouth was so dry it hurt.  She had no idea where she was or why she was by herself.  Her sisters would never leave her in a strange place alone unless something was dreadfully wrong.
She forced down the rising panic and tried to concentrate.  Tara’s memory was foggy, and her brain felt like it was stuffed with cotton balls.  She attempted to get out of bed, but it was too much of an effort to push away the satin sheet that covered her.  Every inch of her body was sore as if she’d been in the fight of her life.  That was enough to open the floodgates and let her last conscious memories rush back to her.   
Raphael, the infuriatingly sexy vampire who made Tara shiver in both fear and excitement, battled one of the zombie-like creatures plaguing the country.  Raphael with his paranormal abilities was both stronger and faster than Tara.  He outmaneuvered her in combat, blocking her every attempt in a misguided effort to keep her safe.  So she did what any vampire hunter would do.  She bowed out of the fight and left to find her own battle.  
She’d found it a couple of minutes later.  Things evidently hadn’t ended well.  While fighting with the creature, she’d slipped in the ridiculous high-heeled shoes of her costume and went down, giving the zombie the upper hand.  The glint of a metal blade descending toward her and excruciating pain were the last things she remembered. 
She wasn’t dead, so someone must have saved her.  The question was who?  Tara had a sinking feeling she already knew the answer.  If her sisters were the ones to rescue her, she’d be in a hospital or their hotel suite instead of some Victorian themed bedroom.
The panic came back with a vengeance, and Tara threw her legs over the side of the bed and surged to her feet.  She swayed, lost her balance, and gave into the dizziness swamping her.  She collapsed into a heap on the side of the bed.  A startled cry left her mouth before she could silence the noise.  
The hinges on the bedroom door squeaked.  So much for trying to sneak out of the place without alerting anyone.  Tara knew she was about to come face-to-face with her host.  She entwined her fingers and clenched them together over her stomach and tried to calm her skyrocketing pulse and rapid, shallow breath.  She never suffered a panic attack before, but Tara felt as if she was on the verge of having one for the first time ever. 
She wasn’t surprised when a tall, dark, and dangerous vampire walked into the room without bothering to knock.  “You,” she said with as much scorn as she could muster.  Her heart raced for another reason now.  Her gaze flew over Raphael, lingering on his muscular body, shoulder-length midnight black hair, pale skin, and finally came to rest on his ice-blue eyes. 
“Me,” he confirmed in a firm voice that made her shiver.
“Where am I?”  She held her breath when he stepped closer, invading her space.
“My bedroom and bed.” Raphael gave her a wicked smile that emphasized his fangs.   
Those two extra sharp teeth should have scared the crap out of her, but it was sexual heat, not fear that coursed through her body.  She had to get out of the room and away from him before she completely lost her head and did something idiotic.  Something she couldn’t take back.    
Tara’s eyes darted around the room.  It no longer seemed to be the safe haven she thought it was before his arrival.  Danger suddenly lurked in every dark corner.  She tried to remind herself she should be afraid, but the intense sexual desire that sizzled between them in New Orleans, before she knew he was a vampire, was stronger than ever.  It fogged her brain and overrode her common sense.   
She closed her eyes and slowly opened them, hoping something, anything, about the scenario, would change.  It didn’t.  Sharp eyes, so cold they reminded her of ice, continued to unblinkingly stare at her from a strong chiseled face with alabaster skin.   
“Where's Kara and Zoe?  They’re all right, aren’t they?”  She rubbed her arms.  Her sisters wouldn’t leave her in the care of a stranger, especially a vampire, unless something was dreadfully wrong. 
“Zoe is with Drew, and Kara is asleep in one of the guest bedrooms.  She’s a stubborn one that twin of yours.”
“You have no idea.”  
She smiled for the first time since regaining consciousness.  Her tightly strained muscles relaxed and Tara slumped against the headboard.  She pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them.  That’s when she noticed that she was dressed in a man’s large black T-shirt.  It smelled just like Raphael, and she knew without a doubt that it belonged to him.  
“Um, I don’t have a clue as to how I ended up in your home,” she said in confusion.  “Especially if my sisters are all right.”
“The creature you were fighting with got the upper hand and went right for the jugular, so to speak.  You lost most of your blood, and your heart was about to take its last beat.”  
The tightening of his jaw and somber look on his face told her he wasn’t exaggerating.  Her hand flew to her neck, but she felt nothing out of the ordinary.  Tara’s fingers drifted over smooth skin.  There were no gaping wounds, not even a jagged scar for her to find.  She narrowed her eyes at him second-guessing his previous statement.  
“So you brought me to your lair and miraculously healed me, scars and all?”
“Of course, there’s a little more to it than that, but you’re not ready to hear it.”
“How long have I been here?”
“Four days.”  
“Impossible!”  She touched her neck again.  Oh, crap!  The skin was healed except for two small puncture wounds that she was pretty sure would match Raphael’s fangs. 
Tara glanced at him and bit back a scream.  He managed to glide over to the bed without making a sound, and he stood only inches from her, close enough to touch.  Her heart pounded hard enough for her to feel it hammering away in her chest.  She dug her fingernails into the palms of her hands and took several deep breaths in a useless attempt to calm herself.  She was a vampire hunter, and she didn’t want the vampire to see or smell her fear.
“I want to see my sister,” Tara finally managed to get out through clenched teeth.  She needed the reality check her twin could give her.  
Raphael shrugged.  “It’s two a.m.  She’s probably asleep, and you need to rest.  Give it a few more hours.”  
The lyrical quality of his voice lulled her into a calmness of spirit she never felt before.  She almost bought it until the insidious word vampire whispered through her subconscious, reminding her of the hidden dangers associated with Raphael.  She blinked several times and fought off the mesmerizing quality of his presence.   
“According to you, I’ve already been here for four days,” she said in a soft and lilting voice.  “That’s a long enough wait and plenty of sleep,” she added with a little more fire.  She wanted to convince him that she was stronger than she actually felt.
Before he could challenge her statement, the bedroom door flew open.  Tara released a startled cry.  Her terror turned to happiness as soon as she recognized her twin, Kara, standing inside the bedroom.  She found the strength to stand and hurried forward to greet the woman who rushed to her side.  
Her sister wrapped two strong arms around Tara and squeezed hard.  “Oh my God!  I dreamed you were awake,” Kara exclaimed, “but I was scared to hope.  You’ve been out for days.”
Tara hugged her back with what little strength she could muster.  “So I heard.  I’m glad you’re here.”  She glanced over her shoulder toward Raphael, but he wasn’t there.  The sneaky bastard snuck out while she reunited with her sister.  
She took a wobbly step toward the door.  “Come on, let’s get out of here.”
Kara, the most self-assured of the three Myers sisters, hesitated.  “It’s the middle of the night.  We should stay put for a few hours,” she insisted.  
Tara couldn’t believe what she was hearing.  “You do remember that we’re in a vampire’s lair, don’t you?”
Her twin gave her a duh kind of look.  “Not something I’m likely to forget,” Kara said in a huff.
“So, how do we know we can trust him?  We’ve spent the last decade training to hunt and kill vampires, and now we’re supposed to suddenly trust one?”
“Yes!”  Kara said with an adamant nod of her head.  “You were stabbed in the throat and bleeding out, seconds from death.  Raphael saved you when nothing or no one else could.  He’s watched over you, barely leaving your side since, making sure you survived and came back to us.  A bloodsucker he might be, but we owe him more than can ever be repaid.”
Tara briskly rubbed a hand over her face.  As much as she hated to admit it, her sister was right.   She let out a loud sigh.  She might be on the road to recovery, but she was still weak.  She was more likely to fall flat on her face instead of making a dramatic exit anyway.  She wouldn’t give Raphael the satisfaction of saying I told you so.
She sat down on the side of the bed and patted the spot next to her.  She didn’t have much strength left, but she’d been resting for days.  There was no way she could go back to sleep anytime soon.  “Raphael said Zoe was with Drew.  What’s going on with the two of them?”
Kara shrugged.  “A lot can happen in four days.  Zoe has decided to move to Enigma.  She and Drew are in a serious relationship, and Zoe accepted a partnership with Brittany at the self-defense studio.”
Tara’s mouth dropped open.  “Wow!  You weren’t kidding.  That is a lot.”  It was almost too much for her to comprehend.  It sounded like her older sister was making some significant changes.  
“Yeah.  I could hardly believe it myself, but you should see the two of them together.  Other than worrying to death over when you were gonna wake up, she’s the happiest I’ve seen her since Mom and Dad were murdered.”
A heavy silence filled the room.  Tara felt the comforting squeeze of her twin’s hand on her shoulder.  “Zoe and I have been taking turns staying here, keeping an eye on you.  She’ll be here sometime around nine with breakfast.  Drew’s usually with her, so you can scope them out and ask a million questions if it’ll make you feel better, but she really is happy with him.”
Tara took a deep breath.  The smile she gave her sister was so big she could feel the skin on and around her lips stretch.  “I’m glad.  Zoe deserves to be happy.  She took so much on her shoulders at such an early age.”  She yawned and felt her eyes begin to droop.  Maybe she’d been wrong about that sleep thing.  As much as she didn’t want to agree with anything Raphael said, her body was telling her it needed more rest.
Her sister must have realized it too.  She picked up Tara’s feet and swung them over the edge of the bed, helping her to lie down.  “Sweet dreams.”  Kara kissed her on the cheek.  “Hopefully by the time you wake up, Zoe will be here too, and the three of us will be together again.”
 “Can’t wait!”  She was already half asleep and her words slurred.  Seconds later she was completely under.  She didn’t know that her sister left after a few minutes to be immediately replaced by Raphael who would stand vigil over her this night as he’d done every night since Tara was gravely injured and he brought her into his house to heal.
****
Raphael nodded at Kara’s reserved greeting as they passed each other.  Neither of Tara’s sisters warmed up to him yet.  That was fine because only one woman’s opinion mattered to him.  And on the bright side, while they weren’t buddy-buddy, at least they hadn’t tried to kill him.
His thoughts drifted from the sisters to Tara.  All the tension that weighed him down the past four days fled his body, leaving him with an unexpected lightness inside.  Finally, he was able to clear his jumbled thoughts and focus on something beyond the here and now.  Since Tara finally regained consciousness, he could begin to win her over.  Whether she knew it or not, she was already his.  And he’d do whatever he had to do to make sure she stayed his.
The physical desire burning through his body was more than lust.  He shared his life force with Tara, and now their souls were invariably connected for all time.  The driving need he felt to protect her before he gave her his blood was amplified to an all-consuming compulsion, an obsession, he had no hope of ignoring. 
He settled in for the rest of the night, watching her sleep, not daring to leave her side.  He would have been there earlier when she first opened her eyes if he hadn’t stepped away to feed.  Now he stayed just in case the dark stains of a nightmare marred her peaceful rest.
 



THREE
Raphael tried to lean back and get comfortable, but the hard, unyielding chair made it impossible for him to relax.  Then again maybe it wasn’t the chair.  He glanced at the varied group of beings gathered around him and bit back a sigh.  He was a loner, always had been, and being this close to so many other alpha males made him more than a little nervous.  
To most people making his acquaintance, Raphael came across as courtly and charming.  This morning, he felt anything but well-mannered.  The dangerous situation had everyone, including him, on edge.  Manners were the least of his worries, considering the dire circumstances. 
He cleared his throat and addressed Lucian and the other powerful and influential paranormal residents of Enigma, Maine who had a stake in taking down the vampire they’d dubbed the Puppet Master.   He noted that Alessandro Russo, a vampire and the host of the Halloween party where the latest attack occurred, was absent from the impromptu meeting.  “Four days out of commission is too long in a situation such as this.  I trust that all is well with Russo and his mate.”
Lucian, head of the council charged with keeping the peace between paranormal beings and humans, nodded his head in acknowledgment.  “All puppets were dealt with, and everything at Russo’s castle has returned to normal.  He and Julie are well.”
“Good to know.  I should have reached out to him but…”
“Your priorities were elsewhere,” Lucian filled in the blanks.  “We are all aware.  I trust the hunter will live?”
The head guardian was the most powerful being Raphael had ever met.  Sitting across from the imposing Lucian was more than a little unnerving, even for a vampire more than four centuries old.  “Yes.  It was touch and go, but she pulled through and regained consciousness this morning.  Her sisters are with her now.  I thought it would be safe enough for me to slip out for an hour or two.” 
Drew Gannon, a member of the Enigma wolf pack, gave him a solid slap on the back.  “Zoe was scared to death of losing her sister in much the same way she lost her parents.  I saw how bad a shape Tara was in from the attack.  What you did was no small thing.  You have my sincerest gratitude.”
He calmly accepted the shifter’s thanks even though he resented the interruption.  He wanted to conclude business and return to his lair and Tara as quickly as possible.  It wasn’t that he didn’t trust her sisters to guard her because he did.  What it came down to was the burning desire to have Tara near him at all times.   
“Updates?” he asked Lucian.
“Nothing.”  The head guardian’s voice seethed with frustration and anger.  “Regular teams have been patrolling the surrounding area since the surprise attack during the Halloween party.  Two more puppets have been found and destroyed, but there are no clues to the whereabouts of the vampire we seek or his identity.”
Raphael expected as much.  “I’ll do whatever it takes to keep Tara Myers safe, so I’m in this hunt until the end.  I offer the council any help I can give.”  He stood and shook hands with Lucian.  
“Any and all help is appreciated,” Lucian accepted on behalf of the council.  “For now, I think it’s best if you, Drew, and Alexander keep a close eye on the sisters, make sure the vampire can’t get to them.” 
“Done!  Now that Tara’s awake it won’t be long before she and her sisters are itching to join the hunt.”
Drew growled his agreement to guard Zoe with his life. 
“I too will do all I can to keep Kara safe, though that woman is exasperating at the best of times,” Alexander, the guardian assigned to keep tabs on Tara’s twin, said with a twisted grin.
“My sentiments exactly,” Raphael agreed.  “But they’ve dedicated their lives to hunting vampires in order to protect mankind and avenge their parents.  They won’t be easily thwarted.”  He didn’t have to be inside Tara’s head to read her determination to fight with her sisters.  She would not allow them to go into battle alone.  And he had no intention of letting her face a hideous monster ever again without him by her side.
Lucian sighed.  “The council has been keeping tabs on the hunters for a while.  They are more than capable but keep them close,” he warned Raphael, Drew, and Alexander.  
The hair on the back of Raphael’s neck stood on end.  “Any reason to think they might be targets?”
“A group of witches, including my mate, were the first targets in Enigma.  All of them are mated to powerful paranormal beings living in this area.  It is my theory the vampire is trying to strike at the council and its allies through their women.”  His voice vibrated with anger.
“The Gannons agree with Lucian’s theory,” Drew said.  
“It makes sense,” Alexander said.  “If the original puppets managed to take out that particular group of women their mates, in their grief, would have been susceptible to attack.”
Raphael noticed that Lucian didn’t dispute Alexander’s claim.  Instead, he stressed the importance of keeping the women under their protection as safe as possible.  A sentiment that Raphael wholeheartedly agreed with.  Tara might not like it, but he was going to be glued to her side until justice was dispensed to the so-called Puppet Master.  It was past time to wrap up things and return to his lair.
****
“Well, so much for our first Halloween party in forever,” she attempted the joke but realized it fell flat when neither of her sisters laughed.  Tara breathed deep and let out a long-suffering sigh.  “I guess I win the award for party-pooper of the year,” she tried again.  
Zoe snorted.  “No, that would be the zombie-like creatures who crashed the party with the intent to do harm.”
Tara immediately sobered.  “I feel awful for the Russos and their guests.  I got the impression their Halloween bash is a much-anticipated event in these parts, and it was totally ruined this year.”
Kara shrugged.  “At least damage control was easy enough for the guardians to handle.  And no one died, except for the bad guys.”  She snapped her mouth shut and abruptly stopped talking.
On the one hand Tara was happy no one fighting for the good of humankind was killed, but on the other hand, it didn’t do her self-esteem any good to know she was the only one the hideous creatures had gotten the upper hand on.  Tara bit back another sigh.  She didn’t want her sisters to treat her like fragile china.  They did enough of that before she almost died.  
She used her foot to push them higher.  Tara and her sisters were swinging in the porch swing inside the gazebo attached to the end of Raphael’s gorgeous Victorian house.  She sat in the middle, and her sisters seemed content to let Tara control the pace.  Her foot dragged across the porch, keeping the swing in motion.  The soft swaying movement helped to calm her jittery and ragged nerves. 
In an effort to escape the unhappy thoughts haunting her, she glanced around, taking in everything that surrounded them.  The extensive grounds of Raphael’s isolated estate, located somewhere on the outskirts of Enigma, stretched far beyond her sight.  It was unfamiliar, but instead of making her feel uncomfortable the vastness and quietness of the place gave her a sense of safety and security.  It offered peace of mind at a time when she least expected it.
Tara inhaled deep, breathing in the fresh, crisp scent of the clean autumn air.  Winter would arrive soon, and it was her least favorite season.  Her parents were killed in the middle of winter.  To Tara, it was a cold, dark time that made her think of death.  It also reminded her of vampires, but not necessarily Raphael, and that she told herself, was a problem.  
Raphael shattered all her preconceptions of the horrible blood-sucking vampires of her nightmares.   He made her feel instead of think.  Her body ran hot with the need for him to touch her whenever he was near.  That fact was scarier than any creature of the night who could rip out a throat and suck you dry in a matter of seconds.  An arm touched her shoulder tearing her away from her thoughts and back to reality.
"Hey, it’s just me,” her older sister, Zoe, said.  “You okay?  You zoned out on us for a few minutes.”
Tara hugged herself.  It sounded like a simple enough question, but she had no clue how to answer it.  The Myers sisters had always been open and honest with each other.  After all, they’d only had each other for the past decade.  
“I don’t know,” she answered with a shrug of her shoulders.  “I feel like a little girl who’s shrouded in mist and separated from the rest of the world with no idea of where I’m going or what’s going to happen.”  She shuddered.  The analogy was disconcerting, but it accurately described her feelings.
Kara fiercely hugged her, making Tara squeak.  “I think that’s a natural response,” her twin insisted.  “You almost died, and you were out of it for days.  You aren’t gonna be the same person you were before.”
“Yeah,” Zoe agreed.  “Nobody could go through something like that and come out unscathed.”
“It’s more than that,” Tara whispered.  
Her sisters didn’t respond.  Zoe sucked in her bottom lip and lightly chewed.  Her sister looked guilty like she was trying to hide something.  She got the distinct impression that Zoe had a secret, a big one, that had something to do with Tara and the conflicting emotions that swirled around her.  She wanted to push for an answer, but Zoe skillfully changed the subject and the moment was lost.
“Speaking of changes, I’ve made a few big ones while you were recovering,” Zoe admitted with a big smile.  
Tara returned the friendly gesture.  “Kara might have mentioned something about that.  I’m all for whatever makes you happy, but isn’t it kind of sudden?”
Zoe shrugged.  “When you know, you know.  Drew’s the man for me.”
“Don’t you mean wolf?”  Kara joked.
“Man, wolf, whatever, he’s it for me.”  Zoe was adamant, and the tone of her voice left no room for further argument.  
Tara frowned.  “Aren’t you worried that his wolf will lose control and take your head off as easily as he decapitated the Puppet Master’s creatures?”  She clutched at her sister’s hand to reassure herself that Zoe was sitting next to her and was perfectly fine.
She felt Kara shudder at the mention of the evil beings whose actions had orchestrated so much turmoil.  She laid a comforting hand on her twin’s shoulder.  As horrible as the ordeal was for her, Tara knew it hadn’t been any easier for her sisters to endure. She looked from one sister to the other while she waited for Zoe’s response.  
“No, I trust Drew and his wolf with my life.  It’s as if our souls are connected, making us one.  What we feel for each other is so much deeper than love.  It’s indescribable.  I can’t even begin to put it into words that would make sense to anyone but Drew and me.”
Kara snorted and shook her head.  Tara noted that her twin didn’t look too convinced, but she didn’t refute anything their older sister said.
A sudden and shocking thought occurred to Tara.  If Zoe could find happiness with a wolf shifter then maybe anything was possible, even a hot and steamy fling between a hunter and vampire.  The thought left her breathless, and she tingled all over. 
Tara smiled and hugged Zoe.  She was determined not to be as skeptical as her twin.  “You sound really happy, and that’s all that matters.”  Unfortunately, happiness was something that had been in short supply for the last ten years.
“I am more than happy!” Zoe insisted.  Her sparkling eyes, bubbly laughter, and big smile confirmed it.  “And I hope one day the two of you are lucky enough to experience whatever it is that Drew and I have.”
“Maybe one day,” Tara answered with a shrug.  She tried to act nonchalant, but her nerves fluttered, and images of Raphael swirled around and around inside her head.  He consumed her every waking hour, and it scared Tara half to death.  She had the feeling that he’d take over her life if she weren't careful.  She couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that it might already be too late. 
“So,” Zoe reached out and grabbed both of Tara’s hands.  “I really want both of you to get to know Drew much better because he’s a permanent part of our family now.  Are you up for a small adventure like dinner with us at Drew’s house tonight?”  
“Yes!”  As soon as Tara muttered the exclamation, she realized she was conflicted.  She couldn’t wait to get away from Raphael’s house, but the thought of leaving him behind filled her with dread.  The clashing emotions confused and scared her.  Hopefully, as she got stronger, she’d get her bearings and be less troubled.
“Good,” Zoe hugged her.  “Raphael knows where Drew lives.  I’ll see both of you at six.”
Tara took a deep breath and slowly released the air from her lungs.  “I was under the impression it was a family dinner.”
A guilty look crossed Zoe’s face, but it quickly disappeared.  “You’re still too weak to run around Enigma on your own,” her sister declared.    
“I don’t need a bodyguard,” Tara was quick to tell her sisters, feeling somewhat slighted by Zoe’s insinuation that she couldn’t take care of herself.  It made her feel even guiltier about failing in battle and almost getting herself killed.
Zoe cleared her throat.  “I never said you did,” she insisted.  She ran a hand through her hair.  “It’s early days yet since your trauma, and frankly I think you’d feel better with Raphael there.”
Always one to speak her mind, Tara’s twin spoke up.  “Raphael’s more than a bodyguard.  He saved your life when no one or nothing else could.  That makes him family in my book, ‘cause I don’t know what I’d do without you!”
The emotion-filled declaration caused a flurry of hugs and tears from the three sisters.  They cried and embraced each other for several minutes.  The emotional storm was disrupted by a sleek, black sports car that roared into the driveway and disappeared into the detached garage to the right of the house.  Tara recognized the sound of the engine and knew Raphael had returned from his meeting.  She reluctantly pulled away from her sisters.
“Speak of the devil,” Tara said with a long sigh.  As much as she wanted to dread being in his presence, it didn’t happen.  Instead, her nerves fluttered, and her heart raced.
“I’m still a little confused about vampires and sunlight," Kara said with a frown.  “We’ve only encountered vampire’s at night, until recently, and now we know that those weren’t really vampires, so how is Raphael able to function in sunlight?”
Tara shrugged her shoulders.  She didn’t have a clue, but she’d love to know the answer to Kara’s question too.  
“Ladies,” Raphael joined them in the shade of the porch and gave them a courtly bow that was reminiscent of manners from a time long ago. 
