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Bodyguard
by Jennifer Ashley
Elizabeth Chapman is saved from an armed attacker by a Kodiak bear who shifts into a tight-bodied, fully naked human male. Ronan takes Elizabeth to Shiftertown, becoming her 24/7 bodyguard. The mateless Ronan has adopted a houseful of orphaned Shifters--having grown up in foster care, Elizabeth is touched by his protectiveness. Ronan only wants to keep Elizabeth safe, but the sassy woman is triggering his long-buried need to mate.



Table of Contents for BODYGUARD
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Pride Mates - Preview Chapter
About the Author
Books by Jennifer Ashley



CHAPTER 1
The store’s owner had short and sassy black hair with a few red streaks, a compact but curvy body, and a fine-lined tattoo peeking over the collar of her shirt. Her blue eyes right now were wide as she contemplated the gun barrel aimed across the counter at her.
Ronan ducked his huge bulk back down behind the aisle partition, where he’d been crouching to examine merchandise on the bottom shelf. The robber hadn’t noted Ronan, who’d come in to do some late-night shopping, almost hidden at the back of the SoCo novelty store. Ronan was willing to bet that the store’s owner, Elizabeth, didn’t remember at the moment that he was there either.
It was just the three of them on this Friday night: Elizabeth, the robber with the gun, and Ronan, who started making his way noiselessly toward the front counter. Ronan didn’t dare charge while the gun was almost against Elizabeth’s nose—one wrong move, one sound, and Elizabeth was dead.
Wait for it.
The robber wasn’t much more than a kid; maybe twenty as humans figured age. Would be still a cub if he were Shifter. Humans couldn’t control their young, Ronan thought in disgust. He’d have taken down any cub that even contemplated carrying a gun, let alone robbing a store.
Elizabeth had her hands flat on the counter. Ronan smelled her fear but also her rage. This was one of the few stores that allowed Shifters inside it, so Ronan knew a little bit about her from the Shifters who regularly shopped here. The human woman Elizabeth Chapman owned this store and worked it with her younger sister, Mabel. The store and the money in it were all they had.
Just stall him, sweetie. Don’t do anything stupid.
The man put a shoulder bag on the counter. “Put the money in there. All of it.”
“I only have about two hundred dollars.” Elizabeth’s voice was shaky, but Ronan heard the desperate edge to it. She was going to try to bluff him.
“I didn’t ask you how much you had, bitch. I said put it in the bag. Then we’ll check your safe.”
Give him the cash, Ronan willed silently. Lead him back here.
“I already made the night’s deposits,” Elizabeth said.
“Don’t lie to me, chica. I know when you make your deposits. I’ve been watching you. Now put the cash in the bag.”
Ronan sensed Elizabeth’s pounding heart, scented her fear sharpening over the oily smell of the arrogant young man. The kid wasn’t wearing a mask or keeping out of sight of the store’s cameras. That meant he didn’t care if Elizabeth would be able to identify him later, which meant that either he was overconfident, or he meant to kill her and be long gone before any cops arrived.
Not gonna happen.
Ronan heard rustling as Elizabeth put the cash in the shoulder bag. “That’s it,” Elizabeth said. “See?”
“Open the damn safe.”
“It isn’t out here. It’s in the back. In the office.”
“So we go in the back.”
Elizabeth made a little sound of pain, and Ronan knew the man had grabbed her. His blood boiled, the Shifter in him wanting the kill, and he almost came up roaring. Not yet. Not yet. But the bastard would pay for hurting her.
Elizabeth and her robber went by the end of the aisle, the guy carrying his shoulder bag, his gun shoved into Elizabeth’s side. The look on Elizabeth’s face was blank, resigned. She thought she was about to die. She didn’t look around at the faint sound of Ronan shucking his jeans; never turned her head to spy him in the shadows, ready to shift. The robber kept his gaze straight ahead, focused on the office door and the potential money behind it.
Elizabeth fumbled with her keys, unlocked the door, and opened it. The lights were off. The robber shoved Elizabeth inside in front of him and let go of her long enough to reach for the light switch.
That’s my cue.
Ronan shifted, and charged.
Elizabeth heard a small sound then felt a rush of air as something huge barreled at her in deadly silence. She saw a giant face, a massive ruff of fur, an open maw, a collar around a gigantic neck, and wide dark eyes with murder in them.
The robber, a young man with black hair and dark eyes, still had his hand on the light switch. In the next instant, the doorframe and wall around it splintered, and the robber found himself knocked to the floor with a Kodiak bear on top of him.
Elizabeth scrambled to her desk, grabbed the pepper spray she kept in her drawer, and snatched her cell phone out of her pocket at the same time. She turned around, but stopped, watching in shock as the young man struggled against all odds with the colossal bear on her Victorian pile rug.
The robber’s gun went off with a boom of noise. Elizabeth screamed. The bear roared, the sound shaking the walls, and blood splattered to spray the floor.
The bear drew back a paw with six-inch claws and backhanded the robber across the face. The guy’s head rocked. Still he fought, and the bear struck again. This time, the young man went limp, slumping to Elizabeth’s rug in an ungainly heap.
The bear climbed to his feet, swung his great head around, and fixed red-raged eyes on Elizabeth.
He was the biggest living creature Elizabeth had ever seen. On all fours, the bear stood about six feet tall at the shoulder, which put his head well above Elizabeth’s. His breath huffed between immense and sharp teeth, his growls rumbling from his throat like thunder. His gaze still locked on hers, he took a step toward her on one massive paw.
Elizabeth brought her hand up, aimed the can of pepper spray at his face, and gave him a full dose.
The bear blinked, drew back, blinked again, sat down on his hind legs, and rocked his head all the way back. Then he sneezed.
The noise exploded into the room like a sonic boom, vibrating papers on the desk and rattling the Victorian prints on the walls in their prim and proper frames.
The bear rose on his hind legs again and kept rising, ten feet—twelve—fifteen, his bulk hunching to fit under the low ceiling. At the same time, his immense body started to shrink. The bear’s face contorted, muzzle shortening, as did, thank God, his teeth.
In about thirty seconds the bear was gone, and a man stood in its place. The man was just as massive as the bear—at least seven feet tall, with chocolate brown hair buzzed short, eyes as dark as the bear’s, an almost square face with a once-broken nose, and a chin and jaw dark with five o’clock shadow.
His arm bore a bloody gash where the bullet had whipped by it, but his body was muscle on top of muscle on top of muscle, not an ounce of fat that Elizabeth could see. And Elizabeth saw it all, because the man was stark naked. Except for the Collar, which had shrunk to fit his human neck, the bear-man wore not a stitch.
He wiped his streaming eyes. “Shit, woman,” he said in a voice that brought down a trickle of ceiling tile dust to whiten his hair. “That itches.”



CHAPTER 2
Elizabeth Chapman’s red-streaked hair was mussed and her blue eyes were filled with fear as she faced Ronan, but she kept her hand firmly on the pepper spray.
“Who are you?” she demanded.
“Ronan. At your service.” Ronan raised his hand in a mock salute, and blood from the bullet wound pattered to her pretty carpet. “Why’d you hit me with the pepper spray?”
Said pepper spray didn’t move. “Why’d you keep coming at me, looking like you wanted to kill me?”
“I didn’t. I was fighting my Collar, trying to keep it from going off. Hurts like a bitch when it does.” He put out his hand and lowered the pepper spray without taking it away from her. “Now I know what stops it. Pepper spray.” He shook his head again. “Shit.”
“Sorry,” Elizabeth said, not sounding very sorry.
“Don’t worry, sweetheart. I only go after bad guys.” Ronan gazed with contempt at the human stretched out on the rose-patterned rug, which now contained extra red blotches from Ronan’s wound. Unconscious, the robber looked very young.
Elizabeth snatched tissues from a box on her desk and handed them to Ronan. “He shot you. You need a hospital.”
Ronan took the tissues and started wiping the blood from his arm. “Grazed me, and hospitals don’t know what to do with Shifters. You gonna call the cops before he wakes up?”
Elizabeth stared at the cell phone in her hand as though surprised to find it there, then she turned around and punched in the three numbers.
Ronan lifted the pistol from the floor and held it between his thumb and forefinger. He hated guns. Any projectile weapon, in fact. He guided Elizabeth out of the office as she started babbling to the 9-1-1 operator, then he set the pistol on the nearest counter and started looking for his clothes.
He found the jeans he’d tossed into the corner and pulled these back on, but his shirt, which had shredded with his swift change, was a total loss. He rummaged the nearby racks and pulled out the biggest T-shirt he could find, a bright red one with Red-Hot Lover: Handle with Care printed on the front.
Elizabeth still had her cell phone to her ear. “You all right?” she asked Ronan, her gaze going to the wound.
Ronan shrugged. “Will be.”
“Here. They don’t want me to hang up.”
Elizabeth handed him the open phone, snatched some paper towels and a first-aid kit from behind the counter, and gently dabbed residual blood from his triceps. Ronan liked the brush of her slim fingers as she fixed a gauze bandage over the wound, the smell of her hair under his nose. Strawberries and honey. Bears like honey.
“Thanks,” he rumbled.
“What were you doing in here, anyway?” Elizabeth asked as she closed the first-aid kit.
“Shopping. This is a store. I needed to buy a birthday present.”
“This late?” It was going on midnight.
“Only time I had free.” He growled into the cell phone. “Hey, will you guys be here any time soon? This lady needs to go home.”
As though in answer, red and blue lights flashed outside, and the shop soon filled with police and paramedics. They made their way into the back office and found the inert robber, and the paramedics bundled him up and carried him out.
One of the police—a woman with black hair pulled into a hard bun and a take-no-shit stare—handed the kid’s pistol and shoulder bag full of Elizabeth’s money to her colleague and stayed behind to ask questions. Elizabeth described what had happened, and the female cop eyed Ronan in suspicion.
“Name,” she said to him.
“Ronan.”
“Ronan what?”
“Just Ronan. Bears don’t have surnames.”
The police officer had a smooth face and cold, black eyes. “You’re a Shifter,” she said.
“No kidding.” Ronan glanced at Elizabeth, whose lips were too bloodless. “Can you let her go home? She’s pretty shaken up.”
“After she gives me her statement. You too, Shifter. In fact, I want you coming in with us.”
She put away her little notebook and took out a pair of cuffs. They were big cuffs, and Ronan saw the markings that told him they had Fae magic in them, fashioned to contain Shifters.
“What are you doing?” Elizabeth asked, wide-eyed. “Ronan didn’t rob me. He helped me.”
“He’s a Shifter,” the woman said. “He hit a human, and the human’s going to the hospital. That’s assault, and for Shifters a capital crime. I have to arrest him.” Rules are rules, her flat eyes seemed to say.
“You mean that he hit a human who was about to kill me,” Elizabeth said heatedly. “If Ronan hadn’t been here, I’d be dead.”
The officer shrugged. “If you want to come down and plead his case to the judge, it’s your choice. But I have to take him.”
Ronan saw indecision flicker in Elizabeth Chapman’s eyes. This wasn’t her fight. She wanted to go home and forget about the robbery as best she could. Ronan wasn’t sure what human females did to make themselves feel better, but the cub, Cherie, who lived in his house, liked to take baths that lasted forever whenever she was stressed. Which was often, considering what she’d gone through.
Ronan’s fantasies went to Elizabeth in a bathtub, her curved body covered with suds, her black hair wet. He bet she looked cute with her hair all damp and spiky.
The cop clicked the cuffs onto Ronan’s wrists behind his back, and the pleasant vision dissolved as he felt the sting of Fae magic. Even the small bite of it ground through his nerves and tried to set off a spark from his Collar. Elizabeth looked concerned as he winced, but Ronan shook his head at her.
“Don’t worry about me, Lizzie-girl. But do me a favor. Find a lawyer called Kim Fraser—she’s mated to Liam Morrissey in Shiftertown, and they live next door to Glory. I know you know Glory—she comes in here all the time. Tell Kim what happened for me?”
Kim, a human, had set up a law office that specialized in helping Shifters. Because human laws governing Shifters were restrictive and complex, Shifters needed all the help they could get.
“All right?” Ronan repeated, looking hard at Elizabeth. “Tell her?”
Elizabeth pressed her slim hands together and held them a little under her chin. Human body language for I don’t know what the right thing is to do here.
“You can call her if you don’t want to go to Shiftertown,” Ronan said. “Her card’s in my front pocket.”
Ronan’s hands were locked behind his back and staying there. Elizabeth took a step forward. The female cop didn’t say or do anything, just watched, ready to take down both of them if they tried anything stupid.
Elizabeth’s hair smelled good. So did the rest of her. Ronan scented Elizabeth’s residual fear from the robbery, overlaid with the warm goodness of her, and behind that, concern for someone else. Layers of scent that told him all about her.
He liked how she’d put the red streaks in her hair. Defiance—that’s what it meant. Elizabeth seemed like a good businesswoman, following the rules, but those little streaks said she could be bad if she wanted to be. Or maybe they were a reminder of a time when she hadn’t walked the straight and narrow. Ronan thought he wouldn’t mind a glimpse of the bad-ass Elizabeth.
Elizabeth dipped her fingers into Ronan’s front pocket. She did it quickly and competently, not touching Ronan at all as she plucked out Kim’s business card. The move was practiced, as though she’d gotten good at taking things out of people’s pockets. Skill was the word. Interesting.
“I’ll call her,” Elizabeth said, palming the card. “But I’m coming down to the station with you,” she said to the cop. “He helped me, and it’s not fair he’s getting arrested when some gang kid tried to kill me.”
The female cop shrugged. “Suit yourself. Come on, Shifter.”
Ronan winked as the cop took his arm in a practiced grip and shoved him out the door. “I like you, human woman,” he said to Elizabeth. “See you downtown.”
***
Elizabeth called Mabel, reassuring her sister that everything was all right, then reached Kim Fraser on the phone and told her what had happened.
She then drove her small pickup downtown, following the cops to the jail and courthouse. She found it ironic that she had to leave her truck in a crappy lot with a sign saying Park at your own risk, while the arrests for the night were taken safely around to the front door.
Inside the station, Elizabeth gave her official statement to the female cop, then was told to stay in the waiting room until someone came to take her to Ronan’s hearing. She hadn’t thought the hearing would be tonight, not this late, but apparently Shifter Division processed Shifters as swiftly as possible.
So Elizabeth waited. Around her, arrests for the night were brought in, anything from indecent exposure to grand theft auto to assault with a deadly weapon. This was the heart of Texas, in a well-populated county, and the arrestees ranged from men with shaggy hair, baseball caps, and strong South Texas accents; to Spanish-speaking kids who glared in fearful defiance; to brightly dressed prostitutes with hair of every shade and shorts cut high up their butts.
Elizabeth had never been in this particular police station, but they all gave her the creeps. The smell was the same—burned coffee, body odor, and floor cleaner overlaid with stale cigarette smoke. Smoking was no longer permitted inside, but the smoke clung to the clothes of people who went in and out.
Never again, she’d vowed. For Mabel’s sake. Elizabeth had half-feared that the female cop would run a check on Elizabeth’s name, but then, even if she had, the woman would have found nothing. Elizabeth Chapman had no criminal record, and no connection to anyone with a criminal record. Elizabeth had made sure of that.
After a long time, a tall black bailiff stopped in front of Elizabeth and said in a booming voice, “Ms. Chapman? Come with me.”
Elizabeth sprang up and followed the man, half-running to keep up with his long-legged stride. “Where are we going?”
“The Shifter’s hearing,” was all he would say.
The bailiff led Elizabeth through a door and down a hall that was eerily deserted. At the end of this, he unbolted and unlocked a steel door that had to be a foot thick. He took Elizabeth into a short hall, maybe five feet in length, which had no other door but the one at its far end.
Why was Elizabeth reminded of zoo cages? The kind with two doors and a space in between, where an animal could be trapped if it tried to escape. The bailiff unlocked the second door, also of foot-thick steel, and ushered Elizabeth into a long, narrow courtroom.
It was a courtroom unlike any Elizabeth had seen, and unfortunately she’d seen quite a few during her colorful adolescence. The judge’s bench, at the far end, was raised six feet off the floor and caged in front by floor-to-ceiling iron bars. A woman in judge’s robes was just coming through a door right behind the bench. Bench, door, and judge were unreachable by anyone on the courtroom floor.
Ronan sat in a large metal chair below the bench, at a right angle to the rest of the room. His hands were now shackled in front of him; a chain between the shackles hooked them to a ring on the heavy chair, which in turn was bolted to the floor.
The courtroom was unadorned, no paneling on the walls, no heavy wooden tables or carved benches, just a generic linoleum floor, white walls, and two plain metal benches in the front of the room. A nervous man in a suit, probably the prosecutor, occupied the right bench. A man and woman sat together on the bench on the left.
The woman was human, with short dark hair, a business jacket and skirt, and a briefcase. Her buttoned-up look screamed lawyer, though she wore sandals on bare feet instead of hose and shoes.
The man next to her was a Shifter, no doubt about it. He had dark hair, eyes of incredible blue, and a Collar around his neck. He lounged on the bench, watching everyone in the room, including the judge, with an air of command.
Most people believed that Shifters posed a threat to humans, and looking at this man, Elizabeth finally understood why. Ronan was huge and full of muscle, but this Shifter, while nowhere near as big as Ronan, exuded a strength of presence that spoke of power. No matter that he wore a Collar, he could be deadly, and he wanted everyone around him to remember that.
Ronan saw Elizabeth and lifted his shackled hands in greeting. He looked the calmest of anyone in the room, no matter that they were treating him like a dangerous animal.
Granted, Elizabeth had seen Ronan as a big, scary bear, and even now, with his buzzed hair, glittering eyes, and muscles bulging out the Red-Hot Lover T-shirt, he still looked frightening. But he gave her a nod—in thanks, she guessed, for calling Kim and then showing up herself.
The tall bailiff locked the door, the clang of the keys loud. The judge hammered once with her gavel. “Counsels approach the bench.”
That was it. No one else apparently would show up to this hearing, no court stenographer, no other witnesses. Maybe the session was being recorded, but what did Elizabeth know? Perhaps records weren’t kept of Shifter hearings.
As Kim rose with the prosecutor and walked confidently toward the judge, the bailiff said to Elizabeth, “Sit over there.”
He pointed to the seat next to Kim’s Shifter. The Shifter sat up from his lounging position, smiled, and patted the bench next to him. The smile was charming, but it was also predatory, and his eyes were watching, watching. Ronan caught Elizabeth’s worried look and sent her another nod.
Elizabeth went to the bench. The Shifter rose, though both judge and bailiff scowled at him, and stuck out his hand. “I’m Liam Morrissey,” he said. “You’re Elizabeth?”
“Elizabeth Chapman. I called your wife.”
“She’s my mate.” Liam closed his right hand around Elizabeth’s and then laid his left hand on top of it, sandwiching her fingers in a cushion of warmth. Liam Morrissey was the leader of the Austin Shiftertown, Elizabeth knew. He and his wife—no, mate—Kim, were the liaisons between Shifters and humans. “No worries, lass,” Liam said. “You answer the judge’s questions and tell the truth. Kim will take care of the rest.”
The pressure of his hands on hers and the confident look in his eyes, together with the Irish lilt to his voice, were soothing and reassuring. Elizabeth found herself nodding, wanting to promise she’d do her best.
Ronan said from across the room, “You can let go of her now, Liam.”
Liam’s smile widened but he released Elizabeth. “I’m thinking you’re growing a mite possessive, my friend,” he said to Ronan.
“I’m thinking she’s had a bad night,” Ronan growled. “That and I can break your head with one hand.”
“Shut it, Bear. I’m mate-bonded. You have no competition from me.”
The judge pounded with her gavel. “The defendant will stay in order,” she said sharply. Both Ronan and Liam went quiet but neither looked contrite.
The Shifters are in charge here, Elizabeth realized. Not the judge, not the bailiff, not the prosecutor. Liam and Ronan might be inside the cage, but they’ve taken it over.
“The defendant will approach,” the judge said.
The bailiff unlocked Ronan’s shackles from the chair, helped him stand, and led him forward. Kim came to Ronan’s side, not looking worried, though the prosecutor kept his eyes on his notes as Ronan hulked next to him.
“The charge is assault with intent to kill a human,” the judge said. She had dark hair going to gray, a face like a squashed prune, and a flat voice. “How does the defendant plead?”
“He pleads mitigating circumstances,” Kim said. “And intent to kill is not on the arrest sheet. The human in question was armed with a loaded nine-millimeter pistol. My client was defending the owner of the store the human man had come to rob and was shot by the human in the process.”
The judge eyed Kim in dislike. “I asked for the plea, not the defense. You’ll have the chance to speak in a moment. Prosecution?”
The prosecutor finally looked up from his file folder. “The victim, Julio Marquez, is at the hospital being treated for claw wounds. Mr. Marquez describes being attacked by a bear in Ms. Chapman’s shop on South Congress. In fear for his life, Mr. Marquez shot but missed. The bear then struck Mr. Marquez again, rendering him unconscious. According to Mr. Marquez, he entered the store on a dare by his friends and waved around his gun. The bear attacked from the back of the store. Mr. Marquez did not see him before that.”
Elizabeth jumped to her feet. “That’s not what happened!” A dare by his friends? No way in hell. Elizabeth had looked into the cold, hard eyes of the kid, which had held an anger too old for his age. She’d recognized that anger. Julio Marquez was a dangerous young man.
The judge banged her gavel. “Ms. Chapman, sit down, or you will be fined for contempt.”
The prosecutor leafed through his file. “Mr. Marquez’s statement and Ms. Chapman’s are not exactly the same, but both agree that the bear attacked Mr. Marquez.”
“Because Marquez was forcing me into my office at gunpoint!” Elizabeth cried.
Another steely glare from the judge. “You will be called to give your version of events in due time, Ms. Chapman. Sit down.”
“Best sit down, love,” Liam whispered. “Kim will take care of it.”
He sounded confident. Elizabeth sank to the bench, and Liam nodded at her. Good girl. Ronan sent her another reassuring look over his shoulder.
Even Kim seemed unperturbed. “The witness is understandably stressed, Your Honor,” she said. “It’s late, and she’s had a bad experience.”
The judge really didn’t like Kim Fraser. For defending a Shifter? Elizabeth wondered. Or for marrying one?
The prosecutor broke in. “Maybe Ms. Chapman should be allowed to give her evidence so she can go home.”
The judge’s face softened as she listened to the prosecutor. The man was attractive in a slick sort of way . . . what a witch.
“Of course,” the judge said. “Ms. Chapman?”
At that moment, Elizabeth’s cell phone pealed. She was surprised she could get a signal behind all the steel doors, but the name that popped up on the screen was Mabel’s.
“Cell phones are supposed to be off,” the judge snapped.
“I have to take this. It’s my little sister. She’s home alone, and she’s worried.”
The judge looked as though nothing had ever harassed her more. “Outside.”
The bailiff unlocked the door. Elizabeth charged out, and Liam quietly followed her.
“Mabel? I can’t talk right now, honey. I’m in court.”
Mabel’s frantic voice cut over hers. “Lizzy, there are men outside, trying to get in. A bunch of them, and they have guns. I don’t know what to do. I’m so scared!”



CHAPTER 3
“Call the police,” Elizabeth yelled down the phone, watery fear pouring through her. “Call them now.”
“I tried. They don’t answer.”
“Then you hide. I’m in a courthouse. I’ll get—”
Elizabeth stifled a shriek as Liam Morrissey snatched the phone out of her hand. “Mabel? This is Liam Morrissey. Connor’s uncle, that’s right. You rest easy, now, lass. I’ll take care of this. Stay down, behind a bed, don’t go near the windows. My lads will be there before you can count to ten. All right?”
He clicked off the connection and dialed another with ease of long practice. While Elizabeth stood there with her mouth open, Liam said quietly into the phone, “Sean, get Dad and Spike and go up to Thirty-Fifth Street near MoPac. Mabel Chapman. She’s got armed intruders. Go now.”
Whoever was on the other end hung up, but Liam kept hold of the phone. “Now, don’t you worry. My brother will take care of your sister. Let’s go back and get Ronan sprung.”
Elizabeth didn’t move. “I can’t. I have to go home.”
Liam put a warm hand on her shoulder. “You going home would only put you in danger as well. My brother and my trackers can help Mabel better than the police. No one stops my trackers, lass. No one. Come on, now.”
Liam had reassurance down to a science. In spite of her gut-wrenching fear, Elizabeth let him lead her back past the bailiff and once more into the courtroom.
“Oh, I see that you’re still with us, Ms. Chapman,” the judge said. “How nice. Please approach and read the words on the card.”
Elizabeth promised to tell the truth and the whole truth, so help her God, then went over her story, prompted by questions from the prosecutor. It was like being in a play—she might not know her lines, but the prosecutor wanted her to say certain ones, judging from his cues. Ronan, back in the chair, leaned forward, resting his big arms on his knees, watching her closely.
Fear for Mabel gnawed at Elizabeth as she answered the questions. Liam still had her cell phone. He glanced at it from time to time, his face grim.
Elizabeth concluded shakily, “So I know that if Ronan hadn’t been there, Marquez would have killed me.”
“But you don’t actually know that,” the prosecutor said in his condescending way. “That’s only what you guess.”
That did it. The gloves came off. “Look, I grew up with kids like Marquez,” Elizabeth said. “Any guilt or conscience in him went away a long time ago. He only deals in if-then questions. If I can identify him, then he shoots me. In his mind, I was dead as soon as he walked in the door. End of story.”
The prosecutor shrugged apologetically at the judge. “It’s still only what she thinks.”
At that point, Liam got up and went to the door again. He held a murmured exchange with the bailiff, who did not look happy, but the bailiff let him out.
“Defense counsel, any questions for the witness?” the judge asked.
So far Kim had listened with a calm look on her face, not objecting to anything the prosecutor had said. Elizabeth had stood in front of judges before—sometimes as the defendant—and a good defense counsel would have been all over the prosecutor’s overly leading questions.
“I have only one, Your Honor,” Kim said. She turned to Elizabeth, her face expressionless, professional. “Ms. Chapman, tell me, at any time—before, during, or even after the scuffle—did Ronan’s Collar go off?”
Liam reentered the room. Behind the bailiff’s back, he gave Elizabeth a thumb’s up, and Elizabeth somehow knew that Mabel was all right. Her legs nearly buckled in relief. But what had Liam done?
“Ms. Chapman?” Kim asked, waiting.
“Uh—go off? What does that mean?”
Kim said, “When a Shifter tries to attack someone, the Collar around his neck shocks him. It’s very obvious—you’d see a white-blue arc running all the way around the Collar, sparking like those plasma balls. The Collar causes a lot of pain and stops the Shifter. They’re programmed to suppress a Shifter’s instinct to kill.”
Elizabeth replayed the awful scene in her mind, remembering the swift silence with which Ronan had burst through her office door. She closed her eyes and made herself remember every detail. Ronan’s huge face, the Collar clasping his big neck, the power in his gigantic body as he knocked Marquez to the ground.
She opened her eyes. “No. I didn’t see anything like that. The gun went off and hit Ronan, but his Collar never sparked. I think Ronan was just trying to take the weapon away from Marquez.”
Kim turned back to the judge, looking as professional as ever, but with a sparkle of triumph in her eyes. “There’s a whole ream of scientific data on Shifters as to why they can’t commit an act of violence while they wear Collars. If the Collar didn’t go off in Ms. Chapman’s store, that means my client had no malicious intent toward Marquez. My client saw the danger to Ms. Chapman and stepped in to make sure she wasn’t hurt, and in the scuffle to keep the gun away from Marquez, Marquez was knocked unconscious. If my client had any intent to hurt or kill, the Collar would have had him in agony, even a big man like him.” Kim walked to the judge’s bench, rose on tiptoe, and laid a thick folder on it. “Here are a few of the many studies done on the Collars. I can produce more if Your Honor needs them.”
The judge looked irritated. She flipped the file open, flipped it closed, gave Kim a dirty look, and sent a nastier one to Ronan.
“I’m going to let your client go,” she said. “Not because you make a good point, Ms. Fraser. Partly it’s because Marquez has previous arrests for armed robbery, and Ms. Chapman’s story is plausible, but mostly because it’s late and I want you all out of my courtroom. But I’m going to tell you, Mr. Ronan, to confine yourself to Shiftertown and not leave it for one month. I don’t want you anywhere near humans, understand? If you leave Shiftertown, I will have your carcass hauled in front of me again, and then you won’t walk out of here so easily.”
“Begging Your Honor’s pardon.” Liam Morrissey shot her his charming grin. “Ronan’s job lies outside Shiftertown, just outside the gates, in fact. He works for me, and he supports three kiddies with his salary. It would be a great hardship on his family if he couldn’t go to his job.”
“Fine.” The judge scowled, but even she wasn’t immune to Liam’s smile. “He goes to work, then right back home. Consider him under house arrest. I’m holding you responsible for him.” The judge pointed her gavel at Liam then banged it on the bench. She got up, robes swirling, and stalked out through the door behind the bench, which closed with a bang.
Elizabeth was bursting to ask Liam what had happened at her house, but she had to wait for the bailiff to unlock Ronan from his shackles and then unlock the doors to let them out. Both Ronan and Kim had to sign things after that, and then they all had to walk out of the courthouse, back to the dark streets outside.
“What about my sister?” Elizabeth nearly shouted at Liam as soon as they cleared the front door.
Ronan put a large hand on Elizabeth’s shoulder, but it was comforting, not heavy. Kim walked close to her other side.
“Mabel’s fine, lass,” Liam said. “My brother and dad got there in time. They and my trackers scared the bad guys away.”
“What bad guys? Why were they trying to break into my house?”
They started down the street to the nearly deserted parking lot a half block away. Only two vehicles stood in the lot: Elizabeth’s small pickup and a sweet-looking Harley.
“I don’t know,” Liam said. “Sean only told me that your sister was safe and that the trackers were sniffing around, seeing what they can find out.”
“Trackers—you said that before. What trackers?”
“The trackers work for Liam,” Ronan said. “They’re guards, finders, warriors. Some of them can be complete assholes, but they’re the best at what they do.”
“Nothing will happen to Mabel with my trackers looking out for her,” Liam said. “I promise you that.”
Elizabeth closed her eyes a brief moment in relief. “Thank you, Mr. Morrissey.”
“Yeah, thanks, Liam,” Ronan said. “And you, Kim. Especially you.”
Ronan shouldered Liam out of the way and snatched Kim into a big hug. A bear hug, Elizabeth thought, feeling a little hysterical. Kim hugged him in return, and Liam stood by, not seeming to mind the large man holding on to his wife.
Kim patted Ronan’s back. “You’re welcome, big guy. Can I breathe now?”
Ronan released her and stepped back, then damned if he didn’t turn and enclose Liam in the same kind of hug. Elizabeth watched, eyes widening, as Liam wrapped his arms around the bigger man and held him close.
“You get used to it after a while,” Kim said. Her nose wrinkled with her smile. “Sort of.”
Liam and Ronan broke apart. Liam reached for his wife—no, his mate. Elizabeth was never going to get used to these terms. Liam hugged Kim and kissed her firmly on the mouth, and then he turned to Elizabeth and Ronan, one arm securely around Kim.
“Take her home, Ronan.”
Elizabeth blinked. “What? He can’t. He was put under house arrest ten minutes ago. That doesn’t include driving across town to my house.”
Ronan stood very close to Elizabeth. She could feel the heat from his body, remembered the feel of the powerful bear rushing past her in his intense and deadly charge. Ronan had saved her life, tonight. His Collar might not have gone off, but no matter what Elizabeth had told the judge, the bear in him had been ready to kill. Elizabeth had seen the need for murder in men’s eyes before, and Ronan had definitely had it.
“No room for me on Liam’s Harley,” Ronan said. “I’ll have to go with you.”
Liam and Kim had already mounted the motorcycle, Liam leaving the rest of the arrangements up to Ronan and Elizabeth.
“All right, you have a point,” Elizabeth said. “But I’ll take you back to Shiftertown and then drive myself home.”
“Whatever.” Ronan held out his hand. “Keys.”
“What? No. It’s not like I’m drunk.” Yet.
“After the night you’ve had? Nope. I’m driving you. “
Elizabeth felt sick and stretched, her head ached, and her eyes felt hollow. She needed about a gallon of water and then one of coffee, a long bath, a hot toddy, and a really good night’s sleep. After she made sure Mabel was safe.
“Fine.” She dropped the keys into Ronan’s hand.
“Cool.” He snapped his fingers around them. “I’ve always wanted to drive one of these little pickups. Don’t tell anyone.”
The Harley roared to life. Liam lifted his hand and so did Kim, then Liam pulled out into the night. Kim, helmeted, leaned into Liam’s back, as though she loved him body and soul. A human and a Shifter. What a crazy night.
Ronan opened the passenger door and got Elizabeth inside. “I’m supposed to like muscle cars. Strongman, macho cars.” He shut her door and went around to the driver’s side. He barely fit behind the wheel and had to slide the seat all the way back. “Monster trucks. Bad-ass motorcycles. Anything big and chunky that makes a lot of noise. Nothing cute and girlie. So keep this quiet. Deal?”
Now he was making her laugh. “Your secret is safe with me.”
Not that Ronan could ever be mistaken for cute and girlie. He was huge but solid, like a pro wrestler, tall but perfectly proportional. His face wasn’t exactly handsome—too hard for that, and he’d had his nose and right cheekbone broken at some time in his past. But his face was striking. His eyes were dark brown, almost black, but not cold. They were warm, very warm.
Ronan started up the truck and peeled out of the parking lot. Elizabeth held on as he raced around a corner and pulled onto Seventh heading due east.
Elizabeth wanted to talk to Mabel, to reassure her sister that she was on her way home. She reached for her phone and found an empty place on her belt. “Oh, crap. Liam still has my cell phone.”
“Not surprised. Liam likes gadgets. He’ll give it back to you when he’s done with it.”
“Doesn’t he have his own?”
“Sure, but Shifters don’t get to have fancy smart phones. Our phones call and hang up, that’s it. I bet he’s texting every human he knows, or playing games, or taking pictures. He’s like a cub when he gets a new gadget in his hand. But I’ll make him give it back.”
Ronan drove through the sparse traffic as he spoke, flashed under the I-35, and sped on in entirely the opposite direction from Elizabeth’s house.
“Where are you going?” she asked. “I live northwest of downtown.”
“You’re not going home,” Ronan said, gripping the wheel as he spun the truck around another corner.
“I’m not?” Her trepidation returned. “Why not?”
Ronan looked over at her and grinned. It was a warm grin, making his eyes twinkle. “Because I’m taking you to my home, Elizabeth Chapman. Shiftertown.”