Tara’s insides heated and a warm glow spread through her entire body.  She tried to brush aside the feelings he evoked in her and focus on solving the enigma standing in front of her.  Her mind craved to know everything there was to know about him.  “Yeah, I’d like to know the answer to that myself.”
Raphael’s steely gaze came to rest on Tara.  She looked into his eyes, brown clashed with ice-blue.  Her breath caught in her throat and as if ensnared by his stare she couldn’t look away.
“Paranormal beings closely guard their secrets for obvious reasons,” he said in a cold hard voice that sent a chill down Tara’s spine.  “But since the three of you have an alliance with Lucian and the council I can fill in a few blanks.”
“Good, because there are a lot of those,” Tara whispered.  “The whole thing is confusing even to someone who already knows that vampires exist.”  She thought of her parents and shuddered.  The frightening memories made her close her eyes, effectively breaking the eye contact she had with Raphael.
She didn’t have to be looking at him to feel the tiny, invisible threads connecting them together.  When he started talking, she listened intently to his deep voice and hung on his every word.  She told herself it was because of the nature of the information, but she knew it was more than that.
“About the only thing movies and books got right about vampires is our need for blood to survive.  Sunlight doesn’t kill us.  Vampires will not catch on fire or spontaneously combust when the sun touches our skin.  However, we burn easily, and the sun weakens us.  Most vampires, especially younger ones are night owls.”
“Sounds familiar,” Kara gently elbowed her twin in the side.  “Tara’s a night owl too.”
“It’s true, I do my best writing at night,” Tara admitted.  A lot of people were scared of the dark, but Tara was intrigued by it.  And it was hard to compete with the beauty of an inky black sky on a clear night filled with thousands of twinkling stars.
   “Ah, yes, you’re a freelance travel writer.  I’ve read several of your articles.  You have a way with words, very descriptive,” Raphael complimented.
Tara flashed him a satisfied smile that lit up her face.  “Thank you!  I love my job,” she animatedly exclaimed.  She loved traveling to all kinds of different places, seeing the sights, tasting the cuisine, meeting the people, and sharing the experience with others.  As far as she was concerned it was a dream job.  And on the darker side, being a freelance travel writer was the perfect cover for a vampire hunter on the prowl.  
“There’s plenty for you to write about in Maine.  I’ll show you around once you're up to it,” Raphael offered.
She thought about saying no, wanted to say no, but when she opened her mouth to politely decline his offer, that’s not what happened.  “I’d like that,” she said instead.  
Zoe wrapped an arm around Tara and hugged her tight.  “Brittany and I are having a business meeting in about an hour to finalize the details of our partnership, so I guess I better be going.  I’m so glad you’re back with us, Tara.”  Her voice trembled, and suddenly, Tara felt like crying herself.  “I don’t know what I’d do without either one of you.”
Tara felt her twin’s arms wrap around her from the other side.  “That makes two of us.  Don’t ever scare me like that again!  I’m supposed to be the devil-may-care one of the bunch,” Kara reminded.
“No, it makes three of us.”  Tara managed to get the words out of a tight throat.  “See you tonight, and I look forward to getting to know Drew better.  He must be something if my sister thinks he’s all that,” she teased Zoe.
“Yeah, he’s something all right,” she heard Kara mutter under her breath.  Tara’s energy was lagging, but that didn’t stop her from giving her twin a sharp jab in the ribs.  The startled yelp from Kara and the giggle from Zoe let her know she hit her mark.
She loved being with her sisters, but she was suddenly dead tired.  She stifled a yawn and slumped back into the swing.   Almost as if he was reading her mind, Raphael was there.
“Tara’s still recovering,” he reminded them.  “She should rest, especially if she’s going out tonight.  Wolves can be so tiring,” he said with a smirk.
Tara was sure that Zoe had a quick comeback, but she didn’t hear it.  She was too focused on Raphael’s deep, slightly accented voice which reminded her of the smooth, rich Belgian chocolate she discovered while on a trip to Belgium.   She was obsessed with the stuff, and Tara had a feeling Raphael could be just as addicting.  She was going to have to be very careful around that one.  She sensed it would be so easy to become mesmerized by the vampire.
Zoe was the first to stand.  “See all of you tonight, six o’clock sharp, don’t be late.”  There was a touch of nervousness in her voice.  
Tara watched Zoe sprint down the stairs of the porch and practically hop and skip her way to her car.  She looked at her twin.  “She’s so happy joy radiates from her.  I’ve never seen Zoe like that, ever.”  Her gaze became somber.  “At least not since Mom and Dad died.”
Kara sighed.  “Me neither.  Guess I better make an effort with wolf boy.”
Tara laughed at her twin.  “It’s what family does,” she reminded her.  “This family anyway.”
“That’s true.”  Kara hugged her one more time and slowly stood.  “I didn’t really bring anything appropriate for dinner with the future in-laws,” she said with a smirk.  “I better do some shopping.”
Tara had to stifle a giggle.  Her twin loved to shop and would use any excuse she could find to buy a new outfit.  “Glad to see one of us is acting normal.  Shopping’s your favorite hobby,” she teased.
Kara grinned at her.  “Better be nice to me, ‘cause I’m the one who’s gonna be picking out your outfit for tonight.  And revenge can be a glorious thing.”
Tara felt her eyelids begin to droop.  She had just enough energy to make a last stand.  “For the love of God, whatever you do, don’t buy anything with more than a two-inch heel, that’s what got me into this predicament in the first place.”
Raphael snorted.  She turned her attention away from her sister long enough to glare at him.  It took almost every ounce of energy she possessed, but Tara straightened her spine and lifted her chin.  “That’s right.  I’m not usually so clumsy.  It was those damn shoes,” she insisted with a pout.
Her twin took a couple of steps away from the swing.  “When you start cursing shoes that’s my cue to get out of here.”  She glanced at Raphael.  “But I’ll be back in a couple of hours at the most.”
“Lucian and the other guardians have teams patrolling the area looking for puppets.  Don’t do anything stupid like go hunting on your own,” he warned.
Tara felt her heart beat double time.  Her hands and fingers became numb.  It was suddenly difficult to breathe, and she felt faint.  A horrible feeling of impending doom assailed her, swamping her with dread, unlike anything she’d ever felt before.
She was on the verge of blacking out when Raphael sat next to her and wrapped an arm around her shoulders.  He took her hand and placed it on his chest, over his heart.  “Feel the beat of my heart and the rise and fall of my chest,” he urged.  
Tara closed her eyes and focused on nothing but the feel, smell, and touch of Raphael.  Miraculously,  her heart stuttered and then slowed to match Raphael’s.  She slowly opened her eyes.  The black edges disappeared, and her body slowly returned to normal.  She took a deep breath and regarded her twin who watched her with keen eyes.  And no wonder, Tara never ever experienced a panic attack before and she was sure that was what just happened.
“Listen to him, Kara, please,” she implored her twin.  Despite the fact she was the one who almost died, the three of them knew that Kara was the impetuous one, always running to face danger head-on no matter the cost to herself. 
Kara rolled her eyes, but then she turned serious.  “One major scare per week is more than enough for our family.  I wouldn't dare do that to you or Zoe.”  Her jaw clenched and her lips pressed into a white slash in her golden tanned face.  “Besides, I’m well aware that I’ve picked up an unshakable shadow since coming to this town.  Dogs might be irritating, but that damn cat takes the cake, won’t leave me alone.  He’s probably skulking in the bushes somewhere on the property right now as I speak.”  She slowly turned all the way around, looking at every possible hiding spot within range of her sight.
“I doubt if even a guardian as powerful as Alexander could break through the safeguards and enter my property uninvited,” Raphael assured her.  “But you’re right.  I do sense his presence somewhere nearby.”  He flashed an evil looking grin.  
“I bet he hates shopping, especially for clothes.  You should visit every boutique Enigma has this afternoon,” he suggested with a laugh.
Kara matched his grin with a smirk of her own.  “You’re not half bad for a vampire,” she joked.  “I can see that Tara is in good hands.  I’m off to shop.”  She spun around and hopped down the porch steps.  She turned and looked at them over her shoulder.  “On second thought, Tara, don’t expect me back for at least another three or four hours.”  
Tara didn’t answer.  She just watched her twin run to her car and take off, burning rubber on her way down the driveway.
Raphael’s hearty laughter followed the sporty car’s hasty exit.
“She’s not going to outrun the guardian no matter how fast she drives,” he warned.
Tara shrugged.  “As much as I hate admitting this to you of all people, that’s fine with me as long as he helps her stay out of trouble.  Trust me, that’s a full-time job for any being even one as powerful and gifted as a guardian.”
Her eyes drooped again, and she stifled another yawn.  Her energy was all but gone.  “I could definitely use a nap,” she admitted.  
Raphael scooped her into his more than capable arms and carried her to the master bedroom.  He left her with parting words that demanded she rest.  For once she didn’t argue.  She curled up on her side and immediately fell into a deep sleep.
 



FOUR
Raphael parked and jumped out of his black roadster.  A cool autumn breeze put a nip in the air.  Dry leaves skittered across the asphalt driveway, creating an eerie scraping sound. The moon peeked out from behind building clouds.  A lone wolf howled in the distance. 
He quickly walked around the front and opened the passenger door for Tara.  His gaze skirted over her body and came to rest on her upturned heart-shaped face and her glittering mocha-colored eyes.  It was better to focus on the colored orbs instead of her lush mouth outlined with blood red lipstick.  He wondered if the choice of makeup was intentional.  
“Remind me to thank your sister,” he said as his gaze skirted over the flirty and sexy dress Tara wore.  The little black dress was made mostly of lace and stopped several inches above her knees, exposing her long, willowy legs.  His sex hardened, and he ached to feel those legs wrapped around his body.
Tara gave him a puzzled look.  “Um, which sister, and why?”
“Your twin, of course.  She has great taste in clothes and makeup.”  He couldn’t resist touching Tara’s flawless, creamy skin.  He reached out, brushed aside her wavy, tawny brown hair, and stroked his fingers over the bare flesh of her shoulders and neck.  It was silky to the touch, and he caressed it for several seconds.   
He leaned in until his lips practically touched her ear. Raphael lowered his voice to just a whisper.  “I’ve walked this Earth for centuries, and there has never been a more desirable and beautiful woman anywhere, ever.”
She blushed, and her face turned a pretty pink.  “I bet you say that to all the women.”
“Hardly, there’s never been any need.”  He’d won over many a woman over the centuries, but he’d never felt an overwhelming need to share his blood with any of them, until now.  The sexy vampire hunter shook up his world.  Knowing her changed everything.
Raphael placed a hand on the small of her back and guided her to the front door of Drew Gannon’s   lodge-style house.  A faint tremor ran through Tara’s body, and tension radiated off of her in waves that were strong enough to disturb his heightened senses.
“Nervous?”
“Who me?”  Her hand fluttered to her chest.  “Nope, I’m a vampire hunter getting ready to have dinner with a vampire and a pack of wolves, nope not nervous at all.”  
He flashed her a toothy grin.  “You’ve got nothing to worry about.  The Gannons are honorable.  And while Mitch is the alpha, and Justin his second in command, they’re hardly the entire pack.  You have nothing to fear in their midst, nor do you have anything to fear from me.”
“That remains to be seen, though, I realize that I’m standing here because of you.”
He gave her a courtly bow.  “Glad to be of service, my lady.”  He straightened, grasped her hand, and lifted it to his lips.  He licked the inside of her wrist directly over her rapidly beating pulse before kissing the back of her hand.    
She sucked in a deep breath and leaned into him.  He was seconds away from backing her against the cedar planks and having his way with her.  The opening of the front door put an end to that fantasy.  
“Welcome.”  Drew Gannon greeted them with a smirk that made Raphael grit his teeth.
Zoe Myers peeked her head around Drew and cleared her throat.  
Tara hastily stepped out of his embrace.  He felt a rush of cold air brush over him.  Raphael immediately missed the closeness of her body next to his.  “Impeccable timing, Gannon,” he snarled.  
The wolf shifter grinned.  “Welcome, come on in,” he invited.  “Other than Kara, the two of you are the first to arrive.”  
They entered the house and followed Drew through to the sitting room.  He heard Tara gasp.  He followed her line of sight.  Most of the back of the house was made of glass and overlooked a pond.  Silvery moonlight reflected off of the pool of water, casting a shimmering glow over the area.  The view was breathtaking.  
Raphael wrapped an arm around Tara’s shoulders.  “It’s beautiful, almost as stunning as you, but not even moonlight on water can compare to you.”
She blushed to the roots of her hair.  “You are a silver-tongued devil,” she whispered into his ear.  “I think you could charm the pants off of any woman.”
He raised his brows.  “I’m not interested in just any woman, only one sexy as sin vampire hunter who heats my blood and makes me want to lose all control.”
Tara stared at him with wide eyes.  Her luscious mouth parted, but no words came out.  He smiled to himself.  He’d left her speechless, before he could take advantage and continue his campaign of seduction her sisters were there, linking arms with Tara and moving her away from him. 
 “You look great!”  Zoe gave Tara a big hug that lasted for several seconds.  
“More than great,” Kara enthused.  “I’m glad you took my advice.  That dress was made for you!”
“It’s growing on me,” Tara said with a grin.
“No one would know you were on the verge of death a handful of days ago.”  A hand flew to Zoe’s mouth, quickly covering it.  “Umm, I shouldn’t have said that.  Tonight is for getting to know Drew, Raphael, and Alexander better, and only happy thoughts are allowed.”
Raphael saw and felt Tara’s relief.  “Thanks to the jail warden over there,” she waved a thumb his way, “I rested all afternoon, and I feel fine, almost normal.”
Drew joined them and wrapped an arm around Zoe’s waist.  “Raphael, I’m about to throw the steaks on the grill, if you want to step out onto the patio with me?  Mitch and Justin are on their way over with Scarlet and Rose.  My cousins will join us as soon as they arrive.”
“Excellent.  I was hoping to see Mitch and talk security while Tara and I were here,” he admitted.  
All three of the Myers sisters sighed.  Zoe broke the silence first.  “You’ll love Scarlett and Rose,” she told her sisters.  
He clasped Tara’s hand and gave it a comforting squeeze.  “I’ll be right outside if you need me,” he felt compelled to say.  He wasn’t really sure why because he knew she’d be perfectly fine with her sisters and the Gannons.  The doorbell rang before he could say anything more. 
Zoe dragged her sisters away to answer the door, leaving him with Drew.  The wolf shifter swung by the kitchen to grab the steaks.  Raphael followed him out to the grill on the back patio.
“It’s a perfect night to take out the ATVs.  I’ve been talking it up to Zoe, but she hasn’t felt like going, not while Tara was still unconscious.”
Raphael knew the pack loved to run in wolf form at night, but when they wanted to share the experience with their mates, they stayed in human form and raced through the night on all-terrain vehicles.  Vampires like the guardians and wolf shifters had excellent night vision and fast reflexes.  “I’m willing to give it a try as long as Tara’s on board.”  He wouldn’t leave her behind even though he knew the Gannons, who owned a top-notch security firm, probably had the best security in Enigma.  
****
“Four-wheeling?”  Tara asked in dismay.  “I’ve never done anything like that, especially in the dark.”
Her twin was not as reluctant.  “I’m game!” Kara exclaimed.  
“Good!”  Zoe gave Tara a comforting pat on the shoulder.  “It’ll be fun.  I promise.  Drew’s been talking about taking out the ATV’s ever since I moved in with him, but the time was never right.”
“And tonight is?” Tara wanted to know.
“Yes, I think it is,” her sister answered.  
Tara gazed down at the sexy little black dress she wore.  “Not feeling it, Zoe, especially dressed like this.”
Her older sister waved a hand in the air.  “We’re just about the same size, except the two of you are a couple of inches taller than me.  I’ve got enough jeans and long-sleeved blouses to go around, so no excuse there,” Zoe said with a big smile.
Tara was good at reading other people especially her sisters.  She could tell that the four-wheeling meant a lot to Zoe.  Besides, it would be an adventure.  And her sisters were always telling her she needed to loosen up and live a little.  The phrase had more meaning now after coming so close to death.  
She took a deep breath, pushed aside her misgivings, and gave both of her sisters a big smile.  “I’ll do it.”
“While the ladies are changing clothes, the men will get the ATV’s ready,” Drew announced.  He stepped close to Zoe and claimed her mouth for a brief kiss.  “Meet us at the garage in the back,” he said before turning to head out the back door.  
Tara could see the pink and red aura that surrounded Zoe and Drew.  She was convinced the passion and love between them were real and the feelings were powerful.  Seeing them together made her long for the same intense closeness with someone special of her own.  Her gaze skittered to Raphael, and she caught him staring at her.  
She could see the bright red sparks that surrounded him and knew the attraction between them was not one-sided.  Tara wasn’t sure what possessed her.  It was completely out of character, but she felt downright giddy when Raphael was around.  Especially when his ordinarily cool looking ice-blue eyes sparkled with the fire of passion.
Their gazes met and held.  Finally, it dawned on her that Zoe and Kara called her name.  She felt the heat rise to her face.  She looked away from Raphael and turned her attention to her sisters.  “Um, sorry.  What did you say?” she asked. 
Both sisters linked arms with Tara and dragged her down the hall to the master bedroom.  “I said we are wasting precious riding time,” Zoe teased.  
Tara dragged her feet.  “I’m having second thoughts.  I don’t know a thing about ATVs and four-wheeling.  I can’t even see very well at night,” though her vision was much improved since her near brush with death.  She felt different but it was subtle, nothing she could pinpoint, but she was sure it had something to do with her miraculous recovery and the way Raphael healed her.
“Doesn’t matter,” Zoe said.  “The men all have excellent nighttime vision, and they’ll be doing the driving.  All we have to do is hang on tight and have fun!”
Kara rubbed her hands together.  “But I get my own ATV, right?” 
“Sorry, but no.  You’ll be sharing with Alexander.”
Tara bit back a laugh when she saw the miffed look that crossed her twin’s face.  
“What!  I thought I shook off that furry feline shadow following me around everywhere.”  Kara sounded outraged, and Tara could no longer hold back her laughter.
She laughed so hard she cried.  She couldn’t help herself.  It was obvious the guardian knew how to get under her sister’s skin. 
“What’s so funny?” Kara demanded.  “I’m not the only one stuck with an unwanted watchdog, or have you forgot about fang boy.”
Tara nonchalantly shrugged even though the desire to defend Raphael was immediate and strong.  “So what if Raphael has fangs?  I’m beginning to rethink the whole ‘all vampires are evil’ thing.  He didn’t have to save my life, but he did.  And beyond that, he’s had plenty of opportunities to hurt me, kill me, yet here I am, better than ever,” she insisted.
“I think we’ve all had to rethink our stance on what constitutes evil,” Zoe agreed.  “Drew certainly has me seeing things in a new light.”
Kara planted her hands on her hips.  “Well, that’s fine and dandy for the two of you.  And while I am willing to admit that Drew and Raphael are more than tolerable, I’m nowhere near ready to say the same about Alexander.”
Tara didn’t dare argue with her twin.  She knew from the pinched lips and tilt of Kara’s head that Alexander was a touchy subject, and her sister was going to be stubborn about him.  Instead, she made some sympathetic sounds her sister might interpret as agreement and quickly changed into the jeans and red sweater Zoe found for her to borrow.
Fifteen minutes later, Tara was on the back of an ATV with her arms wrapped around Raphael, holding on tight as they sped down a narrow dirt track following behind Zoe and Drew, Mitch and Scarlet, Justin and Rose, and Alexander and Kara.  At the beginning of the ride, she kept a sharp eye on her sister, making sure she didn’t jump off of the fast-moving vehicle just to spite Alexander.  
A few miles into the ride she forgot all about her twin.  Her senses focused on Raphael and their surroundings.  A crescent moon surrounded by a never-ending sea of twinkling stars offered a minimal amount of light, but she could still make out the trail crisscrossed with roots and covered in fallen leaves, mostly from oak and maple trees.   
They weren’t the only ones enjoying the crisp, clear air.  They saw a few predators of the night during the trip.  An owl swooped down in front of them, stalking prey.   A beautiful red fox, most likely on the hunt as well, sprinted across the path only to stop and gaze at the machines invading his territory before seeking cover in the thick brush bordering the trail.  A coyote, half-hidden by shrubs, sat on the edge of the path and watched them pass by.
The last half of the ride, Tara’s focus was centered on Raphael.  She tightened the arms already wrapped around his waist, leaned into his body, and pressed the side of her face against his broad back.  Raphael’s unique smell filled her nostrils, and she breathed deep.  
Tara’s body responded to their physical closeness.  Enough heat to block out the chill of the season flooded her body.  Her heart hammered in her chest, and the frantic beat had nothing to do with the exhilarating moonlight ride.  She wanted to caress his skin and tangle her fingers in the silky strands of his midnight black hair.  Tara had a desperate need to touch Raphael and be touched by him.   
She no longer cared that he was a vampire, the longtime sworn enemy of her family.  He was a male, she was a female, and she wanted him badly.  Tara sucked in a lungful of air and slowly exhaled.  She wished she could let go of her inhibitions just as quickly.  She pressed closer to Raphael and gave herself a pep talk that lasted until they came to a stop in front of Drew’s five-car garage.
 



FIVE
Something shifted and changed between them during the ride on the ATV.  He knew it even before Zoe tried to get Tara to stay with her at Gannon’s place and Tara refused.  The physical attraction simmering between them since they met had finally come to a boil.  After a lot of longing, tonight was the night he was finally going to have Tara.  
Luckily, the roads were not busy because he tested the limit of his sports car on the fast drive home.  He was parked inside the garage and guiding her inside the old Victorian house in record time.  He glanced at Tara and noted her parted lips, her relaxed posture, and shining eyes.  She stood close to him as they walked, and her hand rested on his arm.  She displayed plenty of signals, too many for him to misinterpret.  She definitely wanted him also.
He turned and backed Tara into the nearest wall.  “I need.”  His voice was so husky, he almost didn’t recognize it.  He crowded her body with his, leaving her no place to go.  He could feel the slight tremble of her body.
She looked at him with wide eyes glazed with passion.  “I need you too.”
He searched out Tara’s mouth.  His lips hungrily claimed hers.  Raphael’s hand slid to the back of her neck.  His fingers stroked her throat.  He felt the frantic beat of her pulse, and it matched his own wild heart rate.   
He angled her head to deepen the kiss but was careful not to nip her lip with his fangs.  His hands caressed down her neck, over her breasts, and down her sides to cup her bottom.  He pushed her lower body against his hardened sex, and it swelled even more.  He reluctantly moved away from her.  
“If we don’t make it to the bedroom as soon as possible, I’m going to take you right here against the wall.”  
After his confession, she didn’t utter a denial or move to push him away, so he swept her into his arms.  She burrowed her face into the side of his neck and snuggled closer to him.  He walked as fast as he could without actually running to the master bedroom.
He pushed open the door and tried to sit Tara on the edge of the bed, but she clung to him.  “Don’t let go,” she pleaded.  Her voice vibrated with the same need that coursed through his body and heated his blood.
“Not changing my mind or letting go,” he promised.  He lowered Tara onto the bed.  “My need for you is too great.”  And it was the strongest yearning he’d ever had in all his centuries of existence.  
He clenched the hem of her sweater and pulled it over her head.  As soon as her arms were free, she returned the favor, grabbing his T-shirt, and yanking it over his head.  The creamy expanse of exposed skin, flushed rose, was beautiful, but he wanted to see the treasure currently hidden by the lacy black bra.  
He fingered the clasp and quickly bared her breasts and pebbled nipples so his eyes could feast on the beautiful sight.  They were perfect, large enough to fill his hands, but not too big.  He palmed them before lightly tugging on the nipples.  A strangled moan encouraged him to continue his exploration.  
His gaze roamed up to her face, drinking in the sight of her.  Her heavy-lidded eyes were dark with passion.  Her mouth was slightly parted, and her lush lips were swollen from his kisses.  Her wavy hair fanned out around her, and it looked exactly as he imagined it would spread out on his pillow.  He was about to make the most beautiful woman in the world his forever.
His sex ached, and he needed to get inside her sooner rather than later.  The longer he waited to claim her the higher the odds of him embarrassing himself.  His need for her was that great.
He had enough sense not to rip off her jeans and plunge inside her, but barely.  He had to make sure she was ready for him because it was going to be a rough coupling, at least the first time.  His legendary self-control was almost gone.  
He kissed her neck, breathing in her scent as he did.  He closed his eyes.  “Please tell me you really want this, and you’re ready for me,” he begged in a hoarse voice.  
Raphael felt the sting to his scalp as she twined her fingers in his hair and pulled.  “I’ve never been more ready for anything or anyone in my life,” she answered back in a passion-laced voice.  “Please, don’t make me wait any longer.”
He quickly stripped out of the rest of his clothes so that he could turn his attention where it belonged, on Tara.  He unfastened the snap and zipper of her jeans with trembling hands.  He slid the denim and black lace panties down her hips and then her legs so that she was laid out in front of him completely nude.  
The sight of her made his heart thunder away inside his chest and dried his mouth.  She was magnificent.  His gaze started at her delicate ankles and slid up slim, pale legs to the V of silky dark curls above her feminine core.  He had to touch her.
Raphael’s hands slowly roamed her body, caressing every curve, valley, and hill available to him.  She was smooth and soft, intoxicating to his senses.  His hands moved over her breasts, and he felt the hammering of her heart against his fingers.  
She reached out and grabbed him, pulling him down on top of her, and he willingly went.  The feel of her soft flesh under his body made his sex impossibly harder than it already was.  She twisted beneath him, urging him to move and ease the burning ache growing inside her.
He found her mouth and kissed her until both of them were breathless.  When he finally pulled away, they gasped for air.  Her fingers fluttered down his back, across his ass, over his stomach, and to his chest.  Her nails scraped across his nipples, and he shuddered.    
The single thread of self-control he managed to hold onto finally snapped.  Passion was the overriding emotion that ruled his senses.  It took over and demanded he take action.  He used a hand to further part her thighs and moved his lower body between her legs.  He guided the head of his swollen erection to the entrance of her waiting sex.  
He tensed the muscles in his body and thrust inside her tight, wet entrance.  The silken flesh of her sex surrounded his erection, squeezing him tight.  Pleasure zipped through his body.
Her arms wrapped around his neck, and her pleading words urged him to move.  He let go of his tightly held control and stroked in and out of her.  Her welcoming body caressed his shaft and whipped his growing passion to hurricane strength force.  Raphael continued to move inside her until the storm that raged within both of them reached a crescendo.  He emptied himself inside Tara’s core, and both of them collapsed in a sated heap of tangled body parts.
****
Tara wasn’t satisfied with the silence.  She struggled to process what was happening.  Uppermost on her mind was the fact that she finally felt whole for the first time in her life.  Even with her twin she always felt like something was missing, a part of her soul.  She was pretty sure she’d finally found her other half.  Ironic really, that the yin to her yang was a vampire.  
As elated as she was to finally make such a deep revelation, she needed answers.   Lucian, the head guardian, told them the basics but she needed a more detailed explanation.  Now that she had time to catch her breath and rest she was going to get some answers.  She sat up, pulled the sheet across her breasts, and held it in place with her arms.  
“So, I know you’re a vampire.”  She twisted her fingers together.  “I know about Drew and wolf shifters, Brianna, Brittany, and witches, and the guardians, but I don’t know what else is out there if anything.  I also don’t know how vampires and all the other beings came to exist.” And she wanted to know all there was to know about Raphael and his history.  “What else is out there. and how come my sisters and I had no idea about the existence of other paranormal beings?”
Raphael chuckled at her questions.  “Life is never going to be boring with you, is it?”  
“Well, you are a vampire, and I’m a vampire hunter, so I’d have to say no.”  It sounded like he was considering a future with her.  Warmth and happiness washed over her.   
“Boring is so overrated.  Fate knew what it was doing when it caused our paths to cross.”   He threaded his fingers through hers.  “I’ve been alive for more than four hundred years.  At twenty-four, you’re just a baby in terms of the universe.  You’ve got so much to learn.”  
“I couldn’t think of a better person to teach me all I need to know, especially when it comes to the paranormal universe.”
“I’ll gladly be your guide, starting now.”  He shifted his body.  “It’s a long story.  We should get comfortable.”  He sat up and leaned back against the headboard.  Then he motioned for Tara to sit in his lap.  
She gladly complied and nestled her body against Raphael’s.  The solid muscles of his body made her feel warm, safe and treasured.  She let out a contented sigh when he wrapped his arms around her waist and settled a chaste kiss on the side of her neck.  She half expected to feel the sting and scorching pleasure of his bite, and she was a tad disappointed when instead, he began to talk.
“Enigma is aptly named.  The town has always been a haven for the paranormal, supernatural, and mythical.    Some pass through on their way to other places and some like me have decided to settle here and make it home.” 
“So, how long have you lived here?”   Enigma was a quaint New England town, and of all the places she’d ever visited, it was right at the top of her list of favorites.  It also didn’t hurt that Zoe would be making her home there too.
“I’ve lived here off and on for almost two centuries.  I also have a residence in New Orleans.”
She arched her brows.  New Orleans was where they first met.  She was on the trail of one of the Puppet Master’s creatures.  She thought she was being followed, slipped into a busy nightclub, and ended up dancing with a tall, dark, and handsome stranger, who turned out to be Raphael. 
“So that’s your town too, and our meeting was just a coincidence?”
“Hardly.  As Lucian mentioned at the Halloween party before it was crashed, the council knew about you and your sisters.  He asked me to keep an eye on you while you were in my town, so I did.”
“Oh.”  She was a little disappointed by his confession.
He kissed the side of her neck and scraped his teeth over the sensitive flesh, causing her to shiver, but he didn’t bite.  “But I was drawn to you as soon as I laid eyes on you.  I would have followed you, and we would have had that dance regardless, don’t ever doubt it.” 
Tara smiled.  “As much as I tried to fight the attraction between us, I couldn’t do it. They’re too strong.”
“I didn’t try to fight them,” he admitted.  “I knew the attraction was stronger than anything I’ve ever encountered in all my centuries of existence, and I’m not one to fight a battle doomed to end in defeat.”
“This is all so strange to me.  I’ve spent the last ten years since my parents were murdered, hating and hunting vampires.  Then I met you and everything changed, for the better,” she quickly added.  
She sighed.  “I just find it hard to believe vampires and other beings have escaped detection by humans for as long as they have.  I mean my sisters and I only know because it’s the family business handed down from generation to generation.  We’re humans, but we were taught to hide our purpose from others for fear of being labeled unstable or crazy.”  
“For good reason,” he said.  “Just as you keep your hunter ancestry and the natural born ability to spot the evil that resides in some beings a secret, so do other paranormal beings.  It’s a survival strategy born over the centuries by the mass persecution of those who are perceived as different and feared for those differences.”
“The Salem witch trials,” Tara whispered so low that a normal human would have never heard her.
  The arms wrapped around her waist tightened.  “Yes just like the Salem witch trials,” he agreed. “It was a horrible time in the history of all paranormal creatures.”  
She covered his hands with hers and squeezed.  “I’m glad my ancestry didn’t scare you away.  Not that I doubt your preternatural speed, agility, and strength,” she added, “because your power and strength would be obvious to anyone.” 
Tara felt him shrug his shoulders.  “A vampire’s preternatural senses are strong enough to detect the differences in everyone he meets, and like you, we can distinguish between good and evil.  That’s how I knew you were not a threat to me despite you being a hunter.  The same can be said for shifters and guardians as well.”
Tara whipped around, her long hair hitting Raphael in the face as she did so.  “Speaking of shifters and guardians, what else is out there I need to know about?”
“There are several shifters in Enigma, not just wolves and cats.”
“Cats?” she croaked.  “Like tigers and lions?”
“No, like domestic house cats,” he said with a grin.  “The guardians were created by ancient Egyptian gods to keep other paranormal beings in check.  They needed to blend in with humans, so the gods made them in the image of man and the idolized housecat.”
Tara’s mouth dropped open.  “Unbelievable.”  She started to laugh.  “Does Kara know?  As stubborn as she is when it comes to the guardian, I think there might be something between her and Alexander.”  
“I don’t know what your sister does or doesn’t know about guardians, but it’s definitely possible that something is brewing between them.  There is a legendary magnetism that seems to draw guardians and witches together.”  
“We’re not witches,” she corrected out of habit more than conviction.
“Your ancestors were,” he reminded her.  
Tara laughed out loud.  “I love my twin, I really do, but this is Karma.  I hope that guardians are just as stubborn as vampires.”
“I prefer to think of myself as persistent, but yes, guardians are stubborn by nature.  It might as well be in their DNA.  It’s how they were designed.  After all, they are the beings charged with keeping balance in the universe and chasing down rogue beings.”
“So in the overall scheme of things, guardians are very important.”
“Yes, Enigma was founded by guardians.  This paranormal haven wouldn’t exist without their forethought and vigilance.”
“Do guardians ever go bad,” she worriedly asked.  
“No, it’s never happened, ever.”
That was one less thing for her to worry about.  She sucked on her bottom lip.  “I guess we got off topic, there’s just so much to learn, and I want to know it all,” she excitedly announced.  “So any other shifters I need to know about?”
“Raptor shifters.”
“What?”  Her eyes grew wide, and her mouth dropped open.  “Like the birds of prey?”
“Yes, falcons, hawks, eagles.  Craig Aquila is an eagle shifter who works for the Enigma Police Department.  He’s the go-between for the council and local law enforcement.”
“I bet that comes in handy when deranged human puppets are terrorizing the neighborhood.”
“Indeed it does, some things would be hard to explain otherwise.”  He frowned.  “Some of the most famous unsolved serial killer cases were actually rogue paranormal beings that were eventually stopped by guardians.”    
  Tara clenched her hands into fists and frowned.  “Like the Puppet Master?”  She shivered all over.  “What else should I know about?”  
“There are mermen who originally came from the ocean surrounding Enigma.  Now they spend most of their time in human form and away from the ocean.  They all have extravagant backyard pools, however.”  He chuckled. “You wouldn’t want to sneak up on one of them.  You might get a face full of water courtesy of a slapping tail.  Greek gods of myth have also been known to visit Enigma on occasion.  Athena, the Greek Goddess of warfare and strategy, especially likes to visit Enigma but none of them have been around lately.  Several dropped in on the Halloween party a few years back.  That party was one for the books.  Brittany, Julie, and Selena met their soul mates then.”
Tara could relate, but she didn’t dare admit it, not yet.  She turned the conversation back to paranormal beings.  “Greek gods and goddesses?  Next, you’ll be telling me Santa Claus is real.”
“Of course he is.  Last time I saw him, he was with Athena at the before-mentioned party.  He sought out her help to fulfill a child’s Christmas wish.  The child, his mom, and step-dad are residents of Enigma now.  The mom is a flight nurse and the step-dad a pilot.  They work for the local hospital.”
“Fascinating.”  She couldn’t wait to share all of this information with her twin.  Having Christmas spirit and knowing Santa really exists are two different things.  “What was the boy’s Christmas wish?  Do you know?”
“He wanted a father.  He got one, and the town got a top-notch helicopter pilot for the hospital.  A win-win for everyone involved.”
 Tara felt her mouth drop.  She really shouldn’t be surprised by anything now that she knew vampires weren’t the only mythical creatures who existed, but Santa Claus, wow!  “I had no idea.” Tara couldn’t hide her astonishment.  She would never look at Christmas the same way ever again.
She turned around and straddled Raphael’s lap with her legs.  She wanted to be facing him for the next part of the conversation.  It was time to get down to the nitty-gritty.  “Tell me about vampires.  Where did you come from?  I learned enough to know you're born not created, but how is that possible?”
****
Raphael’s lips twitched into a smile.  He loved that Tara was so curious especially about him and the legend of his ancestors.  He knew the story well, but he’d never related it to anyone before.  It was taboo for paranormal beings to discuss their true identity with any human.  There were a few exceptions.  Tara was one of those exceptions, the most important.  He knew after they danced together in New Orleans that she was the only one for him, the other half of his soul.  His heart was now irrevocably bound to hers.  Tara needed to know the legend so that she knew what she faced, hopefully for several centuries to come.
****
Tara watched as Raphael got a faraway look in his eyes and then they glazed over completely.  She sensed he gathered his thoughts and words.  She snuggled closer to him and laid her head on his shoulder.  When he began to speak, Tara looked up and focused on him.  
Longing and an indescribable need for Raphael ran soul deep.  She didn’t think love at first sight existed until tonight.  She hadn’t believed in a lot of things before now!  The very foundation of her beliefs was being challenged.  It was both scary and exhilarating.
“Way back in time almost at the beginning of civilization in Mesopotamia, there was a wealthy old man who had gone through three wives and was still denied a much-wanted son.  The man knew he was nearing the end of his time and he desperately wanted an heir.  Against his latest wife’s wishes, he bargained with one of the lesser gods.  The god was generally thought of as evil, but the old man was desperate.  The god who sometimes took the form of a combination of canine and bird of prey was hungry for power and wanted to rise among the gods.”
Tara shivered.  Raphael absently stroked her hair.  She leaned into the comforting gesture.  “Go on,” she encouraged.  “What kind of deal did they make and what happened?”  
“The god wanted at least ten blood sacrifices made in his honor.  One for each month of pregnancy and then one after the child was born.  The old man agreed.  He made his first sacrifice the next day and another one exactly one month later.  His wife began to show signs of pregnancy and the old man continued with the sacrifices.”
“But something went wrong,” Tara guessed.  
“Of course.  The old man died with two months of pregnancy and three promised sacrifices left.  The wife, who had never wanted her husband to bargain with the evil god, refused to continue the sacrifices.”
Her scalp prickled, and there was a quiver in her stomach.  Tara sucked in a breath and slowly released it.  Even though a feeling of dread pressed into her, she still had to know what happened.  She intently listened to his continued words.
“Two months later she gave birth to three small and sickly male children.  The God who often took the shape of a winged canine visited her bedside and told her that she had given birth to three males that would always remind her of her folly.  Since he was denied his blood sacrifices, she gave birth to one child who would need the blood of others to survive.  The other two males were made in the evil God's likeness.  One could shift into a wolf at will, while the other could take the shape of the fiercest bird in the region, a falcon.”  He paused, and Tara closed her eyes as she tried to process his words.
Tara’s startled gasp filled the air of the bedchamber.  She looked up at Raphael in time to catch the twisted grimace that crossed his face. She caressed his cheek with a soft and loving hand, silently encouraging him to continue.
“The midwife noticed the strange looking fur and feathers of the second and third born children.  Fearing that a dark evil was at work and that the children would be a curse to every human in the vicinity she left them outside to the elements.”  He shrugged.  “Obviously they survived because wolf and raptor shifters still walk among us today.”  He cleared his throat and continued.
“Meanwhile the first baby grew two fangs before it was a week old, and the mother now a widow and fearful for the life of her only child allowed the baby to nurse blood from her instead of milk.  She prayed for his well-being and asked for mercy from the greater gods.  The baby grew stronger every day as it continued to be fed blood.”  Raphael offered Tara a small smile.  “The intake of fresh blood fought disease and sickness, and the baby grew into a healthy child, teen, and then young adult.  Somewhere around thirty, however, he stopped aging.”
She continued to stare at him with wide eyes and an open mouth, and he kept talking.  “The legend goes that the intake of fresh blood, thanks to a blessing by the greater gods, continually healed his body from damage, including aging.  Therefore, as long as he continued to drink fresh blood without catastrophic injury and severe loss of blood he could live forever.”  He paused.
Tara was fascinated by the legend, but she sensed there was more.  “What happened next?”  She wanted to know everything.
“The original vampire eventually found a wife.  He shared his blood and its healing powers with her, and she was able to live as long as he did.  They lived for many centuries and had almost twenty children.  All but three of those children were males.  The gods the mother prayed to were not able to completely lift the curse of the evil god.  Therefore, all male descendants from the original vampire are born with fangs and the need to feed on human blood to survive.  Those children went forth all over the Earth, found mates, and the vampire population began to grow.”  
“Why are vampires mostly active at night?” Tara asked.
“The earliest vampires did most of their hunting at night so that they could hide and keep their true nature a secret.  Eventually, over the centuries vampires developed an allergy to sunlight.  Severe burns including those from the sun do too much damage too quickly for our blood to heal the body.”  
“Thus the need for fifty SPF, long pants, long-sleeved shirts, and dark sunglasses,” she said.
“That’s right.  If I continue to share blood with you, which I will since we’re a couple, you will be susceptible to sunlight as well.  It won’t kill you, but you’ll need to watch your exposure.  Always wear sunglasses when you’re outside during daylight hours and wear a stronger SPF than what you’re used to,” he warned.  He looked Tara straight in the eyes baring his deepest secret.  
“The only way a vampire can die is a catastrophic injury that causes them to bleed out including severe trauma directly to the heart and decapitation or a severe burn over a large area of his body.”
She was surprised but pleased he trusted her enough to share such personal and vital information with her.  “Wow,” Tara breathed in deep and then slowly let the air out of her lungs.  Her voice lowered to a whisper.  “So vampires and animal shifters are related in the cosmic scheme of things.  That means you and Drew are kind of like distant cousins.”  
Raphael nodded his agreement.  “That’s one way to look at it, but it would be very distant,” he laughed.
“Where were you born?  Something about you reminds me of Italy.”
He gave her an approving nod and a big smile.  “The oldest of the original vampire’s sons traveled the world and eventually settled in what is now Italy.  I was born there during the early seventeenth century.  Alessandro, the vampire who hosted the Halloween party, was born about a decade before me in the same region.  We’ve known each other for centuries.”
Tara sucked in her bottom lip and nipped at it.  She needed clarification on something.   “And with all these blood exchanges there’s no chance I’ll transform into a vampire?”
“None at all,” he reassured her.  “Vampires can only be born, not made, and they’re all male.  A vampire’s chosen mate shares his blood and its superior healing and anti-aging power.  The mate reaps the benefits of the blood, but she won’t actually turn into a vampire.”
Tara thought back to the coppery taste of blood she remembered tasting during their lovemaking.  Her eyes widened.  “I know you’ve fed me your blood more than once and I know you took my blood tonight as well.”  Her hand moved to the upper swell of her breast.
“I did,” he admitted.  You are my chosen mate, Tara.  The intense physical attraction between us is obvious, but it’s more than that.”
Tara agreed.  She’d never had feelings this strong before.  She couldn’t argue with what he said.  From the first moment she met him in New Orleans, she felt the invisible pull that existed between them.  
“We are bound together by fate, the gods, and now my blood.”
Tara was speechless.  This was a lot to digest.  She should probably be alarmed, but Raphael was right.  Her intuitive powers that aided her hunting told her without a doubt that Raphael was her soul mate and the one she needed to share the rest of her life with.  “I need to sleep on this.  Being mated to a vampire is going to take some getting used to.  Maybe I should go back to my room at the inn.”  She started to get up, but Raphael grasped her wrist.
“I need you to stay here with me.  As you now know, vampires and other paranormal beings, for the most part, try to blend in and hide their true identities from humans.  However, there are those that know of our existence.  They’ve passed down the secret through the generations in some families.”
“Like the Myers family,” Tara pointed out.  
Raphael frowned and vigorously shook his head.  “These hunters are nothing like you and your sisters.  They live only to destroy all beings perceived as different from them, regardless of good or evil.  Now that you are mated to a vampire you are not safe.  We cannot forget about the Puppet Master and his creatures either.”
Tara shivered at the reminder of the nasty monsters who almost ended her life.  She kissed him.  “Okay, you win.”  Tara wasn’t convinced she was in danger, but Raphael was hard to refuse.  She snuggled back into his strong embrace and immediately fell asleep.
 



SIX
The jarring vibration of his phone snapped Raphael awake.  His hearing was acute enough that even the slightest sound could bring him to awareness.  He grabbed it off the nightstand and quickly answered.  
“It’s Lucian,” a firm voice snapped out.  “Phillip and Alexander were out on patrol, keeping an eye on things in Enigma.” He took a deep breath and paused.
A cold chill slithered down Raphael’s spine.  Lucian was never one to stall for time.  “What aren’t you telling me?” he demanded to know.  
Understanding finally dawned.  “You said Alexander, is Kara with him?”  He gripped the phone hard enough to crack the plastic.  If anything happened to her twin, Tara would be crushed.
“No, as far as I know, your hunter’s twin is fine.  She and Zoe are with Drew.  But Phillip and Alexander did find the Puppet Master and what amounts to a small army.  They managed to kill several of his puppets, and the master vampire is on the run, but both of the guardians are injured.  They need aid pronto.  The Gannons and the rest of the council, including myself, are converging on the town square.  If you want in on this battle, you better move now.”
“I’ll be on my way in less than five.”  He disconnected without saying goodbye.  He got out of bed as quietly as possible, trying his best not to disturb Tara.  The shit was about to hit the fan, and he didn’t want her anywhere near the fallout.  
He slid on a clean pair of briefs and jeans.  The black T-shirt was halfway on when he heard the rustle of sheets and Tara’s sleepy voice.  
“What’s wrong, where are you going?”  
“A couple of guardians on the council think they’ve cornered the Puppet Master and the rest of his ghoulish creatures.”
“That should be good news, but you don’t look too happy.  What aren’t you telling me?”  Her eyes grew wide.  “You said guardians.  Was Alexander one of them?”
He nodded.  “Before you get too upset, your sister is fine.  She wasn’t with him, but the two guardians have minor injuries and are still battling the zombie-like creatures.  Reinforcements are needed, sooner rather than later.  I have got to go.”
He finished sliding the black T-shirt over his head just in time to see her throw off the covers and get out of bed.  He held up a hand.  “Whoa, where do you think you’re going?”  He let out an aggravated sigh.  He most definitely didn’t want to argue with her, and he didn’t have time to spare.  
She narrowed her eyes.  “With you, of course.”  
“Nope,” his flat voice left no room for argument.  Too bad Tara did not get the memo.
“Of course I am.  I’m a hunter.  My sisters and I have been on the trail of that monster for months.  I almost died because of him,” she said in disgust.  “I have to see this through.” 
He didn’t have time to waste arguing with her.  He’d just have to do a better job of keeping an eye on Tara this time.  “Fine, but you better not leave my sight,” he demanded.
She didn’t argue.  She went to the closet and sorted through the clothes her sisters brought over while she was healing.  He watched her shimmy into a pair of skintight black leather pants.  She slid a tight-fitting, long-sleeved, black leather shirt over her head and covered it with a black leather vest.  