CHAPTER 4
Ronan felt Elizabeth’s fear pouring off her as they neared the streets of Shiftertown. But there was nothing frightening about Shiftertown—at least, not these days.
When Ronan had first arrived from Alaska, though, he’d been scared as hell. Bears liked solitude, and Ronan had never lived near more than one or two people at a time in his life. In Shiftertown, scores of Shifters surrounded him, always. And then the human government had told him he had to let other bears live in the same house with him.
Ronan’s shyness had nearly killed him. Learning to survive the discomfort of being in a crowd, training himself to not react—either by running away or driving the others off—had been the hardest thing Ronan had done. People who derided shyness, or called it self-centeredness, didn’t understand it. Shyness was instinct. In the wild, the need for personal space—a lot of personal space—could spell the difference between survival and death.
But Ronan had conquered his fear long ago, thank the Goddess. Now Ronan knew everyone, and everyone knew Ronan, and he’d carved out his own place in this strange, new world.
Ronan drove around a dark corner that contained a deserted convenience store and headed into Shiftertown. Beyond an empty lot, which was purposely left derelict, Shiftertown unrolled in streets of neat lawns and well-kept bungalows.
These houses had been pretty much trashed and abandoned by the humans who’d lived there twenty years before, and the government department formed to deal with the Shifter situation had snapped up the cheap real estate and used it to house the Shifters. Shifters had moved in and repainted, reshingled, and repaired the houses themselves. Now anyone could walk fearlessly down the quiet streets of Shiftertown, doors could remain unlocked, and cubs could play safely in the front yards to all hours of the night.
Shifters, three species of them, now lived together without killing each other. Who would have thought?
Shiftertown was dark this late, though windows glowed in houses here and there. Felines and Lupines would be outside without lights, both species still nocturnal despite human effort to change that. Bears, much smarter, would be sound asleep, taking advantage of every moment of shut-eye they could get. Ursines used a lot of energy when awake, and they slept with dedication.
Elizabeth, beside him, took it all in while gripping the dashboard. “Are you going to bother to tell me why I’m in Shiftertown?”
“Sean brought your sister here, to my house.”
She whipped around to stare at him. “To your house? Why?”
“Well, he couldn’t take her to Liam’s house because Connor lives there, and that could get messy. Mabel likes Connor, but Connor’s still a cub.”
Elizabeth kept staring at him, clearly having no idea what he was talking about. “If you mean Connor who comes into my shop sometimes to flirt with Mabel, he’s not a cub; he’s in college.”
“He’s only twenty-one, and in Shifter terms, that’s still a cub. Won’t make his Transition for another, oh, seven or eight years yet. It’s best not to let him and Mabel be more than friends—too confusing and even dangerous for everyone. So, right now, my house is best. You’ve heard the story of Goldilocks and the Three Bears?”
“Sure, but what has that got to do with—”
“That story is total bullshit.” Ronan laughed, the rumble of it filling the truck. “At my house, nothing’s too hard or too soft. Everything is just right. “
He was rewarded with Elizabeth’s smile. He liked her smile, like a sudden flash of sunshine. He hated to see her so afraid. She shouldn’t be afraid, this sassy sweetheart.
Ronan slowed the truck, which he’d found fun to drive but a tight fit. He turned into the driveway, which was nothing but two strips of broken pavement that led behind the house. Ronan had turned the garage in the back into a work-and-play room he and his housemates called the Den, so he parked outside, behind the other car and a large motorcycle already there.
The motorcycle was Ronan’s—Sean or a tracker must have retrieved it from the street near Elizabeth’s store and driven it home for him. He hoped it hadn’t been Nate who’d fetched it. Stupid Feline drove like an idiot.
Ronan got out before Elizabeth could and went around to open her door. “Here we are,” he said, taking her hand to help her stand up. He liked her hand, small and warm in his. “Get ready for the horde.”
“The what?”
“No worries; I won’t let them hurt you.”
The “horde” tumbled out of the back door and off the porch Ronan had built around two sides of the house. They were Rebecca, a full-grown she-bear from Ronan’s clan; Scott, a black bear Shifter who was about twenty-seven and going through the pains of his Transition; Cherie, a grizzly, twenty in human years, who’d spent the first half of her life locked in a pen. Last came Olaf, the only polar bear in Shiftertown, nine in human years and still a true cub. Olaf had a sunny disposition, except when flashes of the past he couldn’t quite remember came to him in his dreams. They called him Olaf, but no one, not even Olaf, knew his real name. All wore Collars that gleamed under the porch lights.
Behind the bears was Mabel, Elizabeth’s twenty-one-year-old sister, whose hair today was pink streaked with green. She looked keyed up, frightened, and excited, all at the same time. She pushed past the bears and ran at Elizabeth, arms open.
“Lizzy, damn it, they said you almost got shot, and then you were at that police station for, like, ever. And then those guys came to our house—looking for you. They called through the front door asking where you were. And then Shifters, all over the place. Liam said it wasn’t safe for me to stay home, said I would meet up with you here. Have you seen that Spike guy? He is hot. I swear he has tattoos everywhere.”
Sounded like Mabel was all right then.
Rebecca looked at Ronan in concern. “Ronan? Liam said you took a bullet. You all right?”
Ronan held up his arm to show her the gauze bandage. “I’m fine. It just grazed me.” A tiny bullet cutting across Ronan’s triceps was nothing. He’d been shot with a Fae arrow last year—now that had hurt. The effing Fae spelled their arrows.
“You were jumping in front of bullets again, weren’t you, Ronan?” Cherie said, folding her arms. She had black-and-brown streaked hair, entirely natural, matching her grizzly’s coat. “You’ve gotta stop that. We need you without holes.”
“Leave him alone,” Scott said. “He did what he had to do.”
Scott was a black bear, the smallest of the horde when he shifted, but he was still tall and lanky, with black hair and a surly expression. The Transition was hard on him.
Olaf was still mastering English, having been located by Liam and brought to Shiftertown only a year ago. He had white-blond hair and black eyes, and his bear was too adorable to be real. “Mabel paints my hair too. Okay, Ronan?”
“I said he’d look cute with blue streaks in his hair,” Mabel said.
Rebecca shot Ronan an evil look. “I told him it was up to you.”
“Sure, thanks, Becks. Not now, Olaf. This is Elizabeth, Mabel’s sister. She and Mabel are staying. So keep it down so they can sleep. I’ll give them my room and sleep out in the Den.”
“No, no, no, don’t do that to them,” Rebecca said quickly. “They’re taking my room, which is habitable, and I’ll sleep in the Den. Putting them in your room would be cruel and unusual punishment.”
“I’m sleeping with Rebecca,” Cherie said quickly. She always felt nervous when Rebecca was out of the house.
“Whatever. Female bears,” Ronan said to Elizabeth. “They like to take over. Everything.”
“Hey, Papa-Bear was out being arrested,” Rebecca said. “For being a knight errant. I didn’t realize that was a crime in the human world.”
“I did smack the guy,” Ronan said. “But he deserved it. His mother must be too soft on him.”
“His mother is probably terrified of him,” Elizabeth said. “Or maybe she’s as bad as he is, or—most likely—not there at all.”
Ronan realized he still had hold of Elizabeth’s hand. He also realized he wasn’t in that big a hurry to let it go. Rebecca noticed, but—thank the Goddess—kept her thoughts to herself.
“How do you know so much about humans like Marquez?” Ronan asked Elizabeth. “You said in the courtroom you knew exactly what he was going to do.”
Mabel rolled her eyes before Elizabeth could answer. “You do not want to know. Elizabeth was a juvenile delinquent. In a big way.”
“I thought they didn’t want to know.” Elizabeth shook off Ronan’s hand. “It’s nice of you, Ronan, but we can’t stay here. I don’t have a change of clothes, for one thing.”
“I brought your stuff,” Mabel said brightly. “And Sean says we have to stay. He’s cute, Lizzy—you should hear his Irish accent. Too bad he’s mated, but I like his mate. Andrea, you’ve met her before. Anyway, Sean says we’re staying in Shiftertown until Liam and the trackers make sure it’s safe for us to go home.”
Elizabeth held up her hands. “Mabel, stop talking for just a second—”
“Shiftertown’s the safest place for you,” Ronan broke in. “No one will find you here. The trackers will sniff around, find out what these people wanted with your house, and deal with them.”
Ronan saw Rebecca’s eyes flicker when he said, Deal with them, and the two bears shared a look. The phrase could have many shades of meaning, especially with the Morrisseys involved.
Juvenile delinquent. In a big way. Ronan remembered how Elizabeth had lifted the card from his pocket—quickly and skillfully. There was more to Elizabeth Chapman than met the eye, and Ronan was determined to find out all about her.
Elizabeth still hesitated, but Olaf walked up to her and put his little hand in hers. “Inside,” he said in his thickly accented English. “We keep you safe, Lizbeth.”
The little cub did what all the adults could not. Elizabeth’s look softened, and she let Olaf lead her into the house.
***
Elizabeth followed Olaf, whose little hand had a surprisingly strong grip. Kids were very good at giving off danger signals, but Olaf radiated confidence that Elizabeth would be all right in Ronan’s house.
Behind her, Rebecca herded the rest of them, including Ronan, inside. She had to let Olaf help her lead Mabel and Elizabeth upstairs to her small bedroom on the second floor; Olaf would not relinquish Elizabeth’s hand until she was safely inside the room.
The bedroom was neat and spare, without many personal possessions. Rebecca took some extra blankets out of a closet and spread them across the double bed. She shook her head when Elizabeth tried to thank her, then grabbed some clothes and headed out.
“Ronan’s in the next room,” Rebecca said in the doorway. “If his snoring gets too loud, bang on the wall. Sometimes that works.” She flipped her spare shirt over her shoulder and disappeared.
The door closed. Through it Elizabeth could hear the three younger ones going back downstairs, all talking to Ronan and Rebecca at once, and Ronan’s rumbling bass answering them.
“Isn’t this cool?” Mabel pulled up the blinds and looked out at the dark street below. “I always wanted to come to Shiftertown. I think Connor Morrissey lives over there.” She pointed.
Elizabeth sat down on the bed, her legs giving out. Everything from staring at the black opening of the gun, to trying to remember what had happened for Ronan’s hearing, to the shock of being brought to Shiftertown to meet Ronan’s—family?—was taking its toll.
“Are the kids his?” she asked Mabel. “And Rebecca, is she his wife? Or mate, I mean?”
“Nope.” Mabel finally let down the blind and turned away from the window. “None of the kids are related to each other or to Ronan or Rebecca. Rebecca says she’s Ronan’s cousin or something, distant. They’re not mated, and they can’t mate, because they’re in the same clan. Otherwise, this is like a foster home for Bear Shifters, but way better than a human one.”
That was for sure.
Mabel, always resilient, stripped off her clothes and got into bed in her underwear. Mabel usually slept in the nude, so Elizabeth supposed she was keeping herself covered to be courteous to Elizabeth. She’d brought Elizabeth’s nightshirt and a change of clothes in a shoulder bag, and Elizabeth pulled on the nightshirt and snuggled down against Mabel. She closed her eyes but, as she’d guessed it would, sleep evaded her.
But it wasn’t the kid with the gun Elizabeth kept seeing as she lay, restless and awake. It was Ronan, first charging in to her rescue, then rising into a perfectly proportioned, hard-bodied man with muscles everywhere. He had one tatt, a Celtic interlocking pattern that laced across the small of his back. His buzzed short hair was dark brown, almost black, but with highlights of lighter brown. His bear’s fur had the same rippling, rich brown color.
Tonight Elizabeth had seen him range from enraged and ready to kill, to annoyed, to resigned, to worried, to reassuring, to affectionate. Ronan might be gruff with the kids who lived with him, but she could tell he was fond of them.
Elizabeth had always had a problem with trust. For good reason—some of the people she’d ended up living with as a kid had been horrible, some dangerous. She’d done everything in her power to protect Mabel from them, which meant she’d had to make some tough choices.
The lesson Elizabeth had learned early in life was that you didn’t trust anyone. For any reason. People who acted as though you could rely on them would turn on you the second they were no longer interested in your problems. You couldn’t count on even the nicest people in a pinch.
So she didn’t know what to make of Ronan offering her and Mabel a place to sleep, or the Shifters surging across town to get Mabel out of danger. She didn’t know anything about Shifters or what drove them—or what they’d expect from her in return.
She could only do what she’d done all her life—sit tight, scope out the lay of the land, and decide what to do from there. Her eyes remained open as she thought over all this, but Mabel soon dropped off into innocent sleep, emitting faint, peaceful snores.
***
Elizabeth left her room in the morning to the smell of coffee and bacon wafting up the stairs. Cherie was across the hall, leaning against the closed door of the one bathroom.
“Come on, Scott, does anyone else get to use the bathroom today?”
Scott’s voice roared back over running water. “I’m in the shower!”
“You’ve been in the shower for half an hour. We have guests, you big idiot.”
“I didn’t ask them here!”
Cherie saw Elizabeth and rolled her eyes. “He’s in Transition. It’s like he can’t get himself clean enough, as if that’s going to make females fall all over him. There aren’t enough female Shifters in this Shiftertown anyway—he won’t have a chance to mate for years yet.”
“Transition?”
“From cub to adult,” Cherie said. “I hope I’m not this insensitive when it’s my turn.” She slapped her palm to the door. “Scott, would you quit hogging the bathroom?”
“Go next door!” he shouted.
“Males.” Cherie rolled her eyes again. She was pretty, with the deep, startling beauty that Rebecca had, hers not as fully developed yet. Cherie looked about twenty in human years, only a little younger than Mabel, but apparently, like Connor, she was still considered a cub.
“Probably best you have breakfast first,” Cherie said. “If there’s any hot water left when he’s done, you and your sister can have dibs on the bathroom.”
“Whatever works,” Elizabeth said, shrugging. You needed to establish territory fast in a foster home, but you also had to show that you were willing to be flexible with those who didn’t fight you. Besides, Elizabeth would be home soon, in her own bathroom.
She went down the stairs. This was an old bungalow, likely built in the 1920s or 30s, laid out in a square with the staircase in the middle. It was pretty big, as far as bungalows went, to have four bedrooms and bath upstairs, a large kitchen, dining room, and living room downstairs.
Elizabeth walked into the kitchen to find Rebecca setting seven places at the table and Ronan hunched over the stove in jeans and black T-shirt, cooking what had to be five packages of bacon and four cartons of eggs. An entire loaf of bread, toasted, was piled on a platter, and four more slices popped out of the toaster as she walked in.
Ronan glanced up at her and gave her a wide smile, full of energy. “I do a mean biscuits-and-gravy, but I didn’t have time this morning. Scrambled okay with you?”
“Fine.”
Rebecca was giving Elizabeth a critical look. “You didn’t sleep, did you?”
“Not really.”
“Can’t blame you.”
Rebecca was tall and leggy, but large, nothing willowy about her. She wore jeans and a sleeveless top and had pulled her curly hair into a ponytail. Like Ronan, she had a restless vitality, one that said she might wear human clothes and set the table with matching silverware, but she’d rather be out running through the woods as her bear.
“Sit down, Elizabeth,” Ronan said. “We’ll fatten you up.”
He piled the rest of the bacon and eggs on another platter and carried it and the toast to the table. Elizabeth stared at the mounds of food heading her way.
“A slice of toast is fine with me,” she said.
“Best thing for shock is a hearty meal.” Ronan stuck his spatula under the eggs and piled a load on her plate. “I’ve got some roasted red pepper salsa if that’s your thing, or good old-fashioned salt and pepper. Butter and jam for the bread, and best of all, honey. Bears like their honey.”
Elizabeth wasn’t sure whether to laugh or keep it to herself. She settled for a polite thank you. Ronan turned away. “Any time, Lizzie-girl.”
Cherie and Olaf appeared as though by magic as Ronan started ladling out the food. Mabel waltzed in a moment later, and Rebecca poured coffee. Mabel sucked down her coffee, closing her eyes in pure enjoyment. Mabel had never been much of an alcohol drinker, thank God, but she worshipped coffee.
“Scott’s still in the shower,” Cherie said, in universal female derision for males who irritated them.
“I’ll talk to him,” Ronan said. “Let him be, Cherie. The Transition is hard.”
“I’m still getting over mine.” Rebecca sat down and shoveled as much food onto her plate as Ronan did onto his. No dieting in this house. “And with more and more males mate-claiming in this Shiftertown, the pickings are getting slim.”
“Don’t complain, woman,” Ronan said. “There’s four males for every female around here. It’s me, Scott, and Olaf that will be going mateless. You can always hit on Ellison. He’s a party animal.”
Rebecca snorted. “He’s a Lupine who’s too full of himself.”
Ronan shrugged. “Well, if you’re going to be picky.”
“What about Spike?” Mabel asked. She scooped up eggs hungrily. “He’s cute. All those tatts. And then Connor. Mmm.”
“Connor’s a cub,” Cherie said, wrinkling her nose. “And a Feline. And a Morrissey. And did I mention a Feline?”
“What does that mean?” Elizabeth asked as she ate. “A Feline?”
“Means he turns into a wildcat,” Cherie answered. “His whole family does. Ellison is a Lupine, a wolf. Wolves are all conceited—think they’re noble creatures or something. We’re bears, which of course are the best Shifters.” She chortled.
“Cool,” Mabel said. “Can I see you turn into a bear?”
“No shifting at the table,” Ronan growled. “We have company, and I’m not cleaning up the mess.”
Cherie winked at Mabel. “Later.”
They were going to be BFFs any second, Elizabeth knew it. “We might not have time to do much visiting, Mabel,” she said, chewing on thick Texas toast which did taste good with butter and honey. “I have to get back to the store and clean it up before we open. I’m going to need your help. We open at eleven, and it’s already eight, so we need to get a move on.”
Everyone at the table went quiet. The shower finally snapped off upstairs, adding to the silence.
“Elizabeth, you’ll have to keep your store closed today,” Ronan said. “I talked to Liam after you went to bed, and he says things are bad for you. So until he and I can work them out, you’re staying here.”
The entire table was looking at her. Cherie with her mottled hair, Rebecca with her even stare, Olaf with his wide black eyes. Only Mabel kept her gaze on her plate. Elizabeth, who’d learned the dynamics of a group home early in life, realized that as much as Rebecca and the others bantered with him, Ronan was the leader.
Elizabeth pushed back her chair, wiped her mouth on a napkin, and got to her feet. She said to Ronan, “Can we talk outside, please?” and then walked out the back door into the morning heat without waiting to see if he’d follow.



CHAPTER 5
Ronan went after her without hesitation. There was nothing better than a cute female with the hottest ass he’d ever seen ordering him around.
Behind him he heard Olaf say, a little fearfully, “Ronan . . . he will punish Lizbeth?”
“No, sweetie,” Rebecca said. “But she might punish him.”
The back door swung shut, cutting off Olaf’s reply.
Elizabeth waited by her truck, arms folded. This morning she wore tight blue jeans and a little top that exposed both her navel and the tattoo on her collarbone. It was a butterfly. Nice.
Ronan didn’t usually like small women, but decided he’d make an exception for Elizabeth, who was not tall but generously curved. Her smallness made him want to be gentle, although the fire in her eyes said she wasn’t about to be gentle with him. Rebecca had that right.
“Let me explain something about the retail business,” Elizabeth said as soon as he was within earshot. Human earshot—he could have heard her all the way in the kitchen, and he knew that his family was listening hard. “If your store closes unexpectedly, people think you’re not opening again, and they go away and don’t come back. I spent years building up this business, and it’s the only thing between me and Mabel and the wolf at the door. If I don’t open up, I don’t make money. In fact, I lose money, because I still have to pay for my inventory and the lease and taxes and everything else. So I’m not letting a full-of-himself kid with a gun stop me. I learned a long time ago that you can’t let yourself be a victim—or else you might as well crawl into a hole, block it up behind you, and stay there the rest of your life.”
Elizabeth ran out of breath but not fire. Her blue eyes snapped and sparked. Ronan wondered how those eyes would look, blinking sleepily at him from the pillow next to his.
“You done?” he asked.
“I’m not going to argue about this, so don’t bother trying. I’m explaining, that’s all. I’m very grateful to you and Rebecca for putting us up. I’ll give you some cash for the food, but we’re out of here.”
She tried to walk around Ronan back to the house. Cute. He stepped in front of her.
“Now, let me explain, Lizzie-girl,” he said. “The kid who robbed you, Julio Marquez, is the brother of the leader of one of the hardest gangs in Houston. He’s now moved into Austin to try to take over here, and he’s decided that you need to be punished for getting his kid brother arrested. Plus, you’re the only witness to the crime, so if you are too dead to testify, so much the better. I’m a witness, but I’m a Shifter, so my testimony doesn’t count. Besides, the older Marquez and his crew would have to get to Shiftertown to off me, and they can’t. Which is why you’re safe here, and why you’re staying here until Liam, his trackers, and I make sure they understand that you’re off limits. Got it?”
Elizabeth listened with her mouth open, fear at last showing in her eyes. “Are you talking about the Red Avenue gang?”
“I think that’s what they’re called. You heard of them?”
“I knew a guy whose brother was killed by one of them. Shot while he was walking his little sister home from school, because he owed them money. The leader’s name wasn’t Marquez, though.”
“It is now. According to Sean, he took over not too long ago, and he wants to expand his enterprise. They’re into running drugs and guns up out of Mexico. They’re like a little army.”
Elizabeth’s worried look intensified. “Shit.”
“So, you aren’t going anywhere. Not while these guys are out to get you and your sister.”
Ronan watched her battle her fear. She had resilience, he had to give her that. “This is exactly what I mean about not being a victim,” she said. “Mabel can stay here—I don’t want her getting mixed up in this. But I have to open my store. I have to keep going. If I let a gang close it, I’m done for. They won’t attack me in broad daylight, with all the other open stores around, and I can close up early. That won’t be a problem—I don’t get as much traffic at night. How’s that?”
Ronan started shaking his head and kept on shaking it. “No, sweetie. I’m not taking a chance they won’t do a drive-by on you or something. You’re staying here.”
Now she looked rebellious. The defiant lady who’d streaked her hair and knew how to pick pockets glared at him. “I’m not jeopardizing everything I’ve worked for to make you feel better.”
“It’s to keep you safe!”
“How safe am I in a houseful of Shifters? When one won’t even get out of the bathroom?”
She wasn’t afraid of them, Ronan could tell. Cautious, yes, but not afraid.
“A hell of a lot safer than you are out on the streets.”
“But I’m not allowed to leave?” Elizabeth planted her hands on her hips. “There’s a saying, that those who give up freedom for safety don’t deserve either one. I don’t remember who said that—I missed a lot of school as a kid—but it was someone smart.”
Ronan lifted his hands. “I get where you’re coming from. I really do understand. But damn it, I don’t want to see you hurt. I don’t want to see them try to burn down your store—with you inside it. When that guy pulled the gun on you last night . . . it seriously pissed me off.”
“Well, it seriously pissed me off too. If they try to burn down the store, I can put out the fire faster if I’m there.”
“Goddess, woman, I thought she-bears were stubborn.”
Elizabeth fixed him with a steely stare. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”
Ronan wanted to laugh. Not only was she stubborn but crazy and brave. He knew right then that if he didn’t lock her into Rebecca’s bedroom, she’d light out for that store as soon as his back was turned. Even if Ronan did lock her in, Elizabeth would find a way out. She was that kind of girl.
“All right.” Ronan forced his voice to come down from the frenzied arguing. “We’ll do it your way. Partly. Mabel stays here, and you go open your store. I come with you, and we have a couple trackers lurking around outside to keep an eye on things.”
Elizabeth’s anger didn’t diminish. “Shifters lurking around my parking area all day will worry the other shop owners. What if they call the police?”
“No one will see the trackers. They’re pretty good at stealth, when they want to be. And Shifters are at your store all the time. You’re one of the few who lets us in.”
“They come in to shop. Not lurk. There’s a difference.”
“Why don’t you ban Shifters? It’s your choice.”
Elizabeth stopped, annoyed at the change in conversational direction. She obviously didn’t like her arguments interrupted. “Because I think laws banning Shifters are stupid. Why shouldn’t you be allowed to wear lame T-shirts like everyone else?”
Ronan chuckled. “I’m keeping the Red-Hot Lover one. My point is, because you’ve been a friend to Shifters, Shifters are happy to look out for you when you need it. I’m putting you under my protection. I already have. All of Shiftertown knows that if anyone wants to mess with you, they mess with me first.”
“All of Shiftertown?” Elizabeth regarded him skeptically. “Already knows this? We didn’t get here until late last night.”
“Liam put the word out.”
“At three in the morning?”
Ronan shrugged. “I told you, Felines are nocturnal. By this morning, everyone knew. There’s not a Shifter within a hundred miles who’d want to go one-on-one with me, so they’ll help you but leave you alone. The Morrisseys outrank me, but that’s about it. And they like you too.”
“They don’t know me.”
“You’d be surprised what they know. You are safe here, and so is Mabel. Now, if you’re done arguing, let’s go open your store.”
Ronan started to walk away. He’d learned that the best way to finish an altercation with females was simply to leave. They’d stand there and shout things at your back, but better that than having the argument go on and on and on.
“There’s one big problem with you going with me,” came her voice behind him.
Ronan turned. “What’s that?”
Elizabeth had calmed down a little, but her eyes were still alight with determination. “The judge sentenced you to house arrest. You’re not supposed to leave Shiftertown at all, except to go to your job.”
“Why don’t you let me worry about that? Now, are we going?”
“You’re not. I get why you want to post the trackers outside my store to keep an eye out. That makes sense. But what happens when a cop comes by and sees you in there with me? Then I get arrested too, for aiding and abetting. I can’t run my store if I’m in jail.”
“I said, let me worry about that.”
“Forget it. Stay here and take care of Mabel, and your Spike guy with his tatts can watch out for the gang.”
Ronan came back to her. “Here’s the deal, Lizzie-girl. I go with you, or you don’t go.”
“Stop calling me Lizzie-girl.” She jabbed her finger at his chest. “It’s my store, my life, my sister, and we’ll do this my— Hey! What are you doing?”
Ronan had his giant hands on her soft waist, and he lifted her off her feet. She squirmed and glared, but he lifted her higher, higher, until she was over his head. He often picked up Olaf like this, and Elizabeth was not much bigger than the cub.
“Ronan, you put me down!”
“Nothing doing, sweet thing. Not until you realize that I’m your bodyguard now, and that’s all there is to that.”
“You arrogant . . .”
Ronan saw her hand coming at him, fingers stiff, right for his eyes. He ducked out of the way in time, but the move made him lose his hold. Elizabeth kicked out, not contacting him, but with enough force to twist from his grip and land on her feet. She never touched him, and yet, there she stood, a couple yards from him, hands on hips, breathing hard, triumph on her face.
Ronan growled. “You fight dirty.”
“I learned how to a long time ago.”
“You know something, Lizzie-girl?”
Elizabeth canted one hip . . . Aw, wasn’t that adorable? “What’s that?” she asked.
“I fight dirty too.”
Before Elizabeth could scream, Ronan ran at her and lifted her again, letting the momentum carry them forward until her back was against the outside wall of the Den. Ronan pinned her tightly, his body against hers, so that she couldn’t squirm, kick, or do any neat karate moves with her hands.
Elizabeth struggled, and she glared, and the more she glared, the more Ronan wanted to laugh. She smelled sweet, like the honey she’d poured on her toast. One drop of that honey lingered on the corner of her mouth, and Ronan leaned down and licked it away.



CHAPTER 6
Elizabeth froze. She felt the moist heat of his mouth, the flick of his tongue, the warmth of his lips. He was strong, his hands on her waist attested to that, yet his touch on her mouth was everything that was gentle. Elizabeth hung in his grasp for a long moment before she returned the faintest of pressures.
They were face to face, so close that Elizabeth saw the faint line of scar that laced from the corner of his cheekbone up the bridge of his nose. Where he’d broken it, she surmised.
She did nothing. Ronan studied her a long time, his eyes warm, his gaze sliding to her lips.
Slowly Elizabeth brought up one hand to cup his cheek. She let her thumb drift over the firm line of his mouth before she closed the inch between them and kissed him again.
Their lips fused, unmoving heat, slow goodness. Elizabeth felt the thump of his heart, the beat of hers in return, the Texas sunshine soaking into her bones, as hot as her blood.
“Oh, give me a break,” came a male voice from the porch. Scott, finally out of the shower and shirtless, leaned on the railing, his dark hair wet. “You told me not to touch the humans, Ronan. Why don’t the same rules apply to you?”
Ronan eased out of the kiss. Slowly, he lowered Elizabeth to her feet and turned around.
“I’m taking Elizabeth to her store,” Ronan said, voice neither harsh nor conceding. “Mabel is to be protected. She can move around Shiftertown, but not out of it, and one of us is to be with her at all times. Tell Rebecca.”
“I’m not a babysitter,” Scott growled.
He was defiant, but Elizabeth sensed him backing off under Ronan’s stare. Elizabeth had seen these dynamics before, at every home she’d lived in. Sometimes the adult radiated menace and the kid took a step back, shoulders slumping in submission; sometimes it was kid who was in control.
Ronan was definitely in charge here. “Not a babysitter,” Ronan said. “A protector. We all are.”
“Bodyguards,” Elizabeth said. Scott flicked his gaze to her, then took it instantly back to Ronan. “Not my choice, but Ronan’s right,” Elizabeth went on. “Mabel and I need protection until we figure out how to be safe from these guys. I’d really appreciate it if you made sure Mabel was all right. And if anyone comes looking for her, I’ll be glad to know you and Rebecca are around.”
Scott’s gaze flickered again, but the enraged defiance eased out of him.
“Well, if you’re going to stroke my ego, all right then,” Scott said. “See, Ronan, you only have to ask nice.”
Ronan shrugged. “Elizabeth’s nicer than me. Go tell Rebecca, and don’t be a shithead.”
Scott gave him a sneering look, but it was more mocking than angry. “I’ll tell her I found you kissing Elizabeth. I thought you said you’d conquered your mating frenzy a long time ago.”
“Go,” Ronan growled.
Scott went, but at least now he was laughing.
“I’ll be glad when his Transition’s done,” Ronan said, exasperation in his voice. “It’s like living with a volcano.”
“What’s a mating frenzy?” Elizabeth asked.
“Don’t humans have that?”
“No.” Elizabeth folded her arms, keeping him out of her space. She shouldn’t have let him kiss her, but, damn, she’d enjoyed it.
Ronan moved to his motorcycle and started checking things on it. “Mating frenzy happens at the Transition for the first time, but it can happen any time we scent a potential mate. It always happens after a mate-claim is accepted. Mating frenzy means a Shifter wants to mate without stopping, not even to eat. Maybe to sleep, but then only to wake up and mate some more.”
“An out-of-control sex drive?” Elizabeth asked. “And you conquered it? I didn’t know men could conquer their sex drive.”
He ignored her attempt at humor. “Once, a long time ago, I almost mated, but she got killed.”
Ronan bent to study a dial on his bike, but not before Elizabeth saw the raw pain in his eyes. She went to him. “Ronan, I’m so sorry.” She touched his shoulder, strong beneath her hand. “I didn’t mean to tease you.”
“It’s more than fifty years ago now. I’ve never found anyone I wanted to mate with since.”
But it hurt him. Elizabeth saw that. Some hurts never went away, no matter how much you tried.
“Seriously, Ronan, I’m sorry,” she said. “That shouldn’t have happened to you.”
Another shrug. “We need to get to your store.”
Elizabeth let it go. She’d also learned that when people didn’t want to talk about their pain, they didn’t want to talk about their pain.
She started for the pickup, but Ronan shook his head. “Marquez’s guys will know your truck. We take my bike.”
“What does it matter? They’ll know I’m at the store when I get there.”
Ronan gave her a look of great patience. “It matters when they’re scanning the streets for your truck, and it matters when I need to get you away as fast as I can.”
Elizabeth conceded, not so much because she agreed but because she wanted a ride on that bike. Her skin tingled with glee as she headed for it. She’d owned a Harley once upon a time, until some asshole stole it, and she’d never seen it again.
The bike was huge, fitting its large owner. An older model, she saw, but lovingly kept. Ronan handed her a spare helmet. Elizabeth fastened it, then mounted behind him.
The motor throbbed, power between her legs. Elizabeth hung on to Ronan, the man as powerful as the bike, and suppressed a whoop as Ronan tore out of the driveway and onto the street.
***
Elizabeth let herself put away her worries to enjoy the ride to the shop. Ronan took it easy, but she felt the bike’s energy, its need to open up. What heaven it would be to get this thing out on an empty highway and really let it go.
She felt Ronan’s strength as he leaned into the turns, the fluidity of his muscles as he moved with the bike. He knew how to ride, knew how to coax the machine to do what he wanted without fighting it.
“Sweet ride!” she yelled.
The journey ended too soon, Ronan pulling up in the alley behind her store.
All seemed quiet. Ronan let her dismount first and took the helmet from her, but told her to wait for him to scout. “If I tell you to, you get on this bike and go,” Ronan said. “I can tell you know how to ride, right?”
Elizabeth nodded. She knew, all right, though this motorcycle would be a challenge, as large as it was.
“Good,” Ronan said. “Let me go check it out.”
Truth to tell, Elizabeth felt a lot better with Ronan there. If she’d come alone in her pickup this morning, she’d be lingering, debating whether to go inside, and possibly losing the debate. In spite of her brave talk about staying open no matter what, she was afraid.
Watching Ronan walk away wasn’t bad, either. He was a big man, but trim, not fat. His ass in those tight jeans was very nice, and the black T-shirt stretching across his shoulders was nice too.
Ronan unlocked the back door of her store and stepped inside. Elizabeth tensed, hands clenching around the motorcycle helmet until she swore she’d dent the plastic. When Ronan came back outside after about fifteen minutes, her entire body relaxed, and she flexed her sore fingers.
“Everything’s fine,” he said. “No one’s in there, the lock hasn’t been forced, and I didn’t find any booby traps.”
“Booby traps?” Elizabeth said, eyes going wide.
“These guys aren’t going to fight fair. I checked for tripwires and explosive devices, but I’m pretty sure it’s clean.”
“Pretty sure?”
Ronan actually smiled. “I’ll keep looking. Like I said, no one forced the locks or any windows, so I don’t think anyone’s been inside.”
Elizabeth blew out her breath. “All right. Let’s go in.”
Ronan parked the bike right outside the back door and took the helmets inside with him. The alley door led straight into her office, which was still a mess from the fight the night before. The door to the store hung from its hinges, and the doorframe had splintered where Ronan’s big body hadn’t quite fit through it.
“I’ll get Spike and Ellison over here to fix that,” Ronan said. “They’re good carpenters.”
“I can’t pay them much. I only have so much set aside for repairs.”
“No paying. I broke the door, I’ll get it fixed. Gratis.”
Elizabeth rose from picking up papers from the floor. “You mean your friends will come over and replace a door and drywall for free?”
“Sure. We help each other out. Besides, Liam likes you, and if Liam says they do it on the house, they do it on the house.”
Elizabeth thought of Liam Morrissey’s warm blue eyes and the pressure of his hands when he’d clasped hers. “Are you sure Liam likes me? You were arrested for helping me.”
“If Liam didn’t like you, you’d know. Trust me.”
Yes, she believed that. He’d beamed a charming smile on one and all, but Elizabeth had sensed his controlled power, the dangerous thing beneath his surface.
Elizabeth went through the store, righting things, replacing the displays that had been knocked over. At least Marquez hadn’t gotten into the safe. He’d been right that Elizabeth hadn’t made her deposit—she’d planned to do it last night, and the safe held several thousand dollars. The police had kept Marquez’s shoulder bag full of cash and given her a receipt for a hundred and seventy-eight dollars.
Elizabeth picked up the torn bits of a huge T-shirt and held the strips up before her eyes. Ronan’s bear body had ripped its way right out of the shirt. The strength the torn fabric represented made her shiver. She stared at the strips for a time then, for some reason, she rubbed them against her cheek.
A large hand took them away from her. “Throw those out. I trashed that shirt. And I owe you for the other one.”
Elizabeth flushed as he tossed the pieces of T-shirt into the wastebasket. “No, no. It’s on me. You saved my life and my store. Least I can do. Oh, and, you said you were buying a birthday present last night. For who?”
“Rebecca. Got anything for a horny she-bear who doesn’t want to be reminded she’s coming up on her hundredth birthday?”
Elizabeth hid her astonishment at the hundredth part. “I’ll find her something cute. Also on me. You all have been so nice to me.”
Ronan nodded, as though it was no big deal, and turned away to answer his cell phone. He continued to make calls after that, she noticed as she kept cleaning.
By the time shoppers had started migrating to the area, and Elizabeth reached to turn on her neon “OPEN” sign—custom-made, with a girl with long legs sitting on the curved end of the N—Ronan was off the phone and all was ready.
“The trackers are coming,” he said. “Probably they’re already here.”
“Tell one of them to bring me my phone. If Liam wants it, he can have it, but I need the numbers stored inside.”
Ronan rumbled a laugh. “He’s done playing. He’s sending it.”
The cell phone was returned to her via a tall, broad-shouldered Shifter with a shaved head, deep brown eyes, and body art all over him. He gave her a predatory smile as he handed over the phone.
“I’m Spike,” he said. “Nice to meet you.”
Spike. The “hot” guy Mabel said had tatts all over him. He was certainly well inked, his muscle shirt showing art that interlocked and wove up and down his arms like living paintings. His own skin showed only in his face and hands. Like all Shifters, he was tightly muscled and had that edge of animal about him. Elizabeth wondered what he turned into.
Ronan shoved the phone from Spike’s side of the counter to Elizabeth’s. “You’re on perimeter,” Ronan growled at him.
Spike shot Ronan a glance, and his evil smile widened. “You’re the boss.” He walked out of the store without saying good-bye, the small bells on the door tinkling.
“Felines,” Ronan said. He might as well have said, Shitheads.
“Liam’s a Feline,” Elizabeth said, tucking her phone into her pocket. “Right?”
“The whole Morrissey clan are Felines. That’s why Liam is so full of himself. Like a cat with cream.”
“And Spike’s a Feline like him?”
“Different clan. Spike’s wildcat is bred from jaguars, but the Morrisseys have more lion in them. Spike came up here from Mexico, the Morrisseys from Ireland.”
“What do you mean by more lion? Aren’t they all were-lions or were-jaguars or whatever?”
Ronan shook his head. “We’re all Fae-beasts, technically. Feline and Lupine clans tend to lean more toward one cat or wolf type than others, but none of them breed true. Only bears do.”
“Of course.”
“Bear Shifters were the last ones created. With us, the Fae finally got it right.”
“You’re saying Bears are the best,” Elizabeth said, straight-faced.
“Damn straight.”
“And the most modest, obviously.”
“Damn straight.” He looked so serious when he was full of shit.
“And you’re a Kodiak bear, right?” Elizabeth went on. “And Rebecca is too?”
“She’s from my clan—a long way removed, but still my clan. It means I can’t mate with her, which is fine with me. She’s a neat-nik. Drives me frigging insane.”
“Then why do you live with her?”
“Not a lot of choice. The humans put me in with Rebecca when I was brought to this Shiftertown. There aren’t enough houses to go around, so any family connection means you share. You share even if there’s not a family connection, but at least they don’t force different species into the same house if they don’t want to be there. That would be a blood bath.”
No customers had entered the store yet, so Elizabeth allowed herself to lean on her elbows on the counter and keep asking questions.
“And the other three? Mabel said you’re basically running a foster home for bears.”
“I guess you can put it like that. Cherie came first. She’d been kept in a pen for about ten years, a pen only about five feet square. Some humans up north had caught her as a cub and kept her as a pet. Someone found out, realized what she was, and called the police. The Shifter Division took her, but didn’t know what to do with her. I heard about her through Ursines in Wisconsin—their Shiftertown didn’t have room for her, so they were asking around. I told Dylan—Liam’s dad—about her, and Dylan said we’d bring her down. Poor kid. It took her a long time to adjust to living like a normal Shifter. She still hasn’t adjusted, in some ways.”
“I’m sorry,” Elizabeth said, stunned. Her own childhood had been rough, but nothing like that. “Scott and Olaf have similar stories?”
“Scott came to us because the Shiftertown he was in couldn’t handle him. There weren’t any other Bears there, only Lupines and Felines. It’s hard enough for species to get along, and he went a little crazy being the only Ursine there. So I offered to take him. Scott’s not bad, just a pain in the ass. He’ll be fine once he finishes his Transition.”
“No parents?”
“Father died right before he was born, and his mother died of bringing him in. He’s been alone since.”
“And Olaf?” Elizabeth bit her lip.
“Saw his mom and dad shot and killed in front of him, but thank the Goddess, he doesn’t clearly remember it. Hunters, somewhere up in the Arctic, near Russia. They said they didn’t realize the bears were Shifter. Sure. Olaf is cute, so they didn’t kill him, but they did try to make a pet of him, like Cherie. Except Olaf nearly killed one of them, so the Russian Shifter Division got him and locked him up for a long time. Again, I got word and said I’d take him. That was a year ago.”
Ronan related the tragic tales without changing expression, as though these things were commonplace, which made them all the worse.
“I’m sorry,” Elizabeth said again. “That’s so wrong.”
“At least I have a good Shiftertown leader who lets me help. Some leaders can be real shitheads. I just hope I can help the kids out.”
“You already have,” Elizabeth said. “I grew up in foster homes, Ronan. I see your house, and it’s like paradise. Cherie, Scott, and Olaf are happy there. They can be normal. That doesn’t always happen.”
Ronan nodded without conceit. “It’s funny, when I lived in the wild, I was by myself most of the time. I preferred it. I had miles to roam, didn’t have to see anyone if I didn’t want to. I never thought I’d be holed up in a house with a prickly she-bear and three cubs, trying to be a substitute dad. But what the hell?”
“From what I can see, you’re doing an amazing job.”
Ronan pushed himself up from where he’d been leaning on the counter. “Stop flattering me, woman. You’re making me blush.”
“Fine. But if you’re going to hang out here, I have a crate of new stuff that needs to be shelved.” She sent him a sweet look. “Since Mabel’s not here, you’re recruited.”
***
Pablo Marquez looked across his desk at his little brother Julio, who lounged on the old sofa by the soda machine. Julio’s face was bruised and cut from his wrestling match with the bear, and the back of his head still sported bandages.
Pablo had heard that the Bear Shifter had been let go, somehow convincing the judge he’d only been trying to take the gun away from Julio. The problem was, Pablo believed him. If the Shifter had wanted Julio dead, Julio wouldn’t be sitting here with only a few shallow cuts as souvenirs.
Julio had been quiet and angry since Pablo had paid his bail and brought him home. He’d had to call in a favor to get Julio out of the hospital and to a bail hearing so quickly.
Now he had a problem. Pablo ran a body shop, a great way to do legitimate business and keep the other businesses under the radar. He was new here in Austin and wanted to keep under the radar from many people for a while. Tough to do that when his little brother decided to go out and do something dumb-ass like try to rob a little novelty shop.
“I want her in the ground,” Julio was saying. “That bitch and her trained Shifter.”
“You’re going to leave her alone,” Pablo said sharply. “What the hell did you go in there for? You were going to get, what, maybe two grand, tops?”
Julio shrugged. “I’d get what I’d get.”
“What you got was a trial for armed robbery.” Pablo balled his hands until the skin pulled against his knuckles. He’d promised their mother he’d look after Julio, even though the kid was a big screw-up. Pablo was fifteen years older than Julio, and he swore that Julio was part of the reason their mother had died of the heart attack.
Pablo had learned on that cruel day that all his money and all his success couldn’t keep him from losing the one person in the world he loved. Now he was stuck taking care of Julio and trying to make the best of it.
He continued. “First of all, you didn’t scout the place. There was a Shifter in there, a big one. The guy has to be seven feet tall, and you never noticed him? Dios mio, what do you use for brains?”
“I scouted plenty. I watched that bitch every night for two weeks. I know where she lives and what kind of truck she drives, and what she does after work—which is nothing—she has a boring life. Shooting her would be doing her a favor. I did everything I was supposed to, Pablo.”
“Yeah, well, that Shifter didn’t just grow in there. You are telling me you never saw him walk in?”
“No. I bet he was there in her back room before I got there. I bet she was fucking him. I bet she gets off fucking Shifters in her office.”
Pablo held on to his patience with effort. Julio liked the F-word and enjoyed opportunities to use it.
“So what if she does?” Pablo asked. “The point is, he was there, and you didn’t know it. It would have been justified if he’d killed you.”
Julio looked offended. “What are you saying?”
“I’m saying you screwed up. You decided to pull a smalltime job and then you messed it up by being careless. You’re an idiot.”
“I want that bitch to pay!”
“And she will. But my way. I’m trying not to draw attention to myself, and you are very definitely drawing attention. Killing her obviously will only make it worse, so don’t even think about trying it.”
Julio looked pensive. “What do you mean, killing her obviously?”
“A drive-by, an execution, even a car accident—anything suspicious will point back to you, and then I’ll be up to my ass in cops. I don’t want to be up to my ass in cops. Understand?” Pablo stopped at Julio’s guilty expression. “Why? What have you done now?”
Julio’s voice was so quiet Pablo had to strain to hear him. “I sent Menendez and his brother to wait for her and follow her home.”
Pablo rose, fists on his desk. “You know, Julio, if anyone else in my crew acted like you, I’d lose them. You get away with this shit because you’re my brother, and I promised Mamita I’d take care of you. Get on your phone and call them back.”
“What the fuck? Damn it, Pablo, if you override my order, I’ll never have any cred.”
“Cred. You watch too many movies. Get them back here, now. I can still bust your ass, and I’ll do it.”
Julio said a few dark things, but he took out his cell phone.
Pablo sat back down and started making calls of his own. He needed to do something about the woman with the store, because she was a witness against Julio, and Pablo couldn’t afford to have his brother going to prison right now. He’d put the bitch in her place, but he’d do it more subtly than Julio ever could. As for the Shifter—well, Pablo knew how to take care of Shifters. The Shifter would be the least of their problems.
He ignored his sulky little brother, gathered the reins of his power, and went to work.