“One more minute,” she promised.  She grabbed a pair of thigh high leather boots with a very manageable one-inch heel and sat on the edge of the bed to slip them on. That done, she kneeled next to the bed and pulled out a long flat case.  She opened it, exposing a cache of weapons for her to choose from.  She picked two wicked looking daggers one for each boot.  Then she grabbed a short sword and sheathed it in a loop on the leather vest.  Another long knife went into a second loop on the other side.
“I’m armed and ready to take down that bastard the Puppet Master and all his minions once and for all.”
Raphael approved in more ways than one.  She was sexy as hell in the all black outfit.  But even better than the aesthetic quality of the clothes was the protective benefits of the leather.  He knew the leather was tough and would help protect her tender skin during battle.  
His chest puffed out with pride for his mate.  Her courage was extraordinary.  Only days after almost dying, she was ready to rejoin the fray when no one, least of all him, would blame her for sitting this one out.
She stood.  “Ready?”
He walked to her side, pulled her into his arms and kissed her until their lungs were starved for air.  “Now I’m ready.”  He released her.  “I need to grab a couple of weapons,” he told her.  Not that he really needed them, but he grabbed his two favorite blades and rushed her out of the house and into his armored SUV.  He was hoping he could talk Tara into staying put inside the vehicle once they got to where they were going, but he wasn’t holding his breath.   
His heart grew heavier with every mile that put them closer to the danger.  Raphael wished he could give her another warning, but he was currently on a three-way call with Lucian Petrakos and Mitch Gannon planning their strategy of attack.  He pulled up next to the curve about two blocks from the town square.  “Just parked and will be coming in on the south side of the square,” he barked into the phone.  “Oh, and Tara’s with me, couldn’t talk her into staying home.”
“Drew couldn’t shake Zoe or Kara either,” Mitch replied. 
“Alexander is not going to like that,” Lucian said with a sigh.  “About the hunters, they’re more than capable of killing the puppets but do not let them get on the rogue vampire’s radar.  He’s far too powerful for the hunters to battle successfully,” he warned.
  “Got it!”  Raphael disconnected the call and turned all of his attention to Tara.  
She was fidgeting in her seat and tapping her fingers against her thigh.  She looked more than ready to surge into action.  Raphael’s gut churned, and his heart hammered against his chest.  Raphael’s legendary cool was gone.  He cupped her face with both hands and rested his forehead against hers.  
“Stay smart and stay safe,” he pleaded.  “Think with your head, not your heart.”  He didn’t give her a chance to respond. Otherwise, he’d beg her to stay in the vehicle locked away from danger.  He yanked open the door and waited for her to join him.  
His paranormal hearing picked up the thuds, grunts, and clash of metal against metal.  He began to run toward the center of the noise.  He glanced over his shoulder long enough to assure that Tara was close on his heels.  He tempered his speed because he didn’t dare leave her behind in case she was ambushed.  
His eyes widened as soon as they turned a corner and the town square came into view.  He froze to assess the situation.  He felt Tara slam into his back then heard her audible gasp.  The square was filled with guardians, wolf shifters, and a couple of vampires fighting and trying to contain a multitude of the evil, lurching zombie-like creatures.  
Several women he recognized and knew to be witches led by Brianna formed a loose circle around the makeshift battleground the town square had become. They raised their voices, chanting the rhythmic words of a spell.  Raphael instinctively knew the witches were shielding the unusual activity from any human eyes and ears that might be out at three in the morning.  He knew better than to worry about their safety.  Brianna was the most powerful witch alive and her granddaughter Brittany was almost as powerful.  They would have done a protection spell first thing to put up a protective barrier between them and the battle.  
His gaze roved the area for any sign of the master vampire they sought.  He wanted to strike hard and fast and end the carnage as soon as possible.  He noted a weak spot in the witches’ barrier and followed the surge of energy that insidiously attacked their magic.  
He was sidetracked when Tara’s fingernails dug into his shoulder.  He glanced at her and followed her gaze to where Zoe and Drew fought back to back.  They were surrounded by four growling, slashing, determined monsters.  Before he could stop her, Tara sprinted toward her older sister with the blade of her favorite long knife raised.  She’d almost reached one of the two creatures attacking her sister before he even had a chance to let out a breath.  
His heart just about thumped its way out of his chest.  He had to pull it together.  He was not one to hesitate, and now was definitely not the time to start.  He reached deep inside him to call on the magic and power of his ancestors.  Not too many people knew that his mother was one of the rare female children born to a mated guardian and witch.  That meant he not only had vampire blood in his veins, but he also had magic, powerful magic.  
He shifted so that his hands thickened with muscles until they were almost double in size, and his nails sprouted and thickened to seven-inch claws capable of taking off a puppet's head in a single swipe.  He used his paranormal speed to roar past Tara, beating her to her intended target.  He swung hard and fast.  His sharp claws slid through flesh and bone easier than a hot knife through butter.  The zombie-like creature ceased to be and fell to the ground in a lifeless heap.
Tara gave him a grateful smile that lit up her whole face before the hardened look of battle slipped into place.  He watched her bump fists with Zoe and then it was on to destroy the next evil puppet who dared to get too close.  Two creatures lurched toward him, one stalking him from behind while the other distracted him.
****
Mind-numbing fear gripped Tara, momentarily paralyzing her.  Seeing her sister surrounded by evil and fighting for her life was bad enough, but watching Raphael engaged in battle with creatures hell-bent on destroying him was worse than facing off against evil herself.  That’s when it hit her, right there in the middle of an epic battle of good versus evil.  It wasn’t just lust, she loved Raphael too.   
The realization freed her.  Tara shook off the fright, got her mind back in the fight, and joined the combat.  “Watch your back,” she screamed at Raphael.  He traded blows with one zombie-like creature while a second one tried to take advantage of his distraction and attack him from behind.  It wasn’t happening on Tara’s watch.  
If the creature even noticed her, he dismissed her as being harmless because he didn’t give Tara a second look. He immediately converged on Raphael.  Tara made her move.  She freed her favorite weapon from its sheath and jumped toward the zombie.  The blade glided through the air and sliced through flesh and bone.  The severed head flew through the air and landed several feet from the lifeless body it was once connected to.   
There were so many skirmishes going on around her, Tara didn’t have time to celebrate her victory.  She moved on to the next threat.  Kara and Alexander for once weren’t fighting or participating in their own warped style of flirting.  Instead, they stood back to back, working together to defeat any threat that got too close.
Another creature lurched toward her twin and Alexander.  Tara launched herself toward them.  That’s when she saw him.  
All the air left her lungs, and her heart stopped beating for a fraction of a second.  The otherwise handsome face was marred by the sharp edges of cruelty.   It was a face no one would ever forget.  It was the face of nightmares.  It was the vampire who’d ripped out her parents’ throats, bathed in their blood, and laughed as they took their last breaths.    
He began to move toward her, his movements so smooth he seemed to float on air.  Tara took an involuntary step backward but didn’t dare take her eyes off of the evil being steadily getting closer.  She heard her twin scream her name.  It was enough of a jolt to get her moving.  She tightened her hold on the hilt of her favorite long knife, widened her legs into a fighting stance, and prepared herself for the most significant battle she’d ever face.  
She was immediately flanked on both sides by her sisters.  She heard their collective audible gasps and knew she’d been right about the Puppet Master’s identity.  The three Myers sisters stood side by side, blades raised, ready to fight.  And so it had come full circle.  An overwhelming sense of peace washed over her as she braced herself for the fight of her life. 
****
Jillian Byrd stepped out of the protective circle of witches with her hands raised.  She’d waited as long as she could, but each little nick, cut, and injury added up.  The thick, soul-sucking gloom of despair was pushing at her, weighing on her, she couldn’t postpone the inevitable anymore.  It was time to dig deep and grasp onto to what little bit of courage she could muster and do what she was born to do.  
Her gaze collided with her mate, Dante, the third oldest guardian in the world.  He was a powerful being in his own right but combined, the two of them were almost unbeatable.  She could do it.  She just had to have faith in herself and her powers.  She’d worked hard with Brianna, Brittany, Selena, and Julie, increasing her skill and honing her magic.
Her town, her friends, the side of good were in dire need, and she would not let them down.  Jillian raised a hand to Dante, and he did the same.  Lightning flashed in the sky, lighting the square.  Thunder boomed, shaking the very foundation of the buildings that surrounded them.  She felt the linking not only with Dante but with every paranormal being in the square.  Sheer power in its purest form arched from all of them straight to Jillian.   
White hot power filled her. Jillian’s form became less physical, almost pure energy.  She glowed until she was nearly as bright as the sun.  She was weightless and floated several feet off the ground.  Everyone else, even the puppets, stood frozen in shock at the intimidating display of magic and strength.  
The master vampire seemed to snap out of his stupor first.  He turned his attention away from the Myers sisters and put it squarely on Jillian.  She felt the power coalesce inside her until it reached a crescendo.  The vampire’s soul was so black and rotted from the evil within that even the strength of her light could not dispel the shadows that surrounded him.  But deep down in her soul, Jillian knew he could be defeated.
She cupped her hands and directed all the power coursing through her to her palms.  Jillian used her mind to force the energy into the shape of a ball just as the vampire flew through the air toward her. The murderous rage on his face was easy to interpret.  
It all happened in a split second, but it was the stuff of legends, and paranormal beings would speak of the one moment in time for centuries to come.  Jillian raised her arms over her head and flung the pulsing ball of power toward the rogue vampire.  It enveloped the Puppet Master instantly turning him into a charred heap of ash.  But she wasn’t done yet.  Trails of energy shot from him to each of his puppets. One by one the evil servants burst into flame.  A strong, wailing wind swept through town, scattering the ashes to the four corners of the Earth until nothing malicious was left in the square or within Enigma’s borders.
 



SEVEN
Tara stretched out her legs and leaned back into Raphael’s solid form.  His arms wrapped around her waist and pulled her close, and it felt right.  More right than anything in her life, and she knew without a doubt that she belonged with Raphael.  They were soul mates, meant to be together and to love each other.   She took a sip of the warm apple cider and sighed in contentment.  
After their victory in the epic battle, hours before, they went home, cleaned themselves up, and fell into a deep sleep in each other's arms.  They slept the day away, and now they snuggled up together on the floor in front of the living room fireplace.  It was a cozy and ideal scene for a chilly autumn night, but Tara was having a hard time relaxing.  There was just too much on her mind.
“That was the most amazing and scariest thing I’ve seen in my life,” she said of Jillian Byrd.  “I never want to get on that woman’s bad side,” she joked.  “What was that anyway?”
“It was a power of mythical proportions.  One that is rare and pure.”  He shook his head.  “I’ve heard whispers of such a thing, but I’ve never seen it before.  Evidently, Jillian Byrd is a conduit.  A powerful born witch who can absorb all the power and magic around her and use it herself.”
“She zapped the evilest being I’ve ever had the misfortune to come across and turned him into nothing but a flimsy pile of dust.  It was incredible, almost as incredible as you,” she shyly admitted.   Things were moving fast between her and Raphael.  Now she felt bad about teasing her sister so much about Drew because she knew exactly how Zoe felt.  Love was worth making changes for, and there was no better time than the present.  
She cleared her throat and nervously wrung her fingers together.  “Um, now that the Puppet Master AKA the evil bastard who murdered my parents is dead,” she closed her eyes and breathed deep.  It was a great relief, more than she could describe, to know that an evil being bent on hurting others had been destroyed.  “I feel liberated.  I want to make some big changes, starting with vampire hunting.”
She felt him stiffen behind her.  “Those changes better include me,” he demanded.  “Your future and mine are linked together and are one and the same as far as I’m concerned.”
Tara turned around and threw her arms around his neck.  “Me too.  I want to make Enigma my home base.  With you and Zoe living here, there’s nowhere else I want to be.”
“Good, we can make our relationship official by moving in together, immediately.”  He winked at her.  “I want you by my side night after night.”  
She smiled at him.  “Glad that’s settled because I love it here,” she confessed in a husky whisper.  “I love Enigma, and I love you,” she happily opened her heart to him.
He squeezed her so tight she gave an involuntary squeak.  She felt his perpetual stubble rasp across her face as he rubbed his chin against the side of her neck.  “I love you too.”  He scraped his fangs across the sensitive flesh of her neck, and she shivered all over.  “I want us to spend eternity together.”
“Eternity sounds like a really long time, but with you, I know it’ll pass quicker than the blink of an eye.  Whether we have a century, or a thousand years together, I’ll love every nanosecond of it.”  She closed her eyes and let out a satisfied sigh.  “I can feel your love for me, but it’s nice to hear you say it,” she admitted.  
She leaned into Raphael and kissed him.  Her tongue traced his lips then darted inside, tentatively touching his fangs before sliding pass them to explore the rest of his mouth.  Both of them were panting when she reluctantly pulled away.  Tara still had something to say, and she needed to say it before the simmering passion they shared fogged her mind and made her forget.  
“I will definitely be saying I love you a lot more often if I can get that kind of response,” he teased.
Tara sighed again, this one more restless.  She looked into his ice-blue eyes until she felt the familiar flutter of her heart.  It seemed to be a constant reaction whenever Raphael was nearby.  “I hope you won’t be too disappointed that I’m retiring from the vampire hunting business.”
He arched his brows.  “Nope, not disappointed at all.  In fact, I couldn’t be more thrilled.  I was sweating it out trying to decide how I was going to broach the subject of you quitting.  I don’t want you risking your life day after day.”
“In all honesty, it was never an everyday kind of thing.  Battles were few and far between before we started encountering the puppets.”
“Doesn’t matter.  Once is one time too many as far as I’m concerned.  After finally finding my soulmate I don’t think I could live without you.  It would be a bleak existence that wouldn’t be worth living,” Raphael solemnly confided.
“Well, now that my parents’ murders have been avenged, the threat of the Puppet Master is gone, and I know that the council and guardians are out there protecting humans I can give up the legacy without any guilt.”
“Thank the gods!”  Raphael muttered.  “I just knew your job was going to be our first fight.”
She shrugged.  “I’m not sure why you thought that.  The danger of the chase and the blood and gore of the hunt were never my passion.  Honestly, I hated it, and I won’t miss it at all.  Neither will Zoe.  She’s officially retiring as well.”
“I kind of figured that when I saw her and Drew together at dinner.  What about Kara?”
She didn’t know what her twin was going to do, and it really bothered her.  “Unlike Zoe who had an obligation to lead us on the hunt and me who didn’t want to let my sisters down, Tara actually loves flirting with danger.  She lives for the hunt.  I don’t think she’s going to give it up.”
“Alexander’s not going to be too happy about that,” Raphael said with a smirk.  “But I’m sure he’ll work out something with Lucian and the rest of the council so he can keep an eye on her.”
“I hope so.  The thought of Kara flitting from one dangerous adventure to another scares me.”  Tara cuddled up to Raphael, soaking in his warmth and breathing in his scent.  She buried her face against his neck to muffle her loud laughter, but it didn’t work.  She laughed so hard her body shook from head to toe.  He let her laugh without interruption.  
Finally, after she was able to get ahold of herself and stop the giggling fit, she wiped the tears from her eyes and caught her breath.  “Sorry, but that is one clash of wills I’m going to be sad to miss.  And for the record, my money’s on my twin.  Never have I met a more stubborn person.”
“I don’t know,” Raphael said.  “Guardians, like felines, are tenacious and persistent creatures.  Alexander is showing all the signs of a being who’s found his soul mate.  He won’t let go easily.”  
“I hope so.  Since meeting Drew, Zoe is the happiest I’ve ever seen her. You brighten my days, add passion to my nights, and make my life better all the way around.  I’ve definitely never been happier.”  She rubbed her face against his stubble-roughened chin, reminding herself that this wasn’t a dream but the wonderful reality of her life.
“If I know Alexander, he’ll keep his eyes on your sister until it’s time to pounce.  And no one is better at playing cat and mouse games than a guardian.”
“I just want my twin to find what we have with someone who’s worthy of her.  She deserves to feel the passion, joy, and happiness of true love.”  Tara wanted everyone to experience the wonders of true love but thought no one deserved it more than her adventure-loving twin.
“I think your wish for your sister will come true sooner rather than later.  For now, I want to work on making my wish come true.”  He nuzzled the side of her neck.  She felt the scrape of his teeth against her sensitive flesh.  She shivered in anticipation and gave herself over to the erotic thrill of his bite, the intensity of their lovemaking, and her vampire’s embrace.
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ONE
Darkness, her old friend, enveloped Kara Myers, giving her anonymity.  Or so she thought.   But one could never be sure who or what watched from the shadows.
She skirted the edge of the empty lot, walking over cracked pavement.  She deftly sidestepped weeds, broken glass, rocks, and dirt.  Downtown, with its numerous bars, was well lit and busy.   This part of the city, however, seemed almost forgotten so late at night.  
She picked up her pace, careful not to lose her footing on the uneven ground.  A faint scraping sound, so slight she almost missed it, caused her to pause.  Kara opened her senses, assessing the danger.  The smell of stale cigarettes, rotting garbage, and dust assailed her nostrils.  Something, probably a rodent, skittered across the pavement. 
The night whispered tales of secret horrors that were best left undiscovered.  It held the taint of terror.  The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, and she shivered.   
Seconds later, a short-lived, blood-curdling scream pierced her ears before it abruptly ended.  She craned her neck and tried to figure out where the sound originated.  Her sight landed on the nearest alley.  She gripped the hilt of her favorite knife with a sweaty palm and trembling hand and moved toward the back street.  
Her blood sizzled, her body tingled, and her heart pounded.  The coppery smell of blood teased her nostrils as soon as she entered the dark and narrow space.  Dirt, grime, and litter covered the area.  Rotting garbage filled an overflowing dumpster, and still, the awful stench wasn’t enough to cover the unmistakable scent of freshly spilled blood.  
A sudden gust of wind howled through the walled space, rattling the open lid of the trash bin and blowing loose paper down the narrow confines of the passageway.  As if sensing the impending danger, a stray dog scurried past Kara and into the street.  Rodents scampered into crevices and holes, seeking shelter.  Somehow she knew the mass exodus had nothing to do with her.  
Closing out the sounds and smells of the alley, Kara used her excellent night vision to penetrate the shadows.  She spied a hooded and robed culprit.  He kneeled over a prone body, and he appeared to be washing his hands in the blood of his victim.  
Kara’s stomach lurched at the sickening sight.  Ice cold fingers of dread shivered down her spine.  She took a deep breath, locked down her emotions, and tightened the grip on her weapon.  
She forced herself to slowly swivel her head and take in the bloody scene.  A wicked looking knife covered in the crimson fluid of life was discarded off to the side.  Kara didn’t know of any vampire or shifter that needed a blade to kill.  She narrowed her eyes, pinched her lips together, and felt her temper soar.  This was a sicko of the mortal variety.  
While he probably deserved death, judgment of humans was not her job.  It was a matter for local law enforcement to handle.  She took a couple of steps back, intending to call 9-1-1 and report the murder.  
The heel of her boot struck a broken pipe.  The resulting clatter sounded as loud as an exploding bomb.  “Not good,” she muttered under her breath.  Her heart stalled, and she froze.  
The murderer spun around and stared at her with cold, flinty eyes.  Kara shivered all the way down to her soul.  The cold fist of fear clenched her heart, and the organ felt like it beat triple time.  The oily, oppressive feel of pure evil surrounded her and coated her skin.
She stiffened her already ramrod straight spine, spread her feet, and narrowed her eyes on the killer.  She’d faced zombie-like creatures, demented vampires, and knew that things that went bump in the night really did exist.  An evil murderer might give her the creeps, but he didn’t leave her paralyzed with fear.  He might not be the opponent she expected, but when cornered she would stand her ground and fight.  
The man threw off the hood, revealing his blood-smeared lips and face.  He raised a boney, bloodstained hand and beckoned her.  “Come, sacrifice yourself to help slacken my thirst,” he spoke in a sing-song voice. 
The rhythmic tone might have been mesmerizing to some but not Kara.  Despite her bravado, her stomach churned.  She took an instinctive step backward on trembling legs even though she’d faced down much worse and walked away to tell the tale.   
The man threw back his head and let out a fiendish laugh.  “A little shy?  No matter.”  He began chanting in a language she didn’t understand.  
Kara shivered.   The man had yet to pick up his weapon or make a move toward her.  Still, her senses tingled, warning her to retreat.  She spun around to do exactly that, but it was too late.  
Black-robed figures shuffled out of the shadows, surrounding her from all sides.  Several flashes of metal warned her they were armed.  Kara bit back a surprised gasp.  She’d been so focused on the killer in front of her she hadn’t sensed the presence of the others.  She hoped it didn’t prove to be a fatal mistake.  
Her gaze darted to the weapons her attackers held.  She needed to know what she was up against.  All five of the hooded figures carried identical daggers with curved blades.  One of the men sprang forward, striking out at her.  
She gracefully twisted to the side.  The cold steel of the blade kissed her skin.  The cut stung, but not enough to slow her down.  She spread her feet to maintain her balance and struck hard and fast.  The razor-sharp blade of her favorite knife plunged into the side of her attacker.  
He let out a grunt and fell to the ground.   A wet stain spread across the material of the black robe.  She took some satisfaction in being the first one to score a substantial hit, but there wasn’t time to dwell on the small victory.  As if they were sharks scenting blood in the ocean, the other four robed figures trudged closer.  Eerily enough, they didn’t stop their chanting.    
She brandished the knife in front of her, turning a quick circle to cover all sides.  At the last second, before the hooded figures closed in on her and presumably tried to overpower her, a loud hissing noise, reminiscent of a pissed off cat, sounded throughout the alley.  Everyone froze except for Kara.  She knew what the sound meant.  Her one-man cavalry had arrived.
She wanted to be irritated that Alexander still followed her almost a year after she left Enigma, but not this time.  The tension locking her muscles in a tight coil instantly released, and a giggle escaped before she could stop it.  The hooded figures might have thought she, a lone woman, was an easy target, but they were in for the shock of their lives.  Besides her skills as a vampire hunter, she came with a stalkerish guardian who was practically impossible to kill and definitely knew how to kick ass.
Right on cue, he gracefully dropped out of the sky with feline precision.  Alexander, a shapeshifter born of the magic of the gods of ancient Egypt, was a mix of human and animal.  He embodied all the best qualities of man and cat.  And Kara had never been so happy to see him.
The robed attackers momentarily paused in their chanting and took a step back.  Kara still couldn’t make out their features thanks to the heavy hoods.  She imagined their mouths and eyes were wide open in a display of shock.  Alexander had that effect on most living beings who had never seen the likes of him before.  
He winked at her.  “Looks like you could use my help.”
The blood-soaked killer interrupted the tension-filled reunion before she could give him a snappy comeback.  “Attack!” he screamed at the evil minions who still surrounded Kara and Alexander.
This wasn’t their first battle together, and Kara and Alexander fell into the fight with a naturalness that didn’t surprise her.  They came together, their backs touching, weapons extended, ready to defend each other to the death.  Since Alexander was practically immortal, that didn’t bode well for their freaky, chanting assailants.
Alexander didn’t have a weapon, but fast as a whirlwind he rained down a flurry of kicks and blows on the men who surrounded them.  His graceful agility and flexibility, though deadly, was a beauty to behold.  However, there was no time to watch him in action.  