CHAPTER 7
Spike came back in to report around three. Ronan talked to him alone in the office, Elizabeth busy out front. She had expressed concern that people would stay away when they found out there’d been an attempted robbery at her store, but apparently, curiosity was a greater motivator than fear.
“Saw a car with two guys,” Spike said. “They went by a couple of times, slowing down to watch the shop. Fourth time they went by, one of the guys was on the phone, then all the sudden, they take off. Haven’t seen them since.”
“Did they see you?” Ronan asked.
“No one sees me if I don’t want them to.”
“Anything else?” Ronan asked.
“No, just those guys. I’ll keep an eye out for them.”
“Thanks.”
Spike shrugged. “Hey, it’s my job.” He went out the back door to the alley, his movements spare and quiet.
Ronan watched from the office doorway as Elizabeth went about her business. She was a natural at selling, he decided. He watched her greet her customers, talking to them in a friendly way without getting too personal. This was a novelty store, which meant she sold everything from T-shirts with funny logos to plastic handcuffs. Nothing distasteful, just fun stuff that people mostly bought as gifts for friends. The customers tended to be upbeat, laughing with each other over the zany thing they’d give whoever for a birthday, retirement, anniversary, bridal shower, bachelor party.
Elizabeth had a way of putting people at their ease, helping them find exactly the right thing. Ronan saw, though, that she maintained a distance. That made sense while she sold things to perfect strangers, but he’d noticed it at the house too. Elizabeth didn’t let anyone get too close. She was friendly, yes, but any personal question was deftly turned aside or evaded.
Ronan had asked Sean to run her name in the database. Sean had access to a vast network, built by Guardians over the last two decades, which contained more information than any non-Shifter could possibly imagine. Humans didn’t know about this network, which ran on a lot of technical know-how coupled with a little bit of magic. Only Guardians knew how to access it, and only Guardians were allowed to use it—Guardians being those Shifters who stuck their swords into the bodies of dead or near-dead Shifters to send their souls to the afterlife.
Sean had run Elizabeth’s name but turned up nothing. She had no police record, not even a minor traffic ticket, and neither did Mabel. Elizabeth was thirty, according to her driver’s license, and had lived in Austin for about six years, owning the store called SoCo Novelties for five. She’d bought the business as a whole from the previous owner who’d retired.
Ronan thought about how she’d skillfully plucked Kim’s card from his pocket, and wondered again. Elizabeth Chapman had picked pockets before, and she fought like a street kid. Juvenile records were sealed, sure, but not to the Guardians. They could hack anything.
Sean had added the little detail that there was no record of Elizabeth at all before her move to Austin. A reference to an address in El Paso when she’d rented an apartment upon her arrival in Austin, but that El Paso address turned out to be bogus. She’d used her store as proof of residence or proof of income for everything else, including the small house she’d purchased a few years ago. She paid all her taxes, no under-the-table dealings, and had a social security number, bank accounts, and IRAs for herself and Mabel.
So who had Elizabeth Chapman been before she’d become Elizabeth Chapman? And why had she needed to turn into someone else?
The store did brisk business, but Elizabeth closed down at eight when the crowd started to thin. People still wandered the streets to seek restaurants or to walk down to the bridge to watch the bats emerge, but all but the most dedicated shoppers departed. Elizabeth turned off her sign and locked up.
“I’m making this deposit tonight,” she said, heading toward the office. “You’ve been here all day, Ronan. Don’t you have a job of your own?”
“Starts at nine,” Ronan said. “I’ll take you to the bank on my way.”
“You go. Spike can drive me. I don’t want you to be late because of me. You’ve already done so much.”
Ronan stepped squarely in front of her. “Spike drives like a maniac, and he’s heading the same place I am. You’re stuck with me, sweetheart.”
“What place?” Elizabeth caught up her lock bag and turned out the lights. “Where do you work, anyway?”
“Shifter bar.” He opened the back door for her but walked outside first, as Shifters did, to check that the way was safe. “I’m the bouncer. Come and say hi to everyone.”
***
Ronan took her on his motorcycle to the bank around the corner and stood close guard—at the same time keeping himself out of sight of bank cameras—while Elizabeth put the deposits into the slot. After that, she was free.
As Ronan pulled out onto Congress and headed for the bridge and downtown, Elizabeth again felt the heady joy of simply riding with him. She wished they could go on through the city and keep on riding, to the long, empty stretches of highway Texas had so much of. Out there, in the darkness, they could find freedom.
But Ronan had people to take care of, as did she. Responsibility was a tether, but at least in Elizabeth’s case, it was a tether of love. She thought, as they sped toward the illuminated dome of the capitol building and the Saturday night craziness of Sixth Street, that the tether Ronan had found here had become one of affection, even if it hadn’t started that way.
Ronan drove through downtown and out again into darkness and more derelict streets. He pulled up in front of a bar near the open field that led to Shiftertown. The bar was a squat, dark building with no windows and a small parking lot already filled with people. No, not people . . . Shifters.
There were plenty of humans in the mix too, Elizabeth saw as they dismounted and walked to the bar. Shifter groupies, mostly, she saw—humans of both sexes who liked to hang out with Shifters, some wearing fake Collars. More than one woman looked at Ronan with appreciation and calculation, which irritated Elizabeth for some reason.
The bar inside was crowded, with tunes playing on a jukebox and Shifter waitresses hurrying back and forth to serve beers and take away empties. The bartender was human, Elizabeth saw. Maybe Shifters weren’t allowed to actually dispense the drinks. Liam Morrissey didn’t own this bar, she knew—a human did. Shifters couldn’t own property, but Liam could work for the human owner and manage the place.
A number of Shifters greeted Ronan by name or slapped hands with him as he went by. Interestingly, many greeted Elizabeth by name, including the six-foot blonde called Glory who was a regular at Elizabeth’s store, but they were deferential, looking to Ronan first.
Ronan led Elizabeth through the crowd, staying close by her side. Some of the groupies looked at her with envy, some with resentment.
Kim Fraser came forward to meet her. She opened her arms to Elizabeth and gave her a hug with a squeeze. “I’m glad you came. Let’s go into the office.”
Elizabeth threw a glance to Ronan, who shook his head. “What’s up?” Ronan rumbled.
“Nothing terrible. Liam just wants a word.”
Elizabeth stopped. “I want to call Mabel. We like to check in with each other.”
“Mabel’s here.” Kim pointed across the bar to where Mabel sat in a booth with the lanky Connor Morrissey, Scott, and a dark-haired Shifter woman who was obviously pregnant. The dark-haired woman gave Kim a nod, said something to Mabel, and pointed. Mabel looked around and sent Elizabeth a cheerful wave.
“Andrea will take care of her,” Kim said. “Mabel was getting antsy, cooped up at Ronan’s, so Liam said it was all right if she came. Don’t worry. She’s in good hands.”
Elizabeth was going to have to have a talk with Mabel. Mabel was of legal age, so that wasn’t a problem, but she looked way too cozy laughing and talking with the Shifters. Mabel was very accepting of people as they were, something Elizabeth had always admired about her, but then, Mabel wasn’t the greatest judge of character, either.
Or maybe Elizabeth was being too protective. She’d always gone back and forth about Mabel, torn between wanting to shield her from the evils of the world and fearing to stifle her with too much restriction.
Kim guided Elizabeth to a door marked “Private,” and Ronan came so close behind her that Elizabeth felt his body heat.
On the other side of the door she found Liam Morrissey inside a cluttered office. Liam sat behind a desk, his long legs propped on the desk’s top, and he held a baby on his lap.
Elizabeth wasn’t sure which was more incongruous—the child held up by Liam’s big hands or the man standing on the other side of the room with a huge sword strapped to his back, the hilt slanting above his head.
“He’s underage,” Elizabeth said, looking at the baby.
“She,” Liam said. “Katriona Sinead Niamh Morrissey. Sinead for her auntie, Niamh for her grandmum, and Katriona because we like it. Born three months ago.”
“And you’d think she was queen of the gods,” Ronan said. “The attention she gets.” Ronan went around Elizabeth to the baby and gently poked her stomach.
“Shifter?” Elizabeth asked.
Kim reached for the child. At the same time her hands closed around Katriona’s waist, Liam leaned up to Kim and kissed her on the lips. It was a warm, loving kiss, the look in Liam’s eyes heart-melting.
Elizabeth’s thoughts flashed back to Ronan licking the corner of her mouth earlier this morning. His lips had been smooth and warm, soothing. And arousing.
She swallowed and made herself not look at Ronan as Kim snuggled Katriona under her chin.
“I can’t wait to see what her wildcat looks like,” Kim said. “We won’t know for a few years. Shifter-human cubs are born human and then shift when they’re about three. Pure Shifter cubs do it the opposite.”
Kim bounced Katriona as she talked, Katriona looking at everyone with round blue eyes, while trying to stuff her entire fist into her mouth. Kim moved across the room to the swordsman, who relaxed his grim stance to touch the baby’s nose.
Ronan was the only one not at ease. “What do you want, Liam? Elizabeth’s had a long day. I brought her here because I thought she could relax a little and then go home.”
“She will.” Liam retained his nonchalant pose, feet on the desk, hands now laced behind his head. He was watchful, alert while pretending not to be.
Ronan took a step closer to Elizabeth, and she felt the tight muscles of his arm brush her shoulder. “What do you want, Liam?” he repeated, an edge to his voice.
“Just a chat. First, to tell Elizabeth that we’re grateful to her testimony that kept you out of jail.” Liam gave her a nod. “It was brave of you to stand up for him.”
“It was brave of Ronan to rush a guy with a pistol,” Elizabeth said. “I couldn’t let him take the fall for that.”
“But so many humans would.” Liam’s gaze held no hostility, but at the same time, his blue eyes fixed on her, catching her like a fly in a web so finely spun it was undetectable until too late.
“You’re unique, Ms. Chapman,” Liam said. “So unique that I can’t find out anything about you. Not one single scrap of information. Correction—Sean can’t find out anything about you, and Sean is a master at it.” He glanced at the swordsman across the room who said nothing.
Elizabeth’s mouth went dry, and she felt control of her life washing away like a branch caught in a flash flood. She’d thought herself safe—she was supposed to be safe. No one will ever be able to crack this, her friend had told her, and she’d paid good money for him to make sure it never happened.
“But you know all about me,” she said, forcing her voice to remain steady. “I own SoCo Novelties, I’m Mabel’s sister, and I don’t mind Shifters coming into my store. That’s all there is to know.”
Liam’s voice remained soft, but he had no need to shout to let her know he held the authority in this room. “You see, Elizabeth, it’s my job as Shiftertown leader to protect my Shifters. You were great to help Ronan, and I’m happy that you did. But Ronan’s putting himself on the line to take care of you, and that’s a big risk to him. A risk to him is a risk to me and to all the Shifters living in his house. Maybe your secrets are innocent ones; maybe they represent no danger.” Liam’s feet came down, and he rose, tall and intimidating, his charm gone. “But maybe they do. So I need you to tell me the truth, Elizabeth Chapman, before I let you out of here. Who exactly are you?”



CHAPTER 8
Ronan scented the sharp spice of Elizabeth’s fear. He also scented her defiance, even before she spoke.
“That’s really none of your business, Liam,” she said clearly.
Liam’s eyes widened, and despite Ronan’s disquiet, he wanted to laugh. The arrogant Feline had grown used to people obeying him without question. People meaning everyone but his wife, his brother, father, and nephew. All other Shifters pretty much fell in line.
“When you’re in Shiftertown, you’re under my jurisdiction,” Liam said. “It is my business.”
“We’re not in Shiftertown right now.” Elizabeth took a step forward. She was afraid to, Ronan knew, but she did it anyway. “My past has nothing to do with Shifters, and it’s nothing that can hurt Shifters.”
“Will you let me be the judge of that?” Liam asked.
“No. I said it’s none of your business.”
“Lass.” Liam’s voice gentled, which meant he was falling back on the coaxing approach. “I have one of my very best fighters guarding you. I want to know who he’s guarding. I can’t chance endangering him. Neither can his family.”
“I never said he had to guard me,” Elizabeth said. “If you don’t want me endangering Shifters, then Mabel and I are happy to leave Shiftertown.”
She started to turn away. Ronan stopped her by simply not moving. “You’re not going anywhere until the threat to you has been eliminated.”
Elizabeth’s eyes flickered at the word eliminated. “If Liam won’t be happy until he hears all my secrets, then I can’t stay,” she said. “He’ll have to be disappointed.”
“Lass,” Liam began, again in the coaxing tone.
“Leave her alone, Liam,” Ronan said. He looked at Elizabeth and her blue eyes, not at Liam. “She doesn’t want to tell you.”
“Ronan, she’s using a false name. Until six years ago, she didn’t exist.”
“She exists now.”
“Ronan . . .”
“I said, leave her alone, Liam.”
The room went quiet. Ronan expected Sean to come charging across to stand by his brother, his sword a silent threat. He’d seen them do that, and Shifters wilt under the double-alpha stare.
Sean didn’t move or speak. Neither did Kim, who usually was ready with some opinion. Even baby Katriona made no noise.
“Do you want to make that official?” Liam said in a quiet voice. “Be responsible for her?”
“Vouch for her, you mean?” Ronan let Liam hold his gaze. He’d already vouched for Scott, Cherie, and Olaf—clan-less, family-less Shifters with bad pasts. No one knew what the cubs would do or what kind of adults they’d become. Ronan had vowed with his life that they’d not be threats. Liam was asking him to do the same for Elizabeth.
“No,” Ronan said.
Liam’s eyes went wider, and Kim stirred. “Liam, stop it. You too, Ronan. This is Elizabeth’s choice. She’s not a cub. She’s not even Shifter. The same rules don’t apply.”
“Much as I hate disagreeing with you, love, they do,” Liam said. “Will you let him vouch for you, Elizabeth? That means that, if you are lying to us, or you put a foot wrong, it’s on his head.”
“No!” Elizabeth said fiercely. “What is wrong with you all? I didn’t ask you to bring us to Shiftertown. I’m grateful for your help, but I don’t have to stay with you. So thank you, but I’m leaving.”
Again Ronan stopped her by being too big for her to walk around. “I said I wouldn’t vouch for you,” he said. “But that’s because I’m going to go one better, and mate-claim you.”
“Ronan,” Liam said, warning in his voice.
“Mate-claim?” Elizabeth said. She took a step back, which put her against Liam’s desk. “What does that mean?”
“It means not only do I vouch for you, but I ensure that all Shifters stay away from you, always, including Liam. The bond of the mate supersedes the authority of the clan leader and even the Shiftertown leader. If Liam has a problem with you, he has to come through me first. Trust me, he doesn’t want to have to go through me.”
Liam, instead of getting upset, sat down and leaned back in his chair again, grinning his annoying Irish grin. “It’s an interesting solution,” he said. “Very interesting.”
Elizabeth looked from Liam to Ronan. “What are you saying? That I’m now your mate? I don’t want a mate!”
“Tell her she can reject the claim,” Kim said. “Be fair. She doesn’t understand complicated Shifter rules.”
Liam shrugged. “A mate-claim only means that Ronan now protects you, and that you’re off-limits to all other Shifter males. Doesn’t mean you’re mated. Yet. And yes, you can reject the claim. He can’t force it on you.” Liam said the last part reluctantly, as though he’d be happy for Elizabeth to be stuck in the claim.
“Then I reject—”
Ronan put his fingers over Elizabeth’s mouth. “Wait. Let it work, first. If you stay under my claim, then Liam can’t make you tell him about your past, or any other detail he wants to poke his nose into. I stay with you and protect you from angry gang leaders who want to kill you. Once the danger is over, you can reject the claim. We can’t stop you. That’s Shifter law.”
“I’m not Shifter,” Elizabeth said, her breath warm on his fingers.
“Doesn’t matter. I am. Elizabeth Chapman, I mate-claim you, witnessed by Liam the leader of the Austin Shiftertown, Sean the Guardian, Kim the leader’s mate, and Katriona, the leader’s firstborn.”
As Elizabeth stared at him over his blunt fingers, Ronan sensed a click inside himself, as though something that had long been unresolved had at last completed.
Elizabeth was a survivor. Ronan saw that in her. She was a survivor as much as he was, as much as the cubs in his house were, as much as Liam and his family were.
Elizabeth drew a breath. “All right. For now, I won’t reject it.”
Ronan relaxed, feeling a tightness in him loosen and flow away. Elizabeth held his gaze, her chin lifted. Nothing submissive about her.
“But that doesn’t mean I’ll do everything you say,” Elizabeth said.
Ronan growled, feeling suddenly playful. Wait until he got her home and she looked at him with that challenge in her eyes. He’d never mate-claimed anyone before. Was this how it felt, an unexpected lightness, sudden joy? An excitement, anticipation of the next moment, of every moment? Ronan no longer wanted to work his shift. He wanted to take Elizabeth home and simply be with her.
Liam looked past Ronan to his brother. “Sean? You’ve not said a word. What do you think?”
Sean came out of his relaxed stance, unstrapped his sword, and tossed it to the battered sofa. “I’m thinking you brought me back here, away from my mate, for nothing,” he said, moving to the door. “Elizabeth knows what she’s doing, and you don’t need me.”
Without another word, the quiet Morrissey opened the door wide and walked out into the noise. Ronan watched him make straight for Andrea, and Andrea smile up at him in her warm way, welcoming him back.
***
Elizabeth sensed the change in Ronan as he led her out of the office again. He guided her with his hand on the small of her back, gentle pressure, but one she couldn’t ignore.
She noticed that every Shifter outside the office looked at Elizabeth in open curiosity as they emerged, then they glanced at Ronan, then again at Elizabeth, then their expressions blanked, and they looked away or backed off. They did it subtly, pretending they didn’t, but they did it. How they knew Ronan had made this “mate-claim,” Elizabeth didn’t know, but it didn’t matter. They knew.
Sean was now sitting in the booth with Mabel and the dark-haired, pregnant woman, and Elizabeth headed that way, Ronan tightly beside her. Scott had vacated one place, though Mabel and Connor remained, sitting firmly together.
Before Elizabeth and Ronan made it across the floor, a tall, blond man in cowboy boots and a button-down shirt, sleeves rolled up to expose brawny forearms, walked right in front of them, longneck in hand. The jukebox had started up with a country tune that was part gritty rock.
“Hey, there,” the Shifter said. “I’m Ellison, and I need someone to dance with. Someone female. That lets you out, Ronan.”
He hadn’t looked at Ronan, keeping Elizabeth pinned with his gaze. His gray eyes held the predatory tinge of a wolf’s.
Elizabeth shrugged, feeling itchy. The music had a good beat, and she liked the song. “Sure, I’d love to.”
Ellison started to reach for her, then he inhaled sharply and looked at Ronan. Ronan never moved, never said a word, but Ellison’s face fell. “Aw, hell, Ronan. Why does every pretty woman who comes near Shiftertown get grabbed before I even meet her? You all could save one for me.”
“You snooze, you lose,” Ronan said.
“You can reject it, you know,” Ellison said to Elizabeth. “The mate-claim.”
“So I’ve been told.” Elizabeth was suddenly fed up with everything. She’d been anxious about Mabel and about her store, which one of Marquez’s men could be torching even at this moment. Now she had to add Shifters, mate-claims, and macho males who passed females around like pieces of meat. All right, so maybe the last thought was unjust, but they seemed to regard women as things to protect from each other and the rest of the world.
Elizabeth straightened her shoulders. “I said I’d dance. Don’t you have to work or something, Ronan?”
If she thought Ellison would laugh and waltz away with her, she was wrong. Ellison kept his gaze on Ronan. “Do you mind?” he asked. “Promise I won’t touch.”
Ronan considered a moment, then he nodded. “Take care of her.”
“Hot damn. Come on. Before the song’s over.”
Ellison led Elizabeth off but carefully didn’t touch her until they reached the dance floor. Elizabeth looked over her shoulder at Ronan, who watched them go, unmoving. Ronan stared at them for a while, then he turned his broad back and made for the entrance of the club, where he stationed himself like a sentinel.
Ellison could dance. He had a long-legged grace despite his large size, and could two-step with the best of them. He never lost the beat and led Elizabeth so she didn’t, either. He twirled her and spun with her, all with great enjoyment. Through it all, she never lost her awareness of Ronan. The entire club separated her from Ronan, but Elizabeth sensed him at the door, solid as a boulder, his big arms folded, his gaze taking in everything.
When the song ended, another similar one began, and Elizabeth readily kept dancing.
“Are you the Ellison that Ronan said he’d have help me with some carpentry?” she yelled over the music.
“Yep,” Ellison said. “Spike and me will come by tomorrow. You close up on Sundays, right?”
She did, but Elizabeth usually went in to catch up on paperwork, ordering, inventory, accounts, and everything else. “Tell me something,” she said. “Why is everyone acting like Ronan owns me?”
“He does, if he mate-claimed you. It’s hands off for all other Shifters.”
“To keep me safe, I thought,” Elizabeth said. “Not to dictate every move I make.”
Ellison stepped in close. “Honey, we’re Shifters. It means we’re horn-dogs most of the time. The minute you walked in here, every unmated male—which is most of them—wanted to howl. But now that Ronan’s claimed you, we know we have to back off. When you reject the claim, though, you’ll be fair game again, and we can go back to being rabid males after you. Rivals with each other instead of friends. Until someone else beats us to the claim.”
“Are you serious?”
“Damn right I am.”
The dance had them part again, and Elizabeth pondered what he’d said. She’d spent her life struggling to remain independent, to keep from having to rely on a man for . . . well, for anything. She’d watched girlfriends become victims to abusive men they were certain they couldn’t live without. If I leave him, who takes care of me? they’d ask.
Elizabeth had learned to take care of herself. So much so that when she’d had to cut her losses and run, she’d been able to do it. If she hadn’t run, her life would have become pure hell, and she shuddered to think what Mabel’s life would have been. Much of her decision had been for Mabel’s sake.
Now she’d walked into a society where the males thought nothing of saying openly, That woman is mine. Hands off. Animals in mating season fought each other, sometimes to the death, and Shifters had a lot of animal in them.
She glanced over at Sean and Andrea. They were sitting alone in the booth now, Mabel and Connor dancing together not far away. Sean sat against the wall, Andrea leaning back against him in the circle of his arms, and he had his hand on her abdomen, where his child slept. Protective, yes, but also loving. One didn’t always go with the other, in Elizabeth’s experience.
She thought of Liam and Kim, with their closeness, so comfortable, and Liam holding Katriona on his lap with a look of open love. Perhaps these Shifters had discovered something that had eluded Elizabeth all her life.
Elizabeth looked at Ronan, who was standing at the door, watching people go in and out. He caught her eye and sent her, not a smile, but a reassuring nod.
A little warmth wound through her heart. Elizabeth would make him pay a bit for so obviously giving her his “permission” to dance with Ellison, but it was nice to think that Ronan was there for her. If she was going to have anyone stand up for her, Ronan was a good person to do it.
Meanwhile, she had fun dancing with Ellison. For the first time since the robbery, Elizabeth relaxed. She realized that no one was going to come into this bar and threaten her or try to kill her, not with Ronan on guard and this many Shifters in here. Marquez or whoever he sent wouldn’t make it a step inside the door.
Strange to think that in a Shifter bar right outside of Shiftertown, she was safe. She decided to enjoy the feeling while she had it.
The bar closed at two, but when Elizabeth finally stopped dancing at midnight and sat down, she was exhausted.
“Mabel, let’s go home. I mean, to Ronan’s house.”
Mabel looked at her in surprise across the table. “Are you kidding me? The night is young.”
Mabel, at least, was good about not drinking too much. She enjoyed a beer or two, but she liked talking to people and dancing more.
“You lazed around all day,” Elizabeth said. “I need some sleep.”
“Go, then. Connor or Liam will get me home. Or Glory.”
Mabel had adapted to Shiftertown quickly. But then, Mabel had always liked Shifters.
In the end, Andrea and Sean walked Elizabeth home. When Elizabeth said good night to Ronan on the way out, he stopped her and drew her into his arms for a big hug.
Ronan’s arms were strong and lifted Elizabeth off her feet, but as he’d been at the house earlier that morning, he was as gentle as gentle could be. Elizabeth found herself looking into his big face, at his scarred nose and his warm brown eyes. She felt not only safe in his arms, but right. As though she belonged there.
He touched a kiss to her lips—brief and tender, almost chaste, but the spark behind it held heat.
“I’ll be home soon, Lizzie-girl,” he said.
“Good,” was all Elizabeth could think to say.
Ronan set her down and gave her another brief kiss. “Go on, now.”
Sean and Andrea waited a discreet distance away. When Elizabeth caught up to them, she saw that both of them looked amused.
“Is something funny?” Elizabeth asked, annoyed.
They started walking through the field that led to Shiftertown. “No,” Andrea said. She was a wolf Shifter, Ellison had told her—like Ellison himself. A Lupine. She had gray eyes, as Ellison did. She was very pregnant, but she walked swiftly and strongly, as though she barely noticed her condition. “Ronan’s a good friend.”
“And a good man,” Sean said, his Irish lilt like music in the night. “He’s done me many a good turn. Now he’s doing you one.”
Elizabeth nodded. “I know he is.”
Sean merely looked at her, his eyes speaking volumes.
“Wait a minute,” Elizabeth said in amazement. “Are you worried that I’ll hurt Ronan? Well, you don’t need to be. He’s helping me out, and I’m grateful. When this is over, I’ll pay him back. That’s all.”
“That’s not what I’m seeing,” Sean said. Moonlight shone on his sword, a weapon, but one of great beauty. “I’m seeing a lonely Shifter looking at a woman like he might have a chance at some happiness. If you’re not looking like that back at him, tell him now. Put him out of his misery.”
“I only met him last night,” Elizabeth said. “Give us a break.”
Andrea said, “It can happen fast. You look at each other, and you know.” She rested her hand on her abdomen and shot a look at Sean. He caught it. A lover’s look, exchanging secrets without exchanging words.
“You two need to be alone?” Elizabeth joked. “Seriously. I like Ronan. I have no plans to hurt him. I might not be able to have a relationship with him, but I won’t hurt him. I promise you that. I like him too much.”
Sean’s eyes glittered. “Why can’t you?”
“Why can’t I what? Have a relationship with him, you mean?” Elizabeth shrugged, her shoulders tight. “I don’t know. Things don’t always work out. I haven’t been very good at relationships in the past. In fact, I suck at them.”
“You hold people at arm’s length,” Sean said. “Don’t look surprised, lass. I see you doing it. Even with your sister. But I’m glad to not hear you say, Because he’s Shifter.”
“He being a Shifter makes it more of a challenge,” Elizabeth said. “But obviously, it can be done. Liam and Kim. Ellison says the waitress Annie is going out with a human. And all those groupies sure want it to happen.”
“So, why not, then?” Sean asked. “Everyone’s bad at relationships until you find the relationship worth fighting for. Or maybe you’re already married? Is that the big secret you don’t want to tell Liam?”
“What? No,” Elizabeth said forcefully. “No, I never married anyone. That I can promise.”
“Then what?”
“Sean,” Andrea broke in. “Leave the poor woman alone. Not every female has to fall for the hot, sexy, alpha-male Shifter.”
Sean blinked. “Why not? I thought we were irresistible.”
“You’re a comedian, Sean Morrissey,” Andrea said.
Sean dropped the subject, and Elizabeth walked without speaking after that, enjoying the banter between the other two. She’d never had that kind of bantering fun with a man—except, she realized, with Ronan.
Sean and Andrea walked her all the way to Ronan’s house, where Elizabeth said good night. She had to say good night the Shifter way, she realized, when Andrea gave her a warm, cushy hug, and Sean caught her around the shoulders one-armed and pulled Elizabeth hard against him.
Andrea didn’t seem to think it unusual that her mate hugged another woman. They walked off together, very close, but not touching—alert to fight if necessary?
Rebecca was still up and told Elizabeth cheerfully that there was supper hot in the kitchen. Elizabeth found a gigantic soup pot half full of thick beef and barley soup, a huge loaf of bread, and jars of five different flavors of jam to go with the bread.
Hungry, Elizabeth ladled soup into a bowl and threw a piece of bread on top of it. “How does Ronan afford to feed all of you on a bouncer’s paycheck?”
Rebecca gave her a nonchalant shrug. “I guess we’re good shoppers.”
“Sorry,” Elizabeth said quickly. “It’s none of my business.”
“No worries.” Rebecca caught up a large purse. “Speaking of that, I need to go out. Will you watch Olaf for me? He’s usually asleep by now, but he’s a little keyed up because you and Mabel are staying here. He likes company. Cherie’s spending the night with a friend, and I don’t want to leave him alone.”
“Sure,” Elizabeth said readily.
Rebecca hesitated. “If you’d rather not, I can wait for Ronan.”
Elizabeth took a bite of soup and found it delicious. “No, no. That’s fine. I like Olaf. You go . . . shop.” When all the stores are closed. Hmm.
“Thanks.” Rebecca breezed out, banging the door behind her.
Olaf was in the living room watching television. The TV was an old model—no flat screens or HD for Shifters. A rerun of a seventies comedy was playing. Olaf wasn’t so much watching it as standing in front of the screen, staring at the people on it as though trying to figure out what on earth they were doing.
“I like this one,” Elizabeth said. “One of the ladies I lived with when I was little loved this show. She was nice.” In retrospect Elizabeth knew she should have been kinder to the woman, but Elizabeth had been so afraid of being split up from Mabel that she’d been prickly and defensive. The sweet old lady had understood that, Elizabeth saw now.
Olaf listened as though Elizabeth imparted great wisdom, then he abandoned the television and climbed up onto the sofa beside her. Olaf was nine, Ronan had said, but he acted younger. Maybe because Shifters matured at a much slower rate than humans, or maybe because Olaf had been through a lot.
As Olaf seated himself against Elizabeth, she noted that his white-blond hair bore tiny blue streaks. Mabel.
Elizabeth was tired, but she was happy to eat the terrific soup and have the warmth of Olaf beside her. This reminded her of what she and Mabel would do in the bad old days, sitting tightly side-by-side as though that would keep them together forever. I won’t ever let us be split up, Mabel. I promise.
She’d kept her promise, no matter what.
When the show ended, and Elizabeth set down her empty bowl, Olaf climbed down from the sofa, calmly removed his clothes, and shifted. He did it too close to the coffee table, which got shoved over, but Elizabeth found herself looking at the cutest polar bear cub she’d ever seen.
Not that she’d seen many, not this close. Olaf made a little baby growl then climbed back onto the sofa, his long claws tearing the fabric. He flopped down next to Elizabeth, put his head and one paw on Elizabeth’s lap, and closed his eyes.
Elizabeth went still, the trust Olaf was showing both stunning and warming her.
Olaf stirred a little, then let out his breath, eyes closing more tightly. Elizabeth couldn’t stop herself from stroking his fur. She found it both soft and strong, sort of wiry without being tough.
Elizabeth went on petting him, finding comfort in the act. Olaf’s breath whuffed hot over her blue-jeaned knee, the cub relaxing into sleep.
Rebecca didn’t return. Elizabeth lifted the remote and switched off the television, and silence crept over the house. They didn’t have any clocks in here, so nothing ticked. There was only the quiet of the outside world, the faint breeze through the open window. Austin summers were hot and sticky, but the coming fall could be cool and clean.
She was still sitting there, Olaf half on her lap, when Ronan came in.