Kara did her best to cover his back, not allowing anyone but her to get close to his blindside.   One robed figure, unsteady from Alexander’s attack, lunged toward her.  She sliced outward with her blade, cutting through flesh.  A scarlet arc of blood pumped out of his body.  The bulky man staggered backward and fell to the ground, down for the count.
The killer, who she presumed to be the leader, still hadn’t joined the fray.  And the odds at three to two were undoubtedly in their favor.  Not that there was ever any doubt about them winning the battle whether it be three to two or five to two.  She felt invincible with Alexander fighting by her side.  It was his most redeeming quality.  
 Perceiving her as the weakest link, two of the assailants struck out at her.  She dodged the shiny blades, swept out her leg, and managed to knock one of the assailants to the ground.  She rolled, following him down, and permanently incapacitated him with a fatal stab to the heart.  She was used to hunting vampires, and it was her kill strike of choice.  
The gruesome snaps of bone one right after the other told her Alexander had taken out the last of the attackers.  The killer still needed to be dealt with.  She sprang to her feet, spared a quick glance for Alexander, then turned her attention to the back of the alley.  
The crumpled form of the dead woman was alone.  Kara’s fist tightened around the hilt of her knife.  She scrubbed her free hand over her face and groaned.  “The killer got away!”
Alexander shrugged in that slow, lazy, cat-like way of his.  “Doesn’t matter.  I’ve got his scent and can hunt him when I’m done here.”  
He stalked toward her, quickly closing the distance between them.  He wrapped an arm around her waist, slamming her into the hardness of his body.  He palmed the back of her head and guided her mouth toward his.  She relaxed against him and opened herself to his plundering mouth.  He teased her lips, nipping and sucking before he thrust his tongue inside, and claimed her.  
The stench of the alley, the horror of murder, and the anxiety of the attack faded into nothingness.  Everything fled her mind but the feel and taste of the guardian who’d been haunting her dreams and even a few of her waking hours for months.  His mouth slid away and trailed hot kisses across her cheek and down her neck.  
She was drawn to him despite not wanting to be.  Alexander was hard to resist.  Especially when her pulse raced, her body trembled, and she had a need to touch him every time he was near.  
His mouth nuzzled her neck, and his tongue flicked the sensitive skin.  A pleasurable sigh escaped from between her parted lips.  His teeth scraped against her skin.  Her body shivered, and she drew him closer.  
The sudden sting of a painful bite made her gasp and struggle to get out of his embrace.  He tightened his hold, refusing to let go.  One of the arms currently draped around his neck slid away.  She briefly contemplated reaching for her knife, but the pain faded as quickly as it began.  He lapped at the sore spot until Kara found the strength to escape his hold.  
She arched her back, smacked him in the chest, and twisted out of his iron grip.  She knew he let her go.  Kara wasn’t foolish enough to think she could break away from the guardian if he didn’t want her to.  She glowered at him with accusing eyes.  “You bit me!”
He didn’t back down from her anger, didn’t even blink.  “Yeah, and I’d do it again.”  He folded his arms across his chest and slouched against the rough-textured wall.  “Should have done it a long time ago since you insist on seeking danger at every turn.”  
She rubbed the heated spot on her neck.  “What’s that got to do with anything?  Besides, it’s not like I could get into too much trouble.  Not with a feline shadow who refuses to slink away into the night and leave me be.”
“Your penchant for trouble has everything to do with my bite.”
“Why?”  She frowned at him.  Her family had been let in on one of the biggest secrets of the cosmic universe.  Yet she still had a lot to learn about the other beings that mixed and mingled with humans while mankind was none the wiser.  
“The saliva of guardians has special healing agents, much like the saliva of the shifters and the blood of vampires.  Now that I’ve bitten you and injected my saliva into your body it will work to heal any damage.”
A cold chill snaked down her spine.  She bounced her foot up and down and pinched the skin at her throat.  “What kind of damage?” Kara had a feeling she wasn’t going to like the answer.  
He lifted her arm, and before she could stop him, he licked the six-inch nick, washing away the thin crimson line of blood.  “Minor injuries like this,” he said after he lifted his mouth from her body.
The uncomfortable sting from the knife wound lessened until she could barely feel it.  Her instincts warned her there was more to what he was saying.
She tapped her foot.  “What else?”
“The healing agents all but stop your body’s aging process.  Barring any catastrophic injuries, you will live as long as I do.”
Her eyes widened, and she wrinkled her brows.  “So just like that I’m immortal?” she asked in disbelief.  Her stomach clenched, and she struggled to comprehend the magnitude of what he just revealed to her.  Worse was the secret her sisters must be keeping from her since one was mated with a vampire and the other with a wolf shifter.  
He shrugged like it was no big deal, and Kara had to resist the urge to strike out at him.  This was her life he took so casually.  “Over the centuries other guardians have learned that the bite only has to be repeated every month to continue the healing and anti-aging processes.”
“Don’t plan on sinking your teeth into me anytime soon,” she declared in a firm voice that belied the nervousness that made her stomach churn.
“We’ll see about that,” he answered with a wicked grin and wink that curled her toes despite the fear and anger that simmered inside her.  
She knew better than to issue Alexander a challenge, so she swiftly changed the subject.  “Thank you for dropping in when you did.”  She managed a smile at the pun.  “Five to one isn’t good odds for anyone, not even a seasoned hunter.”
His lips tightened, but he nodded his acceptance of her thanks.  “Whoever the killer is, he’s long gone.  You should be too.  I need to do damage control, clean up the scene, and make sure there’s no trace of us left behind for human authorities to find.  Someone will eventually report the bodies to law enforcement.”
She gave him a mock bow.  “Until next time.”
Kara retreated from the alley, leaving Alexander to his work.  She knew next time wouldn’t be too far away.  She was headed to Enigma, Maine to visit with her sisters.  The New England town was Alexander’s home base.  With that and his stalkerish tendencies, she was sure to run into him several times while she was there.
 



TWO
Alexander watched Kara disappear with clenched jaws and balled fists.  It took every ounce of his iron will to let her go, something he’d done too many times. It was only getting harder.  Tonight, the immense danger that threatened her cracked his self-control.  He marked her with his bite, staking his claim and imbuing her with its healing powers.  If she were ever outnumbered like that again and he wasn’t there to help, she’d be hard to kill, especially for mere humans.  
He reluctantly pushed thoughts of Kara aside and concentrated on the task at hand.  Using his superior senses and a touch of magic held by all guardians, he staged it to look like the hooded men first killed the woman then turned on each other.  That done, he erased all traces that he and Kara were ever in the back alley.  He soundlessly leaped onto the decaying fire escape, slipped into a long ago broken window, and slinked away from the crime scene without a backward glance.  Someone would come across the massacre and call the police.
Once he cleared the dingy, narrow back street, Alexander hid in the shadows, breathed deep, and opened his senses.  He needed to find the one who’d escaped.  He wouldn’t allow any blowback from the incident to endanger Kara.  He would annihilate anyone who meant her harm.  He needed to find the remaining witness and introduce him to the cold, harsh reality of guardian justice.  
A day later, Alexander traced the scent of the murderer to an abandoned and long forgotten farmhouse on the outskirts of a rural but once thriving agricultural area.   It was the kind of place where the elderly residents were dying off, and the younger ones left as soon as they were old enough, looking for opportunities that no longer existed in their fading hometown.  There were no busybody neighbors or concerned citizens to notice the flurry of activity on the isolated acreage.  It was a good hiding place for what Alexander suspected was some kind of cult.  
Cloaked in the shadows of midnight, Alexander surveyed the area.  He spied a well-hidden trail that was no match for his superior tracking skills and well-developed senses, including night vision and smell.  After several minutes of studying the area, he decided the cellar would be the best point of entry.  Alexander effortlessly lifted the solid wooden door.  His nose told him no one waited below to ambush him.  
He tiptoed down the shaky wooden stairs until he reached the bottom of the underground room.  One dim, yellow light hung from the ceiling, losing its battle to light the dark and dank space.  Luckily, he didn’t need any illumination to make out the details.  Rough dirt walls formed the boundary.  Rocks and broken bricks littered the uneven floor along with several sets of footprints.  
He could hear the faint trickle of dripping water.  Rodents and insects scurried to dark corners to escape his notice.  Muffled voices from the main part of the house filtered through the ceiling.  He paid the creatures of the night no notice as his sight followed the well-worn path to the opposite end of the cellar.  
He wrinkled his nose in a vain attempt to lessen the dank smell of damp earth and dust intertwined with the stench of evil.  He knew relief would only come with his departure from the enclosed space.  Inherently able to tell good from evil was one of the guardians’ many gifts from the gods.  His senses warned him that several acts of depravity recently occurred between the walls of the old building.  He could almost hear the lost souls crying out to him for help.  
The intensity caused his head to throb, not that guardians would ever suffer from something as mundane as a headache.  Still, he needed out.  Alexander lightly ran his hand along the wall, searching for the hidden entrance he was sure existed.  His finger snagged on the latch.  He silently released it to reveal a secret tunnel that led upward and inside the house.  
Stealthily as a stalking feline, he traversed the passageway which opened into a bedroom closet.  He slowly pushed open the door, wincing when the rusty hinges squeaked.  There were no shouts or pounding footsteps to indicate he’d given himself away.  Using the flexibility of his feline, he slipped through the minuscule opening.  
The scent of the one he tracked was present but faded.  Before he could move away from the closet, the sound of faint voices reached his ears.  He slid behind the closet door and flattened himself against the wall.  
“We’re stuck here guarding an empty compound while he’s out having all the fun,” voice one said in disgust.  
“Never question the Messiah,” a second voice added.  The man’s voice trembled with fear.  “He sees and hears all even when he’s hundreds of miles away.”
A third voice snorted.  “You mean when one of his many kiss-ass spies reports back to him on what everyone else is doing.”
“Whatever,” yet a fourth man said.  “I was promised plenty of action, not this hiding shit.”
“You getting antsy, Jones?  The woman you bludgeoned to death the other day, not enough for you?” the second voice asked with a laugh.  The other three joined him.  The maniacal sound sent chills down Alexander’s spine.
“I’m just saying something doesn’t add up,” voice one continued.  “The Messiah was totally flustered when he left for parts unknown, muttering about tracking down some eyewitness that needed to feel the cleansing blows of his blade.  And what happened to the five followers who went on a sacrificial tryst with him?  You all know as well as I do that no one gets out of this place alive.”
Alexander heard enough.  His senses told him the four males were the only other living beings present in the house.  Wickedness permeated from them.  There was no delivering them from temptation, only the chance to spare future victims from their depraved thoughts and actions.
He slipped out the way he came.  Once away from the structure, he called on a recent talent he acquired not too long after several Enigma residents defeated the demented rogue vampire known as the Puppet Master.  He had a feeling it was a residual side effect of the merging of powers done by Jillian, the wife of a guardian and also a powerful conduit.  She called all their strength and powers to herself before reducing the evil vampire to an insignificant pile of dust.  He was getting ready to do the same, but he drew his power from the energy in the surrounding atmosphere instead of other paranormal beings.  
He closed his eyes, lifted his arms above his head and moved his hands in a precise circle.  In his mind, he pictured the obliteration of the old, wooden structure.  He felt the wind pick up speed and whip around him.  The air crackled with energy, and his body vibrated from the force and momentum of the power he gathered to himself.
With one vicious fling of his hands, the energy left his body in a destructive wave of power headed straight for his target.  Faster than the blink of an eye, the old house combusted, becoming a large fireball.  Bright orange, yellow, white, and blue flames shot toward the sky, burning and cleansing away the evil staining the otherwise peaceful place.  
Once nothing but a large pile of ash remained, Alexander waved his hands once again.  This time the energy dispersed, and the flames disappeared as if they’d never been.  Satisfied that he’d done all he could, Alexander turned his sights toward home.  He knew Kara finally returned to Enigma, and there was no other place he wanted to be.
 



THREE
Kara breathed a deep sigh of relief as soon as she entered the town limits of Enigma, Maine.  Of all the places she and her sisters traveled to over the years, it was the only one that called to Kara and invited her to stay awhile.  So far, she resisted the pull of the town. However, with all her remaining family settled there and unlikely to ever leave, she was thinking more and more about making Enigma her home base.   Most of the citizens she met were different but friendly, just like the Myers sisters.  The sudden desire for semi-permanency had nothing what so ever to do with one exasperating but sexy as sin guardian, she reminded herself for at least the hundredth time.  
A black shadow darted across the road.  Kara slammed on brakes to avoid hitting the animal, and her SUV veered onto the shoulder.  She gripped the wheel and fought the urge to yank the vehicle back onto the road.  The SUV came to a stop.  Kara rested her forehead against the steering wheel and thanked her lucky stars that she hadn’t ended up in the ditch that bordered the highway.  
She exited the vehicle and glanced around, looking for the culprit.  She thought the streak of black was a cat, but one couldn’t be too sure especially in Enigma.  She might not know everything about guardians, but she knew they possessed the magic ability to turn into cats.  It was a logical choice for their creators as ancient Egyptians held cats in high regard.  It also allowed the mystical beings to blend in with humans, stealthily gathering information and spying on prey.  
Kara also knew that guardians tended to hang around and mate with witches.  Thus, the legend of a witch’s familiar and cats probably owed its origin to guardians.  The guardians she knew, including Alexander, were all black cats.  The fur matched their dark good looks and black hair.
  She clicked her tongue and waited.  A small, slender cat slunk out of the tall grass on the side of the road.  It trotted toward her and wound its flexible body around her legs and between her feet.  Kara gingerly held out a hand toward the animal.  She was confident it was a cat and not a guardian.
The guardians she’d seen in cat form were much larger than the cat next to her, more similar in size to a Maine Coon.  This cat looked like it only weighed about eight pounds.  And if Kara wasn’t mistaken, it was a girl.  All guardians were male. 
The cat repeatedly bumped its head against her hand.  Kara rubbed the animal.  “Such a pretty kitty,” she softly murmured.  The cat purred in response.  
“What are you doing out here all alone?” Kara wondered aloud.  The cat looked a little underfed and had a few clumps of matted fur, but otherwise seemed no worse for wear.  The lack of a collar pointed to the animal being a stray.  Kara couldn’t leave her to fend for herself.
She carefully picked up the animal.  It didn’t fight to get away.  Instead, the cat snuggled against her, hiding her face between Kara’s neck and hair.  “Such a sweetie,” she cooed.  “Wanna come home with me?”
The cat snuggled closer and purred louder.  
“I’ll take that as a yes.” Kara hugged the animal and giggled.  
She wasn’t going to waste time trying to find the owner if one even existed.  She drove onto Main Street and parked near a pet boutique she remembered seeing on a previous visit.  She had to walk past the Witch’s Brew, and the owner, who was standing at the door, waved for her to come inside.
Kara accepted the invitation without hesitation.  Brianna Sheldon was one of the most powerful witches alive.  Besides that, Kara liked and respected the other woman.  She found herself embraced by the witch as soon as she pushed open the door.  
“Your sisters mentioned you were coming for a visit.  ‘Bout time.”  She cocked her hip and put a hand on it for emphasis.  A sharp meow drew the other woman’s attention to the black bundle of fur Kara cradled in one arm.  She threw back her head and laughed.  “Giving Alexander some competition, I see.”
“Hardly,” Kara replied with a delicate sniff.   “She dashed in front of me just inside the town limits, wasn’t gonna leave her to fend for herself.  She’s a sweetie.  Don’t suppose you’re in the market for a cat?” Kara reluctantly asked.
Brianna reached out and petted the cat on the head.  The animal pushed against her hand and purred almost as loud as she did when Kara rubbed her.  “Don’t suppose I am.  Cats are pretty good at picking people.  Looks and sounds like she chose you.”
“That’s what I thought too.”  She narrowed her eyes and accidentally squeezed the cat hard enough to make it squeak.  “My brothers-in-law better not get any ideas about eating her either, or I’ll stake their hearts faster than they can blink.”
Brianna laughed again.  “Might want to stay with Raphael and Tara this trip,” the witch suggested.  “No need to tempt anyone on the Gannon compound.  Natural instincts take over when they’re in their wolf forms.  Or maybe you’re planning on staying at Alexander’s?”
“I’m here for the big Halloween bash not to hook up with cat boy.”  She wasn’t sure why she insisted on the nickname when Alexander was all man.  “Though, I doubt if anything can top last year’s party.”
Brianna snorted.  “What?  Was it the discovery of witches and shifters or the invasion of zombie-like creatures that took the cake?”
“Both, but I’m looking forward to a rocking party this time.  No mayhem or death, just fun and games.”
Brianna winked at her.  “From your mouth to the ears of the universe.  Glad I caught you.  I’ve got the perfect costume for you, been saving it in the hopes that you’d stop by.” 
“If it’s all right to put Onyx down, I’ll go ahead and look at the costume while I’m here.”  She hadn’t been thinking about cat names, but that one popped into her mind and refused to budge, so Onyx it was.  
“She can roam all she wants, nothing here that’ll hurt her.”  Brianna tried out the name.  “Onyx!  I love it.  The stone is one of healing and is said to help rid its owner of negative energy.  Maybe this cutie can do the same for you.”
Kara shrugged.  She wasn’t looking for any of that just a furry companion.  She gently sat the cat down and followed Brianna.  Her stomach tightened.    She was more than a little anxious to see Brianna’s idea of the perfect costume.  Somehow, she knew it was going to have something to do with cats.
****
“She’s so cute!” Zoe, Kara’s older sister, exclaimed.  
Onyx let out a soft meow, ran up to Zoe’s husband, arched her back, hissed, and swatted at him.
“Smart too,” Kara said with a smirk.  “She knows a dog when she sees one.”
“Cats,” her brother-in-law said with a vigorous shake of his head.  “Just as bad as guardians.”
Kara leaned down and picked up Onyx for a snuggle.  “Couldn’t agree more with you about guardians, but leave cats out of it.”
“Uh, you do know that guardians embody the feline spirit, don’t you?” Drew grinned.  “It’s the way they were made.”
“You know what they say,” her twin butted in.  “Love a cat, love a guardian.”
“No one actually says that,” Kara snapped at her sister.  
Tara shrugged.  “Maybe not but they should.”
Kara refrained from answering her twin.  They always knew how to push each other’s buttons.  “Speaking of guardians.”  She narrowed her eyes, crossed her arms, and tapped her right foot all while glaring at her sisters and brothers-in-law.  “I thought we shared everything,” she said in a huff.
Zoe and Tara averted their gazes and grimaced.  They should feel guilty she thought to herself.  Kara couldn’t help but wonder what else they were keeping from her.  She’d never felt more different or so left out before.  Her heart ached, and her vision blurred.  She rapidly blinked to hold the tears at bay.
She unwound the scarf she’d wrapped around her neck before she drove to Raphael and Tara’s home.  “Nobody said anything to me about bites, healing agents, and near immortality,” she pointedly remarked.  
The room exploded in noise as the other four occupants began speaking at once. 
“Finally!” Zoe exclaimed.  
“About damn time,” Drew emphatically stated.
“That better be Alexander’s mark,” Raphael warned, “or blood will be spilled.”
Tara pulled her close and hugged her tight.  “I hated keeping such a big secret from you, but it was Alexander’s place to tell you.”
Kara returned the hug, but she frowned.  “How could you be so sure he would.”
Her twin waved a hand in the air.  “Oh, please.  The way you two dance around each other, it was inevitable.  It’s your stubborn nature that kept him from claiming you before now,” Tara insisted.  
“He didn’t claim me.”
“Yes, he did,” the others said in unison.  
“It’s what the bite means,” Zoe told her with a confused look.  
“Didn’t he explain any of this to you?” Raphael asked in disbelief. 
“Not really, but in his defense, we’d just faced down and killed five robed, dagger-wielding nut jobs who attacked me.  He explained the healing powers of his saliva, which is how I know about your immortality,” she told her sisters.  “He ordered me to leave so he could clean up the mess, I haven’t seen him since.  It’s been two days,” she added to prove her point.  She didn’t feel claimed at all, not that she wanted to, she reminded herself.
“Feeling neglected?” she heard the smoky and seductive voice she knew all too well.  “I can remedy that,” Alexander promised with a purr.
She had no doubt he could if she’d let him.  Sometimes it was hard for her to remember why she still fought the attraction that simmered between them.  But one look at her sisters reminded her.  They found their mates and settled into domestic bliss, shedding hunting as easily as a snake sheds its skin.  The life of a homebody was not for her.  
It wasn’t that she craved danger, though she did.  It was much more.  A soul-deep need, one that was threaded into her very DNA.  The need to stand up against evil was an intrinsic one that she couldn’t ignore.  The call was much stronger in her than her sisters, and she couldn’t disregard it.  
“Where’ve you been?”  She snapped out the question, hoping to turn the conversation back to him.  
“Taking care of business,” was his crisp reply.  
“Efficient as always.”    
“Not as efficient as I could have been.  We’ve got a problem.” He hissed out.
Everyone in the room stood to attention.  Onyx, probably recognizing a predator, yowled and ran from the room.
Alexander’s mouth fell open, and he cocked his head.  “Was that a cat?”
“Yes, she’s mine.”  Kara crossed her arms over her chest and silently dared him to disagree.
“Always knew you were a cat person,” he said with a satisfied grin.
“Save the flirtation and foreplay for later,” Raphael insisted, “and tell us what kind of problem you’re talking about.”
Her brother-in-law’s words sank in, and Kara swallowed the need to needle Alexander in favor of getting the answers they wanted.  “What happened after I left the alley?” she asked with a sigh.
He shrugged.  “The alley and the bodies aren’t a problem.  It’s the one that got away.”
Kara took a deep breath and slowly released it.  “I was afraid of that.  What’d you find out?”
“As you probably guessed from the ritualistic killing of the woman…”
She heard her sisters outraged gasp, but ignored them.
“It’s a cult,” she said in a flat, hard voice.
Alexander nodded.  “I don’t know the man’s identity, but I do know he was the leader, calls himself the Messiah, and he thinks he’s coming for you.”  His rigid stance, clenched jaw, and locked fists implied it would happen over his dead body.  
“Was?” Raphael picked up on the important word that Kara missed.  
“I found their compound and destroyed it and the four members left behind.  I eavesdropped enough to know their self-proclaimed leader is trying to find Kara.  He’s out for blood,” he informed the group.
“Doesn’t matter,” Zoe harshly spat out between thinned lips.  Her nostril’s flared, her legs were planted wide, and she bared her teeth, looking more and more like the kick-ass hunter she used to be.  “No one messes with my sisters and lives,” she declared.
Drew rolled his shoulders and cracked his knuckles.  “We’ll be waiting and ready.  No mentally unstable, bloodthirsty idiot with a God complex stands a chance against the beings in this room.”
 “Let him bring it,” her twin said in defiance of the unknown enemy.  “It’ll be the last thing he ever does.” 
Kara knew it was true and breathed a sigh of relief.  Her sisters and everyone else in the room had her back now and for always.  It didn’t matter if she lived a few more decades or centuries, she could count on them forever.  It was a strangely comforting feeling that relaxed her body and got her brain going.  “We need a plan.” 
“I’m going to want to bring in Lucian and the rest of the council no matter what we decide,” he warned.  Kara nodded her agreement.  The council was made up of the twelve oldest and strongest Guardians alive, including Alexander.  Lucian Petrakos headed it.  