CHAPTER 9
Again Elizabeth was struck with how quiet he was. When he’d charged Marquez in her store, she hadn’t heard a thing until he’d reached them.
Ronan saw Olaf sleeping, closed his mouth on the greeting he’d been about to give her, and stepped inside. A cool breeze stirred wind chimes on the porch and wafted through the windows.
“Where’s Mabel?” Elizabeth whispered.
“With Cherie. I took her to Cherie’s friend’s. Two doors down.”
“Connor?”
Ronan righted the coffee table, which had been left on its side, and put her empty bowl back on it. Nothing had broken, at least. “Took him home. Scott’s staying over at the Morrisseys tonight too, so it will be less crowded here. Becks went out?”
“She implied shopping, but nothing’s open this late.”
“Means she’s prowling. Becks is past ready to mate, but she’s being very picky.”
“What about Ellison? He seems like he’d be willing.”
Ronan grimaced. “Goddess, I hope not. He’s a Lupine. That’s all I’d need, half-wolf, half-bear Shifters all over the place, full of themselves, like Ellison.”
“How would that work?” Elizabeth remained still as Ronan collapsed on the sofa next to her, stretching into a sprawl. Olaf never moved. “How can a Shifter be half wolf, half bear?”
“Wouldn’t. The cubs would be born in human shape and then take their animal form a few years later. They’ll go one way or the other, so a Lupine-Ursine mating could have half the family wolves and half bears. That would be interesting.”
Elizabeth gave Olaf another soft stroke. “Olaf’s already big. What’s going to happen when he’s fully grown? Polar bears are gigantic.”
“And Shifter polar bears are even bigger.” Ronan stretched his arm across the back of the sofa, touching her shoulders. “We’ll deal with that when we need to. Rebecca and Cherie might be mated and gone by the time he reaches full size. I built the Den to be plenty big.”
“For Olaf?”
“Built it before he came. But sure.”
“None of this fazes you.”
Ronan cupped Elizabeth’s shoulder with his big hand. He smelled like the night overlaid with the warmth of himself. “None of what?”
“Having cubs live in your house. Saving me from being shot. Having me and Mabel move in. Mate-claiming me so Liam would stop asking me questions.”
He moved with his shrug. “I take things as they come.”
“Most people don’t. Most people stress out. I know I do.”
Ronan regarded her with calm, dark eyes. “I lived a long time alone. You learn to take life slowly when you live like that. Why worry about what terrible thing will happen tomorrow?”
“Don’t you think worrying helps you prepare?”
“Maybe. Or maybe it just messes you up.”
Ronan had a point, but Elizabeth at age nine had realized that if she didn’t take care of Mabel, no one else would.
“Mabel almost died when she was a baby because the foster mother we lived with wouldn’t take her to the hospital. Too lazy and too drunk, but Mabel was really sick. I tried to steal the neighbor’s car and take her there, but the neighbor caught me. Fortunately, he was a nice guy, and drove us there himself. He was a fireman, and he knew people in the emergency room. Good thing.” Elizabeth laughed a little. “I was a shrimp and couldn’t reach the pedals.”
Ronan’s eyes held anger. “I hope you didn’t stay with that woman.”
“No, we were moved. I never did learn the fireman’s name, and I never saw him again. But he made me realize there were good people and bad people out there. You have to figure out which is which, but good ones are there. Like you.”
Elizabeth put her hand on Ronan’s where he rested it on her shoulder, her fingers small against his big, blunt ones.
“What makes you think I’m one of the good ones?” he asked.
“You stopped Marquez, for one. He had a gun—you couldn’t know whether he’d have shot you dead. And letting us stay here, eating your food and taking up space. And what you do for the kids—I mean, the cubs.” Elizabeth stroked Olaf’s fur again. “I’d have been able to tell right away if you mistreated them. But I know they’re happy.”
Ronan spread his fingers and twined hers between them. “You were like them, weren’t you?”
“A rescue case? Pretty much. Only I never got rescued. There were good times, don’t get me wrong. It wasn’t all terrible. We lived in some good houses, made friends.”
“You rescued yourself, Lizzie,” Ronan said. He squeezed her fingers, the pressure warm. “But I don’t mind coming to your rescue.”
Elizabeth squeezed back, feeling the warmth travel all the way through her body. “Why did you stop Liam from questioning me?”
“Because Liam’s dangerous,” Ronan said. “He and Sean have that Irish charm thing going, but don’t underestimate them. They can be hard-ass if they want to be, and their dad’s worse. Me mate-claiming you means you’ll never be handed over to their dad. It means I’ve got your back.”
With his strong arm behind her shoulders, Elizabeth started to believe it.
“I promise you, Ronan, my secrets won’t hurt anyone except me and Mabel. It’s because of Mabel that I don’t want to tell you.”
“WitSec?” Ronan asked.
Elizabeth started. “What?”
“Are you in witness protection? I won’t out you, but I don’t need a Fed breathing down my neck when one comes looking for you.”
“No.” She shook her head, squeezing her eyes shut. “Call it Elizabeth protection.” She opened her eyes again. “Yes, I moved here six years ago with a new name and a new name for Mabel, but not because I’m running from the law or in witness protection or because I owe people lot of money. I just needed . . . to start again.”
He regarded her quietly, keeping whatever emotions he felt hidden. “People can start again without changing their identities. Usually they change identities when they don’t want anyone from their past finding them.”
Elizabeth said nothing. Ronan was close to the truth, but Elizabeth had learned the hard way that saying nothing was the best thing, no matter what it made people think of her. If she opened up to Ronan, would Liam compel him to tell Elizabeth’s secrets? He’d said that this mate-claim protected her from that, but she was sure the smooth-talking Liam would probably find some loophole. Liam seemed to be good at getting his own way.
But Ronan, she’d seen, despite his brawn and good-natured banter, was not stupid. He studied her now with shrewd perception. “You don’t have to tell me, Elizabeth. You wait until you’re ready. And if it’s never, then it’s never.”
“It won’t be never.”
Ronan brought their clasped hands up and rubbed her cheek with his broad finger. “The bears in this house have been through a lot. I’ve learned not to force them to talk about it. You take your time.”
Elizabeth turned her head to find herself nose-to-nose with him. “I used to be a very bad judge of character, is all.” Elizabeth slid her hand to his neck, playing with the ends of his very short hair. She liked how it felt, prickly but soft, like Olaf’s fur. Under that was his Collar, warm metal fused to his neck. “But I’ve become much better at it,” she said softly.
“And I’m one of the good ones?”
For answer, Elizabeth leaned in and kissed him.
It started as a small kiss, a thank-you kiss, but Ronan’s big hand came around her neck, and he slanted his mouth over hers. His answering kiss was strong, warm, responsive.
Elizabeth parted her lips, her body tightening as his tongue swept into her mouth. His strength took her breath away, but he gentled it for her, holding back. Holding back a lot. The wildness in him, tempered for her, excited her.
He kissed slowly, firmly, his lips smooth. Elizabeth let her fingers slide down his back, finding muscles so solid they didn’t give under her fingers. His hand on her neck never moved, as though he held her up, as though she’d never fall as long as he was with her.
Elizabeth moved closer. She kissed him hungrily, needing to know he’d hold her up forever.
On her lap, Olaf stirred and emitted a little growl.
Ronan eased from the kiss but didn’t release her. He held her, their faces almost touching, his eyes so dark. A spark winked deep within them.
I can take care of myself. This was Elizabeth’s constant mantra. But wouldn’t it be wonderful to surrender to strength such as Ronan had, to know she would be safe—for always?
“We should put him to bed,” Ronan said.
Olaf. He was warm on her lap, sleeping soundly. Elizabeth didn’t want to let him go.
“You have a bed for baby polar bears?”
“He’ll shift back.”
Ronan pressed a last, soft kiss to Elizabeth’s mouth, rose, and lifted Olaf. The cub didn’t move and didn’t change shape. Ronan signaled to Elizabeth to follow, and he carried the bear out of the living room and up the stairs.
The largest front room was taken by the two male cubs and held the detritus of boys of two ages: magazines, CDs, posters, toy trucks, action figures. No video games and no TV, because Shifters weren’t allowed much technology. A small computer stood in one corner, an older model. That was all.
Both beds were fairly big and very sturdy. Elizabeth saw why when Ronan laid Olaf on one. He curled up, the claws of one paw slicing the cover of the pillow. From all the rents on the pillow, he’d done that more than once.
Ronan dragged a cover over him. “If he shifts back in his sleep, he’ll get cold,” he explained. He lingered to rest his large hand on Olaf’s shoulder.
Under his touch, Olaf took a deep breath, and then shifted effortlessly back to the small boy with blue-streaked blond hair. He opened his eyes. “Lizbeth?”
“I’m right here.” Elizabeth leaned down and kissed his cheek. “Good night, Olaf.”
Olaf caught her hand in a surprisingly strong grip. “Stay.”
“She’s got to go to bed, Olaf,” Ronan said. “She’s tired.”
Olaf’s eyes took on a glint of panic Elizabeth had sometimes seen in Mabel’s when Mabel had been little. Mabel’s greatest terror had been that she’d go to sleep and wake up alone, Elizabeth gone, never to be found again. Olaf, Ronan had said, had seen his parents killed. That terror had come true for him.
“No,” Olaf said. “Stay.”
“It’s all right.” Elizabeth sat down on the large bed, Olaf not letting go of her hand. “I don’t mind. He’s scared.”
“He has to learn he’ll be all right,” Ronan said.
Olaf’s grip tightened even more. He would have wrestler strength when he grew up, greater maybe even than Ronan’s.
“Does he have to learn tonight? I don’t mind.”
Ronan stood over them, hands on hips, a frustrated parent. “All right, all right. But only tonight.”
Elizabeth lay down on the bed behind Olaf and pulled the cover over her, kicking her loose shoes to the floor. Olaf snuggled back against her and looked up at Ronan.
“Stay too,” he said.
Ronan heaved a sigh. “Becks is spoiling you. Fine, big guy. We’ll both stay.”
He collapsed onto Scott’s empty bed, which creaked under his weight, then shucked his belt and shoes and pulled quilts over his big body.
Olaf fell asleep quickly, but Elizabeth remained awake next to him, still feeling the imprint of Ronan’s kiss. Her life was changing dramatically as she watched, and she needed to make decisions.
Ronan, up most of the night before, all day at the store, and then again tonight, fell asleep quickly. He snored. Rebecca hadn’t been kidding. Not snorting wet-sounding snores, but deep, steady ones, his breath going all the way to the bottom of his lungs and coming all the way out again.
The sound didn’t bother Elizabeth. It was comforting. A huge, strong man slept near her, on hand to defend her. Ronan was a swift, silent killer, and a protector, and beneath all that, he had a heart of vast generosity. Elizabeth in the past had been duped by people who’d pretended to be kind, but Ronan was kind while pretending not to be.
Elizabeth drifted off to sleep so gradually she didn’t know she was doing it, but all through the night, she heard the solidity of Ronan’s snores, and knew she was guarded.
***
Sundays, Elizabeth always closed the store but went to work in the back, getting ready for the week to come. Ronan went in with her, and Ellison and Spike came to fix the bear-shaped hole in her door.
Rebecca had returned while Ronan and Elizabeth breakfasted with the ravenous Olaf, Rebecca looking tired but pleased with herself. She was wearing a “Keep Austin Weird” T-shirt that hadn’t been on her when she left.
“Good shopping trip, I take it?” Elizabeth said, licking honey from her fork.
“Oh, yeah.” Rebecca yawned, stretched, and went upstairs to shower.
Scott came home before Elizabeth and Ronan left, as did Cherie and Mabel. Cherie and Mabel were chipper; Scott mumbled something and shuffled upstairs to his bedroom.
Olaf wanted to see the store, but Elizabeth, uncertain that Marquez or his friends wouldn’t return, said no. Olaf was disappointed, but he agreed, with surprising cheerfulness, to wait until Ronan thought it safe.
“He trusts you,” Elizabeth said as she and Ronan headed out for Ronan’s motorcycle.
“Olaf? Mostly. He just gets scared at night. You sleep okay?”
“Yes.” She had. In spite of the late night and early start, Elizabeth felt refreshed. In the room with Olaf and Ronan, she’d let herself completely relax for the first time in . . . well, forever.
Spike and Ellison were waiting outside the store when they arrived. Ellison lounged on the hood of his pickup, a long, tall Texan if Elizabeth ever saw one, though Ronan had told her he’d come here from Colorado.
Spike looked pure urban biker. He leaned against the wall outside the store, skin well inked, sunglasses against the glare, and motorcycle boots and grease-stained jeans to Ellison’s cowboy boots. This morning, though, one side of his face was purple and black, and when he took off his sunglasses, his left eye definitely sported a shiner.
“What happened to you?” Elizabeth asked.
“Fight club.” Spike shrugged tight shoulders. “Don’t tell Liam.”
Elizabeth wanted to ask, but other store owners were looking out their doors at the Shifters. Elizabeth got the store unlocked and them inside as quickly as she could.
“Fight club?” she asked Ronan as Ellison and Spike carried toolboxes to the torn-up wall. The two Shifters started pondering how to fix it in the universal male way of standing back and staring at it.
Ronan didn’t look very surprised at her question. “Liam gets pissed off, because he says it’s glorified cock fighting, and he’s right. But he doesn’t stop Shifters going—the fights allow us to let off steam. Fight clubs are privately arranged bouts between Shifters, no holds barred. Not exactly legal, but humans bet on us, and we give them a good show, so there’s a lot of looking the other way.”
“Like gladiators.” Elizabeth’s gaze went to the Collar snug against Ronan’s big neck, the Celtic knot at his throat. “Don’t your Collars stop you?”
“Oh, they go off. Believe me. It evens the field, Shifter against Shifter. Some are better than others at fighting through the pain. Spike’s one of the favorites. Trust me, the other guy will look worse.”
Elizabeth stared at him. “You have to be crazy. I’ve seen underground boxing and mixed martial arts meets, and they’re brutal. Shifter ones have to be even more brutal.”
“They can be. But Shifters are tough, Elizabeth. And sometimes we have to fight, or we go a little nuts. Humans think they suppress our fighting instincts with the Collars, but the instincts don’t go away. Except that now, we have no natural outlet. So Liam pretends he doesn’t see a dozen Shifters disappear at night and come back bruised and Collar-wasted. Even Scott’s been going lately.”
“And you let him? Ronan . . .”
“He’s a Shifter going through his Transition. Scott wants to fight all the time these days—at the fight clubs, at least, the other Shifters let him work it off, and they take care of him.”
Elizabeth rubbed her forehead. “The more I learn about you, the more I realize I don’t know. I was right in the first place. You’re crazy.”
Ronan grinned, the warm one that lit his eyes. “Yeah, but crazy in a good way.”
“You take a big risk telling me this. You’ve told me a lot of things I could report to the human cops, you know. I wouldn’t, but why do you trust that I won’t?”
Ronan drew a finger along one of the red streaks in Elizabeth’s hair. “Because I know,” he said in his quiet voice. “You’re one of the good ones.”
Elizabeth’s body heated instantly at his touch. She thought of lying in the dark with him nearby all night, loving having him there. This was getting dangerous.
A whistle pierced the air, and Elizabeth, nerves frayed, jumped. “What was that?”
“Signal,” Ronan said, turning away. “Trackers have spotted something.”
Her fears returned. “What?”
Ronan looked out the tiny back window, scanning the alley. “Come on. Stay close to me.”
Ellison and Spike had stopped hammering and drilling and came into the office. Spike retained his hammer as he went to the back door and opened it.
Two Latino men, one about six foot, the other a head shorter, stood in front of a silver gray Lexus parked a yard from Elizabeth’s door. Both men wore dark suits on this late August day. They weren’t obviously armed, but the suit coats could hide anything. Both stood casually, alert but not hostile.
Spike went out first, then Ronan, with Elizabeth between Ronan and Ellison. As they emerged, three more Shifters entered the other end of the alley—Sean with his sword, a Shifter as tall as he who looked much like him, and an even taller Shifter male with his black hair buzzed short. The two human men saw the Shifters but didn’t change expression.
The taller of the men nodded at Elizabeth. “Elizabeth Chapman. I’m Pablo Marquez.”
Elizabeth had suspected as much. She said nothing.
“The incident with my brother has caused some problems,” Marquez said in a smooth voice. “He didn’t come here that night with my blessing. It was a stupid thing to do.”
Elizabeth still remained silent. She knew that a man like Marquez could twist anything she said into either capitulation or a threat, so it was best to stand quietly and let him talk.
“I’m taking care of Julio,” Marquez went on. “He knows how pissed off I am. But it leaves us with a little problem. He’s facing charges of armed robbery, and there are two witnesses. You and your Shifter.”
Ronan moved in front of Marquez and folded his arms. In spite of Marquez’s relative tallness, Ronan was twice his size.
Sean and the other two Shifters drifted toward them, but not in a clump. They spaced themselves out so the one with the black hair stayed at the opening of the alley, Sean stopped about halfway down, and the third man came to a stop right behind Marquez’s car.
“Your brother almost killed Elizabeth,” Ronan said. “That pisses me off too.”
Marquez looked up at Ronan’s nearly seven-foot height without fear. “You’re the Shifter who took him down?”
“I wasn’t out to kill him. I only meant to stop him.”
“I figured that,” Marquez said. “You’re a Shifter. If you’d wanted to kill him, Julio would be dead. But, see, he’s my brother. I don’t want him in prison. Not only would that be dangerous for him, it would be bad for business.”
Elizabeth understood his concern—there might be plenty in prison with a grudge against Marquez who would use his younger brother as an opportunistic target. But she only had so much sympathy.
“So, what are you saying?” she asked. “We can come to some sort of arrangement?”
“I want to make a deal, yes,” Marquez said. “Julio’s going to trial—he’s been released in my custody but he has a court date. Which he will keep. What I’m asking is for you not to show up. You and your sister close up shop and leave town, start over some other place. I’ll put the word out ahead that you’re not to be bothered. But you go, never come back to Austin, never talk to anyone about Julio and Pablo Marquez.”
“Leave?” Elizabeth started for him, but Ronan dodged in her way. His Collar emitted one spark. “I can’t leave,” Elizabeth said. “I worked my ass off for this store. I’m not moving my whole life because your little brother is out of control.”
“You haven’t heard the other half of my deal,” Marquez said, his hard voice breaking through hers. “You go and start again somewhere safe, or you have no life at all. Neither does your sister. I won’t bother trying to scare you or harass you, or any juvenile shit like that. You’re either alive in another city, or dead here. Nothing in between. I’ll give you three days to pack and shut down. Then you’re gone.”
Ronan leaned in to Marquez. “Here’s our counteroffer. You leave town, you let your brother go to prison for what he did, or your life will be a living hell. We’ll put word out ahead wherever you go that you shouldn’t be bothered, but you’ll be watched. You’re now on every Shifter’s shit list, which is someplace you don’t want to be.”
Marquez didn’t move. “You’re Shifters. You’re powerless. Shifters are executed for harming humans. You lay a finger on me, the whole bunch of you goes down. I don’t even have to ask for a hit. The cops will do it for me.”
“That’s our offer,” Ronan said. “If you want to get out of this alley alive, you’ll give us your answer.”
Marquez opened his coat to show that he had an automatic in his shoulder holster. “These sweeties will take you out quickly, leaving nothing but dead Shifters behind. You can’t move fast enough to dodge bullets, and your Collars mean you can’t attack me. So. I’ll leave you to make your decision, Ms. Chapman. I understand about family. For your sister’s sake, you’ll go.”
Elizabeth did not like the look of that weapon, but Ronan scarcely seemed to notice it. “Your answer,” he said.
Marquez’s hand drifted toward his gun, but—so swiftly Elizabeth didn’t see him move— the Shifter who resembled Sean was in front of Marquez, hand on Marquez’s wrist.
Marquez’s eyes widened as the Shifter put pressure on the wrist, and Elizabeth heard something crackle. Marquez’s man reached inside his coat, but Marquez shook his head, though his eyes were nearly bulging. The Shifter’s Collar didn’t so much as glint, and he said not a word.
Sean spoke without moving his position. “We’ll give you a day or two to think about it, lad. Then it’s best you go. We’ll make sure nothing happens to your brother inside. We know about family too.”
The Shifter kept his hold of Marquez’s wrist. Marquez looked up into his cold, cold eyes, and finally showed fear.
“Let him go, Dad,” Sean said.
The Shifter opened his hand and took a step back. He was very calm, every movement precise and practiced.
Marquez backed a step and cradled his wrist but he gave Elizabeth a cool stare. “You lost yourself a day,” he said. “Pack and go.”
The second man, who looked white about the mouth, opened the passenger side of the car and let in Marquez. Marquez didn’t look at the Shifters as the man went around to the driver’s seat, got in and started the Lexus, then slowly pulled forward. Ronan, Spike, Ellison, and the other Shifter moved so the car could pass, but they surrounded it to watch it go, hunters releasing their prey. Their choice. For now.
As soon as the car turned the corner onto the street, Sean joined them and said, “Nice one, Dad.”
Elizabeth rounded on them. “Nice one? Are you all insane? All he has to do is report that you threatened him. Criminal or not, you’re the ones who’ll pay—with your lives. Do me a favor, and don’t help me!”
Elizabeth’s rage and fear had risen to a breaking point, and all she could do was turn her back on the Shifters, storm inside, and slam the door.



CHAPTER 10
Ronan scented Elizabeth’s terror as she went, and vowed that Marquez would pay for every bad dream, every shiver of fear, and every tear he’d caused her.
Sean joined his father, whose eyes remained the light blue of his wildcat’s. “You scared him good, Dad,” Sean said. “But maybe put him on his guard? We don’t need a Shifter-human gang war.”
“We won’t have one.” Dylan Morrissey scanned the alley, aware that others could be watching, and started for the back door to Elizabeth’s store.
Ronan got ahead of him to walk inside first, but Elizabeth wasn’t in her office. Ronan heard the water running in the bathroom, and he left the others to approach her.
He’d lived with females long enough to know that if he knocked first, she’d tell him to go away and leave her alone, and he had no intention of doing that. Elizabeth hadn’t locked the door, however, and Ronan opened it to find a small bathroom decorated with rose trellis wallpaper and framed Victorian ads for soap and chocolates. The soft colors made the tiny room easy on the eyes and very feminine.
Elizabeth looked up at him through the reflection of the wooden framed mirror over the sink, her eyes red-rimmed, her face dripping.
“You okay?” Ronan asked.
A long time ago, he’d never had to worry about comforting crying females—crying anybody. But now he had to deal with Cherie with her PTSD, Rebecca’s PMS, and the terror dreams of the boys. He’d learned how to pet and hold until the shakes went away, how to gentle his voice to the merest rumble.
“No, I’m not okay,” Elizabeth said. “You can’t threaten Marquez like that. He’s right—he’ll have the cops down on you, or he’ll tell his boys with machine guns to wipe out all the Shifters. No one cares about Shifters.”
“That’s true,” Ronan said, leaning against the door frame. “No one, except Shifters. What do you plan to do, then? Leave town like he suggested?”
“No!” Elizabeth grabbed a fluffy towel and buried her face in it. When she emerged, her tears were gone. “No, I’m not letting him drive me out. I’ll call the cop who arrested Julio Marquez and tell her his brother is threatening me. Pablo Marquez will have a record—they can put a restraining order on him.”
“A restraining order will do nothing,” Dylan said from behind Ronan. “You need to let us take care of this.”
Elizabeth threw down the towel and pushed past Ronan to face Dylan. “Let you take care of it? What does that mean?” She looked up at the tall Shifter, meeting that white-blue stare without flinching.
Sean cleared his throat. “Ms. Chapman, let me introduce my dad, Dylan Morrissey.”
Elizabeth studied Dylan more closely, taking in the gray at his temples, his stern look that came with his years and experience. “Ah. I’ve heard about you.”
Dylan blinked, his eyes snapping back to human blue. Elizabeth’s I’ve heard about you spoke volumes. His mate, Glory, came into this store a lot, and Glory could be earthily frank. Dylan must be wondering what the hell kinds of things Glory had said.
“What I’ve heard is that you’re used to having your every order obeyed,” Elizabeth said, hands on hips. “But I’m not Shifter, and I don’t care. I’m keeping this store open. I’m grateful for your help, but I do not want you confronting Marquez. He’s dangerous, more dangerous than you are. I’ll find a solution. I haven’t survived this long by caving in to people like him.”
Sean and the other Shifters tensed, watching as Elizabeth, a puny human, stared down one of the top alphas in Shiftertown. Liam was leader now, yes, but Dylan was still plenty dominant.
Ronan went warm with pride. His potential mate had moxie.
She didn’t understand, though, that she and Dylan were talking about two different things. Elizabeth was thinking about her immediate future, keeping hold of the things for which she’d worked so hard. Dylan was considering the threat Marquez posed to Shifters in general, outside Marquez’s problem with Elizabeth. The situation had moved beyond the attempted robbery and into wider realms.
Dylan moved his gaze from Elizabeth to Ronan. “She’s your responsibility,” he said.
“I know that,” Ronan answered.
Dylan held Ronan with his gaze for a long moment, then he signaled to Sean and the other tracker—Nate—and the three of them departed. No good-byes, no saying where they were going. They simply went.
Elizabeth watched them go, hands still planted on her slim hips, then she swung to Spike and Ellison. “All right, then,” she growled. “That wall isn’t fixing itself. Let’s get back to work.”
***
Pablo Marquez employed the best lookouts in the city, but for some reason they totally missed the Shifters that materialized in his office that evening. One minute Pablo was going over his spreadsheets for the body shop; the next, he had three Shifters around his desk.
Pablo didn’t panic. He hadn’t gotten this far in life by panicking. He smoothly brought his hand out from under the desk, wrist now wrapped in an ace bandage, an automatic weapon nestled against his palm. He held the gun loosely, not pointing it or threatening with it. Shifters were dangerous, yes, but they weren’t immune to bullets.
The one with the terrifying eyes was there, but as he’d done in the alley, he remained silent. The guy with the sword, obviously the Shifter’s son, stepped in front of the desk, putting himself directly in front of Pablo’s gun. Ballsy of him. The third Shifter, the one with the military-cut black hair, watched the door with seeming negligence. He was chewing gum, a trick for indicating contempt and lack of fear.
Pablo made the opening sally. “I said all I had to say. If you try to force me to leave with you, you’ll walk into twenty of my boys with pistols, ready to take you down. You’re not like werewolves who die only by silver bullets. Lots of lead will do the trick.” He lounged back in his chair, relaxed. No need to chew gum to prove it. “You’re in my territory now.”
“Not quite.” The guy with the sword—Sean Morrissey—Pablo had looked him up—rested big hands on the desk. “You are in our territory. Shifter territory.”
“Shifters live in Shiftertowns,” Pablo said. “That’s all the territory you get.”
His father—Dylan, the guy’s name was—finally spoke. His voice was a little different from his son’s, as cold and hard, yes, but with vast stillness behind it. This was a man who’d seen much, done much, suffered more than Pablo’s group of hardened thugs could imagine. What Pablo wouldn’t give to have this man as a resource.
“The entire city is Shifter territory,” Dylan was saying. “Our lands run from San Marcos to north and west of the lake. Hill Country Shifters take over from there.”
Pablo barked a laugh. “In your Shifter dreams. Trust me, I’m not a guy who likes to follow other people’s rules. I do what I want and deal with what I have to. I also think the humans who have basically neutered you are amazingly stupid. They could have used you to help them fight wars or to put down people like me, but you know governments. Full of people who can’t get real jobs. But they slapped those Collars on you and pretty much broke whatever power you had, although from what I can tell it wasn’t very much to begin with. You have no territory, my friends. You have nothing.”
None of the Shifters moved during his speech. No scorn, no anger, no conceding that he might be right. Nothing but three pairs of Shifter eyes fixed on him.
To keep them from overwhelming him, Pablo sorted them out. Sean and Dylan were father and son. The big sword Sean wore wasn’t for killing, Pablo had learned, but for some sort of death ritual, the blade stuck into the Shifter after he was dead.
The guy with the military haircut Pablo had seen at the very illegal Shifter fight clubs where Shifters fought each other for fun and other people bet on them. The guy’s name was Nate, and his friend Spike, the one with all the tattoos, was a very popular fighter.
“What do you want, boys?” Pablo asked. “To bargain? I’m afraid I hold all the bargaining chips.”
The one called Sean leaned his fists on the desk. The wood, a nice mahogany, creaked.
“I’m afraid Dad wants you out, lad. The fact that he came down here to ask you nicely is unusual. My advice to you? Move your enterprise to another city. Ronan told you, we’ll inform the Shifters around wherever you choose to go to leave you alone—if you behave yourself, that is.”
“We’ve done this dance,” Pablo said. “Your threat doesn’t have teeth . . . so to speak.”
“That’s because we don’t like to show our hand too soon. You, my good friend—well, you don’t know what you’re up against. My dad there, he’s not such a reasonable man. I am. That’s why they always send me to negotiate.”
“But I’m not negotiating anything,” Pablo said.
Sean gave him a smile. Why did Pablo think of a cat drawing back its lips to show its teeth? “Well, that’s fine, because we’re not negotiating, either,” Sean said. “The truth is, lad, if you don’t go now, there’ll be nothing left for you.”
“Nothing left of what?” Always difficult to guard against vague threats. Vague threats made everyone paranoid and sleepless. Pablo knew that because he often employed the technique himself.
Sean shrugged. “Of anything. You, this nice building, your boys outside, your fine car. All gone.” He leaned closer. “In the blink of an eye.”
Pablo moved his gun slightly, reminding Sean that it was there. “And if I mow you down before you can leave?”
“Won’t matter. My brother, now, he’s the vindictive one. My dad’s learned to control himself a bit, but we’re not so sure about Liam. And we all have family that wouldn’t be too happy with you if anything happened to us.”
Pablo made sure his finger was obviously off the trigger. “I’ve been in this game a long time, Shifter. There’s always someone out there with a vendetta. I don’t let it worry me.”
“Son,” Sean said, in an almost kind voice. “You wouldn’t have time to let it worry you.”
Pablo was not blind to the fact that these guys were serious. Somehow, they’d gotten past his guards. He had no doubt that if he killed them, three more Shifters would visit him in the night. Collars or no Collars, laws or no laws, they knew their stuff.
He took his hand all the way off the gun and pushed the pistol aside, leaving it close enough to grab if he needed to, but showing that he’d be happy to settle this without violence. Which he was. Julio had been stupid, and even Pablo hadn’t realized that the bitch had the entire Austin Shiftertown backing her up. Julio so needed to learn to do his research first.
Pablo had been researching Elizabeth Chapman ever since Julio had gotten himself arrested for trying to rob her. He’d run into difficulty trying to discover specifics about her past, but he’d find out. He was very close.
“I don’t have time for a war,” Pablo said in a reasonable tone. “And I’m thinking neither do you. My brother is an idiot, but I have some good lawyers, and maybe I can get him out of this. But it will be bad for my business if your friends insist on testifying.”
“Your business really isn’t our concern,” Sean said. “Don’t you sell drugs and hurt people? Not a business we want in our town.”
Pablo’s business was a little more sophisticated than that, but he wasn’t going to argue the point.
“How about this?” he asked. “Your friend gets a little forgetful in the witness box, my lawyers help my brother, and we call it quits? Your friend stays in her business in SoCo, I stay in mine here, and we never see each other again.”
The Shifters said nothing. They didn’t look at one another, but Pablo got the feeling they were discussing it amongst themselves, with that nonverbal communication animals were supposed to have.
The one called Dylan was the first to speak. “We want you out of our town, Pablo Marquez. And you’ll go.”
He looked straight into Pablo’s eyes. Pablo, having grown up in the back streets of almost every city in the south, had learned to meet his opponent’s challenging stare and then look away casually, almost derisively, as though he wasn’t concerned about winning the staring contest.
But he couldn’t look away from Dylan. Pablo wanted to, but Dylan’s blue-white stare would not let him go. He saw, behind Dylan, Sean relaxed, unworried. They had no doubt that Pablo would obey Dylan—if not now, then eventually.
“Why don’t you go on out of here?” Pablo said, pretending nonchalance. “I’ll make sure my boys don’t get trigger happy so you make it to your car. But I can’t guarantee it, so watch yourselves.”
The Shifters didn’t like being dismissed. Well, too bad. Pablo wasn’t going to wet himself for them. He had his own plans. The next time they met, he wouldn’t be caught so unprepared.
They faded away. Pablo wasn’t sure how they did it, but one minute the three Shifters were in the shadows of his office; the next, they were gone.
He snapped an order to the man who was supposed to guard the door and got no response. Gun in hand, Pablo made his way to the front door and peered outside. The darkening street showed no one, not his guards, not retreating Shifters, not the mechanics who ostensibly worked in his body shop. All was silence, but for the few bits of trash that drifted across the pavement on a hot Texas wind.



CHAPTER 11
The bar Liam managed opened for business that night, but none of the Shifters went to work. Ronan explained that the human government had ruled that Shifters did not have to work on Sundays, a concession to the Shifters’ request that they be able to continue their religious observances after taking the Collars. Ronan related this with a laugh, because, he said, Shifters didn’t have a designated religious day or a set time for prayer. All days were religious to them; any time and place fine for meditation and prayer.
An interesting take on the matter, Elizabeth thought.
Apparently Shifters used the day off to build bonfires in the common land between the backs of their houses, cook out, and let the kids run around in both human and animal form.
Sean Morrissey, minus sword and in a plain T-shirt, was grilling alongside his brother Liam, the two of them arguing about how best to cook the steaks. Ellison and the trackers lounged nearby, beers in hand, though Spike with his black eye wasn’t getting too close to Liam.
Cherie and Mabel were laughing together in the age-old manner of twenty-something girls aware that men eyed them, but not deigning to notice. Olaf romped around in his bear cub form with wolf cubs and wildcat cubs.
The tall, blonde Glory sat on her porch, long legs crossed, in a tight, leopard-print pantsuit, not far from Dylan, who quietly drank beer from a dark bottle. With them were Kim and little Katriona and the pregnant Andrea.
Elizabeth eyed them a little shyly. They were all so comfortable with each other, including Kim, who was human, an outsider. Mabel carried on as though she’d lived here all her life, but then, that was Mabel. Elizabeth had always been the cautious one.
Ronan moved close to her. “I know.”
Elizabeth looked up in surprise. “Know what?”
He motioned to the scene around them. “It’s overwhelming. You don’t know who to get close to, who to talk to. You want to be accepted, but it’s a little scary with all those eyes looking at you. You don’t want to say the wrong thing to the wrong person.”
“Exactly. Are you reading my mind or something?”
“Your body language.” Ronan’s warm hand rested on the small of her back. “And it’s how I felt when I first moved in.”
“You?” Elizabeth studied the towering man, with his round, tight shoulders in his T-shirt. “You were shy?”
“I’d lived by myself in the Alaskan woods all my life. Most of my life, anyway. Then I was shoved into a Shiftertown with all these wolves and wildcats who stared at me all the time. I’m a big guy, and that makes it worse.”
“You stand out.” Elizabeth snaked her arm around his waist. “Hard to miss.”
“You got that right.”
“And then you adopted a bunch of cubs.” She shook her head in mock dismay as they strolled away from Glory’s house. “What were you thinking?”
“I ask myself that sometimes.”
Elizabeth hooked her fingers through his belt loop, liking how the loop seemed to be made for her fingers. “So where do you go when you want to be alone? Really alone?”
“Around here? It’s tough. I’ve got the Den, but that’s always being invaded. But there are some caves out west of town, down on the riverbank. Not many people know about them. I go out there, sometimes. Not the same as the deep woods, but it can be peaceful.”
“Sounds nice,” Elizabeth said wistfully. “I never have time to go to places like that.”
“I’ll take you. You’ll make time.”
“Then you won’t be by yourself. I thought that was the point.”
They’d cleared the crowd and were now relatively isolated under tall Texas oak trees. Ronan stopped. “I won’t mind being alone there with you.”
Elizabeth let go of his belt loop and turned to face him. It felt right to put her hands on his waist, to feel the warmth of his big body through her fingertips.
Ronan’s eyes went dark. “I’m going to kiss you, Elizabeth,” he said, a growl in his voice. “I’ve been dying to kiss you all day.”
“Yeah? What stopped you?”
“Human gang leaders and too many nosy Shifters.”
“There aren’t any around right now.” Trees screened them from the Shifter gathering and the bonfires’ glows.
For answer, Ronan leaned to her, his breath touching her mouth, his lips following. He kissed her softly, as though afraid he’d break her, all the while holding her with hands so strong.
Elizabeth pushed up on tiptoes to reach him. “You’re so tall,” she whispered. “Can’t you shrink a little?”
Ronan’s smile warmed his eyes as he slid his arm behind her buttocks and lifted her off her feet.
He held her securely in powerful arms, his chest like a wall. Elizabeth wrapped her legs around his waist, arms around his back. Much, much better.
They were face to face. Ronan brushed his lips to the corner of her mouth, then licked there. “I’m not used to kissing humans,” he said. “Hell, I don’t kiss many Shifters. I don’t want to hurt you,” he finished, brow furrowing.
She nuzzled his cheek, liking the roughness of his whiskers. She kissed his nose where it had been broken. “I’m pretty resilient.”
He lost his smile. “No, you’re not. You’re so vulnerable. Elizabeth, I’m sorry.”
“For what?”
“For not killing that idiot with the gun and then taking you back to Alaska with me. It’s beautiful there. I had a cabin in the woods, right next to this stream that roars all the time—even in the winter you can hear it gurgling under the ice. It’s an amazing place. You’d love it.”
“But they forced you out, didn’t they?” Elizabeth asked softly. “That’s why you’re here.”
“I got rounded up when Shifters were outed twenty years ago. A couple of people knew there was a Shifter living back in the woods, and one told the police.” He sighed. “I’d counted them as friends, but one sniff of a reward for Shifters . . .”
“I’m so sorry.” Elizabeth’s fury rose for whoever had betrayed him. She remembered the witch hunts for Shifters twenty years ago, though she’d been only a kid at the time, with too many problems of her own to pay much attention. When humans had realized that shapeshifters were real and living among them, they’d reacted with paranoia. Instead of trying to understand the Shifters, they’d rounded them up, killed some, done experiments on others, confined them, slapped Collars on them to control their violence, and heavily restricted them. Only because of the actions of some equal rights groups were Shifters allowed to live at all.
How anyone could have handed over this wonderful, warmhearted man to be locked away, far from his home, Elizabeth didn’t understand. Ronan craved solitude but gladly gave it up to help those in need, with no other incentive than he felt bad for them. She’d learned, the hard way, the difference between people who practiced charity to look good and the people who were truly caring.
“I told you, Ronan,” she said. “You’re one of the good ones.”
“Aw. Bet you say that to all the bears.”
“Just the big wrestler ones I want to kiss.”
“Shut up and kiss me, then.”
Ronan held her in arms that never moved as their mouths met, touched, explored. Elizabeth’s body heated, and her limbs relaxed with longing.
She wanted to be alone with him, and she wanted to make love to him.
The thought stunned her. Elizabeth broke the kiss, her face an inch from his, their breaths tangling. But then, maybe it wasn’t so astonishing. She wanted to be alone with him, so see his body bare for her, to feel his weight on her as he made love to her. Ronan made a noise like a growl, his eyes holding a hunger that matched her own.
They heard the kids playing, Olaf’s small roar as he ran with the other cubs, Rebecca admonishing, “Stay close to the porch, Olaf.”
Ronan touched his forehead to hers. “No one will be at the house,” he said.
Elizabeth nodded, her need for him overwhelming. Ronan unlocked her legs from around him and slid her to her feet. She felt the hardness of him on the way down, and her eyes widened. Ronan was a big guy, and she’d heard rumors about Shifters. Knowing she’d soon see whether they were true made her shiver in excitement.
They walked away from the crowd, hand in hand, Elizabeth’s heart beating in time with their swift pace. She liked this, the two of them wanting the same thing, united in their unspoken longing. They needed privacy for it, but they also knew that they could return to friends and family anytime they liked.
Ronan’s house was dark, but he didn’t take Elizabeth inside. Instead, he led her down the side path to the Den.
When he turned on the light, Elizabeth saw that this was a decidedly masculine hangout. The big room contained a television, kitchenette with a big refrigerator—probably well-stocked with beer—shelves stacked with games, a couple of card tables, and a gigantic bed covered with an equally gigantic quilt.
Ronan swept up Elizabeth and carried her, romance-style, to the bed. He followed her down to the mattress and lay on his side next to her, eyes dark. He ran his hand down her arm, ending by cradling her hip.
“I thought it was the mate-claim making me crazy,” he said. “Starting the mating frenzy. But it’s just you.” He released her hip and trailed his fingers up her torso, between her breasts. “You’re amazing. And I want to see that tattoo.”
He hooked his fingers on the neckline of her shirt, pulling it down a little to bare the butterfly that ran along her collarbone. Elizabeth stilled under Ronan’s touch, loving the warm need that filled her, a kind she’d never felt before. She wanted to wrap herself around him and pull him down to her, kiss him until her cravings were fulfilled. But she remained motionless, marveling in the light brush of his fingertips on her skin.
Ronan traced the butterfly once with his fingers, then leaned down and traced it with his tongue. Elizabeth closed her eyes, body loosening, surrendering.
A crazed roar had her nearly flying up out of the bed, her tension returning in a rush. Ronan swung his legs around and came to his feet faster than Elizabeth would have guessed such a big man could move.
The roar came again. Loud, deep, animal. Ronan tore open the door and ran into the yard, peeling off his T-shirt as he went. His jeans followed, boots flying. Elizabeth experienced one glorious instant seeing him tall and naked in the moonlight, before his limbs distorted, and the space between house and Den filled with Kodiak bear.
Ronan ran for the second bear who stood on his hind legs in the yard. The bear was snarling, all teeth bared, and as Ronan went at him, the other bear came down and charged.
The black bear was much smaller than the Kodiak, but the black bear didn’t care. Its Collar emitted dozens of sparks, which made it roar in pain, but the bear kept running for Ronan, its eyes red, foam dripping from its mouth.
Elizabeth watched, holding her breath, as Ronan ran straight into the black bear, tumbling to the ground with it. Dust exploded as both bears rolled over each other, the black bear snarling with insane intensity.
Ronan’s bear fought in deadly silence. The other bear clawed at him mindlessly, roars ringing into the night. Its Collar kept sparking, white hot in the darkness, but Ronan’s Collar remained, like him, quiet.
The fight drew attention. A big gray wolf bounded around the house and headed for Elizabeth. The wolf was huge, at least twice the size of an ordinary wolf, and its eyes were white, fur ice-gray in the moonlight. Elizabeth drew back, ready to run for the Den, and then the wolf’s limbs rippled and changed. In a few brief moments, she stood face to face with Ellison Rowe, who now wore not a stitch.
“You okay?” Ellison asked, breathing hard.
“Sure.” Elizabeth turned to the bears again. Blood showed on Ronan’s coat as he struggled to get the other bear under control.
“That’s Scott,” Ellison said. “The Transition’s rough.”
The black bear managed to squirm away from the big Kodiak and loped for Elizabeth.
“Shit,” Ellison said. His shifting process went in reverse, and the wolf returned, positioning himself in front of Elizabeth and snarling a warning.
Ronan was almost upon the black bear. As Ronan leapt for him, the black bear sidestepped, rolled, shifted in the middle of the roll, and came to his feet as Scott. Naked, muscles rippling, he was long and lean, body honed, but the look in his eyes as he ran at Elizabeth was raw and furious.
Ellison snarled a guttural snarl, all his wolf teeth bared, ears flat on his head. Ronan, behind Scott, shifted to his human self.
Scott kept coming. Ronan closed the distance between himself and the younger man, put his wrestler’s arms all the way around Scott, and lifted him off his feet.
Scott fought him. He ripped at Ronan’s hold, his Collar sparking like crazy. He butted his head back against Ronan, and blood dripped from Ronan’s mouth. Scott’s Collar crackled as loud as Ellison’s growls, and then Scott screamed.
It was a horrible sound. The scream went on and on, spilling out Scott’s anguish and pain, frustration and rage. Ronan held him fast, and Scott kept fighting. Ellison stayed in front of Elizabeth, his growls lessening but his teeth still bared.
Scott’s struggles slowed, though his Collar remained a white band around his neck in the dark. As he weakened, Ronan pulled him into his big arms.
“Let it go,” Ronan said. “Calm and quiet. Deep breaths, like I taught you.”
Scott was sobbing now. The Collar’s glow faded, gradually, as Scott continued to cry. Ronan held him close, pressing a kiss to Scott’s unruly black hair.
“Is he all right?” Elizabeth started forward, but Ellison, still the wolf, got in her way.
“Stay over there, Lizzie-girl,” Ronan said. “He’ll be okay.”
Scott didn’t look okay. He hung in Ronan’s arms, weak, his Collar still emitting sparks.
Ellison rose again to become Ellison. He put his hands on his trim hips. “Poor kid. When I went through the Transition, my grandmother would throw a bucket of ice water over me to calm me down. And I didn’t have to worry about the Collar back then—this was before Collars were invented.”
Across the yard, Ronan spoke to Scott in a low voice, and Scott nodded, head buried in Ronan’s shoulder.
“Why did he try to attack Ronan?” Elizabeth asked.
Ellison’s eyes glinted. In the moonlight, stark naked, his eyes still as gray as his wolf’s, he looked far more animal than human. “He wasn’t trying for Ronan, sweet thing. He was going for you, and Ronan was stopping him. I bet he smelled some pheromones running hot in the Den, and they ignited his hair-trigger mating frenzy.” Ellison grinned, and Elizabeth swore his teeth were still pointed. “So what were you and Ronan getting up to in there? Hunh, Lizzie-girl?”



CHAPTER 12
Ronan got Scott to bed, cleaned himself up, and returned downstairs to see that Ellison was making Elizabeth coffee. Ellison at least had pulled on a pair of jeans. Ronan had as well, and here he’d been hoping he’d get out of his clothes for Elizabeth.
Ellison, once Ronan gave him a nod that everything was fine, enclosed Elizabeth in a swift good-bye hug then left through the back door. Ronan sat down at the big table and shoved the mug of coffee Ellison had prepared across to Elizabeth.
“He’ll be fine,” Ronan said. “Sleeping it off. The Collars hurt like a mo-fo, so Scott’s going to be down for a while. Sorry about that. I didn’t think he would react to us.”
“Ellison said he scented pheromones?” Elizabeth sipped her coffee, looking shaken but determined not to let the incident daunt her.
“He did. During Transition, Shifters walk around in a state of heightened sensitivity to . . . everything. Pheromones, fighting instincts, hunger pangs, you name it. Scott probably sensed us getting hot, and his bear brain suddenly decided I was his rival for the warm female in the Den. When he wakes up, he’s going to be embarrassed, so go easy on him.”
Elizabeth’s hands tightened around her mug. “But if he’s that easily triggered, is Mabel safe from him? What about Cherie? Even Rebecca? I can’t let Mabel stay here with him like that.”
“No, no. Mabel will be fine. And Cherie. Scott knows they’re cubs. Mabel might not be a kid anymore in human terms, but to Scott she is. Shifters are even more freaked out about touching cubs than humans are. That’s ingrained in us, even during the Transition. As for Rebecca . . .” Ronan had to shake his head. “She’s a big Kodiak, like me, and she doesn’t take shit from anyone. She’s already knocked Scott clear across the house a couple of times. He mostly leaves her alone. But you.” Ronan’s amusement faded. “I think you’d better stay with Sean and Andrea. I didn’t realize a human would trigger the frenzy. But then, I don’t know much about humans.”
“I trigger a frenzy? No one’s ever said that about me before.”
Ronan reached for Elizabeth’s hand and twined his fingers through hers. “That’s why I’m going crazy wanting to touch you.” He lifted her fingers to his lips.
“Careful,” Elizabeth said softly. “We don’t want to upset Scott.”
“He’s out. Completely out. But I take your point.” Ronan kissed each of her fingertips in turn. “I can’t seem to stop touching you, Lizzie-girl.”
“What are we going to do, then?”
Ronan loved her eyes, so different from a Shifter’s, the blue of them pure and dark. “You can accept my mate-claim. Then Scott will know, without doubt, that you belong to me. He won’t try to touch you then.”
She frowned, brown brows coming together. “How would that work?”
“Honestly?” Ronan shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s scent, instinct, maybe the pheromones again. We just know.”
Her fingers lay motionless against his. “What would it mean, exactly? Me accepting your mate-claim?”
He spoke carefully. “It means that you agree to be joined with me in two ceremonies—one under the sun, one under the full moon, in the sight of the Father God and Mother Goddess. But that’s only part of it.” Ronan leaned across the table to her, inhaling her goodness. “You accepting the mate-claim means that you are mine, and I am yours. We belong to each other. For always.” He squeezed her hand. “I’d like that.”
Ronan saw longing flare in Elizabeth’s eyes, and loneliness, a need to fill the empty spaces in her heart. He also saw fear.
“I’ve gone down this road before,” she said. “I decided then that I’d never let a man have power over me again. It’s dangerous. I won’t do it.”
Ronan felt her terror through their twined hands. He ran his thumb over her fingers, soothing. “This is why you changed your name and started over again, isn’t it?”
“Yes.” Elizabeth’s throat moved. “I got involved with the wrong person, a dangerous one. I didn’t realize how dangerous until too late. I only saw a very rich man with a big house who could take care of me, and Mabel too, and he seemed to adore me. That’s before I figured out he was a dealer, and into all kinds of very bad things. Mabel was only fifteen, and he was already starting to want her to do favors for his high-flying clients, to sweeten them up. You know what I mean. When I objected, he showed his true colors. He turned into an abusive dickhead, threatening me with all kinds of things, including death, and I realized he’d carry out his threats in truth. The only way I could get away from him was to take Mabel and disappear one afternoon when he was out. I had a friend, from my days in foster care, who knew how to create identities. I gave him a wad of cash, he came up with Elizabeth and Mabel Chapman, and here we are.”
Ronan listened, not letting his rage spill over into her fragile hand he still held. “What is his name?” he asked in a quiet voice.
“No, Ronan.” Elizabeth’s gaze flicked to his, her quiet desperation increasing his anger at whoever this abusive dickhead was. “He’s an evil man, and he’s surrounded by trigger-happy guards with the latest in firepower. You’d die before you ever saw him.”
“I’ll never do to you what he did, Lizzie-girl.”
“I know.” Elizabeth pressed her palm to her chest. “I know that in here. My head is still all fucked up.”
“Let me explain something,” Ronan said in a quiet voice. “To me, you accepting my mate-claim means that I protect you, no matter what. If that includes protecting you from myself, then so be it. I take care of you, I cherish you, I don’t let men like Marquez or whoever this asshole is hurt you. You never have to fear them again. Or me, or any Shifter. I’d be your bodyguard. Bodyguard for always.”
Ronan saw hope flicker behind her fear, but the fear was still strong. “Can I think about it?”
“Think as much as you want.” Ronan leaned to kiss her mouth, tasting coffee and the cinnamon Ellison had sprinkled onto it for her. “Accepting my mate-claim will protect you more, but I’ll protect you no matter what.”
Elizabeth kissed him in return, then she caressed his cheek, a touch that had already become dear to him. “Thank you, Ronan,” she whispered.
***
Scott was indeed full of chagrin when he woke in the morning, and very hung over from the effects of his Collar. The whole family took pity on him, and Ronan made his favorite breakfast, a mountain of waffles with berries and honey.
Scott then said that Elizabeth and Mabel wouldn’t have to move; he’d go. He’d already called Spike and arranged to stay with Spike and his grandmother, both well capable of keeping Scott in line. Scott left after breakfast, mumbling about bunking down with crazy-ass wildcats, but he seemed relieved to go.
Mabel was happy to stay longer with Cherie, and now she was talking about coloring her hair to match Cherie’s natural brown and blond chunks.
Elizabeth opened the store with Ronan, Ellison and Spike showing up to continue fixing the wall and door. Elizabeth felt a little shy with Ronan after the declarations of the night before, but Ronan took it all in stride, remaining his normal, bantering self. He never mentioned the mate-claim or the secret of her past Elizabeth had revealed to him.
He was giving her space, she realized. No man Elizabeth had gone out with had given her time to think things over. Elizabeth thought she could fall in love with Ronan for that alone.
Over the next few days, her life took on a new and comfortable routine. She and Ronan rode together to the store every morning, Spike and Ellison showing up to work on finishing and painting the new wall and door. When that was done, they looked around for other things to fix. They charged her nothing, behaving as though repairing her shop was what they woke up every day to do. Elizabeth knew that other Shifters—the trackers, everyone called them—lingered nearby to guard the store and look out for cops, but Elizabeth never saw them.
Rebecca’s birthday fell on that Wednesday. As much as Ronan claimed she didn’t want to be reminded, Rebecca was pleased and touched when Ronan made her a special breakfast Wednesday morning, and the family plied her with cards and gifts. Rebecca opened the one from Ronan in trepidation, clearly expecting a joke, and then looked stunned at the artisan-crafted glass-bead jewelry Elizabeth had picked out for her. The colors were bold but beautiful, the artisan knowing how to combine shape and color for a pleasing whole. Rebecca kissed Ronan soundly on the cheek, although she thanked Elizabeth, knowing the choice had been hers.
Pablo Marquez did not return that week, nor did he send anyone in his stead to make threats. The neighborhood around Elizabeth’s store and house remained quiet. Elizabeth started to hope that she could go home soon.
Then again, she was not all that eager to run back to the lonely house she and Mabel occupied. The house could be lively when Mabel was there with her joie de vivre, but Mabel would start back to college in a week or so, and between that, the shop, and her many friends, Mabel would rarely be home. Elizabeth suspected that, anytime now, Mabel would announce plans to move out on her own. And then Elizabeth would be alone again.
Ronan’s house, on the other hand, was full of life. When Elizabeth went home, she’d miss the loveable Olaf, Rebecca’s wisecracks about anything and everything, Cherie’s young enthusiasm, Ronan’s giant breakfasts, and of course, Ronan himself.
Every night after Elizabeth closed the store, she went with him to Liam’s bar. There she’d talk and joke with Andrea, Glory, Ellison, and other Shifters she was coming to know. Whenever Ronan took a break, he’d sit down with Elizabeth, and at the end of the night, they rode home on Ronan’s bike, Elizabeth’s arms around his waist.
And they’d talk. Morning, noon, and night, she and Ronan seemed to never run out of conversation, or jokes about anything they could think of. Even silences with him were companionable, Elizabeth never feeling pressured to come up with something brilliant to say.
She’d never had a relationship like this, where she could actually talk to a guy. What’s more, Ronan listened. It was a new sensation. In Elizabeth’s previous relationships, the man in question had expected her to talk when he wanted her to, shut up when he wanted her to, and have sex with him whenever he wanted her to. Whenever he wanted, never mind Elizabeth’s needs. His pleasure counted, not hers.
Ronan, on the other hand, was perfectly happy to steal kisses with her, as though they were wayward teenagers, whenever and wherever she liked. They made a game of it, coming up with unlikely and unusual places to duck away for kissing: her office bathroom, the broom closet at the bar, behind the back shelves in her store, in the root cellar of Ronan’s house, in the back of Ellison’s pickup. The Shifters—especially Rebecca and Ellison—made fun of them, but Ronan lapped up their teasing with enjoyment.
Elizabeth liked the turn her life had taken, which at the same time seemed fragile and new, like a seedling lifting a first tender shoot above the soil. There was hope and warmth, but also fear of impending storms.
The next storm came in the form of Julio Marquez, who was waiting for them in the shadows of the Shifter bar’s parking lot when Ronan and Elizabeth emerged the next Friday night. The bar had closed an hour before, Ronan shutting down for Liam so Liam could go home to his family.
Ronan stepped fully in front of Elizabeth. Nate and Spike came out of the darkness to flank Julio, Nate in his human form, Spike as a jaguar.
Julio opened his hands then carefully lifted his jacket to show that he carried no weapon. His face sported healing cuts from his fight with Ronan, reminders of Ronan’s strength, but also reminders that Ronan could temper his strength.
“I came alone,” Julio said. “I just want to talk to you.”
One week ago, Elizabeth had grown dizzy with terror when she’d looked into Julio’s cold eyes over his gun. Now she tasted pure anger. A spark from Ronan’s Collar flashed white in the night, and he growled.
Julio raised his hands. “I swear to God, I only want to talk. You made a fool out of me, chica, but I’m not crazy enough to go one-on-one with a Shifter.”
Elizabeth stood in silence. Anything she said—even agreeing to let Julio speak his piece—might allow his lawyer to claim that her testimony against him was compromised. She was willing to bet that any lawyer hired by the Marquez brothers would be slippery enough to do so.
“You have three seconds to leave,” Ronan said to Julio. “Or I go through you.”
“No, no.” Julio took a step back. “I’m here to apologize. My brother was right—I was stupid.”
Elizabeth remained silent, and Ronan followed her lead.
Julio went on. “I know you think I’ve come here to ask you not to testify against me. And you’re right. I really don’t want to go to prison. I’m sorry for what I did, but I was just having fun. You know, showing off for my friends.”
He was a cool little liar. He might dupe a person more naive than Elizabeth, but she’d seen many performances like his, most of them better. Julio had been ready to kill her last Friday night, not caring who she was or who in the world depended on her. She’d been a means to get to the money, something to be disposed afterward. That was all.
“I know you’re pissed off at me,” Julio said. “So I’ll make a deal with you. You know the Shifter fight clubs?”
Ronan waited. He was a frightening sight out here in the dark, looming like a giant, his Collar gleaming in the moonlight.
“Here’s my deal,” Julio said. “You, Shifter, come out to the fight club out east of here tomorrow night and fight my champion. Spike knows where it is. My champion’s a good fighter, but I’ve seen you, and I think you’d have a chance against him. You win, I leave you and your lady alone forever. You testify at my trial, do whatever you want. If my champion wins then you agree to not to testify, get out of town, and leave me the hell alone. Got it?”
Elizabeth longed to shout at him, to lambaste him for coming here and expecting her to cut a deal, when he’d been the one who’d shoved a pistol into her face and tried to take away everything she had. What should she do, apologize for not being a helpless victim? She clamped her lips closed, struggling against the words.
Ronan’s Collar sparked again. “Not interested,” he said.
He started walking, directly at Julio. Julio sidestepped, and Ronan pulled Elizabeth along past him. Nate and Spike closed in.
“You’re going to want to take my deal,” Julio called, voice edged with desperation. “Don’t walk away from me so fast . . . Rachel.”
Elizabeth knew she shouldn’t stop, shouldn’t react. She should ignore him, have every inch of her body language say, Who’s Rachel?
But she froze, one foot in the act of striding, while fear hit her so hard she wanted to be sick. She sensed Ronan slow beside her, felt his curiosity, his caution.
“Rachel Sullivan,” Julio went on, glee in his voice. “You have a juvey record longer than mine. Yeah, I can see what’s in old files. My brother got into bed with a hacker—literally, she’s screwing him. Mouthy bitch, but she knows her stuff. You got mixed up with a very, very bad dude, didn’t you? I bet he’d love to have Pablo call him and tell him he knows where Rachel Sullivan is.”
Ronan’s growls rose as he spun around, his Collar throwing out sparks like lightning. Nate and Spike flanked him.
Julio backed away, but he didn’t run. “Kill me now, and an email gets sent to his phone in the morning. If you agree, and I make it home before the message is timed to send, I’ll erase it. You say no, or you kill me . . . well, there will be no one to push the delete key. Then you have to deal with him.”
Elizabeth finally spoke. “I take it your brother doesn’t know about this little deal?”
“Pablo told me to take care of my problems on my own. So I’m taking care of them. But my brother and his hacker chick know all about you and your sister. The foster homes, your arrests for pick-pocketing and shoplifting and your little scams, you avoiding jail by the skin of your teeth.”
“I never went down for armed robbery,” Elizabeth said, voice tight.
“You would have, eventually. You were a desperate little chiquita.”
“You aren’t desperate,” Elizabeth snapped.
“I told you. I did it for fun. Well, Shifter? You gonna show up and fight? Or let your puta‘s ex find her and let her know how pissed he is at her for leaving him? Probably he’ll show you too.”
“No, Ronan,” Elizabeth said. “Don’t bargain with him.”
Ronan’s voice cut over hers. “Get the hell out of here, you little shit, before I let Spike rip you apart.”
“Take my offer, Bear,” Julio said, stepping backward toward the darkness. “Take it or that email goes.”
“Fine. Spike.”
Spike rushed him. Julio turned and ran, satisfactorily fast, but he called back, “See you tomorrow night!”
He melted into the darkness, a kid well versed in getting away as quickly as he could. Spike loped after him and Nate followed.
Ronan watched them go, remaining planted until he was well out of sight. He took Elizabeth’s hand again. “Come on. Let’s go home.”
Elizabeth ripped herself out of his grasp. “Don’t you dare say let’s go home like nothing’s wrong.”
“Let’s go home and talk about it, inside,” Ronan said emphatically.
“Yes, all right.” She was shaking. Hearing her real name come out of Julio’s mouth had made bile rise in her throat. “You can’t seriously mean you’ll do what he wants.”
“I don’t,” Ronan said. He leaned to her. “Now, let’s go home.”
***
Elizabeth held it together long enough to ride behind Ronan through the streets of Shiftertown to his house tucked beneath spreading trees. Ronan drove around to the back of the house and shut off the bike. No lights glowed in the house and they didn’t have outdoor lights to illuminate the back—Shifters saw well in the dark.
Ronan lifted off his helmet and hung it on the bike, and did the same with Elizabeth’s. Before she could move toward the house, he put large hands on her shoulders and turned her to face him.
“Tell me the guy’s name.”
“Not if you mean you’ll go after him. He’s too dangerous, Ronan. If you think Pablo Marquez is dangerous, he’s small potatoes compared to this man.”
“I know he’s dangerous, and I know Marquez is too. I told Julio I’d agree to the fight so he wouldn’t send the damn email. Julio’s a brat, but he can hurt you just by being stupid. Tell me his name. We need to know.”
“What is wrong with you?” Elizabeth’s voice rose, and she didn’t care. “You Shifters think you’re unstoppable. Well, you’re not. You wear Collars, for God’s sake. You have to live in Shiftertowns, you’re treated like second-class citizens. What makes you think you can go after a huge drug lord and survive when the cops, the FBI, and even other gangs can’t make a dent?”
“Because Shifters don’t give a rat’s ass about Collars and Shiftertowns and idiotic human rules!” Ronan shouted back. “The humans feel so good that they’ve restricted us and controlled us, don’t they? So safe, because the beasts are in the cage. Meanwhile, if you hadn’t noticed, we do whatever the hell we want.”
Yes, Elizabeth had noticed that. She remembered the courtroom, where the judge, prosecutor, and bailiff had been nervous and ill at ease, while Liam and Ronan hadn’t been worried at all. They’d been in control, and they’d known it. Ronan, also, nonchalantly escorted Elizabeth to her store every morning, blatantly disregarding his restriction to remain in Shiftertown. He took precautions not to be caught, but he went.
“I still don’t want you fighting whoever Julio’s coerced into working for him,” Elizabeth said.
The glint in Ronan’s eye was maddening. “Why not? It might be fun.”
“Ronan.”
“You let me worry about the fight, and you let me worry about this drug lord. Now, who is he?”
“Damn it, Ronan, if you go up against him, he’ll kill you. He won’t wait to talk. He’ll kill you and all your Shifter friends. I’m not kidding.”
“I’m not kidding, either. Why do you think Pablo Marquez has left you alone all week? Because Dylan and Sean went and had a little talk with him. Marquez is making plans to shut down his business here and open up somewhere else.”
“I never heard that.”
“Of course you didn’t. The Morrisseys, they do their shit, and they shut up about it. I didn’t tell you, because I liked seeing you not worry about him. Now I want to make sure you never have to worry about this other guy—whose name you’re about to give me.”
Elizabeth pressed her hands together. She didn’t know what to do, and her indecision and fear made her eyes blur with tears.
Ronan softened his touch. “Sweetheart,” he said in the tender tone she’d come to love. He drew her against him. “Don’t be scared. I take care of you now. That’s what it means to be mate-claimed.”
“But I could lose you.” Her voice broke. “I finally found something good, and I’ll lose you!”
Ronan cuddled her close. “Lizzie-girl,” he said, lips brushing her hair. “Shh.”
They stood together in the night breeze that cooled the humid air, rocking together. The pain that laced Elizabeth’s heart made more tears spill to wet the black T-shirt stretched over Ronan’s chest. She’d had so few good things in her life, so few good people, that everything in her cried, Don’t let go.
She wiped tears from her eyes as she rose on her tiptoes and kissed him.
Ronan’s mouth was a warm place in the night, tasting of heat and spice. Elizabeth clung to him as he kissed her back, his tongue stroking hers with gentle possession.
This man had become, even in such a short time, a rock in her life. To have someone take him away from her—no!
Ronan warmed her back with his big hands, his touch soothing. “We should get inside,” he said. “Not the house. Rebecca’s upstairs taking care of Olaf, and your sister and Cherie are talking like crazy in your room. Shifter hearing. And scent,” he said, by way of explanation as to how he knew this. “Besides, my room’s always a mess.”
He gave her a little shamefaced smile as he said this last, which made Elizabeth kiss him again. He gestured toward the Den, and she nodded. Ronan took her hand and led her there.



CHAPTER 13
The Den was empty, dark, and quiet. Ronan turned on a lamp and closed the shades against the night.
He didn’t try anything romantic like carrying Elizabeth to the bed this time. He simply kissed her while he slid his hands under the hem of her cropped top and lifted it off over her head.
She wore a tiny black bra underneath, a strip of satin and lace above which her breasts swelled. She closed her eyes as Ronan drew his fingertip along her butterfly tattoo, bared in its entirety now. It had tasted fine the other night. Ronan lowered his head to taste it again.
Elizabeth made a little noise of pleasure, and her fingers came up to furrow his hair. She smelled good, the cinnamon scent overlaid with her own musk. He tasted perspiration and her as he glided his tongue over the smooth line of her tattoo.
Elizabeth slid her hands down his back and tugged at his T-shirt. Ronan obliged her by pulling off the shirt and tossing it away. He was rewarded by Elizabeth running her hands down his torso, fingers finding his flat nipples among wiry hair.
“You have to be the largest man I’ve ever seen,” she said.
“Kodiaks get big.” Ronan slid his hands to her waist. “You, though, are tiny.”
She laughed softly. “Oh, please, I’ve never been called tiny in my life.”
“You are to me. And yet . . .” He moved his hands beneath her breasts. “You have curves a man could lose himself in.”
“You aren’t bad yourself.” Elizabeth skimmed her hands down to his buttocks, which were still cupped by his jeans. She usually liked to hook her fingers through his belt loops, but this time, she slid them into his back pockets.
“I could grow to like this,” Ronan said. “But I’m getting a little frenzied.”
“The frenzy again?”
Ronan snaked his thumbs under the elastic of her bra, finding a soft cushion of woman beneath. “A Shifter’s curse, the mating frenzy. When it comes upon us, we’ll do anything to hole up with our mates and not come out until it’s over. For days. Or weeks.”
“Good.”
Ronan warmed. “Good?”
“Means you’ll be too busy to go to that stupid fight club.”
“Maybe.” Ronan’s blood was hot with need, his skin starting to bead with sweat. Elizabeth was lovely, and soft, and damn sexy in that bra. Choosing between lying with her for a week or fighting a smelly Shifter wasn’t difficult. Ronan ran his fingers around to the back of her bra and fumbled with the hooks. “I’m not good at this.”
Her smile made her eyes soft. “Don’t tell me you’re inexperienced.”
“I’ve never been with a human woman, no.” Ronan finally worked the two catches free. “I think I’ve been missing out.”
Elizabeth took her hands from Ronan’s pockets and slid the bra straps from her shoulders. Her breasts came into view, round and full, tips dusky. She had another tattoo, he discovered, a tiny one just below her left nipple—a perfectly formed little fairy with finely penned wings. He lowered his head and kissed it.
Elizabeth’s intake of breath made him warmer still, and he licked where he’d kissed.
“That hurt when I got it done,” Elizabeth said in a near-whisper. “I thought I was crazy. The lady who did it for me, though, she was a real artist.”
“I like it,” Ronan said into her skin. He moved his mouth upward and caught her areola with his tongue.
Elizabeth stood perfectly still, sensations pouring through her as his mouth did its dance. Her body was open and hot, the space between her legs relaxed and wanting him.
She unhooked his belt and pulled it open then popped the button of his jeans. Ronan came up, his eyes holding the same longing she felt. He quickly pulled off his boots then unzipped and got rid of the jeans, pulling his underwear down with them.
Elizabeth had seen him naked before, but this time was different. Before, he’d been shifting, a warrior, protecting her. Now he was a man, bared to take her to bed.
She ran her hands down his chest, over his flat abdomen, and stopped when she reached the hardness of him. Elizabeth became needier still as she closed her hands around it.
“So the rumors are true,” she said. “About the extra inches.”
“Every single one of them, sweetheart.”
She wanted to laugh. “You’re full of yourself.”
“No, you are full of myself.”
“Shithead.”
Elizabeth rose on her tiptoes, still holding on, and kissed his mouth. Ronan made a noise of enjoyment as she squeezed him, and his answering kiss took her breath away.
No more holding back. Ronan yanked open her jeans, the top button flying across the room. Before Elizabeth could move to assist, he had the jeans down, hands deftly removing her high-heeled half-boots at the same time. Next came her black satin panties that matched her bra, his large hands warming her legs.
Now she was bare, and so was he, standing body to body. He kissed her as he scooped her against him, lifted her, and carried her to the bed.
He stripped back the quilts, laying her on the sheets before he climbed into bed beside her. Elizabeth slid her hand again to his very erect shaft, knowing exactly what she wanted to do. She came up on her knees and coaxed him onto his back, then she straddled him, sitting back on his shins so she could keep rubbing him with her hand.
Ronan curled his arms behind his head, watching her with intense eyes while she stroked him. She could tell he was holding back, keeping himself from reaching for her, while waiting to see what she’d do.
“Lizzie-girl,” he said, voice raw. “You’re going to kill me.”
Elizabeth gave him a sly look. She leaned down and licked his navel, then let her tongue glide down, all the way down. She traveled the length of him and closed her mouth over his tip.
Not for long. Ronan growled, a sound that came from the depths of him. He dragged Elizabeth up and over onto her back, cradling her the whole time so she came down softly on the mattress. He parted her thighs with one large knee, and then he was over her, the strong shaft she’d stroked sliding into her.
Elizabeth arched her body, rising to meet him. He pushed inside smoothly, she so slick for him, that it was nothing but astonishing pleasure.
Ronan’s eyes flickered, becoming the lighter color Shifters’ eyes seemed to go when they wanted to change. But he didn’t shift. He filled her, his muscles moving as he kept his weight from crushing her, even now fearing to hurt her.
Elizabeth hooked one leg around him, gliding her foot up to his firm buttocks. Ronan kissed her as he loved her, hot, needy kisses. She tasted his loneliness and his longing, his hope that perhaps his loneliness was at an end.
At times in the past, when Elizabeth had lain with a man, she’d felt alone and disconnected, even in the middle of sex. With Ronan, she was connected, not just physically, but with a warmth that ran through her heart and through her blood.
She whispered his name, and he looked into her eyes, far gone in feeling. Elizabeth’s body opened to his, and the same feeling came to her. They were whole, joined, like two streams of fire that ran together to become one.
And then Elizabeth’s thoughts dissolved into pure feeling. The intensity of them crashed over her, erasing fear, pain, isolation . . . everything gone. She was with Ronan, shielded from the world, from everything but this joy.
She rose to her climax on a wash of white-hot pleasure, hearing her voice ring out, Ronan’s joining it. They rippled together, Ronan riding her, his kisses hot and primal.
They loved for a long, long time, until manic heat slowed to loving warmth. They fell back to the bed, mouths meeting, hands moving, each taking and giving, until all was quiet, and they drowsed together on the rumpled sheets.
***
A long time later, Elizabeth pried open heavy eyes to see Ronan sitting on the edge of the bed, staring at something in his hand. No, he was tapping something, which glowed. Elizabeth rubbed her eyes and saw that he held a phone.
“You’re going through my pockets now?” she asked.
“This was on the floor.” Ronan moved his thumb to scroll through lists of phone numbers. “Must have fallen out when we were ripping off each other’s clothes. But this isn’t your phone.”
“I know that.” Elizabeth traced the arcs of the Celtic tattoo on his back. “It’s Julio Marquez’s.”
Ronan looked back and down at her, his eyes shining in the garish light from the phone. “And you have it, because . . .”
“I lifted it when we went by him in the parking lot. I thought it might be useful.” She lay down again, keeping her fingertips on Ronan’s back. “No, to be honest, I was being a pain in the ass. My way of spitting at him.”
“I think you’re right though—this will be useful,” Ronan said. “Very. Julio makes a lot of phone calls. Most recently to someone named . . . Casey.”
Elizabeth froze, her blood like ice. “Zach Casey,” she whispered.
Ronan turned all the way around, getting on the bed with her again. “The guy you ran away from?”
“I told you, Ronan. Please.” She closed her hand around his arm, feeling her fears pour over her. “Don’t go near him. I think I’d die if I lost you.”
Ronan clicked off the phone and laid it on the nightstand. “It looks like our friend Julio already called him. I’ll make three guesses what he talked about.”
“Damn him. Why can’t he leave me alone?” Elizabeth wasn’t sure if she meant Marquez or Zach, but it didn’t much matter.
“He will,” Ronan said. His voice held none of its usual banter, the humor he hid behind. “I’m willing to bet that this fight is Julio’s dastardly plan to get back at you and at me. So I’m going to spring his little trap and bring along some secret weapons of my own. And I’ll need your help, so don’t come over all damsel in distress on me.”
“I’m not scared for me; I’m scared for you,” Elizabeth said.
Ronan went on, unworried. “I need to talk to Spike, and I need to talk to Sean. And I promise you, Lizzie-girl, after tomorrow, you won’t need to be afraid anymore. Of anyone.” He kissed her, the heat of their lovemaking lingering in him. “Do this with me?”
Elizabeth scrubbed her hand through her hair, making the red-streaked chunks stick out. “Goldilocks was pretty resilient, I guess.”
“I heard she shacked up with the papa bear, and they lived happily ever after.”
Elizabeth frowned. “I don’t remember that version of the story.”
“How about we discuss it? Sean’s probably still up, but I hate to disturb his mate by calling him now. He’ll wait.”
“Discuss it how?” Elizabeth’s fears didn’t go away, but a pleasant warmth made them recede a little. She was safe from Zach Casey in Shiftertown, no matter what Zach or Julio might think.
“How about we bag the discussion?” Ronan put his hand on her waist and half rolled onto her, warming her like the best of blankets.
“Sounds good to me,” Elizabeth said, and all conversation ceased.
***
Saturday was the busiest for Elizabeth’s store. Ronan wanted her to stay in Shiftertown, but Elizabeth refused to hide and miss her best sales day of the week. They were warned now to look out for Zach, she said, and again, she wasn’t going to let fear ruin her life.
Ronan scented Elizabeth’s adrenaline running high as she opened the store, but only innocuous human customers came into the store, followed by Glory and Rebecca, who took a long time over their shopping. Elizabeth knew she was being babysat, but she said nothing about it.
Spike and Sean came in through the back to speak to Ronan, but no one was doing any carpentry today.
“Sure, I can get you into the Shifter fights,” Spike said to Ronan. They stood in Elizabeth’s office, door closed, Elizabeth out front with her customers and Glory and Rebecca. “Everyone likes fresh blood. But I never heard about a champion sponsored by Marquez. He can’t be local. Did you get his name?”
“Julio didn’t say.” Ronan leaned on the desk and thought of Elizabeth curled against him in the night, her body fitting so well with his.
“Not good,” Spike said. “You gotta watch yourself in these places, Ronan. The only rules are that you stay inside the ring and don’t use a weapon. Other than that, anything goes. It’s Shifters letting out their wild.”
“You think I can’t be a little wild?” Ronan asked with a mild grin.
“I think you haven’t been in a long time. Escorting drunk humans out of the bar is different from going up against a tiger-wildcat who eats raw steak for breakfast and is dying for a fight.”
“I bet he could win with just his breath,” Ronan said. Sean chuckled.
“Take it seriously, Ronan. These guys are seasoned. If Marquez has a champion, it means he’s won a good share of the fights. He won’t be a walkover.”
“I’ve watched a couple of these matches,” Sean said. “I believe him.”
“It’s not to the death though, right?” Ronan asked. “I don’t want to be killing a guy with a mate and cubs who need him.”
Spike shook his head. “Not to the death. We all want to go home afterward. The refs call it when a Shifter can’t get up again. But things can get pretty bad.” He looked at Sean. “I don’t think you should go at all, Sean. A Guardian will make people nervous.”
“Marquez also might decide that a fight to the death is what he wants,” Sean said. “What if one of them pegs it, and there’s no Guardian handy?”
Spike looked uneasy, but Ronan thought he knew why. Not because Sean might be needed, but Sean might tell Liam about Spike doing the fights. And no one wanted to piss off Liam.
“Don’t worry,” Sean said to him. “I’ll be incognito, and I won’t tell my brother.”
Elizabeth’s voice came from the doorway. “I thought you’d come here to talk him out of it, Sean.”
All three of them jumped like guilty teenagers as Elizabeth walked into the room.
She was unhappy, that was obvious, but Ronan took in her jeans and tight red top, her high-heeled half-boots, the streaks in her hair that matched her shirt, and felt his mating frenzy stir. The lines of the butterfly peeping over the top’s neckline reminded him of the beautiful little fairy on her breast. For a moment, whatever Sean was saying went fuzzy.
“I’m here to help you in a different way, lass,” he thought Sean said. “With me trusty laptop.” He’d set it up on Elizabeth’s desk. The laptop looked plain, low-end, but Sean’s fingers skimmed the keyboard, and screens began to pop up under his touch. “You’re going to tell me everything about Rachel Sullivan and her little sister, and they’ll go away, forever.” He wriggled his fingers a few inches above the keys. “Like magic.”
“Forever.” Elizabeth stared at the laptop, a strange expression on her face.
“No one will ever connect you with her again,” Sean said. “And no one will be able to track you from that name—or that name from your current one. You’ll have been Elizabeth Chapman from birth. Is that who you want to be?”
Elizabeth stilled, staring at the laptop as though it would leap from the table and devour her. Her need for touch, for reassurance, screamed itself at Ronan.
But Ronan made himself stay where he was, though he had to clamp his arms across his middle to keep himself from going to her. She had to make this decision on her own, uninfluenced by Ronan, or Sean, or Julio, or Zach Casey.
Elizabeth drew a long breath, gaze flicking from the laptop to Ronan.
“Yes,” she said.
***
Elizabeth heard Ronan follow her out into the alley, where she’d gone to calm herself, to try to master her sudden dizziness. Inside, Sean was erasing—somehow—all trace of who Elizabeth used to be.
Ronan stopped beside her, leaning broad shoulders back against the wall, resting his booted foot against it. He said nothing and didn’t reach for her. The man knew how to comfort simply by standing there.
“How can what Sean’s doing help?” Elizabeth asked. “No matter how careful I was, Pablo Marquez’s girlfriend found me out. How can Sean stop someone else from putting together the same information?”
“Because no hacker can out-hack a Guardian,” Ronan said in a low voice. “Don’t ask me how they do it. It’s a secret known only to Guardians, and I’m not one, thank the Goddess.”
“Why should he do this for me? If he’s caught . . .” Elizabeth said the last in a murmur, glancing at the other closed doors in the alley.
“Sean, caught? You’d be amazed at what he and Liam get up to. Not to mention their dad.”
“I don’t want you going tonight, Ronan. I heard what Spike said.” She looked up at him, big as a wrestler, no softness about him. “But you’re not going to listen to me, are you?”
“Oh, I’m listening, Lizzie-girl.”
“But you’ll do it anyway.”
“It’s a good chance to get Marquez and his threats out of your life. Sean can help you with his laptop, me with my fists.” He slanted her a look that made her remember his warmth in the night and the way she’d felt safe in his arms. “I’m pretty damn good at what I do.”
He was, though she knew he didn’t mean sex. “You’re not even supposed to leave Shiftertown,” she said, still in the low murmur. “Let alone go to some barn in the middle of nowhere.”
“Even more of a challenge.”
She let out an exasperated sigh. “I’m grateful for what Sean’s doing, but erasing my info won’t hide me from Zach. Julio’s already contacted him.”
“Elizabeth.” Ronan faced her, resting his hands on the wall on either side of her. “You never have to worry about the Marquez brothers, or this Zach, or anything they might do to you, again. Whatever they do, it won’t touch you. We’ve got your back.”
No one but Ronan had ever said that to her and meant it. Ronan’s eyes held nothing but sincerity, his vast strength like a barrier between her and the world.
“Why would you all do this for me? A week and a half ago, you barely knew me.”
Ronan leaned closer. She’d never be able to duck away from him before he could close his arms around her, and she didn’t particularly want to.
“I mate-claimed you,” Ronan said. “That makes you one of us. You might walk away later, and we’ll let you, but we won’t let anything happen to you. You’ve become an honorary member of my clan, of Ellison’s pack, of Sean and Liam’s pride . . . until you become a full member of my clan.” He came closer still and nuzzled her. “I’m hoping that happens soon.”
“No pressure,” she said, but she smiled.
“Nope.” He nuzzled her again and kissed her softly. “No pressure at all.”
“I’m coming with you tonight,” she said.
“Well, yeah, I hope so. Wouldn’t be the same without my mate-to-be cheering me on.”
“Who says I’ll cheer, Bear with Large Ego?”
“You will. And when I win, you’ll be all over me.”
“In your dreams.”
“Oh, yeah,” Ronan said. “And sweetie, trust me, I have some great dreams.”