“And Gannon Security,” Drew offered up his family business.  His cousin Mitch was the CEO of the company and most of the employees were part of the Enigma wolf pack.  Gannon Security was one of the top security companies in the country.  They would be an asset in any fight.
“Brianna and the other witches won’t be left out,” Zoe reminded them.  
“Not a chance,” Tara agreed.
Kara pushed up the sleeves of her sweater.  “Tomorrow should be soon enough to touch base with everyone.  I saw Brianna earlier.  She knows I’m in town, but she probably doesn’t know trouble’s gonna follow.”
“Wouldn’t be too sure about that,” Alexander spoke up.  “It is Brianna you’re talking about.”
She sighed.  “I’m positive I wasn’t followed.”  She would not knowingly lead danger to her sisters’ home even if the paranormal citizens of Enigma were more than capable of taking care of their own.  “Unless this so-called Messiah is some kind of psychic, how would he know where to find me?”
“We’ll just have to tell him exactly where you are,” Alexander said with a gleam in his eyes.  “Only, he’ll be the one caught by surprise, and there won’t be anything pleasant about it.”  His innocuous tone turned to a menacing hiss that sent shivers up and down Kara’s spine. 
She wrinkled her forehead.  “How?  We don’t even know where he is.”
“Easy peasy!” Zoe exclaimed.  “I’ve got a plan, and it’s perfect!”
 



FOUR
Alexander skirted the group of onlookers gathered around the Welcome to Enigma sign until he found an unobstructed view of Kara.  She wore tight-fitting jeans and an orange tank top covered by an unbuttoned, orange and brown plaid shirt.  Her fair skin glowed whether from makeup or excitement he wasn’t sure.  Her glossy, Cupid’s bow mouth invited kisses, but if anyone other than Alexander tried to claim one, there’d be hell to pay.  
Her long, lustrous, straight hair was loose and cascaded down her back.  She always wore her hair in a tight braid tucked into the back of her top when hunting so it couldn’t be used against her.  It had been a while since Alexander saw it down, and he forgot how glorious her silky-smooth locks were.  He wanted to see her hair spread out on his pillow and feel it’s luxuriant length caress his skin.  Alexander yearned to run his fingers through the silken strands.  
His sex hardened at the thought, and he shifted his stance.  He’d been watching her, wanting, and waiting for months.  Still, the pleasure of her body was a well-kept secret.  One he was going to discover soon, or he’d go mad from unfulfilled desire.
Every set of eyes in the area were glued to her.  Several were filled with lust, and the scent of desire perfumed the air.  He stretched and flexed his fingers, surprised that they didn’t sprout into claws. 
“Contemplating murder?” a familiar voice asked.  
He turned his head to glance at Lucian Petrakos.  The oldest known living being and head of the council was only one of three who could sneak up on Alexander unnoticed.  “Don’t think it’ll come to that.  The production company and the Chamber of Commerce had the good sense to hire Gannon Security for the duration of the filming.  Drew knows better than to let anyone get too close to Kara.”
Lucian nodded.  “The other council members have been alerted.”  He glanced to Kara who waved a graceful arm toward the Welcome to Enigma sign as she spoke into a hidden mic, extolling the virtues of the town and imploring visitors to give Enigma a try.
“The commercial is scheduled to hit the airwaves in a couple of days, blanket coverage.  The odds are good our target will see it and come a calling,” Alexander warned.
The head guardian rubbed his chin.  “Stroke of good luck, this campaign and commercial already being planned.”
“As small business owners, Brianna, Brittany, and Zoe are heavily involved with the Chamber of Commerce.  It was Zoe’s quick thinking and Brianna’s powers of persuasion that made this happen.  I kicked in some big bucks so that the project’s completed ASAP.”
“You’re looking mighty calm for someone whose mate is trying her best to lure a sadistic killer out of the shadows using herself as bait,” Lucian observed.
 Alexander snorted.  He was anything but calm.  On the inside his cat was feral, doing his best to scratch his way to the surface, ready to fight for and defend Kara to the death.  “As much as I hate it, this was the best plan.  Besides, it’ll take a lot more than some kind of psychotic, self-proclaimed messiah to end her now.  I saw to that.”
Lucian arched his brows.  “You marked her?  Surprised it took you this long.”
Alexander shrugged.  “I tried to give her the time and space she seemed to need, but hunting is a part of her.  She’s not going to give it up.  I couldn’t wait any longer.”
“She’s different than her sisters,” the head guardian agreed.  “She’s never going to get hunting out of her system.”
“Truer words were never spoken,” Alexander answered with a heavy sigh.  “It’s why I waited as long as I did to claim her, but enough was enough.  I was in danger of losing control, becoming reckless.”
“I have a solution that I think will work well for everyone involved,” the head guardian told him.
His gut tightened.  “Everyone?” Lucian had piqued his curiosity.  
“I could offer her a position as a contract hunter for the council,” he proposed.
The hiss slipped out of his mouth before he could stop it.  Lucian was one of the few beings he might not be able to beat in a skirmish.  Antagonizing him wasn’t smart, but he’d face-off with anyone when it came to Kara’s safety.  
Lucian held up a hand.  “Of course, as she’s not a guardian she would need to partner with one, preferably a council member.”  He smirked.  “That’d be you.  She’d never be on assignment without you.”
“Damn right,” Alexander muttered.  His gaze drifted to Kara.  She was listening to advice from the director before they did another take.  “It’s an intriguing offer.”
“You don’t have to give me an answer now.  Mull it over, discuss it with Kara.  There’s no hurry.  The offer isn’t going anywhere.” 
“Thanks, Lucian.”  The other guardian may not realize it, but he’d given Alexander a solution to a dilemma that plagued him for months.  Then again, Lucian hadn’t ascended to his position by age and power alone.  Alexander had a feeling the other male knew.  
He cleared his throat.  “I turned a house and the four people inside it to ash, using nothing but the energy I gathered from the atmosphere around me,” he confided to the head guardian.
“Still no diminishment of your new-found magic?”  Lucian asked in an uncertain tone.  
It was disconcerting to sense confusion from the one many considered the leader of immortals.  “Negative.  If anything, it’s stronger.”  
Lucian touched the base of his neck.  “Brianna’s been researching the witches’ archives for any reference to a similar phenomenon.”  He held out his empty palms and shrugged.  “So far nothing.”  
“Anyone else reported related side effects recently?”
“The magic in Dante has always been strong, stronger than most.  He says he can feel a difference, a spike in natural energy that’s taken his powers to an all new level.  If I remember correctly, you and Dante were the closest to Jillian when she acted as a conduit.  Proximity may have something to do with it.”
Lucian’s answer made as much sense as anything else.  Only time would tell if his new-found ability was permanent.  Meanwhile, he disciplined himself not to depend on it in battle, just in case.   
****
“And that’s a wrap!” the director shouted.  
“Thank God,” Kara muttered under her breath.  She briskly walked over to Tara and Zoe.  Her sisters stood directly behind the main camera.  They flashed her big grins and thumbs up signs.  
“You’re a star in the making!” Tara exclaimed.
“The commercial and tourist campaign is gonna be a big success,” Zoe agreed, rubbing her hands together.  “The actress they originally hired could not have done a better job.”
Kara frowned.  “I don’t want to be a star.”  She wrinkled her forehead.  “As a matter of fact, anonymity is an asset in my line of work.”  
Though, she did see the necessity of doing the commercial.  She couldn’t go through life waiting for the nut job to finally catch up with her.  Better to lead him to a trap and end it as soon as possible.  Kara knew overconfidence could get a hunter killed.  However, she didn’t think the man could sneak up on her in Enigma, not with guardians, shifters, and witches on the job.
The bite Alexander gave suddenly tingled.  She reached out a hand and absently rubbed it.  She was trying her best to keep it hidden from prying eyes, especially during the filming of the commercial.  It was one of the reasons she’d decided to wear her hair down.  It served as the perfect veil to hide the mark.  
Out of habit, her gaze wandered around the crowd, assessing the danger level.  No surprise, her stare met the familiar coffee brown one that belonged to Alexander.  Her body tingled, heart pounded, and breath quickened.  Sexual heat unfurled in her belly and spread outward.  Her body always reacted to him.
He winked at her, and she shook her head to break the spell.  That’s when she noticed Lucian Petrakos.  She shivered.  The guardian stood for justice and tirelessly worked to keep immortals and mortals alike safe from evil rogues and other lurking dangers.  Still, he was the scariest being she ever encountered.  That was saying a lot because a rogue vampire killed her parents, and she battled with the Puppet Master and his disgusting zombie-like minions.
“So,” she moved closer to her sisters and linked arms with them.  “We didn’t get to talk too much about this before because everyone was focused on drawing out the so-called messiah, but about this healing thing?” she whispered, making sure no one else could hear her.  
“You doubt it?” Tara asked with a raised brow.
“Not at all.”  She shrugged out of the plaid shirt and showed her sisters her upper arm.  “I got sliced during the fight with the cult.  That was just a few days ago, and there’s no scar, no mark, nothing that implies a blade touched my skin.  I’ve always healed fast, but this is something else entirely.”
She narrowed her eyes.  “I still can’t believe the two of you would keep something so important from me.”  She threw her hands up in the air.  “What?  You didn’t think I’d notice you weren’t aging?”
Zoe gave a long-suffering sigh that the twins had become more than familiar with over the years.  “We already told you last night that we knew it wouldn’t come to that.”
“And there are rules about that kinda thing,” her twin quickly added.  “And I don’t ever plan to do anything to get on Lucian’s bad side.  Raphael would protect me to the death, but that guardian is the stuff of nightmares.”
Kara couldn’t agree more.  “Just be glad he’s on our side.”
Her sisters murmured their agreements.  
“So, I hear there’s a fall festival today.  Brianna mentioned it when I stopped by the Witch’s Brew yesterday.  Let’s go check it out.”
The three women cut through the milling crowd gathered to observe the making of a commercial.  It was a big event in Enigma.  Kara heaved an inward sigh.  If the human citizens knew half of the things that happened in there so-called sleepy New England town they’d run screaming into the night.
 



FIVE
Main Street was alive with the sights and smells of the season when they arrived.  It’d been so long since the sisters attended something as frivolous as a festival that Kara didn’t know what to expect.  What greeted her was more than she could have imagined.  She stood at the end of the street, which was blocked off to traffic, and stared open-mouthed for several seconds.  “It’s incredible,” she finally breathed when she found her voice.
Tara placed an arm on her shoulders.  “You should have seen this place at Christmas.”  There was no condemnation in her twin’s voice, but Kara still felt guilty about skipping out on her family during the holiday.  “We went to the tree lighting ceremony in the town square.  ‘Bout froze our butts off, but it was beautiful.”  
“Maybe I’ll see it this year,” and she silently promised to make an effort to be in Enigma near the end of December.  “I missed you guys too, but I did save a life.”  When she wasn’t hunting down vampires, Kara searched for missing persons.  Last year on Christmas Eve, she’d found and saved the kidnapped daughter of a district attorney.
After the adrenaline crash, she hadn’t had the time or energy to make it to Enigma.  She’d been resigned to spending the holiday alone in her hotel room.  Of course, that was before Alexander showed up at the door, bringing food, wine, and good cheer.  That’s when she discovered the guardian was keeping tabs on her, watching over her, making sure she stayed safe.  She’d been irritated at the time, but now the memory made her smile and filled her with warmth.
“So, what do we do first?” Zoe asked, bringing her thoughts back to her sisters and the festival.  
“It’s too hard to choose,” Tara said  
“Let’s just soak up the atmosphere for a minute,” Kara insisted.  She stared at the rows and tables that lined both sides of the street.  The predominant colors were orange, yellow, and brown, with splashes of red thrown into the mix.  Gorgeous potted chrysanthemums in the colors of the season lined the sidewalks.  Pumpkins, apples, jars of honey, beautiful handmade wreaths, and knitted scarves were just a few of the goods she could spot from where they stood.  
She closed her eyes and listened.  Somewhere a live band played music, and she imagined people dancing in the middle of the town square.  Announcements about upcoming events were made over a microphone, reminding them that hayrides departed from the north side of the square every hour on the hour.  Voices sounded all around them.  Adults haggled over prices, and children laughed.  
The smells were heavenly.  The scents of apples, sugar, and pumpkin teased Kara’s nostrils and tempted her taste buds.  She could almost taste the sweet but tart fruit of a crunchy apple and feel its juice slide down her chin.  The fresh, crisp scent of flowers, herbs, and pine mingled with each other, fashioning a perfume befitting of autumn in Maine.  
It was no wonder that fall was her favorite time of year.  The sweltering heat of summer faded away to cooler temps meant for snuggling.  That is if you were lucky enough to have someone to cuddle with.  She instantly thought of Alexander.  No doubt about it, the guardian was under her skin and working his way into her heart.  
He’d been chasing her around the country for almost a year, showing up when she least expected it.  If she were completely honest with herself, she liked it.  Every time she went on a hunt whether it be for a rogue creature or someone’s lost loved one, she felt his presence.  She knew he was there, watching over her and keeping her safe, even if he didn’t engage.  And he never did unless she was in trouble like with the cult the other night.  
She opened her eyes and breathed deep.  “Time to explore,” she said with a big smile.  
The sisters eagerly started forward.  
“Oh look!” Zoe shouted out.  “There’s Scarlet.  Let’s go see what she’s up to.”
Kara remembered meeting Scarlet Gannon last year.  The lady was married to Mitch Gannon, Drew’s cousin, and the head of Gannon Security.  She looked around and was surprised Mitch was nowhere to be seen.  Then she remembered he handled security during the filming of the commercial and was probably still at work.
“Hey!” Scarlet greeted them when they neared her table.  “I’m raising money for the local elementary school,” the graphic artist and web designer waved a hand at several shades of paints and brushes.  “I could use a little practice,” she looked at them with imploring eyes.  “It’s been a slow day.”
Kara looked at the brightly colored sign promoting face paintings.  She wasn’t sure about walking around with a painted face at her age, but Zoe volunteered, and there was no way she was going to let her big sister show her up.  “Oh, why not, I will too,” she heard herself saying.  
Tara clapped her hands together.  “Count me in.” 
Scarlet took their money and smiled. “Face painting might be a bit much, how about a temporary tattoo?”
Kara breathed a sigh of relief.  “Sounds perfect.”
“I’ll do Zoe first.  I already know what to paint on her.  I have to think about you two for a minute,” she said nodding at Kara and her twin.
Tara sniffed.  “The apple cider across the street smells mighty tempting.”  
After promising to bring back cups for the other two women, Kara linked arms with her twin.  They sauntered across the street, happily chatting about any and everything.  “I didn’t get a chance to say so last night, but you’re the happiest I’ve ever seen you.  I have to admit that the bloodsucker may not be so bad after all.  At least not for you.”
Tara slapped her on the arm.  “Really, stop with the stupid nicknames already,” she demanded with a roll of her eyes.  “Raphael is good for me.  We make each other happy, and we love each other.”
“It shows,” and Kara couldn’t hide her smile.  She was genuinely happy for her sisters and the love they found.  A voice inside her head that sounded an awful lot like Alexander whispered she could have it too if she’d stop playing hard to get.  She had to admit, she half expected him to give up on her long before now.  Maybe she should stop running, let him catch her, and see what happens.   
They bought four cups of cider and crossed the street.  Zoe enthusiastically showed off Scarlet’s work.  She lowered her shoulder, giving them a look at the paw print that included the eyes and nose of a wolf.   “I love it and can’t wait to show Drew.”
“It’s perfect for you,” Kara and Tara both agreed.  
 “My turn!”  Tara plopped down on the stool and held out her arm.  “Do my inner wrist,” she requested.  
While Scarlet painted on Tara, Kara used her phone to snap a quick photo of Zoe’s shoulder.  “I’m gonna post this to the festival’s social media page.”
Zoe hugged her.  “Great idea, I should’ve thought of it.  Scarlet’s talented, and she’s donating all the money to the school.  I can’t believe there isn’t a line at least a block long.”
“There’s so much to see, and it’s hard to compete with food.  Maybe my post will help.”   She took a photo of Scarlet painting on Tara’s wrist and posted that too.  She made sure to mention that the local elementary school benefited from the proceeds.  
A couple of minutes later, Scarlet finished with Tara.  She and Zoe glanced over, and both of them burst into laughter.  
Tara gave them an offended look.  “What?”  She narrowed her eyes and glared.  “I love it!”  It, was a blood red heart with bat wings, presumably those of a vampire bat.     
“It suits you,” Zoe agreed.
“Yeah, but she should have given it fangs,” Kara teased.
A small crowd was beginning to gather around them.  
“Guess your post is working,” Zoe gave her a pat on the back.  
Suddenly worried about what Scarlet might have planned for her, Kara saw a way out, and she grabbed it.  “Business is starting to pick up, guess we’ll go and let you get to it,” she announced before taking a step backward.
“Not so fast!”  Tara exclaimed.  “You already paid, and besides, Scarlet is a fast worker.”
Kara took a deep breath.  All of what her twin said was true.  “Okay, then.”  She sat on the stool Tara recently vacated and started to slip out of the plaid shirt, but Scarlet stopped her.  
“Wait!  I have an idea.  No need to take off your shirt, just push the collar aside.”  
“Um, okay.”  She did as the other woman asked then rubbed her palms down the legs of her jeans.  Kara tried to swallow with her suddenly dry mouth.  
Scarlet rubbed a finger over her neck, very near Alexander’s bite.  Kara opened her mouth but before she could object the other woman picked up a small, delicate brush tipped in black and began to paint.  
A few minutes later an appreciative murmur rose from the growing crowd.  
“It’s perfect,” Tara said, clapping her hands together.  
Zoe flashed her a gleeful smile.  “Agreed.”
Scarlet finished the final touches and started to hand Kara a mirror, but she waved it off.  “Thanks, I’m sure it’s beautiful, but it’s time we got out of your hair.”
Scarlet grinned at her.  “Thanks for stopping by.  It was great to see you again.  Don’t be such a stranger.”
“I’ll try not to be,” Kara called back as she and her sisters walked off.  
She lifted her hand to her neck but thought better of it and dropped her arm.  
“You’ve got much better willpower than me,” her twin piped up.  “There’s no way I’d have walked away without taking a look.”
Kara shrugged.  “I’m sure it’s fine.  Besides, I know it’s a cat.”
“Really?” Zoe asked.  “How can you be so sure?”
“Easily.  You got a wolf, and Tara got a vampire bat.  Everyone in Enigma who’s in the know, including the Gannons, are aware that Alexander is a guardian and he’s been chasing me since last Halloween.”
“There is that,” Zoe agreed with a laugh.  “Though, it really is cute.”  
Kara sniffed and lifted her chin a notch.  “I’m sure it is.  But I’m washing off the paint before Alexander sees it.  Wouldn’t want it going to his head.”
The tingling bite mark gave her a few seconds warning before she heard Alexander’s deep voice right next to her ear.  “Too late, already saw it.”
  She uttered a curse under her breath.  Now she was dying to see the artwork for herself, but she would have to wait until she could find a mirror.  She stiffened her spine and cleared her throat.  “I saw you with Lucian earlier.  I take it the council’s up to date?” she asked with arched brows.  
He nodded.  “Everyone that needs to know about the cult leader’s been notified.  The council, Gannon Security, our contacts in the police department, and a coven of witches are all on the lookout.  Hopefully, someone on our side will spot him as soon as he enters the town limits.”  
Kara breathed a sigh of relief.  Coming to Enigma was the right decision.  
“Yes, it was,” Alexander agreed. 
She stopped walking and stared at him. 
“No, I’m not a mind reader, but you’re easy to read, at least for me anyway.”  
Growing clouds partly obscured the lowering sun, and a brisk breeze added a chill to the late afternoon.  He loosely wrapped an arm around her shoulders and fell into step next to her.  Instead of shrugging him off, Kara stepped closer.  She told herself it was to throw Alexander off his game and keep him guessing, but warmth pooled in her belly from his nearness.  Still, she didn’t shake him off. 
“Ladies,” he looked at her sisters.  “I’m going to steal Kara away so we can explore together.”
Zoe and Tara grinned and nodded like fools.  Before she thought to utter a protest, her sisters were gone.  She narrowed her eyes at Alexander.  “Today was going to be a sister kind of day,” she informed him.
“You’ve had time with them, and I think Drew and Raphael have other ideas.” 
She glanced at her sisters and saw that her brothers-in-law had joined them.  The two couples were holding hands, smiling, and laughing.  She bit back a wistful sigh.  “Good call,” she admitted out loud.  Besides, it would be fun, she thought, to spend time with Alexander doing something normal, and not just when they were chasing and battling bad guys.  
“Ideas?”  She pulled down the hem of the tank top she wore, sucked her bottom lip into her mouth, and lightly nipped at it.
 “Food!  I’m starving, and nothing tastes as good as fair food.” He winked at her. “Well, almost nothing.”
Heat pooled inside her, and she clenched her thighs together.  A distraction was needed.  “Been to many festivals or fairs?”  She was intrigued by the idea of the always serious and deadly guardian enjoying something as commonplace as a fair or festival.  
“Not recently, but I’ve been to a few, especially during the Renaissance era.”  
She missed a step, but luckily Alexander grabbed her elbow and kept her from tripping.  “Thanks,” she flashed him a distracted smile.  Sometimes she forgot precisely how old some of the paranormal beings really were.  Centuries.  She pressed her free hand to her cheek.
“Some time I want to hear all about it,” she told him and found the words to be true.  She bet he had many a story to tell.  “Soon,” she added.  “When there’s not a crazy cult leader wanting to bathe in my blood.”
Alexander stiffened next to her.  “Not going to happen,” he declared with a hiss.  
Kara rubbed the top of his head like she would Onyx.  “Damn right it’s not gonna happen.”  She felt his body relax, and she was pretty sure he purred.  She rubbed her palm down his overlong hair, barely resisting the urge to run her fingers through it.  Once clear of the temptation, she reached for his hand, lacing her fingers with his.
He squeezed her hand.  “Where to start?”
She rarely indulged in pastries and desserts, but she loved them, too much.  “Anything sweet,” she suggested with a hopeful look.
He winked at her.  “I know the perfect place.  The local bakery just off the square has a large booth set up.  They have the best seasonal desserts in Enigma.  It’s owned by a friend of Brianna’s, and I swear she must put a little bit of magic in everything she bakes.”
Kara raised a brow.  “That good, huh?”  They must be getting close.  Her excellent sense of smell picked up the mingled scents of cinnamon, caramelized sugar, nutmeg, and too many fruits to name.  Her mouth watered.  
Her eyes widened as they neared the booth, and she got a look at everything on offer.  Four large tables were covered with enough variety of baked goods to please any and everybody.  “Decisions, decisions, decisions,” she mumbled.  
He leaned into her, closing the distance between them.  “Maybe for you, but I already know what I want to taste,” he said in a lowered voice.  
Her heart quickened.  Her lips parted.  She held her breath and waited.  Alexander’s lips brushed hers, and she shivered from the pleasure.  Her eyes fluttered closed, and Kara relaxed into his body.  
The kiss deepened. She was lost in touch when they were suddenly jostled from behind.  She snapped her eyes open and took a step backward.  Her cheeks burned with the heat of embarrassment.  
“Sorry ‘bout that,” an equally embarrassed and giggling teenager muttered under her breath.  