CHAPTER 14
The makeshift arena for the Shifter fights was at the end of a dirt road a long way north and east of the 290. Elizabeth hung onto Ronan as he guided his bike down an FM road, then a county road, and finally an unmarked road where the pavement ended after only a few feet.
At the end of this dirt trail was an abandoned farm tucked among bushy trees, ponds and stock tanks shimmering in the moonlight. The barn was an incredibly long metal building, rusting now, built to store hay for a ton of cattle.
The hay was long gone, along with the livestock that had eaten it. Now the barn smelled rusty, musty, and muddy. But tonight, with fires blazing in barrels up and down its center, it was alive with animation and excitement.
Elizabeth tasted the anticipation as she walked in close behind Ronan. Behind her came Spike, wearing a muscle shirt that showed off his completely inked arms. He had beautiful tattoos, drawn by a true artist, colors bright and flowing. Ellison came behind him, in his usual cowboy boots, black button-down shirt, and Stetson.
Sean walked behind Ellison, minus his sword. But though he claimed he’d come “incognito,” everyone recognized Sean. Elizabeth saw the Shifters back away as he walked by, the Shifters uneasy. Andrea had told Elizabeth that while Shifters respected Guardians, Guardians were reminders of death, which didn’t sit well with them. Sean took it in stride, but Elizabeth had noticed the quietness in him, and how he drank in Andrea’s love for him like a man who’d gone thirsty too long.
Andrea had stayed home because of her advanced pregnancy, but plenty of women mixed in with the crowd of males. Several of the females were tall Shifter women, but most were human. Shifter groupies were there, both men and women. Some wore fake wildcat or wolf ears, others had painted whiskers on their faces or made up their eyes to look feline. The female groupies wore scanty clothing; the males who wanted sex wore low-slung jeans and tight T-shirts or no shirts at all. The men who’d come simply to hang out with Shifters dressed more conservatively and eyed the female groupies—and some, the male groupies—with calculating stares.
The male humans took full notice of Elizabeth as she walked behind Ronan in her red top and jeans, gazes drifting to her tatt. Elizabeth had been sized up before, but never had she felt so much like a walking piece of meat. The Shifters were eyeing her too, she saw, but then they’d look at Ronan, look again at her, inhale, and slide their gazes away.
Not all of these Shifters were from Ronan’s Shiftertown, she understood. The fight clubs drew Shifters from Shiftertowns in Austin, Hill Country, San Antonio, and from as far away as Houston to the east, Waco to the north, and San Angelo to the west. Humans did not like Shifters from different Shiftertowns mingling, but fight clubs had become a melting pot, according to Spike. And, the tattooed Shifter added, what humans didn’t know wouldn’t hurt Shifters.
The barn had been divided into thirds, plenty of room for three fights to take place simultaneously. A fight had already commenced in the far end, Shifters and humans alike shouting encouragement.
By the time Ronan and Elizabeth reached the last ring, the two Shifters, a wolf and a wildcat, were all over each other. The wildcat had a lot of lion in it, mane and all, but the wolf was just big. The wolf’s Collar snapped and sparked, though the wildcat’s remained strangely silent.
“Shit,” Sean said behind her. “That’s my dad.”
The wildcat was winning. The wolf snarled and fought, its Collar going crazy. The wildcat finally got a large paw around the wolf and slammed it to the ground. The wildcat held the wolf there, the wolf’s eyes white with rage and pain.
Five Shifter men leapt over the low circle of cinderblocks that marked out the ring, shouting and making waving motions with their arms. The referees, Elizabeth guessed. Ending the fight.
The wildcat backed away. The wolf rolled to its feet, shaking its body like a dog. The wolf’s shape undulated as it shook, ending with the wolf becoming a young man with shaggy black hair. The young man rose upright and put his hands on his hips, breathing hard, Collar still sparking.
The wildcat morphed into the tall form of Dylan Morrissey. Ronan had told Elizabeth that Dylan was aging even by Shifter standards, but in human terms Dylan looked like a man in his late forties at most, one in fantastic shape. His Collar was quiet, and he didn’t seem much the worse for wear.
The refs called Dylan the winner, and those who’d bet in his favor went crazy.
“Dad!” Sean called.
Dylan saw them, stepped over the cinderblocks, and came to them, completely unworried that he was naked in front of Elizabeth. But many of the Shifters were already naked, stretching, warming up, getting ready for their bouts.
“Since when do you take part in Shifter fights?” Sean asked him.
Dylan shrugged. “They keep me on my toes.”
“Does Liam know?”
Dylan took a shirt from Glory, who’d materialized out of the crowd. “Not everything I do is Liam’s business, son.”
Glory hung on Dylan’s shoulder. “You got that right. Dylan fighting is damn sexy. Gets my blood pumping.”
Sean looked embarrassed. Glory gave Elizabeth a thumb’s up behind Dylan’s back. Dylan turned away, as though uncaring what anyone thought of him, and Glory followed him into the crowd.
“Parents, eh?” Sean said to Elizabeth. “But what can I do? I’m glad Glory’s only me step-mum.”
“Treasure it, Sean,” Elizabeth said over the noise. “I never had a dad, embarrassing or otherwise.”
Sean gave her a nod. “You have a point. Liam and I lost our mum a long time ago.”
Elizabeth touched his shoulder in sympathy, then she stopped. “Wait a sec. Why didn’t Dylan’s Collar go off?” She remembered Kim standing proudly in the courtroom, proclaiming that Ronan’s Collar remaining dark meant he hadn’t intended to hurt anyone. “They were fighting pretty hard. It didn’t look like your dad was holding back in there.”
Sean’s gaze flicked from hers. “Could be lots of reasons.”
Elizabeth recognized evasiveness when she heard and saw it. Apparently information about the Collars was need-to-know.
“Come on,” Sean said, pretending he’d answered the question to her satisfaction. “Ronan’s spotted Marquez.”
Sean pushed through the crowd that waited for the next fight, and Elizabeth followed in his wake. Behind her, women were shouting for the next two heading into the ring. She also heard females she passed going crazy for Spike. They screamed his name or “There-he-is-oh-my-God-that’s-him!”
Julio Marquez stood in a relatively empty space with three men around him, all human. No guns were visible, Shifters stationed at the entrance to check for them. No weapons were allowed inside the barn. There was no sign of Zach, either, though every tracker Liam employed was searching for him or here keeping a lookout for him.
“You showed up,” Julio was saying when Elizabeth reached Ronan. “Good start. You should have left the chica at home, though.”
Ronan ignored him. “So where’s this champion?”
“You’ll see him when you fight him. Half an hour. Ring two.” He laughed. “Maybe it is a good thing you brought your bitch. She’ll be on hand when you need to say good-bye.”
Ronan turned away, his body language all that was contempt.
“He’s up to something,” Elizabeth said to him. “I mean more than trying to kill you and give me to Zach.”
“Of course he’s up to something,” Ronan said. “He’s a thief and a liar. It’s just figuring out what and when.” He slid his arm around Elizabeth’s waist. “Half an hour, eh? Maybe he’s right. Maybe I should take you into a corner and kiss you a while, just in case. We’ll make Sean and Spike keep watch for us.”
***
Pablo Marquez was in the middle of a deal that could cinch him taking over the trade of the entire southern half of Texas. He could leave Austin and his sudden Shifter problem and hole up in a beautiful mansion by a lake. No more back alley body shops or too-curious neighbors in the suburbs. Solitude, a pool, and all the fine wine he could drink. He was becoming a connoisseur of the stuff.
The thin white man standing in front of him was one of the best smugglers in the business. But though the man knew how to move product, he needed someone on the street to sell it for him, and some of his Hill Country contacts had moved elsewhere. With banditry south of the border increasing, and enthusiastic vigilante border patrols keeping watch north of it, moving anything between the U.S. and Mexico, in either direction, was risky and expensive. But Pablo had the resources and connections, this man had the expertise, and they’d make beautiful money together. Pablo was going to land this.
Or so he thought, until his lieutenant’s cell phone quietly rang and the man stepped into a corner to answer it. The lieutenant returned and whispered into Pablo’s ear.
Pablo stopped. Julio. Son of a . . .
“Problem?” the smuggler said. He had a reedy voice but quiet strength behind it.
“No,” Pablo said in a reassuring tone. “At least not for you.” He gave him a wry look. “Family.”
“Ah. I understand.” The man’s light blue gaze didn’t waver. “Why don’t you take care of that? I’ll be back to talk later.”
Which meant Pablo would probably never see him again. The smuggler wouldn’t like any indication that Pablo’s operation was the least bit unstable, which could equal said smuggler not getting paid. Even an unruly little brother could upset a touchy shipment. Shit.
But Pablo couldn’t sit here and beg like a little girl for the man not to go. He nodded, pretending everything was cool. “Sure. You have my number. You let me know.”
The man nodded. He held out a hand, and Pablo, his wrist still in a bandage, shook it.
The smuggler walked away, his thugs closing around him, and Pablo knew that was the last he’d see of him. He turned to his lieutenant. “Damn that little shit. Where did he take him? Where are they?”
***
Ronan stripped off next to the middle ring half an hour later, but there was no sign of his opponent. Elizabeth held his clothes, hiding her nervousness. She was good at that, when she needed to be. Her courage made him warm with pride. Ronan’s lips were a bit raw from kissing her outside, but he didn’t mind. He hoped he’d have a chance to make them rawer later.
When the crowd parted to let through a large male Shifter, surrounded by Julio’s bodyguards, Spike said behind Ronan, “Aw, crap.”
“What?” Elizabeth asked. “What’s wrong with him?”
So many things. First, the Shifter wasn’t wearing a Collar. Second, the bodyguards weren’t protecting the Shifter—they were keeping him penned so he wouldn’t start fighting everyone he laid his bloodshot eyes on. Third, the man stank like holy hell.
“He’s a feral,” Ronan said.
“Feral?” Elizabeth’s eyes widened. “What do you mean, feral?”
Spike answered. “It means his animal side is close to taking over.” He wrinkled his once-broken nose. “The first thing to go is bathing.”
“His animal side?” Elizabeth asked. “Because he’s not wearing a Collar?”
“Anyone can go feral, with or without a Collar,” Ronan said. “But it’s harder with a Collar, because it tends to shock sense into you.”
“We lived for centuries without Collars,” Sean said, sounding grim. “And we never needed them to keep us tame. Seems nowadays, though, that most of the Shifters who refused to take the Collar are feral or heading that way.”
“Great,” Elizabeth said. “So not only is he feral, but he’s angry because other Shifters let themselves be Collared?”
“She’s got it,” Spike said.
“Ronan, you can’t fight him,” Elizabeth said quickly. “Without a Collar, he has all the advantage.”
“Too late,” Ronan said. He touched her face and gave her one last, firm kiss. “I’ve fought ferals before, Lizzie. I can do this. This is my job.”
Elizabeth looked up at him, eyes luminous, but she closed her mouth and nodded. Her expression told him, however, that she’d prefer to knock him on the head and drag him back home, and would have if she’d been able.
Shifter fights had few rules, Spike had said. Shifters could fight in whatever form they wanted, and shift back and forth during the fight if they felt like it. The only hard and fast rules were: no weapons of any kind—they couldn’t hold anything at all, in fact; the fighters had to stay within the circle; and they had to fight, without rounds, until the refs decided that one Shifter was down so far it would be life-threatening for him to continue. The one who wasn’t half-dead was declared the winner.
Ronan didn’t recognize four of the five Shifters who stepped in to referee, but he rarely went to the other Shiftertowns in the area. He’d bet that Julio had instructed these refs to let the fight carry on past the point of no return.
Julio’s bodyguards fell back, and the feral stepped into the ring. He rose to his full human height and fixed his red eyes on Ronan before he shifted.
The feral changed smoothly, almost effortlessly, and landed on all fours as a large Alaskan gray wolf.
The thing was huge. Ronan had met wolf Shifters in his area of Alaska, but he and the wolves had given each other a respectful distance. This wolf had lost respect for everything a long time ago.
Spike was spouting advice. “You can do this, Ronan. Don’t try to take him down quickly—he’s got the advantage of speed at the first, but you have the advantage of stamina. He’ll wear down a long time before you will. Then you’ve got him.”
Ronan nodded, but he had his own ideas. He stepped into the ring, staying human, and nodded to the refs that he was ready.
“What are you doing?” Elizabeth asked behind him. “Why don’t you shift?”
“You can’t talk to him once he’s in the ring,” he heard Spike say in the relative hush. “But you can yell for him all you want.”
The quiet lasted another few seconds, then Elizabeth’s shout sounded loud and clear.
“Kick his ass, Ronan!”
The crowd burst into sudden cacophony. Half the Shifters and groupies around them were taking the feral’s side, or at least betting on him, but plenty shouted for Ronan. He was popular in the Austin Shiftertown.
Elizabeth’s voice gave Ronan strength. She was the mate of his heart, and once he disposed of this effing feral and got rid of the rest of her problems, he would make her understand that.
Meanwhile, he stood, in his human form, and waited to see what the feral wolf would do.
The Lupine circled him, growling, hackles raised. Ronan turned with him, keeping his face to the wolf’s.
The Lupine would try to goad Ronan into attacking first. But Ronan’s Collar wouldn’t go off as quickly if Ronan remained on the defensive. With any luck, Ronan could take down the Lupine before the Collar emitted more than a couple of sparks.
Not gonna happen, something inside him said. This was going to be a nasty, brutal fight, and Julio had known it would be.
He was aware of Sean, behind him, fading into the crowd. He and the rest of the trackers were here to keep tabs on Julio and find Casey, who must be around somewhere. Dylan being here wasn’t a coincidence. Sean had not been surprised to find Dylan at the fights, but to find him actually fighting.
Ronan had planned to use the fight to distract Julio, but Julio was using the fight to distract Ronan. Ronan had to trust his friends now to take care of the periphery for him while he concentrated on the matter at hand.
Killing the feral.
Meanwhile, the feral was gearing up to kill Ronan.
To the death? So be it.
The Lupine suddenly launched himself straight at Ronan. Ronan opened his big arms and let him come.
The wolf landed against Ronan’s chest, claws digging into human skin. Ronan endured it for the few seconds it took him to shift.
The Lupine now found himself inside the grip of a two-ton Kodiak bear.
The crowd went crazy. Ronan had told Elizabeth that he’d been nervous with all the Shifters watching him when he’d first come to Austin. Now he had to ignore a hundred Shifters surrounding him and shouting for blood. He made himself shut them out and focus on the wolf.
Ronan’s strength was, well, his strength, and he used it to crush the feral between his huge paws. The Lupine twisted, and faster than Ronan could have guessed he’d be able to, tore himself out of Ronan’s grasp. The Lupine landed on his feet, mouth open as he leapt for Ronan’s throat.
Ronan roared, paws coming out to stop the leap, but the wolf moved like smoke to close on Ronan and sink his teeth into Ronan’s neck. Ronan shook himself like a dog, but the Lupine held on, his body flopping.
The crowed shouted, and Elizabeth cried his name. The sound of her voice galvanized him. Ronan grabbed the wolf and yanked him away, feeling his own fur and flesh come away in the Lupine’s teeth.
The wolf landed on all fours. Ronan rose up on his hind legs, roaring again, fur rising on his ruff, a Kodiak at his most intimidating.
Ronan came down and charged the wolf. Ronan’s Collar sparked, but his fury didn’t let him feel it. He went for the wolf, who suddenly wasn’t in the spot he’d occupied a second ago.
The bastard could move. Ronan swung around. The wolf was waiting, but evidently thought Ronan’s bulk would slow him more than it did. Ronan’s blow caught him on the side of the head, even as the wolf danced aside.
The watchers roared. The noise swelled louder and louder, until Ronan could hear nothing but it and the crackling of his Collar. He ran at the wolf again, who was feinting and snapping. Ronan’s animal was taking over, lust for the kill overcoming all reason, but the human part of him still felt the Collar.
This is going to hurt like a bitch, was Ronan’s last coherent thought before he charged.



CHAPTER 15
Pablo Marquez heard the noise of the fighting long before he reached the barn at the top of the hill, the edgy roar of people in a blood frenzy.
He and his four bodyguards had had to park at the end of a long line of cars on the dirt road and hike up to the door of the huge barn. A massive number of people and Shifters crowded around one of the rings inside, no other fights going on.
A large Shifter stepped into his path. Pablo recognized him as one of the Shifters who’d come to the body shop, the black-haired one called Nate. “No weapons,” Nate said. “You gotta leave your guns in your car.”
Rules of the fight clubs. But the space between Pablo’s shoulder blades was itching, a sign he’d always learned to heed. His instincts had saved his ass more than once. At the moment, they were telling him to keep his gun close at hand. “We’re not going in,” he said to Nate. “Just tell me who’s fighting.”
“A bear called Ronan, and a feral Lupine. Don’t know his name.”
Mother of God. What was Julio doing? “Stop the fight. The Lupine’s mine.”
Nate narrowed his eyes. “Shifters fight by their choice, not for someone else.”
“Yeah, well, that Shifter’s insane and doesn’t know what he’s doing. My brother’s running him, and he has no right to. The Shifter belongs to me.”
Nate didn’t move, but Pablo felt the man’s anger like a cold front. “No one owns a Shifter.”
“My brother thinks he does. Stop the damn fight.”
“It’s against the rules.”
“Cristo.” Pablo started to say more, but he sensed, rather than saw, shadows under the trees to the left of the barn. He signaled his guards to follow and noticed, distractedly, that the Shifter faded back inside the barn, out of sight.
“Julio,” Pablo said as he approached his younger brother. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
His brother detached himself from a fairly large group of men, some Latino, some white. “Oh, good,” Julio said. “I was hoping you’d come.”
“Idiota. You cost me the biggest deal I was ever going make in this town. To do what? Run my Shifter and try to get back at that girl? Let it go. If you make me lose the bail money because you do something stupid, I will beat you until you can’t stand.”
“You’re running scared from Shifters, man,” Julio said, his voice filled with disgust. “You backed down from them. You let them do what they wanted.”
“I didn’t back down because I was scared, you shit. I’ve learned how to weigh risk with reward. The risks in this case are too great, and I’m not going to get a big reward going up against a bunch of Shifters.”
“Whatever, man. It’s another way to say you let them walk all over you. I think you aren’t strong enough for this business. So I’m taking it.”
“Don’t be such a dumb-ass.” Pablo glanced at the white man who had a big, shining Sig in a holster under his jacket. “Who the hell is this?”
Julio started to speak, but the man forestalled him. “The name’s Casey. Zach Casey. I don’t really give a damn which of you wins this family spat, but Julio says if he wins it, I get my girlfriend back. Thanks for finding her.”
Pablo looked him up and down in impatience. Another person who couldn’t cut their losses. Elizabeth Chapman, or Rachel Sullivan, whatever you wanted to call her, had left this S.O.B. six years ago. Move on, already.
Julio had his hand on his holster. “You were the dumb-ass to come out here, bro,” he said to Pablo. “All I had to do was have one of Zach’s crew call you and tell you I was running your feral in the fights, and you came charging out here to stop me. So let’s talk.”
“Yeah, let’s,” Pablo said. “Somewhere a little more private.”
“Fine by me.” Julio nodded at one of his crew. “Take his gun.”
The guy stepped forward. Pablo didn’t move, but he didn’t have to. His own men got in front of him, ready for a fire fight.
Julio didn’t look as afraid as he should have. “If you come fight for me,” he said to Pablo’s men, “I’ll let you work for me on the same terms as you did for Pablo. If not, I’ll shoot you alongside him. You’re outnumbered. You want to die tonight?”
Pablo knew full well that most of his crew worked for him for money. There was some friendship, sure; but in the long run, they worked for Pablo because he paid them well. What surprised him was not that two of the men immediately went over to join Julio and Zach, but that two of them stayed.
Julio finally drew his gun. “All right. Let’s go under the trees.”
“Wait.” Pablo lifted his hands. “No, you two get out of here,” he said to the men who’d remained with him. “There’s no reason for you to die for me.”
They hesitated, assessing the situation. “Go on,” Pablo repeated.
The men in his crew were, in the end, practical. They gave Pablo apologetic nods and walked away toward the cars.
“I’ll pick them up later,” Julio said, motioning with the gun again. “I can’t believe you’re surrendering to me.”
Pablo’s brain spun with escape scenarios even as he let one of the men take his gun and started walking where Julio indicated. “You’re my brother. I’m hoping I can talk some sense into you.”
“Only if you can talk fast on your knees with my bullet in the back of your skull.”
Ay, Julio, I predict that you’ll regret every one of those words.
They stepped under the thick trees that grew so well in Texas hill country, the branches blotting out stars, moon, and lights around the big barn. Darkness made for terrific cover, and no one had been smart enough to bring a flashlight.
Pablo felt something brush past him, sensed a whuff of breath and the warmth of fur. The skin between his shoulder blades prickled again, every instinct telling him to drop and get out of the way.
He took a few more steps, threw himself flat on the ground, and rolled away through mud. He came to a stop on his back and saw something leap over him, wildcat limbs flowing through the darkness. The thug the wildcat landed on screamed, his weapon discharging, bullets flying. Someone grunted, hit.
Pablo heard Julio cursing, men shouting. More dark shapes solidified from the trees, sparks igniting in the darkness. Collars. Shifters.
The fight was swift and ugly. By the time Pablo scrambled to his feet, all of Julio’s guys and Zach’s were down, many of them unconscious. Julio was screaming, hanging from the arms of the tall Shifter with all the body art. Now that the guy was naked, Pablo saw that he was well and truly inked.
Julio tried to twist around and shoot Spike, but the Shifter called Dylan materialized from the shadows, took the gun out of Julio’s grasp, and crushed it into scrap metal.
Pablo brushed off his clothes. His suit was thick with mud, and he’d have a bitch of a dry-cleaning bill. “What the hell?”
Spike’s teeth flashed in the darkness. “Nate said you looked like you could use a hand,” he said in perfect Spanish. “Or two, or ten.”
“Thanks.” Pablo said it briskly, because he knew that Shifter help wouldn’t come cheap. He was a long way in their power now. They’d been right about this territory being theirs. Just because no humans realized it didn’t make it not true.
“Did you stop the fight?” Pablo asked Dylan.
Spike answered, switching back to English. “Can’t stop it. Rules.”
“Don’t be an idiot,” Pablo said. “That feral’s insane. He’s never lost, and you’ll have to pry him off the other Shifter’s dead body. He has a strong instinct to kill.”
Dylan dropped the pieces of Julio’s gun onto the grass. “Sean’s on it.” He faded away so noiselessly that Pablo lost sight of him after the man had taken two steps.
“Pablo.” Julio’s bravado was gone, and now he sounded like he was crying. “Man, I’m sorry. I didn’t know what I was doing—”
“Save it,” Pablo said. “I felt sorry for you when Mamita died, but now I think I’ve spoiled you rotten. We got a lot to talk about.” He was looking around as he spoke. “Where’s Casey?”
Not there. Pablo accounted for the fallen, but Zach Casey wasn’t with them. “He’s gone after the woman,” Pablo said in disgust. “Stupid waste of time.”
“He wants to kill her,” Julio said. “He told me he’d help me if I took him to the girl. He’s going to do her and then kill her.”
Dios, would this night ever end?
Spike at last set Julio on his feet. “Well, then,” he said, another grin showing all his teeth, “we’d better get down there and stop him.”
***
The fight had grown bloody. Elizabeth watched, her throat tight with fear, as the wolf tore into Ronan, and Ronan tore into him in return. Blood coated the wolf’s fur and lay black against Ronan’s. Ronan’s Collar sizzled and sparked, but he wouldn’t stop fighting.
Eventually, though, the pain would overcome his adrenaline, and Ronan would collapse. When he did that, the wolf, unhampered by a Collar, would kill him.
Elizabeth had been aware of Spike, Dylan, and Sean retreating from the ring and disappearing into the crowd. But she couldn’t worry about where they’d gone. She kept her gaze on Ronan and the fight that might take him away from her.
No, no, no, a voice inside her wailed. Don’t lose him. Don’t. Lose. Him.
She had to stop this fight. But how could she? The four big Shifters Julio had brought in as refs were surrounding the ring, and the fifth ref watched them warily. Elizabeth wasn’t foolish enough to think she could jump in there between two raging Shifters trying to tear each other apart and hold up her hands for them to cease. Sure, they’d stop instantly.
The refs would grab her and throw her out before she could even reach them. The four Shifters weren’t letting anyone or anything interfere with this bout.
Ronan had the wolf under him. He drew back his paw, ready to knock him out, but the wolf suddenly wasn’t there. Ronan’s swing kept going, and Ronan, tired, fell.
The wolf pounced on him, mouth open, claws ripping. Ronan rolled onto his back and grabbed the wolf in a deadly embrace, but the wolf was too strong, too fast. He ripped at Ronan’s belly, Ronan bleeding from a dozen wounds at once.
Ronan roared his pain, his Collar white-hot. The wolf latched his jaw around Ronan’s throat and bit down. Blood sprayed, and Elizabeth screamed.
She ran for the ring, damn the rules and damn the refs. At the same time, the one referee who hadn’t come with Julio jumped in and tried to break up the fight. The other four grabbed him and nearly threw him out of the ring.
“What the hell are you doing?” the first ref yelled at them. “We have to stop it. The bear’s done!”
“The bear goes down,” one of the other refs growled. “It’s done when he’s dead.”
“That’s not what we . . .”
The four refs closed ranks and blocked the fifth from the ring. He swung around, boiling with fury, and took off into the crowd. Going for help, maybe, but would it come soon enough?
Elizabeth jumped up onto the circle of cinder blocks. The things had simply been laid on the ground, unattached, and they wobbled.
“Ronan!” she shouted, waving her arms to keep her balance. “Ronan, hang on!”
Ronan wasn’t giving up. He was fighting on, but his struggles were weakening, while the wolf held on, jaw locked around Ronan’s throat. If the wolf managed to tear Ronan’s jugular, Ronan would die.
Because of her. If he hadn’t been shopping in her store that night, Ronan wouldn’t be here now, fighting to the death to keep Elizabeth alive.
She had to stop this.
“Ronan!” Elizabeth screamed. She cupped her hands around her mouth. “I accept the mate-claim!”
She wasn’t sure what she expected—for him to suddenly burst upward, throw the wolf to the ground, shift, and sweep Elizabeth into his arms? She couldn’t be certain he’d even heard her. In any event, Ronan was too busy fighting to respond.
But Elizabeth needed to tell him, in case. Ronan was one of the good ones.
“Ronan!” she shouted. “I love you!”
Love you . . .
Elizabeth put her hands on top of her head as she watched him, the man she realized she loved, die.
***
Ronan felt the tingle of it through the agony of his Collar and the crazed biting of the wolf. He heard Elizabeth’s voice, though he couldn’t make out the words through the fog in his brain.
But he felt the magic. It wrapped around his heart and flowed through his limbs like heady wine.
The mate bond.
That sense of oneness with a true mate, which Ronan had never thought he’d feel—had started thinking himself fated never to feel it—threaded through his body and completed him. The click he’d felt when he’d first made the mate-claim now became music.
“Ronan!” he heard Elizabeth scream. “I love you!”
Like hell would he let himself die when the mate bond was filling him, while Elizabeth declared her love at the top of her voice in a barn full of Shifters.
She’d accepted the mate-claim in front of witnesses and given Ronan the greatest gift of his life. He had never heard the words, “I love you,” from another being. Liking, respect, comradeship, even affection. But never love.
Elizabeth was the first. And he loved her back with intensity that shattered all pain.
Fuck this.
Ronan gathered the last of his strength, wrapped the mate bond around it, and roared with sudden power as he rose up to his full Kodiak bear height. He ripped the wolf from his bleeding throat, lifted the crazed beast in both paws, and threw him as hard as he could.
The Lupine flipped end over end, howling, to land in a crowd of frenzied Shifters. Ronan swung around, great paws moving, contacting with the Shifter refs who’d sprung into the ring to stop him. The crowd moved back, some cheering; others, who’d bet on the wolf, booing and shouting.
The fifth ref, backed by Dylan and Ellison, stepped up on the cinderblocks on the far side of the ring. “The fight belongs to the bear!” the ref shouted. “Ronan, of the Austin Shiftertown . . . Winner!”
Screams and cheers from the Austin Shifters. Elizabeth was doing a little victory dance on the cinderblocks, her feet nimble in her high heels.
Ronan shuddered as he landed on all fours, his Collar’s sparks slowing but still hurting him. The mate bond, though—the mate bond was erasing the pain.
Before Ronan could reach Elizabeth, before he could shift and snatch her into his arms, a human male closed hands around Elizabeth’s waist, lifted her from her feet, and started to drag her away.