Kara smiled at her and turned her attention to the offerings on the table.  Alexander still had hold of her hand, and she felt his breath on her ear.  “Interruptions suck.  Soon, it’ll be you and me with nothing and no one between us.”
Her body tingled.  “Promises, promises,” she whispered and winked at him.  She heard the deep rumble of a purr again, and she could have sworn his eyes glowed bright yellow.  
Kara thought it prudent to focus their attention elsewhere.  “Mmm,” she mumbled while reading labels.  “Maple cheesecake with roasted pears, whoopie pies, cranberry bars, apple-cranberry pie, cranberry nut bread, cranberry upside-down cake, pumpkin cranberry Bundt cake, pumpkin snickerdoodles, and pumpkin pie.”  She crinkled her forehead.  “How am I supposed to choose just one?  That would be harder than staking a vampire,” she whispered for Alexander’s ears only.
“At least you didn’t say harder than skinning a cat,” he chuckled.  
She bumped him with her hip.  “Some help here,” she implored.
“Fine.  Let’s make it a dessert only kind of day, buy several, and split them,” he suggested.
“Works for me.  The Bundt cake looks divine, and I’ve gotta have fresh whoopie pies whenever I’m in Maine.”
“The pumpkin snickerdoodles smell almost as good as you do, and the cheesecake would round things out nicely.”  He smiled like a cat that got the cream.  
Kara shook her head, but she couldn’t hide her growing grin.  She loved this playful side of Alexander and wanted to explore it more.  “Perfect!  Let’s order.  I can’t wait to sink my teeth into the goodies.”
“Ditto,” Alexander replied with a wicked grin and a wink that sent shivers of anticipation up and down her body.
 



SIX
He held the plastic fork to her mouth and watched her luscious, red lips close around the last bite of cheesecake.  “Mmm,” she hummed her appreciation.  He felt the vibration from his fingers all the way to his rapidly hardening sex.
He abruptly stood and discreetly adjusted his jeans.  He gathered up their trash.  “Be right back,” he promised before stalking off to the nearest trashcan.  He wanted to drag her back to his penthouse apartment and ravish her, but after months of playing cat and mouse with Kara, he knew seduction was the way to go.  Time to turn on the charm and up the heat.  
He sauntered back to her and held out a hand.  He released a breath when she reached up and took it without hesitation.  They spent the next couple of hours walking around, soaking in the sounds, sights, and smells of the season.  
Kara spent the most time at a jeweler’s table.  He watched her put together three bracelets, he presumed one for each sister.  There was a good selection of fall and Halloween charms.  He couldn’t help but chuckle when he saw her choice of charms, the state of Maine, a black cat with an arched back, a bat, and a howling wolf.  
She glanced at him when she picked out the cat charms, and he could see the twinkle of mischief in her eyes.  He breathed in a deep, satisfied breath and grinned at her.  He believed the legend that hunters are descendants of witches.  Kara cast a spell on him the first time they met.  He was still in her thrall and was in no hurry to break loose.  
He watched her glance in the mirror and peek at the temporary tattoo Scarlet painted on her.  “I knew it had something to do with a cat,” she said with a laugh.  She delicately traced the outline of the yellow cat eyes lined in black that decorated her neck.  “Never thought I’d want a tattoo, but I kinda like it.”
“Afraid that’s as close as you’re going to get.  The healing agents in my saliva would attack the tattoo, push out the ink, and heal it.”
She shrugged.  “Oh, well, a hunter shouldn’t have identifying marks anyway.”  
He barely managed to refrain from baring his teeth at the reminder of her dangerous job.  He took a deep breath and reminded himself of the offer Lucian made that morning.  He needed to discuss it with Kara as soon as he got the nerve.  Alexander shook his head and winced.  It wasn’t a conversation he was looking forward to, and if she said no and continued to hunt on her own, he had no idea what he’d do.  
One thing was clear.  Alexander was a centuries-old immortal who’d faced monsters of all kinds without an ounce of fear.  The thought of Kara getting hurt, however, scared the hell out of him.  He had feelings for her that he’d never felt for anyone else.  She was special, and she was his.  Forever.
“Help me fasten this.”  Her voice filtered through his thoughts.  
He secured the piece of jewelry in place, taking a moment to stroke her inner wrist with his thumb.  Her answering shudder greatly pleased him.  He threaded his fingers with hers once again, and they explored the rest of the stalls.  
By the time they’d walked down both sides of Main Street the sun was minutes from setting.  He sensed hesitancy on her part and knew she was getting ready to pull away from him.   He wasn't prepared for the evening to end yet.  He tightened his fingers around hers and gently pulled her toward the square. 
“Parking lot’s the other way,” she blurted out.
“Evening’s just getting started, kitten.”  He saw her cheeks flush, but she didn’t argue with his pronouncement or the endearment.  He let go of her hand and wrapped his arm around her waist, pulling her closer.  “What’s a fall festival without a hayride?”
 They waited in the rapidly moving line.  Once they reached the front, Alexander produced the two tickets he purchased earlier and lifted Kara into the wagon.  The sturdy wooden structure was lined with hay bales and loose strands of hay littered the floor, adding to the seasonal feel of the atmosphere.  He jumped inside and joined Kara.  Luckily, the wagon was more than half full, so they weren’t too close to the tractor.
He sat down next to Kara and lifted her into his lap.  She leaned back against him and relaxed into his body.  Her heart-shaped bottom pressed into his straining erection, reminding both of them of the desperate need he had for her.   She wiggled, and he bit back a groan.  
Alexander wrapped his arms around her waist, stilling her.  He lowered his head to her neck and lightly nipped her earlobe.  He was just about to suggest they hop off but the tractor lurched forward, and the wagon began to move.  A few squeals filled the air.
Kara’s body tensed.  Her hands gripped his thighs, and she squeezed tight.  Her fingernails dug into the denim of his jeans.  
“Relax, kitten, I’ve got you,” he promised.   
“You always do,” came her whispered reply.  “Saved my butt more than once.”  She settled against him, seeming to melt into his body.  The heat simmering between them was hot enough to melt almost anything, including his ancient heart.    
“And such a gorgeous butt it is,” he teased.  The wagon moved at a steady pace, and he loosened his hold on Kara enough to rub his hands up and down her arms.  Her body trembled against his.  She responded to his every touch, which only made him want to caress her even more.  
He nuzzled her neck and pulled her as close as possible.  Bruises would heal fast on her now that his healing agents circulated in her body, repairing any damage it could find.  That is all except for the claiming bite.  Whether by design or coincidence, it was always the last injury to heal.  Immortals knew to never let the mark completely fade.  Leaving a mate vulnerable to lurking danger could prove disastrous.
Kara was a rainbow that stood out in an otherwise gray sky.  She brought color to a life that had been nothing but black and white for so long it was hard to remember anything else.  He didn’t think he’d survive if anything happened to her.  
Cold sweat drenched his brow, and the icy hand of fear clenched his racing heart.  He had to take out the cult leader, convince Kara to work with the council as his partner, and finish his seduction.  Soon.  
The seduction and joining together of their bodies would come first.  She’d already surrendered to him.  He wasn’t a fool.  His mate was a hellcat when she wanted to be.  He only held her in his arms now because she allowed it.  
Her body and its responses told him she wanted him as much as he wanted her.  She’d finally stopped running, at least from the attraction that sparked between them.  It was a mutual attraction that pulsed in their veins and made every inch of him burn with an urgent need to possess his mate.  The woman he’d waited for too many lifetimes to count.  
He slid his hand under the hem of her tank top, touching bare flesh.  She briefly tensed but relaxed back into him within seconds.  He caressed her curves, stopping his fingers just below the edge of her bra.  She crossed and uncrossed her legs, and he clenched his thighs.  
He was playing with fire, and he knew it.  She wiggled against him, and he froze.  His erection was so hard it ached.  He bit back a groan and slid his hand out from under her shirt.  “Soon,” he promised in a hoarse whisper so thick with lust it was unrecognizable.  
****
They almost fell out of the elevator that opened into his penthouse apartment.  Her mouth was locked to his, and passion fogged her brain.  She was so caught up in the way he made her feel she didn’t even remember the ride to his place.  He pulled away, and his heated gaze roved up and down her figure, fanning the flames inside her already overheated body.  As soon as the elevator doors shut behind them, he pulled her into his embrace again.
She willingly went, wanting more.  Nothing less than everything would be enough to sate the hunger she harbored for Alexander.  He reclaimed her mouth, pushing her backward.  They stumbled out of the foyer and down the hall to the master bedroom.  
He broke the kiss, and they moved apart.  Kara shimmied out of the jeans she wore, shrugged out of her plaid shirt, and drew the tank top over her head.  She watched Alexander rip off his T-shirt and shove his jeans and underwear over his thighs and down his legs.  Her eyes widened when she got the first look at his fully erect sex.
The blood-engorged shaft stood out, pointing straight at her.  She licked her lips, and his erection jerked.  Her pulse picked up, and every nerve in her body tingled.  Her sex heated and wetness coated its folds.  She wanted every inch of him inside her.  
Kara took the ten or so steps to the bed and laid herself out on top of the comforter.  She leaned back against a stack of fluffy pillows and crooked a finger at him.  He grinned and stalked toward her with the look of a man who knew exactly what he wanted, and it was her.  She clenched her thighs in a vain attempt to ease the growing ache between her legs.  It didn’t help.
Alexander climbed onto the bed and crawled up her body.  Kara opened herself to him, inviting him to take what she offered.  He kissed his way up her body.  Her hips shot off the bed when his mouth covered her core.  He wrapped his arms around her thighs, spreading them to accommodate his body.  
The sound of deep, uneven breaths and satisfied moans filled the room.  His tongue rapidly flicked the hardened bundle of nerves above her sex.  She tangled her fingers in his hair, keeping him close.  Her body tensed, straining to reach the peak of pleasure.  
He lifted his head from between her legs and kissed her inner thigh.  Her hands fell away from him.  She clenched the silky comforter with white-knuckled fists.  “So close,” she whimpered.  
He rose and slid up her body.  He braced himself with his elbows, and she looked into his dazed eyes.  “Just getting started, kitten.”  
Her core clenched from the promise of his words.  She wiggled her hips, squirming beneath him.  Her body was so on edge she had to move.  Remaining still was not an option.
The head of his erection nudged her opening.  She held his gaze, refusing to break eye contact.  He slid inside, perfectly filling her.  An awed gasp escaped from her parted lips.  
He cupped her face and kissed her hard enough to take her breath away.  She panted for air when he broke away to nuzzle her neck.  She wrapped her arms around his lower back, and bowed her body, urging him closer.  His shaft moved deeper.  She closed her eyes and groaned his name, begging for more.  
Her body tingled everywhere they touched skin to skin, but especially deep inside her core.  Alexander pumped his hips, moving harder, faster.  Good.  She didn’t want gentle.  She needed all the power and strength of his passion.  
He slid his hands beneath her, palmed her bottom, and lifted her into his thrusts.  His teeth nipped the delicate skin of her neck before they pierced her skin again at the claiming bite.  Her heated sex clenched.  He called out her name in a rough shout that was hoarse with need.  Her body trembled.  She moved her arms to his neck and held on tight as they frantically rocked together.  
Pleasure zinged through her.  She writhed against his hard planes, straining to climax.  Her already tense muscles coiled tighter.  Her back bowed, and her toes curled.  Finally, she reached the pinnacle of pleasure, and sweet release flowed through her shuddering body.  
She opened her eyes in time to see Alexander grit his teeth.  His graceful thrusts became hurried and desperate.  He stilled for an instant before his body jerked.  He growled her name and collapsed on the bed beside her.
 



SEVEN
Kara arched her back and stretched like a content cat.  She would probably purr if she could.  She certainly felt happy, and she’d never been so satisfied in her life.  Kara lifted a hand and lazily traced Alexander’s chest.  
“I know cats like high places, so the penthouse is no surprise.  I didn’t get to see much, but what I’ve seen is beautiful.”  
“Wait until you see the view from the rooftop terrace.  This is the tallest building in Enigma.  You can see the whole town from up there.  In the dark of night, you can almost reach out and touch the stars.”
“Sounds like a nice place to daydream.”
He brushed his lips across hers.  “And what would you be daydreaming about, kitten?”
“You of course.”    
A low rumble erupted from deep in his throat.  She leaned into him and nuzzled his neck.  He was hers as surely as she was his.  She needed to know everything there was to know about him.  Kara lifted her head and tilted it to the side.  
His eyes met hers, and Alexander slowly blinked before he winked at her.  “Curiosity killed the cat,” he reminded her.
“I’ll take my chances.  Cats have nine lives, or so they say.”  She held his gaze and refused to break eye contact.  “I only know the bare minimum about your origins.”  
“That’s all you were allowed to know before now.”
“Why?”
“Protection,” he said with a deep sigh.  “We might be as close to immortal as any being can be but we can still die.  Our survival and mankind’s peace of mind depends on our existence remaining undisclosed.  Only mates are allowed to know our deepest and darkest secrets.”
“That explains why Tara and Zoe were tightlipped about the origins of paranormal beings.”  Knowing that her sisters kept something so important from her made her feel a little broken inside.  Even thinking about it made her sick to her stomach.  
She ran her fingers across his chest.  “All I know is what Lucian disclosed to us when my sisters and I came to town last year.  I need to know more.”  She took a deep breath.  “I want to know everything there is to know about you.”        
Alexander lifted her onto his lap and wrapped his arms around her waist.  She relaxed into his embrace and laced her fingers with his.  He cleared his throat, and she tensed in anticipation.  “Now that I’ve had you there’s no going back for either of us.  You’re mine,” he tightened his grip.
“We’ve got some things to work out, but I’m yours,” she strengthened her voice.  “And you’re mine.”
“Won’t get any arguments from me.”  He hugged her.  “As for you wanting to know everything, I’ve lived centuries,” he reminded her.  “It’d take more than one discussion to tell you everything, but I can cover the basics and expand later.”
She scooted out of his lap and turned to face him.  She wanted to see his eyes and expressions when he talked.  She straddled his thighs and settled back down.
“Better?”  He gave her a lopsided grin that warmed her heart.
“Yes.”  She brushed her lips across his.  
He nipped her bottom lip and broke the kiss.  “I thought you wanted to know all my deep, dark secrets,” he reminded her.  “We start making love again, and your curiosity about guardians and other paranormal beings won’t be assuaged any time soon,” he warned her.    
She touched her forehead to his and breathed in his musky scent.  “I can’t believe I’m gonna say this as good as we are together, but sex can wait.  Start talking,” she demanded with a slight pout.
He rubbed her arms, and his hands came to rest on her waist.  “I’m going to start from the beginning.”  He took a deep breath, and she placed her hand over his heart.  “A minor Mesopotamian god created vampires, wolf shifters, and falcon shifters in a fit of rage and spite.”
She narrowed her eyes and grimaced.  “But why?  Are we talking evil minions for world domination or what?”  She couldn’t even begin to guess why.
He flexed his fingers and kneaded her skin.  His voice when he spoke was a little sharp, but Kara knew it wasn’t directed at her.  “Nothing as grand as that.  What most humans jokingly refer to as the creatures that go bump in the night were born as a twisted form of revenge.  It all started with an old man who wanted an heir.  In desperation, and against his wife’s wishes, he turned to a god who promised to give him a son in return for several blood sacrifices.”
He stopped kneading her skin and gently rubbed it.  “The god he sought out was generally thought of as evil, but as I mentioned, the old man was desperate.  The god was hungry for power and wanted to rise among the gods.”
Kara’s stomach clenched, and she felt sick.  “He wanted the blood sacrifices to make him stronger,” she guessed out loud.   
“Yes, only luckily for the world, it didn’t work out that way.”  He squeezed her thighs and began kneading them again.
Her body trembled.  The thought that someone so evil might have been granted greater power and strength made her shudder.  “Reminds me of the cult leader,” she said in a hoarse whisper.  The ecstasy of making love with Alexander had almost made her forget that the hunter was now the hunted.  She needed to concentrate on something other than the malicious man who wanted to spill her blood.
“Go on,” she encouraged Alexander.  Hearing the rest of the legend would take her mind off of the trouble soon to follow her to Enigma.  “Exactly what kind of deal did they make, and what happened to foil his quest for power?”  She assumed he’d failed because she’d never heard of any such god.  Thank goodness for small miracles.
“The deal was for at least ten blood sacrifices made in the god’s honor.  One for each month of pregnancy and then one after the child was born.  The old man agreed and made the first sacrifice the next day. He made the second one exactly one month later.  As the tale goes, his wife began to show signs of pregnancy, and the old man continued with the sacrifices.”
She let out a huge breath.  “Obviously, something went wrong.”  She snuggled closer to him.  She wanted to feel his warmth seep into her body.      
“The old man died with two months of pregnancy and three promised sacrifices left.”
Kara didn’t feel one bit of remorse for the unknown man’s death.  “Good,” she grumbled under her breath.  
“As it turns out, yes.”  He lifted his arms away from her thighs and wrapped them around her waist.  “The wife refused to make any blood sacrifices, so the god’s request went unfulfilled.”
A strong, independent woman who wasn’t afraid to choose her own path.  Kara felt like she and the woman were kindred spirits.  She put her hands on top of his shoulders and urged him to keep going.  There was obviously a lot more to the story.
“Two months later the widow gave birth to three small, sickly male children.  The god who often took the shape of a winged canine visited her bedside and told her that she had given birth to three males that would always remind her of her folly in refusing to complete his blood sacrifices.  Since he was denied the blood he craved, she gave birth to a child who needed the blood of others to survive.”
“The first vampire,” Kara hissed out. 
Alexander nodded his head up and down.  “The god told the widow that the cursed infant would die a slow and painful death unless he drank blood like other babies drank milk.”  
She thought of the shifters she knew.  “I guess the other two males were made in the evil god's likeness.”  
“Yes, one could shift into a wolf at will, while the other could take the shape of the fiercest bird in that region, a falcon.”  
She touched her abdomen.  “That poor mother.”  Kara couldn’t fathom such a thing.  “She obviously found a way to save her children.”  Thank God for that because otherwise Kara would have been deprived of the love of her life, her sisters too.   
She cupped his face with the palms of her hands and kissed him.  He rubbed his hands up and down her back, bringing them to rest on top of her shoulders.  She buried her face against the side of his neck.  Now that she knew him, she couldn’t imagine life without Alexander.  The thought made her stomach cramp and her eyes burn.  
She took a deep breath and nuzzled his neck.  She needed to be as close to him as possible without actually joining their bodies together.  He kissed the top of her head and pulled her closer, and she willingly went.  Her sex ached to be filled by him again, but she couldn’t give in to the zinging desire.  Her mind needed to be appeased first.
“So, I know the legend surrounding the origins of my brothers-in-law.  Now, I want to know all about you and your ancestors.”  She leaned back and looked into his dark eyes.  
“Maybe I like being an enigma,” he said with a crooked grin.
She shook her head.  “We shared our bodies, and I gave you my heart.  I want to know the legend of you,” Kara insisted.  
He touched his forehead to hers.  “And you are the owner of my heart.”  He gave her a resigned look, cleared his throat, and started talking.  
“As you already know, guardians were created by the gods and goddesses of ancient Egypt to protect humans from vampires and shifters.  A goddess worshiped by the ancient Egyptians wanted to make sure her loyal followers were protected from the strange new beings that would eventually procreate and increase in number.  She was the goddess of justice and execution and was often depicted as having the head of a lion.”
Understanding dawned, and she smiled at him.  “Of course, she would prefer felines.”  She tilted her head to the side and frowned.  “But guardians aren’t lions,” she said in an uncertain tone.
“No.  Our creator chose the already revered and very useful domestic cat as the model for her new species of protectors, giving us the ability to blend in almost anywhere.  As a final touch to her ultimate creation, she sought the blessings of the other gods and goddesses who pitched in their mystical powers to aid in our conception.”
“And guardians were the result.  I’m glad she chose the cat,” Kara said.  “I’ve always felt an affinity for them, such good hunters.”
Kara ran her fingers through his overlong, silky hair, loving the feel of it.  Her gaze took in his magnificent cat-shaped eyes and slid down the rest of his heavily muscled, yet graceful body.  “Are you one of the original guardians?”
“No, the only original still walking the earth is Lucian.”
Kara shivered at the mention of the intimidating paranormal being.  She wasn’t scared of much, but he gave her chills.  Now she knew why.  He was the original creation of an ancient and powerful goddess.  One who’d had centuries to hone his deadly skills. 
“My father was one of the original twenty.  He was an exalted warrior who helped keep this world safe from untold horrors before he met his final demise.  Lucian fought by his side for decades, and he avenged my father’s death.  The head guardian is like an uncle to me.”
Kara knew she wouldn’t be calling Lucian uncle any time soon.  However, no matter how scary he seemed, she still admired his morals and skills.  The immense respect she already felt for the head guardian expanded.  
“I’ve seen you in action.  You obviously have the heightened senses, athletic prowess, slyness, and grace of a feline.  And you’re a lethal predator who stealthily stalks its prey.  The word immortal’s been tossed around several times.  Just how invincible are you and the other guardians?”
He fingered the claiming bite on the side of her neck.  “We were blessed with nine lives, literally.  As long as our body isn’t burned to ashes or our head completely severed from our body, we can recover from anything else.”
“Well, luckily for guardians, that Egyptian goddess knew what she was doing.  Nine lives come in handy when you’re battling paranormal creatures consumed by evil, greed, or bloodlust.”  She arched her brows.  “I always wondered why it’s said that cats have nine lives.  Now I know.”  
“Someone with loose lips and a death wish,” Alexander said with a snarl.  “Paranormal beings never reveal their secrets even upon threat of death.  They are closely guarded and cherished facts only to be revealed to a true mate or child.”
She sucked in her bottom lip and arched her brows.  “But Lucian verified the existence of vampires, shifters, and guardians to my sisters and me.”
He brushed his lips across hers, and she wrapped her arms around his neck and deepened the kiss.   He hugged her tight and pulled away.  Wanting to hear his detailed explanation, she resisted the urge to kiss him again.  
He shrugged.  “Lucian did the only thing he could under the circumstances.  Technically, he didn’t really tell you anything you didn’t already know.  Being born into a family of hunters, you and your sisters already knew vampires are real.”
So true.  A demented rogue killed their parents in front of them.  At the reminder, all the heat seemed to drain from her body, and her chest tightened.  There was no denying the existence of true evil after that heinous and life-altering event.  
The world started to spin.  Kara gripped Alexander’s shoulders, searching for an anchor.  She gulped in large breaths of air and tried to center herself.  The strength of his arms and the warmth of his embrace calmed her pounding heart and trembling body.   
He lifted her chin.  “What just happened?”  He stared at her with eyes full of love, tenderness, and warmth.  His heat enveloped her and chased out the coldness that made her stiff and uncomfortable.  
“Thought of my parents and the ghastly way they died.”  She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  “You know, that’s where my devil may care attitude and brashness came from.  For the longest time after they died, I just didn’t care and had nothing to lose.”
“Your life,” Alexander said in a strangled whisper that she barely understood.  He grabbed her shoulders and lightly shook her.  “Never again, kitten!  There will be no more death wishes for you.”  His heart pounded in his chest loud enough for her to hear it.  
  She sighed and gave his chest a reassuring pat.  “That was then.  I outgrew that notion years ago, but by then I was addicted to the adrenaline and craved the danger.  I hunt the bad guys because it’s in my blood not because I’m looking for a way to die,” she promised.  
He shuddered and tightened his embrace.  “I’ve waited centuries for you,” he said in a hoarse voice.  
She rubbed his cheek.  “You don’t age.  You still look thirty.  Sometimes, I forget how long you’ve walked this earth.”
“And all of those years were without my soulmate.”  His voice and words were as barren as a desert.  They made her heart ache.  
He didn’t have to spell out how lonely a guardian’s life could be without a mate.  Hunters were solitary creatures too.  She didn’t have any friends, just her sisters.  Without them, she would have been all alone.  
She hugged him as hard as she could, knowing she didn’t have to worry about hurting him.  Her strength while greater than the average human was nothing compared to his.  “You’ve got me forever.”
Alexander brushed his lips across the bite mark he’d deepened during their lovemaking.  “Forever is possible,” he agreed.  “With the magic and healing powers of my bite.”
She absently rubbed her arms.  “Immortality is almost impossible for me to fathom.  Especially after years of dodging death.”  
He framed her face with his large hands and tilted her head so that she was looking into his eyes.  “It’s not exactly immortality,” he grimly stated.  “A hunter who’s killed more than one rogue paranormal being should be well aware of that.”
“I won’t get careless,” she promised.  
He captured her gaze and refused to relinquish it.  “See that you don’t!  Your bodies aging process may be suspended, and barring any catastrophic injuries, you will live as long as I do if the mating bite is repeated every month, but you can die.”
She lowered her forehead to his.  “I know, I know.  If I’m decapitated, severely burned, or my heart destroyed I’m a goner.  Just need to make sure that doesn’t happen.  I fought evil for years without even that advantage, and I managed to survive.”  
Kara laced her fingers with his.  “I can’t give up hunting.  It’s what I do,” she stressed.  “A guardian of all beings should understand that.” 
His grip tightened on her fingers.  “About that.”  He paused.
Kara’s phone rang.  She was going to ignore it, but a fraction of a second later Alexander’s phone rang as well.  Their gazes met.  His normally bold stare clouded with worry.  She was sure hers matched.
 



EIGHT
The sports car zipped through the night at speeds only someone with sharpened cat-like senses could control.  Alexander had no problem driving with one hand, his left.  His right was currently being used as a pin cushion by Kara’s nails.  Her grip could rival his in strength.  
He felt her shaking, heard her quiet sobs, and knew she was crying.  Her pain shredded his heart.  He wanted nothing more than to pull over onto the side of the road and take her into his arms, but he knew she wanted to get to her twin as soon as possible.  He kept driving and tried to soothe her with words instead.  
“Tara’s going to be fine.”  It wasn’t an empty promise.  
She sniffed.  “Zoe said the same, but I won’t believe it until I see her.”
“Your twin’s been with Raphael for almost a year.  It’s gonna take a lot more than an attempted mugging gone bad to end her life.  Remember how gravely injured she was last Halloween?”
She let out a ragged sigh.  “Yeah, how could I forget?”  
He glanced at her ashen face with its trembling lips and chin.  “Well, Raphael didn’t let her die then, and she’s not dying now.” 
He neared the Victorian house that was home to Raphael and Tara.  He turned onto the long drive, buzzed in at the wrought iron security gate, and slowly made his way to the residence.  Kara threw open the passenger side door as soon as he parked.  He refused to let go of her hand, keeping her in the vehicle.  “Wait!”  
She struggled against him for a few seconds before giving in to his strength.  “Take a few deep breaths.  As a twin, Tara is probably sensitive to your moods.”
She squeezed his hand.  “Yes.”  She took several slow and deep breaths.  After a couple of minutes, her heart rate and breathing evened out, and some of the color returned to her face.  “I’m ready,” she said, giving him a wobbly smile that tugged at his heart.  
He let go of her hand and caressed her cheek.  “Let’s go find out what happened.  Raphael wouldn’t say much over the phone, but my gut tells me something’s up.  He wouldn’t call me about an attempted mugging on your sister unless they couldn’t get in touch with you, and that wasn’t the case.”
“I have a bad feeling the attack was my fault, the cult leader.”  She shuddered.
Yeah, his woman was smart and had good instincts.  Alexander was thinking the same thing.   He palmed her face and brushed his lips across hers.  He’d kiss away all her doubt and fear if he could, but he knew it wasn’t possible.  “Whatever happened to your sister, it’s not your fault.”
She rested her forehead against his.  “I know.”  She breathed deep one more time and moved away from him.  Alexander reluctantly let her go.  
They exited the car and briskly walked to the front door.  She outpaced him by sheer will and pushed open the door ahead of him.  His heart leaped into his chest, though, rationally he knew she was safe.  The house and grounds were protected by top-notch security, and Alexander didn’t sense any danger or evil lurking in the shadows.
Raphael was at the entrance by the time Alexander entered the house, closing the heavy door behind him.  The two men nodded at each other.  “Kara shot past me.  She’s in the living room with her sisters.”
“There was never a doubt,” he said with a shake of his head.  “What happened?” he hissed.  Something nagged at him, but he couldn’t quite figure out what it was.
He glanced at his long-time friend.  The vampire’s eyes glowed red with rage.  Alexander didn’t blame him.  He’d felt the same way when he saw the cult members surround an outnumbered Kara in that back alley.  
“Drew got called out for a local job with Gannon Security.  Zoe was hanging with us, and the ladies were doing last minute shopping at the festival.  I had my eyes on them but from a distance.”  He ran a hand through his hair.  “Giving them some girl time.”  
Alexander nodded his understanding.  Her sisters were almost as independent as Kara.  
“The back of my neck started to tingle, and I was on full alert, but it was too late.  The hooded man crept from behind the booth, pushed Zoe out of the way and over a table, took out a knife, and slashed the blade across Tara’s chest before I could even take a step toward her.”
Alexander’s mouth dropped open.  “And the SOB’s still alive?” he asked in a hard voice that was tinged with disbelief. 
“No one else in our circle was near enough to give chase.  Zoe was picking herself up, and I had to attend to Tara, do damage control.  Her attacker disappeared into the large crowd headed for the parking lot.  Halloween is tomorrow.  Anybody seeing him would assume he was dressed in some kind of costume and not think twice about it.”
Alexander knew what damage control meant.  Raphael had to get Tara away from people so he could heal her.  It would never do for any paranormal being or mate to end up in a hospital.  The miraculous healing would be impossible to explain.  Any blood work might pick up on the abnormalities in their blood, a disaster in the making.
The vampire paced back and forth in the foyer.  “It had to be the cult leader who is chasing Kara.  Both of you said they wore black hooded robes.  It fits.” 
“He mistook Tara for my mate,” Alexander hissed out.  The magic inside him answered the call of the simmering anger.  It rose to the surface, and energy poured out of him.  The lights flickered.  
“Shit!  Get control,” Raphael insisted.  “Save your power and magic for the fight to come.”
Kara slipped into the room.  She wrapped an arm around his waist and rubbed his back with both of her hands.  He immediately calmed, and the flow of electricity evened out.     
She stepped away from him.  “My sisters told me what the attacker was wearing.  It’s him!  I know it is!  How did he get to Enigma so fast?”  She frowned. 
“We’re all wondering the same thing,” Raphael said.  “The commercial was filmed this morning.  It hasn’t had time to air yet.”
The nagging feeling bothering him burst to the forefront of Alexander’s mind, and some of the missing pieces finally fell into place.  His skin tightened, and a bitter taste filled his mouth.  “Son of a bitch!”  He yelled the expletive through pinched lips and slapped his thigh with an open palm.  
“He’s psychic!  Should have figured it out sooner,” he said in disgust.  “One of his followers mentioned something about the cult leader seeing and hearing everything.  Another blamed it on spies, but my gut’s telling me no.  He knows things he shouldn’t because of his enhanced mental abilities.”
Kara’s sisters joined them in the foyer.  He watched their mouths pop open.  The three women gave each other disbelieving looks. 
His mate rapidly blinked and turned an unfocused gaze on him.  She folded her arms over her stomach.   “I joked about him being psychic.  I had no idea…” her voice trailed off.
Zoe held up a hand.  “Wait a sec!  I thought I knew everything there was to know about paranormal beings.”  She narrowed her eyes.  “Nobody mentioned anything about psychic powers.”  
Alexander rubbed the back of his neck.  “It’s rare, but true psychics do exist.  Sometimes a male child born to a witch and human has supernatural mental abilities instead of a witch’s power to call forth the magic of the universe.”
Kara clutched Alexander’s arm.  “And you think this so-called messiah is one?”
“Makes sense,” Raphael agreed.  
Tara leaned against her mate’s side.  “So, he used his mental powers to track Kara to Enigma, saw me, and attacked?”
“Most people usually confuse the two of you,” Zoe reminded them.  
Alexander didn’t, and he was pretty sure Raphael never had either, but he didn’t say anything.  
Kara’s nostrils flared.  She lifted her chin high and bared her teeth.  “He’s not getting away with hurting my sister!”  
She looked and sounded like a spitting mad cat.  Alexander could not have been prouder of her.
Murmurs of agreement echoed around the hallway.  
“Drew’s on his way,” Zoe spoke up.  “And he’s bringing his cousins.”
Alexander caught Raphael’s gaze.  The other man’s stare was as hard and cold as Alexander’s.  “The bastard’s going down!”  He emphasized his point by smacking his open palm with a tightly clenched fist.  
“One way or the other, by your hand or mine,” Raphael agreed.  
“Or mine!” Kara insisted.  
He felt her body tremble.  His kitten was a brave hunter.  Seeing her so upset was like taking a vicious punch to the gut.  The man stalking her would die and soon.
Kara fiddled with the charm bracelet she bought at the festival.  “Do you think he knows about other paranormal beings?” She wondered aloud.  
Alexander gave her a reassuring hug.  “Hard to say, probably not, but he did see the two of us take down five of his followers.  I killed with my bare hands.  If he knows of our existence, he may have some inkling as to who and what I am.”
“Then he’s an idiot for following Kara to Enigma,” Zoe said with a snort.
“More than likely his mother kept her powers a secret from her human lover, most witches do,” Raphael informed them.  “He may assume, as most other psychics do, that his mental capacity is due to a fluke of nature.”
“Let’s hope so,” Zoe spoke up.  “Underestimating us will make him a lot easier to kill.”
“Amen, sister!” Tara said.  She held up a hand and gave her older sister a high five.  
Kara joined in, doing the same.  A big smile lit up her face.  It also lightened the heavy weight pushing down on Alexander’s shoulders.  
“Let’s have a seat in the formal living room and wait for everyone else,” Tara invited.  “It’s a much more comfortable place to strategize.”
They followed her out of the foyer.  Alexander pulled Kara to his side, keeping them back from the others.  “Our earlier conversation’s not done.  You and me, we’re gonna have a talk about the future real soon.”
“Agreed, but let’s concentrate on taking out the trash first,” she suggested.  
He wasn’t going to argue because he needed her safe, and for now, that meant getting rid of the murderous cult leader.  The talk was too important to have while a cloud of worry and uncertainty hung over his mate’s head. 
“And I was so looking forward to an uninterrupted Halloween party this year.”  
He brushed his lips across hers.  “If luck is on our side, he’ll be history in plenty of time for you to make it to the party tomorrow night.”  He certainly hoped so anyway.
She hugged him and leaned her head against his chest.  “I need to stay with Tara tonight,” she whispered.
Alexander expected as much, but he still tensed.  
Kara lifted her head until their gazes met.  “It’s not that I don’t want to be with you because I do.”  She twisted her hands together and glanced down at the floor.  “She could have died today because someone targeted me.”
He lifted her chin and made her look at him again.  “Not your fault,” he insisted.  “You know that.”  
She shrugged.  “Maybe, but I still need to stay here tonight.”
“No problem.  I’ll work a roving patrol with a few other council members.  The sooner this nightmare ends, the better.”  Now that their souls had come together, he was ready to merge their lives.  There was one obstacle keeping that from happening, and it would be eliminated, soon.
 



NINE
The cloak of darkness covered the town, inviting those who stuck to the shadows to come out and play.  The thought made Kara shiver.  She touched the hilt of the sharp dagger strapped to her thigh.  The gesture washed away some of her unease.  
She took a deep breath and focused.  The daytime crowds had thinned.  But just to be on the safe side and to protect innocent bystanders who had no idea what was coming, Brianna used a weak cloaking spell on the alley next to the Witch’s Brew.  The powerful witch was confident that the magic was strong enough to keep regular humans away, but not a psychic like the cult leader.  
Alexander and Lucian, in their cat forms, skulked around the front of the alley, looking like any other pair of foraging street cats.  Unless of course, one was familiar with guardians.  They bet the cult leader wasn’t.  
Kara leaned against the rough brick wall on one side of the alley, crossed her feet, and waited like she’d been doing for the last hour.  The trap was baited.  They only needed the one who dared call himself the Messiah to spring it.  
Enigma wasn’t that big of a town.   The homeless population was nonexistent, so the alley was reasonably clean, but it was still a cold, dank, narrow space with two large dumpsters.  Not exactly her first choice for a hangout.  She was sure Alexander and Lucian would agree.  The two felines already chased off a couple of street cats, a few mice, and a handful of pigeons looking to make a buffet out of the garbage in the dumpsters.  
Suddenly the air around her changed became heavier.  She felt a strange pressure against her temples.  She shook her head to ward off the peculiar feeling, widened her stance, and drew her knife out of its sheath.  She turned to fully face the front of the alley and waited.  It didn’t take long for a robed figure to glide inside.
Kara tightened the hold on her favorite weapon.  The weight of it felt good in her hands.  She was ready.  She stared down the monster standing in front of her, waiting for him to make a move.  
He lifted a bony hand and threw back the hood.  Kara looked at his waxen complexion, shaved head, and dead looking eyes.  The man might not have been born a vampire, but he was the epitome of the Hollywood vampire of nightmares.  
 “The Messiah, I presume.”  She about choked on the unfitting title.  The lunatic staring at her with death in his eyes was about as far away from a messiah as one could get.  
He bowed his head in acknowledgment.  “At last, Kara Myers, we officially meet, and you’re no worse for wear after our little skirmish yesterday evening.”
She narrowed her eyes and tightened her lips.  “Skirmish?  You mean when you cowardly snuck up on my unarmed twin and attempted to stab her in the chest?”  She tightened her grip on the knife.  “You have lousy aim, by the way.  She’s just fine.”
His face reddened, and he glared at her.  Good!  She wanted him angry.  Excess emotion almost always led to a mistake, sometimes a fatal one.  
“I wondered why I could still sense you.  It’s why I didn’t leave town last night.”  He took a step toward her.  
The two black cats that shared the alley with them skulked out of the shadows.  The demented man turned his nose up at them.  “Damn cats, never liked ‘em.  Gives me the creeps, bad vibes!”  The cult leader’s gaze bounced off the dismissed cats and resettled on Kara.  
Kara slightly shook her head at the cats, hoping the guardians would stand down long enough for her to get some information.  “You psychic or something?  I made sure I wasn’t followed by you or anyone else when I came to Enigma.”
“As a matter of fact, I am.”  He paused for effect, but if he was trying to shock Kara with the immediate confirmation of his supernatural abilities, he was the one in for a surprise.  
“Prove it!”  Kara raised a brow like she didn’t believe him, but she didn’t drop her guard or lower her weapon.
“I found you, didn’t I?”   
“What about the other members of your cult?” she spat out the last word like it was a dirty curse.  “They psychic too?”
“Weak-minded followers, all of them.”  He had the nerve to look offended.  “There’s no one else in the world like me.  I’ve met others that claim to be psychic, but they’re scammers.” 
He slapped his chest.  “That’s why I’m the Messiah.  I’m mentally superior to everyone else.”  He narrowed his eyes.  “Including you!”
“Really?  You might wanna rethink that.”
He snarled at her and raised his knife.
The cat who’d casually slunk between her and the cult leader instantly changed into an intimidating Lucian Petrakos.  The blink of an eye transformation startled the psychic, causing him to freeze.  He forgot about the second cat and never saw Alexander coming.  Kara’s mate silently altered his form, wrapped a strong arm around the stranger’s neck, and twisted.  
She didn’t flinch when she heard the gruesome crunch of bone.   Nor did she recoil when the lifeless body dropped to the ground.  Instead, she stepped around the corpse and walked into Alexander’s waiting arms.  “It’s over!”  
Lucian cleared his throat and spoke to Alexander.  “Take a few minutes.  I’ll be in the Witch’s Brew.”  He didn’t wait for a reply but grabbed the deceased cult leader’s ankle and dragged him into the back door of Brianna’s shop.  
She traced his lips with her fingertip and kissed Alexander, telling him without words how much she loved him.  He tilted her head and deepened the kiss.  Eventually, his lips slipped away from hers and trailed down her neck.  He nipped the claiming bite, and Kara’s body instantly reacted.  Her nipples pebbled, and her sex clenched.   
“Lucian and I need to dispose of the body and report to the council.”  
Kara nodded.  She wasn’t asking any questions, didn’t want to know.
“I’ll meet you at the Russo’s Halloween party as soon as I can.”
She smiled at him.  “You better, you’re gonna love my costume.”
“But first,” He cupped her face.  “We need to iron out a few important things and start our life together here in Enigma.”
Kara wanted that too, but she couldn’t change who she was, not even for Alexander despite how much she loved him.  She took a couple of steps away from him and paced back and forth.  “I can’t call myself a vampire hunter anymore.  Not now that I know the truth, and oh yeah, my twin’s married to one of the bloodsuckers.”  The words were a teasing joke between her and Raphael, and everyone in their inner circle knew it wasn’t meant as an insult.  
“But hunting is what I do, and I have no intention of giving it up.  My sisters only did it out of an obligation to family, but not me.  It’s in my blood.  I have to do it.  I can’t shed the responsibility as easily as they did.”
****
That was precisely what he thought she was going to say, no surprise there.  It didn’t mean he had to like it, but for both their sakes he had to find a way to live with it.  He wasn’t a being who compromised, but for Kara, he would learn to negotiate and concede when needed.  Alexander moved in front of her forcing her to come to a stop.  
“Your need to hunt clashes with my mile-long overprotective streak, but there is a solution.”
She looked at him with hope-filled eyes.  His heart skipped a beat.  “I’m all ears.”
“Lucian has agreed to sanction your hunts.  You can’t be a part of the council, but you can work with us to take out rogues. And by us, I mean me.” 
“Mates who fight evil together stay together,” she said with a happy laugh.  “I can live with that.”  She shrugged.  “Didn’t like traveling and hunting alone anyway, but didn’t have much of a choice after Tara and Zoe retired.”
“You were never alone,” he reminded her.  “And you never will be.”  
Alexander pulled her into his arms and held her close for several seconds.  Wealth and time meant nothing to him.  He had plenty of both.  Only Kara’s love mattered.  Now that he had it and her, his life with its centuries of existence was finally complete.  
****
The chill of the October air brushed across her skin.  Lighted pumpkins lined the brick pathway to the castle’s main entrance.  Hanging spiders, bats, and cobwebs fluttered in the breeze.  Large cutouts of witches, vampires, werewolves, and black cats made her laugh.  Fog from dry ice and smoke from a smoke machine added to the holiday spirit.  
Last year, she and her sisters were so concerned with the hunt, she was too preoccupied to focus on something as mundane as decorations.  This year she took the time to savor the atmosphere of the party and the beautiful castle.  Several people she vaguely recognized walked by, but not the one male she waited for.  
During a lull in visitors, Tara patted her on the shoulder.  “Missing Alexander already?” her twin teased.  
“More than I thought possible,” she confessed.  
Her sisters gave her knowing looks and smiles.  “He’ll put in an appearance as soon as he can.”  Zoe reminded her.  “As soon as he and Lucian finish briefing the rest of the council on the demise of the cult leader, they’ll come straight here.”
“For sure,” Tara promised.  “Nobody in the know misses this party, and Alexander is definitely in the know.  Besides, he’s like Raphael.”  She waved at her husband.  He was across the room speaking with the host, another vampire, Alessandro Russo.  “He won’t want you out of his sight for long.”
Kara ran her hands down the skintight, shiny, black polyester and spandex jumpsuit.  She glanced at her reflection in the large mirror in the foyer to make sure the cat hood was on straight.  She sighed.  “You’re right.  But this costume is so much better than the one I wore last year, and I want to make sure he sees me in it.”
“Relax, enjoy the party,” Zoe insisted.  “It’s hours until midnight.  He’ll be here before you know it.”
Kara doubted it, but she did want to experience the infamous Enigma Halloween party without some kind of menace breathing down her back.  No one really knew what the future would bring, but partnering with Alexander and the council meant that her days of kicking bad guy butt were just beginning.   Even though Enigma was going to be their home base, who knew where the hunt would take them?
Her twin yanked on her arm.  “Look!  Do you think Santa’s real?”
She followed her sister’s gaze across the room to a jolly old man dressed in khaki shorts, a Hawaiian shirt, and red suspenders. He was drinking what looked to be a margarita.  “Island Santa?”  She shrugged.  “Well, vampires, witches, and shifters are real, so why not?  Only one way to find out.”
She gracefully walked across the room.  She tried to calculate the odds of the man’s identity in her mind but gave up before she reached him.  “Welcome to Enigma, Maine,” she muttered under her breath.  “Where sometimes things are exactly as they seem, no matter how strange that might be!”
“Kara Myers,” the jolly old man greeted her with a cheery smile.
She froze.  The stranger knew her name.  Most people who didn’t know them well, and she didn’t know this man, always confused her and her twin.  Of course, the costume could have been a clue if the man knew Alexander and was aware of guardians.  Shifters, vampires, and guardians did not age, however, and unless he was wearing a damn good costume, this man did.  
She moved closer, trying to determine what was costume and what was real.  She reached out and yanked on his plentiful, white beard.  It didn’t budge. 
He threw back his head and let out a jolly laugh that caused his belly to shake.  Kara’s eyes widened, and she let out a startled gasp.  She took a step backward but continued to stare at the stranger.
“Careful, don’t want to make it onto my naughty list this year,” the man said when he finally stopped laughing.  
“Nope, no, sir.”  She took a couple of steps away from him before turning and hightailing it back to her sisters.  
“Yes, Tara, there is a Santa Claus,” she breathed when she reached her sisters.  “And I’m pretty sure that’s him.  The real deal.”
The three sisters looked toward the island Santa.  He was gone.  The only thing that remained was beautiful sparkling dust that quickly faded.  
Zoe giggled.  “Leave it to you to be the one to confront Santa.”
Tara looked horrified.  “You yanked on his beard.  Hope you don’t wake up to a stocking full of coal this Christmas.”  
Kara only shrugged.  She didn’t care what was in her stocking as long as she woke in her guardian’s embrace.
 



Thank you!  I hope you enjoyed your visit to Enigma, Maine!  Please consider leaving a review at the place of purchase.  They are welcomed and appreciated.  Indie authors depend on reviews for our livelihood!   
Please visit my Amazon author page https://www.amazon.com/Iris-Abbott/e/B004NJG4EA for a complete list of published books.  Also, check out my Facebook page https://www.facebook.com/IrisAbbottAuthor/ for information on upcoming releases!  I enjoy feedback from my readers, so let me know what you’re thinking.  You can reach me at iris@irisabbott.com.  Happy reading!
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