CHAPTER 16
Ronan barreled out of the ring after them. Elizabeth kicked and flailed, the man holding her in a practiced lock. He had a gun obviously in his holster—he must have gotten past the weapons check at the door.
Where the hell was Sean? Nowhere, though Dylan and Ellison had started charging to Elizabeth’s rescue. Too late. The man got her out of the barn, Elizabeth still fighting him.
Ronan passed the unconscious feral Lupine surrounded by a circle of Shifters, firelight from one of the barrels flickering eerily over the scene. There Sean was, kneeling beside the wolf, a shiny new Collar dangling from his hand.
Ronan burst out into the night. He hurt—Goddess, he hurt—but he was not letting that bastard take Elizabeth away.
He came upon them suddenly in the darkness, Elizabeth fighting her way out of the man’s grasp.
“Zach,” Ronan heard Elizabeth say, and then Zach’s body was spinning, flying to the ground, as Ronan’s paw smacked him.
“Ronan, don’t kill him,” Elizabeth said in alarm.
Why the hell not?
The human part of Ronan’s brain, a voice far in the background, reminded him that Shifters were executed for harming humans. The Shifter that was Ronan only saw someone threatening his mate, and that meant no mercy.
Zach took the split second of Ronan’s thought process to get to his feet, blood on his face. He reached for his gun, found his holster inexplicably empty, and ran. Ronan roared and ran after him.
He heard others coming behind, Elizabeth’s voice holding fear, Spike and Ellison trying to get Ronan to stop. Ronan only smelled his prey, the man who’d dared put his hands on Elizabeth, the man who’d caused her to live for years in terror. This man would die tonight for touching Elizabeth—my mate—for daring to come anywhere near her.
Ronan caught up to Zach in a little clearing in the trees. Zach had no backup weapon, it seemed, because he’d grabbed a fallen branch and tried to use it as a club as Ronan came at him.
Ronan rose, rage and the mate bond giving him glorious strength. He roared his Kodiak bear fury, shifting as he came down to the terrified man.
Zach’s face was pale in the moonlight as he faced a blood-streaked giant of a man with madness in his eyes. “Who the hell are you?” he croaked.
“Her bodyguard,” Ronan said, and raised both fists to strike him down.
There was a boom, an acrid smell of gunfire, and the hot scent of blood. Zach looked down in surprise at his right side, which now blossomed a large red stain. Zach touched the wound, then his eyes rolled back. His body collapsed into the mud, and he lay still.
Ronan roared in fury, his Collar sparking, as he swung to face Pablo Marquez, standing calmly by, a black nine-millimeter in his left hand, right wrist in a bandage.
“That was my kill,” Ronan snarled. “Mine as mate.”
Pablo tucked his gun into the holster under his coat. “No, my friend. I am a cold-blooded killer. You are not.”
Ronan’s mate-frenzied bloodlust made him want to rip into Pablo for interfering with his vengeance, but pain from his Collar, the heady feeling of the mate bond, and Ronan’s own common sense stopped him. Better still was Elizabeth running into him, throwing her arms around him, no matter how bloody he was, and pulling him close. Distractedly he saw Pablo relieve her of the big pistol she seemed to have acquired, but he decided to worry about that detail later.
His Collar stopped sparking and winked out.
“Ronan, you stupid, stupid . . .” Elizabeth’s words gave out, and she simply hung onto him.
Ronan gathered her against him. He didn’t care that he was naked, her enemy dead at her feet, with other Shifters and a human looking on. This was his moment with Elizabeth, when the mate bond in him connected to the mate of his heart.
“I love you, Ronan,” she was sobbing.
Ronan kissed her hair, nuzzling the red streaks in it that he adored. “Love you, Lizzie-girl,” he said. “My mate.”
***
Pablo also offered to dispose of the body. He gave Elizabeth an amused look as he checked over the Sig Elizabeth had lifted from Zach’s holster in her struggle with him. “Remind me not to let you get close to me,” he said as he unloaded the weapon and handed it to one of his seconds. “You have a gift. If you ever need a job . . .”
“No,” Elizabeth said decidedly, and let Ronan lead her from the grisly scene. Julio Marquez was gone—who knew where, and Elizabeth didn’t want to ask. She had no doubt that Pablo would gleefully claim that Zach Casey’s territory was now his. He was not the kind of man who did favors without thought of personal gain.
By the time they reached the barn again, Ronan was staggering, and he collapsed at the same time Ellison broke out of the crowd with a Shifter medic behind him.
Ronan was in incredible pain, Elizabeth saw. He’d lost a lot of blood, his body torn where the wolf had clawed and bitten him, his neck bruised and blackened from the Collar’s abuse. He needed a hospital, but the Shifters weren’t about to take him there.
The medic cleaned the wounds and then ordered Ronan to change back into a bear, a form in which he’d have more strength for healing. Ronan groaned as he shifted, and three Shifters had to help him climb into the bed of Ellison’s pickup. Ronan looked for Elizabeth, his gaze betraying so much pain that she climbed into the truck with him.
Ellison and Spike lifted a blue tarp over the pickup’s bed and began to tie it down.
“Hey!” Elizabeth called. “Suffocate us, why don’t you?”
Ellison pulled a rope tight. “All loads in Austin have to be tarped, and he qualifies as a load. Besides, I don’t want cops wondering why I’m driving around with an injured Kodiak in the back of my truck.”
Elizabeth understood his point. They positioned the tarp so that Elizabeth and Ronan had plenty of airflow, their skill telling her they’d done this before.
The tented truck bed was warm in the night, Elizabeth cuddling against her bear. Elizabeth held on to Ronan as the pickup bumped down the long dirt track, Ronan grunting in pain every time the truck hit a rut on the washboard road.
Elizabeth held Ronan close and buried her face in his fur. He smelled of blood but also of warmth and himself. She’d fallen hard in love with him, but that was not so surprising, she thought as she stroked him. Ronan had helped her at every turn and never asked anything of her. He never did, from anyone.
She was quietly crying by the time Ellison pulled up at Ronan’s house and shut off the engine. Rebecca came running out as Ellison untied the tarp, Cherie, Mabel, and Olaf following. Mabel pulled Elizabeth into an embrace while Rebecca helped Spike and Ellison get Ronan out of the truck. Rebecca instructed them to put him in the Den—there was a big bed there, she said, and they wouldn’t have to try to get him upstairs.
Ronan shifted back to human as he came to his feet. He tried to stagger inside on his own, but Ellison and Spike ended up half-dragging him between them.
Ronan groaned as he hit the bed. His face was wan from too much blood loss, the bite and claw marks again oozing blood. His breathing was shallow, his pulse too rapid.
Elizabeth and Rebecca covered him, and Rebecca brought out bandages and antiseptic. But who knew what was going on internally, or what damage the shocks from the Collar had done?
“He needs a hospital,” Elizabeth said.
Rebecca shook her head. “The human medical world still hasn’t figured out Shifters. They might kill him trying the wrong thing.”
“We have to do something . . .”
Elizabeth broke off as the door darkened and Sean Morrissey strode in, the Sword of the Guardian on his back. Both Rebecca and Cherie jumped to their feet, eyeing Sean with similar looks of terror.
“No, Sean, not yet,” Rebecca said, pleading. “We don’t need the sword yet.”
“I know that, lass,” Sean said. “But you do need my mate.”
Andrea stepped inside, her pregnancy evident behind her loose, light shirt. Without a word, Andrea came to Elizabeth, gave her a brief hug, and then sat on the bed next to Ronan. In silence, she peeled back the sheet, laid her hands on Ronan’s bare chest, bowed her head, and closed her eyes.
She stayed in that position for a time, unmoving except for her brows drawing together in concentration. Cherie buried her face in Rebecca’s shoulder. Mabel, next to Elizabeth, squeezed her hand. Olaf said, in his loud, child’s voice, “Ronan will die?”
“No, lad,” Sean said. “Not tonight.”
The sword on Sean’s back emitted a soft ting. Elizabeth’s gaze went to it, but the others in the room didn’t seem to notice. Maybe it was supposed to do that.
Andrea drew a long breath. Then, to Elizabeth’s amazement, the big cuts on Ronan’s throat started to close. As she watched, the wounds narrowed, dried, and fused, leaving long scabs in place of the chewed and serrated flesh.
The bruises and cuts on Ronan’s face and around his Collar started to fade, and Ronan’s breathing eased. After a long time, he let out a sigh and opened his eyes.
He looked around at the people who encircled his bed—his family, Elizabeth and Mabel, Sean and Andrea, Spike and Ellison—and he flinched. “Oh, this is embarrassing.”
“Better embarrassed than dead,” Andrea said, patting his arm. “Stop doing this, Ronan. I’m getting tired of patching you up.” She started to rise, then winced and put her hand on her distended abdomen.
Sean was at her side. “All right, love?”
“Fine.” Andrea rubbed her belly. “There’s a lot of kicking going on down there. I think she wanted to help me and was mad that she couldn’t.”
“Oh, can I feel?” Mabel asked brightly. “I love babies.”
Andrea let Mabel place her hands on her stomach, while Sean looked on, both fond and protective.
“Hey, what about me?” Ronan asked. “I’m the fallen hero, here.”
“You are going to be fine,” Andrea said. “You’re good inside; the wounds are only surface ones, thanks to your thick bear fur. You’ll have one hell of a hangover, but that’s your own fault for agreeing to fight a feral.”
“A fight I won, woman. You should have seen the other guy. What happened to him, by the way, Sean?”
“He’s with Dad,” Sean said. “For now. Dad will take him to Liam for debriefing in the morning.”
“Poor bastard,” Ronan said. “Better him than me.”
Everyone started talking, weighing in with opinions about the fight or the feral, or asking for details about it. Elizabeth strode into the middle of the group.
“Out. Everybody, out. Ronan needs to rest.”
Instead of arguing, they obeyed, to her surprise—instantly, quietly, and quickly. Mabel was the last to go. She paused to hug Elizabeth.
“Congratulations, you two. I knew you were up to nookie in here last night. I’ll have a Shifter for a brother-in-law. That is so cool.”
Another squeeze, a wave to Ronan, and Mabel banged out the door.
Elizabeth came to the bed. She started to sit at Ronan’s side, then gave in to her emotions and lay down next to him, wanting his arms around her.
“News travels fast,” she said. “Mabel wasn’t at the fight—at least, she’d better not have been. How does she know what happened with the mate-claim?”
“All of Shiftertown knows, love.” Ronan ran a bandaged hand through her hair. “Half of them heard you stand up and declare that you accepted me, and you’d better bet half of them got on their cell phones right away to spread the word. Matings are a big deal around here. Shifters love them, and they love to gossip. ’Course, now Liam knows everything too. He’s not going to let me hear the end of it.”
“Tell him to get in line.” Elizabeth lost the rigidity that had been holding her up all night. “You almost died tonight. Damn you, Ronan. And don’t tell me everything’s all right, because you won. You almost didn’t win.”
Ronan kissed her hair. “I won because of you, Lizzie-girl. Because the mate bond wouldn’t let me die.”
“Mate bond . . .”
Ronan twined his fingers through hers and brought their joined hands to his heart. “I feel it right here. It means that you and I belong together, that we have a bond no one can break. I hope, in time, that you feel it too.”
He sounded so quietly hopeful that tears stung Elizabeth’s eyes. “I do feel it, Ronan. I love you. I’ve never felt like this about anyone before. You’re funny and warmhearted and strong and brave and generous, and I love you. And wonder of wonders, you love me back.”
“You bet I love you back.” Ronan’s eyes darkened. “You rescued me, Elizabeth.”
“No, you did a lot of saving my butt. Andrea is the one who healed you . . . how did she do that?”
“Fae magic.” Ronan said it offhand, as though Fae magic was a common thing to find lying around. “Andrea’s half Fae, and the magic manifested in her as a healing gift. Lucky for us. But that’s not what I meant.”
Elizabeth raised herself on one elbow. “You’ve done so much for me. All the Shifters have. I’ve done so little in return.”
“No,” Ronan said. “I’ve been alone a long time, Lizzie-girl. Even living here with Rebecca and taking in the cubs—I’ve still been alone.” He released her hand and brushed the backs of his fingers over her cheek. “I’m not alone anymore.”
Elizabeth pressed a feather-light kiss to his lips, her heart full. “Neither am I.”
Ronan slid his hand to the back of her neck, rising into the kiss. They explored and touched for a little time, in the newfound wonder of feeling.
“You know,” Ronan said, smoothing her hair. “I think I’m feeling a lot better.”
His sudden, wicked smile made Elizabeth’s blood heat. She ran her hand down the blankets until she found a very large bulge under them. “I can see that.”
“Mmm, did you lock the door behind my nosy friends?”
“I did.”
Ronan chuckled as he pushed back the covers and rolled his warm weight over her. “I knew I picked the right woman.”
“You did.” Elizabeth smiled into his kiss and wrapped her arms around his broad body. She was safe and warm beneath him, not ready to go anywhere for a long time. She licked his ear and then nibbled it.
“My bodyguard,” she whispered. “My mate.”
The End
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Pride Mates - Chapter 1
A girl walks into a bar . . .
No. A human girl walks into a Shifter bar . . .
The bar was empty, not yet open to customers. It looked normal—windowless walls painted black, rows of glass bottles, the smell of beer and stale air. But it wasn’t normal, standing on the edge of Shiftertown like it did.
Kim told herself she had nothing to be afraid of. They’re tamed. Collared. They can’t hurt you.
“You the lawyer?” a man washing glasses asked her. He was human, not Shifter. No strange, slitted pupils, no Collar to control his aggression, no air of menace. When Kim nodded, he gestured with his cloth to a door at the end of the bar. “Knock him dead, sweetheart.”
“I’ll try to keep him alive.” Kim pivoted and stalked away, feeling his gaze on her back.
She knocked on the door marked “Private,” and a man on the other side growled, “Come.”
I just need to talk to him. Then I’m done, on my way home. A trickle of moisture rolled between Kim’s shoulder blades as she made herself open the door and walk inside.
A man leaned back in a chair behind a messy desk, a sheaf of papers in his hands. His booted feet were propped on the desk, his long legs a feast of blue jeans over muscle. He was a Shifter all right—thin black and silver Collar against his throat, hard, honed body, midnight-black hair, definite air of menace. When Kim entered, he stood, setting the papers aside.
He rose to a height of well over six feet and gazed at Kim with eyes blue like the morning sky. His body wasn’t only honed, it was hot—big chest, wide shoulders, tight abs, firm biceps against a form-fitting black T-shirt.
“Kim Fraser?”
“That’s me.”
With old-fashioned courtesy, he placed a chair in front of the desk and motioned her to it. Kim felt the heat of his hand near the small of her back as she seated herself, smelled the scent of soap and male musk.
“You’re Mr. Morrissey?”
The Shifter sat back down, returned his motorcycle boots to the top of the desk, and laced his hands behind his head. “Call me Liam.”
The lilt in his voice was unmistakable. Kim put that with his black hair, impossibly blue eyes, and exotic name. “You’re Irish.”
He smiled a smile that could melt a woman at ten paces. “And who else would be running a pub?”
“But you don’t own it.”
Kim could have bitten out her tongue as soon as she said it. Of course he didn’t own it. He was a Shifter.
His voice went frosty, the crinkles at the corners of his eyes smoothing out. “You’re Brian Smith’s lawyer, are you? I’m afraid I can’t help you much. I don’t know Brian well, and I don’t know anything about what happened the night his girlfriend was murdered. It’s a long time ago, now.”
Disappointment bit her, but Kim had learned not to let discouragement stop her when she needed to get a job done. “Brian called you the ‘go-to’ guy. As in, when Shifters are in trouble, Liam Morrissey helps them out.”
Liam shrugged, muscles moving the bar’s logo on his T-shirt. “True. But Brian never came to me. He got into his troubles all by himself.”
“I know that. I’m trying to get him out of trouble.”
Liam’s eyes narrowed, pupils flicking to slits as he retreated to the predator within him. Shifters liked to do that when assessing a situation, Brian had told her. Guess who was the prey?
Brian had done the predator-prey thing with Kim at first. He’d stopped when he began to trust her, but Kim didn’t think she’d ever get used to it. Brian was her first Shifter client, the first Shifter, in fact, she’d ever seen outside a television news story. Twenty years Shifters had been acknowledged to exist, but Kim had never met one.
It was well known that they lived in their enclave on the east side of Austin, near the old airport, but she’d never come over to check them out. Some human women did, strolling the streets just outside Shiftertown, hoping for glimpses—and more—of the Shifter men who were reputed to be strong, gorgeous, and well endowed. Kim had once heard two women in a restaurant murmuring about their encounter with a Shifter male the night before. The phrase “Oh, my God,” had been used repeatedly. Kim was as curious about them as anyone else, but she’d never summoned the courage to go near Shiftertown herself.
Then suddenly she was assigned the case of the Shifter accused of murdering his human girlfriend ten months ago. This was the first time in twenty years Shifters had caused trouble, the first time one had been put on trial. The public, outraged by the killing, wanted Shifters punished, pointed fingers at those who’d claimed the Shifters were tamed.
However, after Kim had met Brian, she’d determined that she wouldn’t do a token defense. She believed his innocence, and she wanted to win. There wasn’t much case law on Shifters because there’d never been any trials, at least none on record. This was to be a well-publicized trial, Kim’s opportunity to make a mark, to set precedent.
Liam’s eyes stayed on her, pupils still slitted. “You’re a brave one, aren’t you? To defend a Shifter?”
“Brave, that’s me.” Kim crossed her legs, pretending to relax. They picked up on your nervousness, people said. They know when you’re scared, and they use your fear. “I don’t mind telling you, this case had been a pain in the ass from the get-go.”
“Humans think anything involving Shifters is a pain in the ass.”
Kim shook her head. “I mean, it’s been a pain in the ass because of the way it’s been handled. The cops nearly had Brian signing a confession before I could get to the interrogation. At least I put a stop to that, but I couldn’t get bail for him, I’ve been blocked by the prosecutors right and left every time I want review the evidence. Talking to you is a long shot, but I’m getting desperate. So if you don’t want to see a Shifter go down for this crime, Mr. Morrissey, a little cooperation would be appreciated.”
The way he pinned her with his eyes, never blinking, made her want to fold in on herself. Or run. That’s what prey did—ran. And then predators chased them, cornered them.
What did this man do when he cornered his prey? He wore the Collar; he could do nothing. Right?
Kim imagined herself against a wall, his hands on either side of her, his hard body hemming her in . . . Heat curled down her spine.
Liam took his feet down and leaned forward, arms on the desk. “I haven’t said I won’t help you, lass.” His gaze flicked to her blouse, whose buttons had slipped out of their top holes during her journey through Austin traffic and July heat. “Is Brian happy with you defending him? You like Shifters that much?”
Kim resisted reaching for the buttons. She could almost feel his fingers on them, undoing each one, and her heart beat faster.
“It’s nothing to do with who I like. I was assigned to him, but I happen to think Brian’s innocent. He shouldn’t go down for something he didn’t do.” Kim liked her anger, because it covered up how edgy this man made her. “Besides, Brian’s the only Shifter I’ve ever met, so I don’t know whether I like them, do I?”
Liam smiled again. His eyes returned to normal, and now he looked like any other gorgeous, hard-bodied, blue-eyed Irishman. “You, love, are—”
“Feisty. Yeah, I’ve heard that one. Also spitfire, little go-getter, and a host of other condescending terms. But let me tell you, Mr. Morrissey, I’m a damn good lawyer. Brian’s not guilty, and I’m going to save his ass.”
“I was going to say unusual. For a human.”
“Because I’m willing to believe he’s innocent?”
“Because you came here, to the outskirts of Shiftertown, to see me. Alone.”
The predator was back.
Why was it that when Brian looked at her like this, it didn’t worry her? Brian was in jail, angry, accused of heinous crimes. A killer, according to the police. But Brian’s stare didn’t send shivers down her spine like Liam Morrissey’s did.
“Any reason I shouldn’t have come alone?” she asked, keeping her voice light. “I’m trying to prove that Shifters in general, and my client in particular, can’t harm humans. I’d do a poor job of it if I was afraid to come and talk to his friends.”
Liam wanted to laugh at the little—spitfire—but he kept his stare cool. She had no idea what she was walking into; Fergus, the clan leader, expected Liam to make sure it stayed that way.
Damn it all, Liam wasn’t supposed to like her. He’d expected the usual human woman, sticks-up-their-asses, all of them, but there was something different about Kim Fraser. It wasn’t just that she was small and compact, where Shifter women were tall and willowy. He liked how her dark blue eyes regarded him without fear, liked the riot of black of curls that beckoned his fingers. She’d had the sense to leave her hair alone, not force it into some unnatural shape.
On the other hand, she tried to hide her sweetly curvaceous body under a stiff gray business suit, although her body had other ideas. Her breasts wanted to burst out of the button-up blouse, and the stiletto heels only enhanced wickedly sexy legs.
No Shifter woman would dress like she did. Shifter women wore loose clothes they could quickly shed if they needed to change forms. Shorts and T-shirts were popular. So were gypsy skirts and sarongs in the summer.
Liam imagined this lady in a sarong. Her melon-firm breasts would fill out the top, and the skirt would bare her smooth thighs.
She’d be even prettier in a bikini, lolling around some rich man’s pool, sipping a complicated drink. She was a lawyer—there was probably a boss in her firm who had already made her his. Or perhaps she was using said boss to climb the success ladder. Humans did that all the time. Either the bastard would break her heart, or she’d walk away happy with what she’d got out of it.
That’s why we stay the hell away from humans. Brian Smith had taken up with a human woman, and look where he was now.
So why did this female raise Liam’s protective instincts? Why did she make him want to move closer, inside the radius of her body heat? She wouldn’t like that; humans tried to stay a few feet apart from each other unless they couldn’t help it. Even lovers might do nothing more than hold hands in public.
Liam had no business thinking about passion and this woman in the same heartbeat. Fergus’s instructions had been to listen to Kim, sway her, then send her home. Not that Liam was in the habit of blindly obeying Fergus.
“So why do you want to help him, love?” he asked. “You’re only defending him because you drew the short straw, am I right?”
“I’m the junior in the firm, so it was handed to me, yes. But the prosecutor’s office and the police have done a shitty job with this case. Rights violations all over the place. But the courts won’t dismiss it, no matter how much I argue. Everyone wants a Shifter to go down, innocent or guilty.”
“And why do you believe Brian didn’t do it?”
“Why do you think?” Kim tapped her throat. “Because of these.”
Liam resisted touching the strand of black and silver metal fused to his own neck, a small Celtic knot at the base of his throat. The Collars contained a tiny programmed chip enhanced by powerful Fae magic to keep Shifters in check, though the humans didn’t want to acknowledge the magic part. The Collar shot an electric charge into a Shifter when his violent tendencies rose to the surface. If the Shifter persisted, the next dose was one of debilitating pain. A Shifter couldn’t attack anyone if he was rolling around on the ground, writhing in agony.
Liam wasn’t sure entirely how the Collars worked; he only knew that each became bonded to its wearer’s skin and adapted to their animal form when they shifted. All Shifters living in human communities were required to wear the Collar, which were unremovable once put on. Refusing the Collar meant execution. If the Shifter tried to escape, he or she was hunted down and killed.
“You know Brian couldn’t have committed a violent crime,” Kim was saying. “His Collar would have stopped him.”
“Let me guess. Your police claim the Collar malfunctioned?”
“Yep. When I suggest having it tested, I’m greeted with all kinds of reasons it can’t be. The Collar can’t be removed, and anyway it would be too dangerous to have Brian Collarless if he could be. Also too dangerous to provoke him to violence and see if the Collar stops him. Brian’s been calm since he was brought in. Like he’s given up.” She looked glum. “I hate to see someone give up like that.”
“You like the underdog?”
She grinned at him with red lips. “You could say that, Mr. Morrissey. Me and the underdog go back a long way.”
Liam liked her mouth. He liked imagining it on his body, on certain parts of his anatomy in particular. He had no business thinking that, but the thoughts triggered a physical reaction below the belt.
Weird. He’d never even considered having sex with a human before. He didn’t find human women attractive; Liam preferred to be in his big cat form for sex. He found sex that way much more satisfying. With Kim, he’d have to remain human.
His gaze strayed to her unbuttoned collar. Of course, it might not be so bad to be human with her . . .
What the hell am I thinking? Liam’s instructions had been clear, and Liam agreeing to them had been the only way Fergus had allowed Kim to come to Shiftertown at all. Fergus wasn’t keen on a human woman having charge of Brian’s case, not that they had any choice. Fergus had been pissed about Brian’s arrest from the beginning and thought the Shifters should back off and stay out of it. Almost like he believed Brian was guilty.
But Fergus lived down on the other side of San Antonio, and what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. Liam’s father trusted Liam to handle this his own way, and Liam would.
“So what do you expect from me, love?” he asked Kim. “Want to test my Collar?”
“No, I want to know more about Brian, about Shifters and the Shifter community. Who Brian’s people are, how he grew up, what it’s like to live in a Shifter enclave.” She smiled again. “Finding six independent witnesses who swear he was nowhere near the victim at the time in question wouldn’t hurt either.”
“Oh, is that all? Bloody miracles is what you want, darling.”
She wrapped a dark curl around her finger. “Brian said that you’re the Shifter people talk to most. Shifters and humans alike.”
It was true that Shifters came to Liam with their troubles. His father, Dylan Morrissey, was master of this Shiftertown, second in power in the whole clan.
Humans knew little about the careful hierarchy of the Shifter clans and prides—packs for Lupines—and still less about how informally but efficiently everything got done. Dylan was the Morrissey pride leader and the leader of this Shiftertown, and Fergus was the clan leader for the Felines of South Texas, but Shifters with a problem sought out Liam or his brother Sean for a chat. They’d meet in the bar or at the coffee shop around the corner. So, Liam, can you ask your father to look into it for me?
No one would petition Dylan or Fergus directly. That wasn’t done. But chatting about things to Liam over coffee, that was fine and didn’t draw attention to the fact that the person in question had troubles.
Everyone would know anyway, of course. Life in a Shiftertown reminded Liam very much of life in the Irish village he’d lived near until they’d come to Texas twenty years ago. Everyone knew everything about everyone, and news traveled, lightning-swift, from one side of the village to the other.
“Brian never came to me,” he said. “I never knew anything about this human girl until suddenly the police swoop in here and arrest him. His mother struggled out of bed to watch her son be dragged away. She didn’t even know why for days.”
Kim watched Liam’s blue eyes harden. The Shifters were angry about Brian’s arrest, that was certain. Citizens of Austin had tensely waited for the Shifters to make trouble after the arrest, to break free and try to retaliate with violence, but Shiftertown remained quiet. Kim wondered why, but she wasn’t about to ask right now and risk angering the one person who might help her.
“Exactly my point,” she said. “This case has been handled badly from start to finish. If you help me, I can spring Brian and make a point at the same time. You don’t mess with people’s rights, not even Shifters’.”
Liam’s eyes grew harder, if that were possible. It was like looking at living sapphire. “I don’t give a damn about making a point. I give a damn about Brian’s family.”
All right, so she’d miscalculated about what would motivate him. “In that case, Brian’s family will be happier with him outside prison, not inside.”
“He won’t go to prison, love. He’ll be executed, and you know it. No waiting twenty years on death row, either. They’ll kill him, and they’ll kill him fast.”
That was true. The prosecutor, the county sheriff, the attorney general, and even the governor, wanted an example made of Brian. There hadn’t been a Shifter attack in twenty years, and the Texas government wanted to assure the world that they weren’t going to allow one now.
“So are you going to help me save him?” Kim asked. If he wanted to be direct and to the point, fine. So could she. “Or let him die?”
Anger flickered through Liam’s eyes again, then sorrow and frustration. Shifters were emotional people from what she’d seen in Brian, not bothering to hide what they felt. Brian had lashed out at Kim many times before he’d grudgingly acknowledged that she was on his side.
If Liam decided to stonewall her, Brian had said, Kim had no hope of getting cooperation from the other Shifters. Even Brian’s own mother would take her cue from Liam.
Liam had the look of a man who didn’t take shit from anyone. A man used to giving the orders himself, but so far he hadn’t seemed brutal. He could make his voice go soft and lilting, reassuring, friendly. He was a defender, she guessed. A protector of his people.
Was he deciding whether to protect Brian? Or whether to turn his back?
Liam’s gaze flicked past her to the door, every line of his body coming alert. Kim’s nerves made her jump. “What is it?”
Liam got out of his chair and started around the desk at the same time the door scraped open and another man—another Shifter—walked in.
Liam’s expression changed. “Sean.” He clasped the other Shifter’s arms and pulled him into a hug.
More than a hug. Kim watched, open-mouthed, as Liam wrapped his arms around the other man, gathered him close, and nuzzled his cheek.
 

 

Pride Mates
Twenty years ago, shapeshifters of all kinds banded together and announced themselves to the world, only to be shunted to areas no human wanted (“Shiftertowns”). They are forced to wear Collars that control their hunting and fighting instincts (referred to by Shifters as "Taking the Collar").
Liam Morrissey is currently liaison between the Shifters of Austin, TX, and the humans of the city. Kim Fraser, attorney, finds herself in the unique position of having to defend a Shifter on a murder charge.
She ventures to Shiftertown to seek out Liam's help, and there stumbles across too many secrets the Shifters want kept secret. The un-mated Liam is forced to protect Kim against the wrath of his clan leader and his own father, and to his surprise he discovers a powerful attraction to the sassy, sexy lady.
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CHAPTER 1
Poe’s Avenue, Virginia, FBI Paranormal Operations Division HQ
Alejandro cocked his shotgun and followed his teammate into the burnt and jagged opening in the side of the building, hoping that—for once—there weren’t any trolls.
He hated trolls.
“Clear,” Mac, already moving through the narrow hallway, called back to him. It was Mac’s turn to go first. They kept score.
Lately he’d been keeping score on a lot of things. Like time. The year, two weeks, and five days since he’d seen the sunlight outside of the academy, for instance.
Not that he was counting.
Anyway, the course at the FBI’s sister division, P-Ops, had kept him plenty busy.
“Shotgun! You coming or scratching your ass back there?”
“No, my friend, I was just thinking of asking your sister to scratch it for me,” Alejandro said, grinning at the nickname he’d won for obvious reasons. “She reaches all the itchy parts so well.”
“I will kick your ass if you get any of your itchy parts anywhere near my sister. Or she’d kick it for you. Jenny scares even me.”
The sound of Mac’s Glock firing three shots in rapid succession caused Alejandro to break into a run as he slapped his night-vision goggles in place.
“On my way,” he called, not bothering to try to be stealthy. “Save some for me.”
He caught the shifting glimmer of light in the corner of one eye and whirled around, aiming and firing in one smooth motion. Whatever it was, he missed. Too short to be a troll, so there was one mercy. If he were the type to have nightmares, he’d still be having them about the last one’s breath. Green, moss-covered teeth. What the hell was that about? Toothpaste was cheap.
“Shotgun! Could use a little help here!” Mac sounded just the slightest bit out of breath, which was unusual for the man who’d beat the all-time speed record for the FBI’s obstacle course at Quantico in an inter-agency competition. Alejandro had won a hundred bucks on that one.
He took off running, cocking the Remington as he moved. The vampire who jumped him five feet down the hall took a blast to the head. Alejandro vaulted over the disintegrating body, not wanting the acidic slime of decomposing vamp on his new shoes.
A high-pitched scream warned him of the approach from overhead of a deadly Mngwa, but he had a silver throwing knife at hand. One lethal toss later, a couple hundred pounds of mutant killer cat lay on the floor, blood gurgling out of its throat.
He skidded to a stop at the end of the corridor, not willing to rush headlong into a blind turn, and Mac called out to him again, his deep voice rough and strained. “Alejandro, if you’re coming, now would be a really good time.”
Alejandro instantly switched from student-taking-his-final-exam mode to deadly-predator mode. They had a code between them, he and Mac. They were only Alejandro and Maxwell to each other in the event of a dire emergency. Whatever faced Mac around that corner was no training-ground obstacle. Somebody had set a trap, and Mac was caught in it.
Alejandro was going to kick somebody’s ass for this one.
He dove for the floor, rolling to the side to protect the Remington, and did a modified army crawl around the corner. The natural expectation was to look for an enemy at man-height, not on the floor or the ceiling. It’s why the vampires and other supes who could climb down a building or fly always had the advantage. Nobody would expect a P-Ops rookie to come in at ankle-height.
Alejandro was far, far more than a rookie.
His first glance assessed the situation and told him everything he needed to know. A trio of wolf shifters surrounded Mac, and one of them had gotten in either a good swipe of his claws or a bite—Alejandro hoped it was only claws—and Mac was down and bleeding, his gun a crushed hunk of metal on the floor.
“Come out, come out, little human,” snarled the shifter who stood with one claw-tipped foot on Mac’s head.
Another was on all fours, his massive head hanging down near Mac’s struggling form. As Alejandro watched, that one’s long tongue snaked out as he licked blood off the side of Mac’s face.
“Yummy,” the shifter said in his garbled voice, and then he laughed.
It was the laugh that put Alejandro over the edge. Cool, clear-headed, Paranormal Operations training flew out the window. Hot, primal rage from years of battling murderous vampires in San Bartolo took over. He triangulated his shots in his head a split-second before he took them.
A couple of heartbeats later, three werewolves lay dead on the ground.
“Glad you talked me into that silver shot,” he said mildly, as if his partner hadn’t almost died and wasn’t now in danger of becoming a shifter himself.
Mac forced out a laugh and hauled himself up off the ground. “Damn wolves. I was so focused on the possibility of big, bad, and ugly that I missed the pitter-patter of little feet.”
“Brownies?”
“Leprechauns. Bastards tripped me up, and the wolves jumped me when I was down.”
Alejandro shook his head and then blasted a hole in the side of the building. Welcome sunlight poured in, and he stepped over the bodies of the shifters to reach his friend. “Let’s move.”
Mac nodded, but shrugged off Alejandro’s hand. “Thanks, but screw that. We’re going to walk out of here like it was no problem, and then we’ll get me to the infirmary after. I don’t want any of those punks laughing at us.”
“There are worse things than laughter,” Alejandro said, eyeing Mac’s wounds. Looked like claws. He hoped.
“Yeah. Fucking leprechauns.” Mac bared in his teeth in a grim imitation of a smile. “At least one of them won’t be tripping anybody else, ever again.”
He jerked his head to indicate the far corner, and Alejandro could just make out a small green shoe pointing at the ceiling.
Alejandro headed for the hole in the wall. He needed to get Mac to the infirmary before anything worse showed up.
“Could have been worse. Could have been trolls.”
Alejandro ducked his head to exit the building, so the huge wooden club smashed into the wall instead of his skull.
“Fee, fie, foe fucking fum, little Mayan,” the attacker growled in a voice deeper than the interior of a volcano and just as hot.
Alejandro hit the floor and swept a foot at the troll’s ankles, sending it crashing to the ground with a resounding thud. With anything that big, the trick was to go for the feet, ankles, or knees. Before he could cock the shotgun, Mac pointed his Glock at the troll’s head and shot it through one eye.
Alejandro stood up and nodded his thanks.
“I owed you one,” Mac said, but he was now noticeably leaning to the right, and the blood dripping out of his wounds wasn’t showing any signs of stopping.
Alejandro sighed. “Why is it always trolls?”



CHAPTER 2
Garden City, Ohio
Rose Cardinal added a pinch of cayenne pepper for interest as she stirred a potion for sparkling conversation and tried not to glare at her mother.
“You didn't have to call P-Ops for a garden pest, Mom,” she repeated for the eighth or ninth time. “We could have handled it. Now they're going to put us in some kind of file as nuisances. Do we need to be in a governmental file? No. Look what happened when the sheriff wrote us up for indecent exposure for dancing sky clad at the solstice.”
“It's the law,” her mother reminded her, also for the eighth or ninth time. “Also, I took care of the sheriff, didn't I? His wife didn't speak to him for a month. Anyway, we have to report any occurrences of potentially dangerous supernatural activity. You can't say this isn't dangerous, after that incident yesterday with the paperboy who was trying to deliver the Witchcraft Daily News.”
Sue Cardinal might dress like a hippie, but there was pure steel underneath the deceptively sweet face, waist-length white hair, long, brightly colored skirt and dozens of bangle bracelets. 
“We fixed him! He never even realized anything happened to him.” Rose protested, turning the heat off under the pot and placing a lid on it to trap the aroma inside. The last thing she needed around her house was more sparkling conversation.
“Marigold Rose Cardinal, what have I taught you? With great power comes great responsibility,” her mother said, untying the red-and-white checked apron she insisted on wearing whenever they mixed spells and potions.
Rose threw her hands in the air. “That's Spiderman. We're witches. And don't call me Marigold.”
“It's your name. Also, I don't care. I phoned them, they're coming, and that's that.” Her mother stalked out the kitchen door, chin held high and an air of injured righteousness surrounding her like the dozens of butterflies that usually flocked to her in the garden.
Rose closed her eyes and counted to ten, then to twenty, before giving it up as hopeless and cleaning up the kitchen. The bright, airy room was her favorite in the entire cottage, which was saying a lot since she loved every single room. She'd painted the walls a sunny yellow with bright white accents and trim, and her sparklingly shiny copper pots shone from the open shelving on one wall.
Her house was tiny, but it was had been all hers for nearly a year now, and after twenty-three years of living with her mom and three sisters, it felt like a paradise. True, a path connected her house to her mom's, where her younger sisters still lived, but it was across the acre of their shared kitchen garden. Right now, during a lovely late spring in Ohio, the garden was blooming so wildly that travelling between houses was almost like crossing a jungle.
“You aren't much like a jaguar, though, are you, Bob?” she asked her black and white cat as he padded into the room, probably from her bedroom, where he'd been napping earlier.
He meowed at her and jumped up on to the cushioned window seat so he could survey his kingdom. She always thought he must have had a little bit of cat royalty in his background, from his regal carriage and “you may pet me now, peasant” attitude, but he, like the house, was all hers. He'd shown up one night on her porch in a rainstorm, tiny and bedraggled, and he'd been hers ever since. Or she'd been his. You could never tell, with cats.
Her youngest sister burst into the house, slamming the door against the wall.
“Astrid, I asked you not to do that,” Rose said, without any real hope that her bubbly sister would pay any attention this time, either.
“They got Ninja,” Astrid said, wiping tears off her face with the sleeve of her white peasant blouse. Astrid was the only one of them who’d inherited their mother’s sense of style and, at fifteen and long, lanky, and gorgeous, she wore it well.
“We’ll help Ninja, honey,” Rose said soothingly. “We fixed the paperboy. It’s all good.”
She wiped her hands on a towel, retrieved a slender glass vial from its position in the refrigerator next to eleven more just like it, and followed her sister outside to rescue the dog.
She stopped on her porch and took a deep breath, unable to resist the wonderful scents of flowers and herbs coming from the garden. Her mother was a garden witch--derogatorily referred to by some as a kitchen witch--and her powers came from spells and potions made from plants. 
Rose and her sisters had inherited the same magic, but each of them had something a little extra, as well. In Rose, it was the ability to discover a person’s deepest desire within five minutes of being in his or her presence. 
Not everyone appreciated this gift; especially since she’d often blurted out her magically acquired knowledge in public when she was a child. Plus, sometimes the knowledge was a surprise even to the person whose desire it was.
That usually turned out badly.
“Rose! Are you coming?” Astrid’s voice rang out from behind the small stand of blooming apple trees. “Watch out for the mean one by the tomatoes.”
Rose kept an eye out for any strange movement as she headed for Astrid, but the nasty little beasts had learned to watch out for her after she’d thrown an itching spell at the one chasing Bob.
She rounded the corner of the path and found her sister kneeling on the ground beneath a tree, her arms around a tiny stone statue of a pug.
Astrid turned her tearstained face up to Rose. “You have to help my sweet Ninja.”
Rose grinned at the sight of the dog, frozen in mid-bark, his tiny pug ears standing straight up. 
“I’ve got it, Astrid. Now stand back.” She uncorked the vial and shook the sparkling pink liquid on the statue’s head after her sister moved out of the way, and they both watched as Astrid’s black pug puppy transformed from a stone statue back into his roly-poly self, apparently no worse for wear. 
“Honey, please keep him out of the garden until we deal with this,” Rose said, trying to be stern but unable to resist smiling as her sister covered the pup’s silky head with kisses.
Astrid promised and ran back to their mother’s house, carrying Ninja. Rose watched her and then sighed and turned around to go back to her kitchen and check on her new conversation potion. Their neighbor’s son Connor, a very sweet computer nerd and recent college grad who wanted to use it for job interviews, would be stopping by at four to pick it up.
When she reached the cottage, she automatically glanced into the window at Bob and then stumbled to a stop. Her cat, frozen in mid-stretch, had been turned into a stone statue.
Damn garden pests. Why couldn’t they get grub beetles or snails, like the typical gardener? Oh, no. Never anything ordinary for the Cardinal witches.
They had to get a freaking basilisk infestation.



CHAPTER 3
Alejandro turned the standard-issue sedan right on Wildflower Lane, mentally running through a checklist of the equipment and ammo in the trunk. He and Mac were loaded for bear--or basilisk, to be precise--and yet he still wondered why the regional office in Columbus had assigned two rookie field officers to handle something so incredibly dangerous. He said as much to Mac.
“They know we can handle it,” Mac said confidently. Alejandro’s partner stared out the window at the tree-lined street with its immaculate lawns and careful landscaping. “It’s like a different planet, isn’t it?” 
Alejandro made a noncommittal noise. Mac had grown up in Vegas, so he was used to desert scenery. Alejandro had been born and raised in a remote village in Guatemala, isolated by vampires from technology or progress, so every place he went in the U.S. felt like a different planet. The computer lab at the academy had been a wondrous revelation, and he’d spent all of his spare time catching up to his American classmates.
Except in weapons training and vampire tactics classes. There, most of his classmates had been forced to work hard to catch up to him.
“That’s it. 8121 Wildflower Lane,” Mac said. “The one set back from the street.”
Alejandro pulled in to the driveway while he automatically scanned the area for danger or signs of disturbances. 
“Seems like a basilisk would have done more damage,” he said. “Or there’d at least be a lot of running and screaming.”
“Maybe it ate everyone and moved on,” Mac suggested, grinning. “We can go get some lunch and then take the rest of the day off.”
Alejandro rolled his eyes. “We’d still have to spend all afternoon writing up the paperwork.”
P-Ops was as bad as its parent agency, the FBI, when it came to paperwork. Alejandro’s typing was slow, and working on the many reports that came with the job was his least favorite part of his new career. Probably always would be.
They got out of the car and looked around. Alejandro had only taken a single step toward the front door of the small house when a woman who looked like sunshine walked out, and his entire world shifted on its axis.
She wasn’t beautiful or even conventionally pretty, and he wasn’t even sure what it was about her that had knocked him on his figurative ass. This woman—she was somehow unique. Her hair was a silky fall of golden blond, but her athletic figure was neither model-thin nor lusciously curved. Her face was captivating, though—something about the combination of her individual features packed a punch right to his gut. Maybe her lips, or the strength in her bone structure. Maybe her eyes.
Her eyes.
They were so blue that he almost couldn’t believe they were real, and they were snapping with fire, impatience, or annoyance. He couldn’t decipher her emotion from her eyes alone—hell, he was lucky if he ever understood anything about women--but something about her made him want to spend hours trying.
It took him another beat to realize that her lips were pressed together in a firm line. When she put her hands on her hips—gently rounded hips that clearly had been made for a man to hold--even he, blinded by the most immediate case of raging lust he’d ever felt, could see that she was angry about something.
He tried to focus on the job. He told himself that she’d probably have a terrible personality. He reminded himself that she was a witch, and then it hit him. She projected a sense of power—a feeling of barely leashed magic—that somehow had transformed her into the most fascinating woman he’d ever seen. Maybe it was a spell? She was a witch, after all, and he had never reacted like this before.
His libido didn’t care about the why. It just wanted to get her naked, which was damn stupid under the circumstances and therefore made him suspicious.
“So. You must be the P-Ops guys. Let me guess; you’re from the government and you’re here to help?” Sarcasm and something else, maybe annoyance, coated her words, but her voice was musical and so sexy that he wanted to hear her talk all night long.
Well. Maybe not all night. 
She was breathing hard, and Alejandro tried not to notice the way her breasts pressed against her shirt. He was a professional agent, damn it, not a horny kid. He fumbled for his badge, but Mac beat him to it.
Mac moved around the car, holding out his hand. “Mac Henson and Alejandro Vasquez, ma’am. You have a basilisk problem?”
Right. The basilisk. Alejandro snapped into action and opened the trunk of the car. He pulled out a shotgun, extra ammo, and a helmet with a darkened visor to protect himself from the basilisk’s deadly gaze.
“Where is it? Is anybody injured? Any fatalities?” he asked, heading back toward the house.
The woman’s mouth twitched, and he could have sworn he saw a smile curve her lips, but it was gone so fast that maybe he’d imagined it. “I’m Rose Cardinal. Are you sure you’re ready for this? That might not be enough protection.”
Alejandro’s gaze snapped to Mac, who strode back to the trunk to suit up. 
“We’re ready, ma’am,” Alejandro said, his confidence in his skills and training overriding his tongue-tied fumbling. She must have put a spell on him. He’d never reacted to a woman at first glance like this before. Not even to Maria.
“Are you presently casting any spells?” he asked bluntly. Surely that much charisma had to be helped along by magical glamour.
She laughed out loud this time. “No, officer, I’m not bewitching you in any way. Don’t you have some kind of magic meter?”
He did, in fact, have a dial on his agency-issued watch that reacted with different colored lights in the presence of magic. He’d forgotten about it, like an idiot. He glanced down at it and saw that the dials remained dark. No magic detected whatsoever.
“It’s agent, not officer,” he said. “But you can call me Alejandro.”
“Call me Rose,” she responded, and an intriguing hint of pink appeared on her cheeks. 
Before he could say anything else, she turned and went back into the house, motioning to them to follow.
“You may as well come through here. I’ll call my mother, since she was the one who was so hot to get you people on the job,” she called back over her shoulder. 
Hot was an unfortunate word for her to use when he was staring at her lushly rounded ass. He could feel his internal temperature ratchet up to about a thousand degrees, and he blew out a deep breath.
Back to business. No staring at the civilian’s ass.
He followed Rose into the house, determinedly looking at the back of her head. He glanced back to see that Mac was headed around the corner, signaling that he’d meet Alejandro on the other side. There was no way the basilisk was indoors and, anyway, the woman who’d filed the report had stated that its location was in the garden. 
The house was warm and inviting and gave him clues to its owner’s personality. A soft cream color covered the walls, which were bare except for a stunning art piece made of glass and aged wood that hung behind the bright scarlet couch. Books were scattered across a brass trunk that served as a coffee table. Framed photos were arranged in groupings on most available flat surfaces; the majority of them featured a variety of blond women who must be related to Rose, although a few were of various cats and dogs. 
He took all of that in during the few seconds it took him to cross the room, and then he followed Rose to her kitchen, noting that she hastily closed a door halfway down the hall. The door opposite to the closed one held a small room lined with walls of books. The other one must be her bedroom.
He shoved the idea of Rose in her bed, all that glorious hair streaming across the pillows, out of his mind and watched as she crossed the room to a window seat, where an oddly arched statue of a cat stood.
“Alejandro, meet Bob,” Rose said, and he quickly looked around the room, only to confirm that nobody was there.
“Bob? Who is Bob?”
“Bob is my cat,” she said, that quicksilver grin again crossing her face and then vanishing. “The basilisks got him just after I rescued Ninja.”
“The basilisk attacked your cat after you rescued a ninja?” he repeated slowly, realizing he’d been right. There was no way a woman this beautiful could have a personality to match her looks.
She was nuts.
Totally insane. Probably made up the entire thing as a way to get attention.
“Ninja is the name of my sister’s dog,” she began, but Mac shouted something from outside the kitchen, and Alejandro hit the door running.
He dropped the safety gear and ran outside into the garden, lifting his gun to his shoulder, prepared for the worst, and wondering why Rose had been so calm when a monster was in her back yard. But he was too late. Mac, pistol in hand, had been transformed into a life-sized stone garden statue. 
A small, lizard-like face with an improbably long snout peeked out from behind a flowering bush and hissed at Alejandro, before disappearing back behind the leaves in a flurry of flapping wings.
“What the hell was that?” Alejandro asked Rose, who’d walked up behind him and was staring at Mac with a kind of resigned fascination.
“That was a basilisk,” she said, raising one eyebrow and giving him an “are you stupid” look. “Didn’t somebody tell you why you were coming? A whole family of them invaded our garden.”
“But that creature was tiny--I thought--” he began, and then his mind flashed back to the supervisor who’d assigned them this case. He’d kept coughing until finally Mac had asked him if he needed a cough drop, which had made the man turn red in the face, silently hand over the file, and rush out of the room.
Realization hit, and Alejandro muttered a few choice words under his breath in both Spanish and English. The supervisor hadn’t been coughing.
He’d been laughing. At Alejandro and Mac, as they discussed all the weapons they’d need for the task. Basilisks apparently weren’t huge, man-eating monsters, as he and Mac had thought. They were the size of a chicken.
“Initiation rites for the new guys,” he said, half admiringly, half-disgustedly, as he lowered his shotgun.
He turned to Rose. “You called P-Ops for a lizard-chicken?”
She raised her chin defiantly and then nodded her head toward Mac. “Actually, my mother called you. I’d have been happy to deal with this myself. And since it’s your partner who’s turned into stone, and I’m the one with the remedy, maybe you should be a little nicer to me.”
She was right, which annoyed him even more, so he deliberately swept his gaze up her body from her feet to the top of her head before answering.
“Oh, trust me, Sunshine. I’d like to be very nice to you.”



CHAPTER 4
Rose stalked back into the house, very deliberately not slamming the door behind her. Arrogant, pompous, sexist excuse for a law enforcement officer. Although, from what she’d seen in her very limited experience, those qualities were the norm, not the exception, in men carrying badges and guns. Look at the stupid sheriff.
She calmed down inside the kitchen, and her innate sense of fairness started to kick in. The officers who’d come to the house and told them about Daddy’s car accident couldn’t have been nicer or more considerate. One of the men--Officer Engel, she’d always remember his name, though she’d only been twelve at the time--he’d sat and held her mother’s hand while she cried. 
Okay. Fine. Then only Alejandro and the Garden City sheriff were arrogant asses. Although, speaking of asses, Alejandro’s was really something to behold. Not that she’d looked on purpose, but it had been hard to miss when he’d run outside to find his partner.
“Why am I even thinking about this, Bob?” she rhetorically asked her stone cat, who naturally didn’t answer. 
She didn’t need the cat’s response to figure it out, though. Agent Tall, Dark, and Dangerously Hot was too sexy for his own good—and far too sexy for her balance to remain steady. He was ridiculously good looking, as if Hollywood had cast him in the role of action hero. Muscled in all the right places, silky black hair that was just a hint too long, and dark eyes that looked at her as if she were an especially juicy piece of fruit he’d like to suck between those sexy lips.
Rose stumbled over her own feet when a surge of heat whipped through her at the thought of him sucking on any juicy parts of hers.
“Oh, goddess, I’m in trouble here. Focus, Rose,” she whispered to the empty room, more proof that she was losing it, as if she’d needed evidence.
Focus. Right. She crossed to the refrigerator and retrieved another vial. At this rate, if they didn’t get rid of the basilisks soon, she’d have to make another batch. Not to mention she didn’t know if the potion was strong enough to rescue a grown man. The paperboy had been a close one, not that she’d admitted it to anyone. He’d taken longer to transform back from stone to human than she’d hoped.
Plus, he’d refused to deliver their paper ever again.
Ungrateful little monster.
Alejandro walked in, and the air in the room changed and grew heated; charged as if the electric potential of a summer storm had centered itself over her kitchen counter. The skin on the back of her neck tingled with a delicious feeling of anticipation.
Stupid neck.
“Fix him. Now,” he ordered.
She threw her best ice-cold glare at him, but he didn’t even flinch. Huh. He must be tougher than most people. That glare had scared off one mugger, seven door-to-door solicitors, and three mall product testers.
Rose realized she was mentally rambling, and she shook her head to clear it of distractions like tall, muscular, terrific-smelling P-Ops agents who heated her up in all the dangerous places. 
“Excuse me,” she said, as she slipped past him in the narrow space between her sink and the center island. She couldn’t help but brush against him, though, and she gasped when the zing of electricity from the touch of his chest against her shoulder went straight to her nipples. 
She involuntarily looked up and realized that she hadn’t been the only one affected. His dark, liquid brown eyes had darkened, and his oh-so-male broad chest expanded as he took in a deep breath, almost as if he were inhaling her scent.
“You smell like sunshine, too,” he said, so quietly she almost didn’t hear him.
Rose inhaled sharply and took a step back. Back away from the crazy man who talked about how she smelled. Who looked like a fierce warrior and dressed like one of the Men in Black. 
The dark, conservative suit seemed like a disguise meant to mask the predator wearing it. He moved with lethal grace, but his face had the hard lines and angles of a soldier. Everything she’d never wanted anywhere near her, in other words. So why were her thighs clenching against a rush of sensation?
Right now, those deliciously dark eyes were staring at her with a heat that had nothing to do with anger, and a sense of awareness deep within her went on high alert. 
“I can fix him,” she said, dropping her gaze; taking the coward’s way out of the moment. “I just need another vial of this restorative potion.”
She ducked past him to the refrigerator, not sure whether she was relieved or disappointed when he moved back to let her pass.
“That pink stuff will bring Mac back?” His eyebrows shot up. “The sparkly pink liquid in that tiny vial is enough to counteract a basilisk’s stare?”
“Well, no, it will probably take at least two,” she said, mentally crossing her fingers. Actually, she wasn’t as certain as she pretended. Two vials had barely brought the paperboy back. It had taken too long, too, and she’d breathed a deep sigh of relief when he’d finally reanimated. 
Mac was a full-grown man. On second thought, she grabbed a third, then fourth vial. Bob still needed to be restored, after all. Her eyes widened when she realized that Alejandro’s closeness had driven all thought out of her mind, even her concern for her cat.
Gritting her teeth, Rose berated herself for letting a man mess with her mind like that. She was the reasonable one of the Cardinal witches, after all.
Rose the Rational. The only one in the family with any common sense.
As she brushed past Alejandro again and inhaled his exotic scent of spice and something else—something purely masculine—she resented it all, though. Just once, she’d like to be the wild child. The one who threw caution out the window and ran straight at whatever she wanted, both arms open wide to grab it.
She almost laughed, imagining what Alejandro’s expression would be if she dropped the vials and jumped him. The poor man would probably run for his helmet and witch-proof vest.
Still grinning, she knelt down next to Bob and carefully put three of the vials on the floor next to her and uncapped the fourth.
“You’re going to help your cat before Mac?” Alejandro’s voice held an ocean of disbelief.
“Bob has been frozen longer,” she replied evenly.
Holding her breath, Rose offered up a silent prayer and carefully poured the sparkling liquid on Bob’s head and then rocked back on her heels to wait.
“Aren’t you going to say something?”
Alejandro had moved closer, so the fabric of his pants leg was almost touching Rose’s shoulder. She turned toward him to answer, which brought her face just about level with the fascinating bulge in his pants.
She froze, and one of them, possibly her, gasped, and Alejandro quickly took a step back. Rose whipped her head away so she faced her cat, and so Alejandro wouldn’t see the blush flaming its way up her neck to her cheeks.
“Be my guest,” she snapped. “Try abracadabra. That’s always a crowd pleaser.”
“Look, I didn’t--”
But the Bob statue finally began to show some movement. At first a shudder worked its way through the stone, and then it slowly dissolved, until only one perfectly furry and very cranky cat remained. Bob hissed at Alejandro and then leapt down from the window seat and stalked away down the hall, head and tail held high to show his disdain for the entire ordeal.
“That took a little longer than I’d like,” Rose said, biting her lip. “Will you please grab one more vial out of the fridge?”
She didn’t wait for his response, but ran outside, and by the time she began to uncap the first vial, Alejandro joined her. Mac stood, solid and imposing, exactly where she’d left him. Not that she’d expected anything else, but Rose’s stomach clenched at the sight of what must be hundreds of pounds of stone.
“I hope that’s enough,” she said, suddenly very worried.
Alejandro opened his hands to show her that he’d brought all of her remaining vials.
“I figured that if Mac outweighs the cat by a factor of ten or so, you might need all of it,” he said, but then he blew out a deep breath. “It was probably stupid. I have no idea how your magic works.”
Rose stared up at him, intrigued. A word had been floating around the edges of her consciousness, and she finally realized what it was.
Fierce.
That was the word. Fierce suited him perfectly. He was beautiful and ferocious, and she wanted to run away and step closer all at the same time.
“It was a good idea,” she told him, because part of her wanted to soothe and comfort this man who quite clearly had never needed either. Instead, she took a deep breath of her own.
“Let’s give it a try.”
One by one, she began uncapping vials, pouring each carefully on stone Mac’s head. One by one, the potion failed to do anything but drip, in pink sparkly failure, off of Mac’s nose and ears and on to the grass.
Finally, when she’d used every drop of potion, she and Alejandro waited and watched for several long minutes. At some point, she realized she was holding his hand—or he was holding hers—and her breath caught in her throat at the feel of his strong, elegant fingers wrapped around her own. At that moment, two things became very, very clear:
Alejandro was trouble, and Mac was still a statue.



CHAPTER 5
Alejandro clicked his phone shut and stared at it in disgust. He’d checked in with the office and told them a flat-out lie. Three, in fact. He was fine, Mac was fine, the mission was going great, and very funny on the basilisk.
He stared at the slightly pink stone statue of his partner and realized that everything was very far from fine. Rose had turned about seven shades of pale, yanked her hand out of his, and run back into the house, muttering something about stirring up a more potent spell. Alejandro was back to wondering whether she was crazy or just incompetent.
No. After all, he'd seen the cat transform from an ugly statue to a scruffy and enraged live animal. The potion worked. It was just something in the proportion that was off. Or at least, that was what he had to tell himself, because any other result was unacceptable.
He patted Mac's stone arm. “We are going to fix this, buddy. You can count on it.”
Then, feeling like a complete idiot for talking to a statue, he turned to follow Rose inside. A flicker of movement at the edge of the bush where he'd seen the lizard chicken caught his eye, and he whirled around, raising his gun at the same time.
“Oh no you don't, you ugly little flying rat,” he said. “Not this time. I've brought the true death to hundreds of vampires. You can bet I'm not going to let a rodent get the better of me.”
He rolled his eyes and muttered a string of oaths in Spanish. First he was talking to a statue, and now he was talking to a lizard. Maybe they had special padded rooms for P-Ops agents who went insane on the job.
The basilisk peeked its head out again, and Alejandro pulled the trigger. But just as he fired, a hair-raising scream startled him enough that he flinched and missed his target altogether. The rodent ran back behind the bushes, squawking like mad, and Alejandro whipped his head around to find who had ruined his aim with that gut-wrenching scream.
A blond teenager who looked a lot like Rose was running across the garden path toward him, her hands held up, palms forward, as if to stop him.
“Don't you dare kill him,” she shouted. “What kind of a monster are you? A big man like you picking on a defenseless animal. You ought to be ashamed of yourself.”
Her lips moved as if she were chanting, but he couldn't hear the words. A moment later, a bright yellow blob of energy, about the size of Alejandro's closed fist, came hurtling toward him. He jumped to one side, and it should have missed him altogether, but the energy ball changed direction midflight and smacked him in the arm.
It felt like a mild shock, but these were witches. Who knew what they could do with their powers? He looked down at his arm, expecting to see a hole burned through it, but found nothing more than a small scorch mark on his sleeve.
The door to Rose's kitchen banged open behind him.
“Buttercup Astrid Cardinal! How many times have I told you not to attack the guests?”
Alejandro turned his head to see Rose standing, hands on hips, on the small patio outside her back door.
“Buttercup? Is she related to you, Rose? Because I think I'm going to have to arrest her for assaulting a federal officer.” He aimed a stern look at Buttercup, who was patently unimpressed.
“It's Astrid,” she said defiantly. “And you can't arrest me for protecting the wildlife on my own property.”
He raised an eyebrow. “You also attacked a P-Ops agent on your own property. P-Ops is a division of the FBI, and both organizations frown on magical attacks on their agents.”
Rose walked up beside him and put a hand on his arm. “She didn't mean it; she's only fifteen, and she gets emotional about animal rights. She's been a vegetarian since she was six. Please don't arrest her.”
The worry that was apparent in Rose’s eyes sent a twinge of guilt through Alejandro. For some reason, he wanted to protect this woman, not add to her stress.
“I'm not going to arrest her, but she might not be as lucky with someone else in law enforcement. I just wanted to warn her about that.” He finally allowed the smile he'd been suppressing to show on his face. “I haven't sunk so low as to start arresting children.”
Rose blinked, and a hint of pink touched her cheeks. “I ... thank you. I'll have another talk with her about shooting energy balls at strangers.”
He laughed -- he couldn't help it. “You mean it's okay for her to shoot energy balls at friends? Family?”
Rose grinned back at him, and she shook her head. “You'd be surprised.”
Buttercup Astrid marched up to them, her hands clenched into fists at her sides. “Are you going to stand around and flirt with the hot guy who tried to incinerate a helpless living creature in our garden?”
Rose spun around to face her sister and pointed an accusing finger first at Buttercup and then at Mac. “No, I'm not -- he's not -- forget it. What I'm trying to do, in case you haven't noticed, is restore the man that your helpless living creature turned into garden statuary.”
The irate teenager finally noticed the statue of Mac, and her mouth fell open. “Oh, boy, we're in trouble now.”
“That's what I'm afraid of,” Alejandro muttered. He turned to Rose and asked the question, even though he was afraid to hear the answer.
“Are you going to be able to fix this or not?”
“What have you done now? I can't leave you girls alone for five minutes.” The woman rushing down the garden path toward them looked a little like Alejandro's village wise woman. She had the same long white hair, the same flowing skirts, and the same expression of serene wisdom on her face, although it was apparent that her serenity had been shaken a little by the sight of the Mac-shaped statue in the garden.
Rose threw her hands in the air. “Mom, I'm not six years old anymore. I just had to stop Agent Vasquez from arresting Astrid, after she tried to incinerate him with one of her defective energy balls, after he tried to shoot the basilisk, after my potion didn't work on his partner. There, are you satisfied? Simple explanation.”
Rose's mother blinked, started to speak, and then blinked again.
“Concise, but not exactly simple,” Alejandro said. He extended his hand to Rose's mother. “Agent Alejandro Vasquez, ma'am. The statue is my partner Mac. One of the lizards -- basilisks got him, and Rose tells me she can bring him back.”
“Sue Cardinal,” she replied, looking a little dazed. “I still have no idea what's going on, but I'm used to that after more than twenty years with daughters.”
She turned to study Mac. “What have you done so far, Rose?”
Rose bit her lip. “Mom, the potion seems to be losing its potency. It took way too long to bring Bob back--”
“Bob? They got your cat? Is he okay?” This from Astrid, of course, who was far more concerned about the cat than about Alejandro's partner. Mac wasn't a helpless living creature in her eyes, after all.
Rose shot a distracted glance at her sister. “Yes, Bob is fine. But the potion took longer to work than it should, and then I used nine vials on agent Henson, and nothing at all happened.”
Sue's eyes narrowed, and Alejandro could all but see her brain working.
“How old is that potion? If you made it more than three days ago, it loses its potency. Any more than four days and it loses almost all viability,” Sue said.
Rose heaved a sigh of relief. “It has been almost four days. That's the problem, then. I can brew a new batch tonight, and we’ll have Mac back to himself tomorrow morning.”
Alejandro pinned first one, then the other, of them with his most serious P-Ops agent stare. “Can you guarantee it? Because if not, I have to report this to my field office right now. Dios, I should report it anyway, but I don't want this on Mac's record, after the--”
He clenched his jaw against letting any more details spill out. “Just tell me that you can fix this. By tomorrow morning.”
Sue airily waved a hand in air. “Of course she can fix it. Isn't she the most powerful Cardinal witch to come along in generations? There is nothing to worry about at all, Alejandro. What a lovely name, by the way. Now, what are your dinner plans?”
She beamed at him as if he were an old family friend, and made a move-along gesture to Rose. “Why don't you go change into something nice for dinner, Marigold? I’m sure the nice agent likes to see a woman in a lovely dress.”
Alejandro grinned. Apparently meddling mothers were the same everywhere. Rose shot a glare at him that should have blistered his eyeballs, and he quit smiling, fast.
Rose gritted her teeth. “I told you not to call me that, Mother, and why would we care what his preferences are in women’s clothing?”
“I don't know why you'd want to invite him to dinner anyway,” Buttercup, or Astrid, or whatever the hell her name was, interjected. She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at Alejandro. “He probably wants to shoot Bambi and eat him for dinner. Animal murderer.”
“Who is Bambi and why would I want to shoot him?” Alejandro shook his head, feeling an ache starting to pound inside his skull. “Are all witches so confusing?”
Buttercup sneered at him. “Bigot.”
Before Alejandro could respond, Sue put her hands on her hips and pointed back down the path the way she’d come.
“Go back to the house right this instant, young lady. I'll deal with you later.”
Rose threw her hands in the air. “I've had enough of this. I have a great deal of potion to cook, so I’d better get started.”
An extremely loud chiming sound pealed out from the vicinity of the front of Rose's house just then, and Alejandro looked at Rose. “What is that?”
“Oh, no, I forgot about Connor. He's coming over to pick up his conversation potion,” Rose said, closing her eyes for a moment. “What else can I possibly have to deal with today?”
“At least my mother isn’t here,” Sue said, smiling. “She’d drive us all nuts, with her criticisms and suggestions about the basilisk problem.”
“Right. We know nothing about interfering mothers,” Rose muttered, rolling her eyes, and Alejandro had to cough to cover a laugh.
Buttercup, instead of heading back toward her house, had been edging toward Rose's kitchen door as they talked. When Rose turned around and caught her at it, the girl blushed bright pink.
“You don't get to be the only Cardinal witch who talks to hunky guys, Rose,” she said defiantly. “Connor’s really cute, and I know he likes me.”
“Connor is twenty-two and far too old for you,” Rose said sternly. “Don't even think about--”
Buttercup ignored her sister and flew through the door into the house. Rose, Sue, and Alejandro followed her, but they all froze for a moment when Buttercup started shrieking. Alejandro drew his gun, but Rose put her hand on his arm again. A bolt of electricity seared through him just from that simple touch, but he didn’t let it show in his face. It had to be a spell. No way could he be so affected by a woman he didn’t even know.
“That was a happy shriek, not a danger shriek,” Rose said wearily. Apparently she didn't realize what simple proximity was doing to his resolve not to pick her up and kiss her.
“You're absolutely beautiful,” he blurted out, unable to help himself and shocked again at his lack of control around this gorgeous witch with the crazy family.
Sue shot him a speculative grin, and Rose’s lips parted and her eyes widened, but before either one of them could say anything, Buttercup came bouncing back out the door, leading a woman who had to be at least a hundred and seventy years old.
Rose gasped, Sue made an odd growling noise, and the old woman flashed an enormous smile full of the whitest, squarest teeth Alejandro had ever seen.
Buttercup smiled happily and put her arm around the old woman. “Isn't it awesome? Granny’s here to save the day.”
Rose sighed and glanced up Alejandro. “Whether we want her to or not.”



CHAPTER 6
Rose wanted nothing more than to spend some quality alone time with the fascinating man who was playing havoc with her nerves and her equilibrium. But of course that wasn’t in the cards, tarot or otherwise. Instead of the chance to get up close and personal with Alejandro, who was all coppery skin, long, lean muscles, and wickedly seductive eyes and mouth, she got to look forward to an evening of her grandmother’s observations on everything Rose was doing wrong in her life.
Oh. Yay.
Granny perched on the edge of a kitchen chair and focused her bright-eyed stare in Alejandro’s general vicinity. She was so nearsighted she often tripped over furniture in her own house, but she was too vain for the thick trifocal glasses she really needed.
“Glasses, Mom,” Sue said gently. “You need to remember your glasses.”
“Did you pay the cabdriver yet, Granny?” Rose asked, already looking for her purse.
“I think I left my glasses at home, Sue, so don’t fuss,” Granny said, shooing her daughter away. “And Rose, put your money away. I don’t need you to pay anybody.”
“You paid for your own cab? Wow, Granny,” Astrid said, grinning. “Way to go!”
Granny winked at her. “Now don’t get fresh with me, Buttercup Astrid Cardinal. I was paying for cabs and stirring spells when you weren’t even a gleam in your Mom’s eye.”
“We told you that we’re happy to drive over and get you anytime, Mom,” Sue said, filling the kettle for tea.
“No need,” Granny said, flashing her huge denture-filled smile. “I bought a car.”
Sue dropped the tea kettle, Astrid high-fived Granny, and Rose stumbled backwards in shocked disbelief, slamming into all those hard muscles she’d been drooling over earlier.
Alejandro, who’d moved behind her at some point after they’d entered the kitchen, caught her with strong hands on her hips.
“I take it that it is a bad idea for your abuelita to drive?” he murmured.
Rose went weak in the knees when his breath feathered across her sensitive ear, and she completely forgot what they’d been talking about.
“Um, what?”
The low, rich sound of his chuckle touched places inside her that had no business being touched, especially by an official agent of the P-Ops division of the federal government. She caught her breath before she could moan, or rub her bottom against him, or do any of the fifty other wanton things that her wicked brain was suggesting.
The doorbell rang again, and Rose escaped to answer it before she could do something stupid like start licking the nice federal agent on the neck.
“I bet he tastes as good as he smells,” she muttered darkly, throwing her front door open.
The tall, slender young guy who stood there blinked at her. “Um, excuse me?”
“Nothing, Connor. Come on in. Your potion is ready; I just have to bottle it. It’s been a busy day.” She led him through the house, wincing at the thought of poor Connor having to face both Astrid and Granny at the same time.
“Ah, is Petunia around?”
She glanced back at him and sighed when she saw that his cheeks had turned pink. Yet another conquest Petunia wouldn’t even realize she’d made. The middle Cardinal girl was a scholar, first, last, and always, and spent most of her time immersed in the world of ancient books and scrolls. Petunia’s picture was probably in the witches’ encyclopedia next to the phrase “absent-minded,” but she collected admirers like their mom collected butterflies.
Rose sighed. She’d never envied Pet before, but when Alejandro had stepped into her house, Rose had suddenly felt a little bit insecure.
“Right. And I’m not going to let a man do that to me, no matter how pretty he is,” she vowed.
“Um, who’s pretty?” Connor sounded totally confused, and Rose didn’t blame him.
“Sorry. Just thinking out loud,” she said breezily, leading him into her crowded kitchen.
“Everybody, you know Connor,” she said, waving a hand.
Alejandro folded his arms across his deliciously muscled chest and gave the poor kid a narrow-eyed look. “Connor who?”
“Um, ah,” Connor stammered.
Rose pointed at Alejandro. “You. Behave. You don’t get to interrogate my guests, especially when they have nothing to do with basilisks.”
Connor made an odd strangled sound. “Basilisks? You—um—do I even want to know?”
Astrid sidled up next to him and slid her arm through his. “Don’t worry about it, Hotness. We’ve got it under control. Well, except for the stone guy in the backyard, but he’s only a federal agent, so he doesn’t even count.”
The poor boy’s eyes got so big Rose could see the whites all the way around. “The what? I mean, the who?”
“Heh. The basilisk got him? I guess that means he’s rock hard,” Granny said, belting out a laugh that sounded way too much like a cackle for Rose’s liking.
Seriously. Witches and cackling? No. Just no.
Alejandro swept the room with his “I’m a cop and I really want to arrest everybody” gaze, and Rose wondered why it gave her shivers in places that had no business shivering.
“I don’t even like alpha males,” she whispered, whirling around to face the stove and her pot of Connor’s conversation potion.
“Ha,” Sue said, crowding into Rose at the stove. “That’s what I said when I met your father and next thing I knew, I was pregnant with you.”
“Mom,” Rose hissed, more than a little freaked out. “I so don’t want to hear about your sex life.”
“She was a wild one,” Granny said, suddenly able to hear perfectly for someone who spent a lot of her time yelling “what?” at everyone around her. “I was glad your dad married her before she got knocked up by some wandering poltergeist.”
“Granny!” Astrid shrieked, covering her face with one hand but peeking up at Connor through her fingers and looking intrigued. “Poltergeists can have sex?”
Connor stared wildly around, probably looking for the best way to make a break for it.
Alejandro came down with a sudden coughing fit, and Rose glared at him, realizing perfectly well that he was trying not to laugh his ass off at her crazy family.
“You are never going to be invited over here again if you don’t behave,” Rose told Granny sternly, trying desperately to take charge of the situation.
“Ha! You need a hot man yourself to take the edge of that crankiness,” Granny retorted.
Rose’s gaze involuntarily went to Alejandro, and his eyes darkened with a surge of heat that nearly seared her clothes off. She raised her chin and tried to pretend her knees hadn’t just gone shaky.
“Okay, that’s enough. Everybody out,” Sue ordered, in full-on Mom—or drill sergeant--mode. “Mom, you and Astrid go sit on the couch. Connor, go with them. We’ll bottle up this potion and bring it right out to you. It’s on the house this time. Alejandro, go—go outside and check on your partner.”
While Rose watched in disbelief, everyone did exactly what her mom had told them to do, even Alejandro, who smiled at Sue and touched his forehead in a kind of salute. But when Sue turned to the stove to dish up the potion, Alejandro caught Rose’s arm and pulled her along with him. When they reached the door, he bent his head down to hers, and Rose had to catch her breath at the thought that he meant to kiss her.
“I don’t know what or why or how, but you are singing along my nerves, Querida, and I would be very happy to volunteer to take off any . . . edges . . . that you need me to,” he murmured in her ear.
Rose caught her breath as a shiver traveled up her spine from her hoo-hah. “I don’t . . . I don’t . . .”
“But I do, lovely Rose. I have no idea why, but I do,” he said, but frustration drew his dark eyebrows into a frown, and he glanced down at his watch again. “No magic. How is this possible?”
His accent, which whispered through her like warm honey, deepened, and she had to almost physically slap her unruly hormones to keep herself from falling into his arms. She took a deep breath to dispel the haze of attraction that was fizzing through her brain, but it didn’t do a darn bit of good.
“You’re not the only one who doesn’t understand,” she admitted.
His eyes lit up and he laughed, and if she’d though his voice was sexy before, his laugh was sinful.
“I think I’m in trouble,” she said.
“I am right there with you,” he replied, staring at her mouth. “If I could only--”
But she didn’t get to find out what he was going to say, because Granny shrieked and then moaned; a long, mournful sound that snaked chills through the room.
“Not again,” Rose groaned.
“Oh, crap, she’s having another premonition,” Sue said, grabbing Connor’s vial of potion and rushing out.
Alejandro followed Rose down the hall after Sue. “What is going on?”
“My grandmother. She’s a Seer. And she evidently picked now to gift us with her latest harbinger of doom,” Rose said, sighing.
“You have quite a family,” Alejandro said, and she almost could have sworn he was laughing again, but she refused to turn around and look at him. Not for the first time in her life, and probably not for the last, Rose briefly wished she’d been born into any other family than hers.
When they got to the living room, Granny was in full bore Seer Mode, which involved her eyes rolling back in her head, her hair floating straight up in the air, and, for some reason they’d never been able to understand, her socks wrapped around her elbows. She was still shrieking and moaning, and Bob was standing on top of the back of the couch hissing at her. Connor, looking terrified, was edging backward behind the cat and the couch.
“Whoa,” Alejandro said, stopping suddenly. “This is--”
“Crazy?” Rose supplied bitterly. “Nuts? Bizarre? Ab-freaking-normal?”
“Unexpected,” he said, putting his hands on her shoulders. “Is she in pain?”
“No. In fact, she acts kind of refreshed afterward,” Rose said, unhappily resigned to the fact that Alejandro would now never want to kiss the granddaughter of the crazy seer-witch from the nutjob family.
“Mom!” Sue rushed forward and reached out for Granny, and then seemed to realize she was still holding on to Connor’s potion. She tossed the vial at Connor.
And then all hell broke loose.
Events unfolded simultaneously, almost in slow motion, and Rose couldn’t do anything but watch in horror as Connor tripped and fell into Granny, knocking them both backward onto the couch. At the same time, Astrid leapt through the air, arms outstretched to catch the vial, and accidentally elbowing Sue, so they both fell down, all tangled arms and legs.
The vial, flying through the air end over end, hit the wall and bounced, and the lid popped off.
Rose moaned, clutching her head, as the potion arced through the air in a shining stream and landed right in Connor’s face.
Unfortunately, he was holding Bob at the time.
Granny’s shriek-moaning cut off mid-screech, and she turned blind eyes toward Alejandro, pointed one long finger at him, and drew herself up. “Your eldest child will rule in an isle of myth,” she intoned in a deep, scary tone that was nothing like her normal voice.
Then three things happened:
Granny fell back on the couch and started snoring—loudly.
Connor began to recite the ABCs—loudly.
And Bob started meowing. Also loudly.
“I don’t actually have any children,” Alejandro said, as if nothing out of the ordinary was going on. “Why is the cat making that noise?”
“It’s a sparkling conversation potion,” Rose said sadly, wondering where she could buy earplugs. “Takes weeks to wear off.”
“To have kids, you have to have sex first,” Astrid informed Alejandro. “Have you ever had sex? Do you want to have sex with my sister? She’s probably no good at it, since her last boyfriend was a long time ago, and he smelled funny.”
Rose sat down, right there on the floor, put her head in her hands, and started to laugh.
“I actually smell pretty good,” Alejandro said, and then he started to laugh, too. “You realize that none of this is going in my report, right?”
“I like him,” Sue said, grinning.
Rose wondered if there were any spells that could make her entire family disappear. “Abraca-freaking-dabra,” she muttered. “Welcome to my life.”



CHAPTER 7
An hour later, when everyone was finally gone and the house was finally quiet, Rose finished cleaning up spilled potion and then carefully discarded her rubber gloves. The last thing they needed was any more conversation, sparkling or otherwise. She could still hear Bob loudly expressing his displeasure somewhere out in the garden.
She sighed and poured herself a fresh cup of coffee, sat down at the kitchen table, and tried to mentally prepare herself to brew more potion when all she wanted to do was sleep.
She looked up, unable to suppress a twinge of hope, as Alejandro came back in from checking on Mac.
“No change,” he reported, shaking his head.
“I didn’t really expect there to be any. I’ll get started on the new batch in a minute. I just needed a caffeine break.” She sipped her coffee. “There’s more in the pot if you want any.”
He poured himself a cup and then joined her at the table and they sat in silence, drinking coffee, and to Rose’s surprise it wasn’t the least bit uncomfortable. It was almost . . . pleasant.
Something she could get used to. Waking up to Alejandro’s beautiful face; drinking coffee with him in her kitchen.
She caught herself before the fantasy carried her away. The last thing the gorgeous Agent Vasquez wanted or needed in his life was a moderately successful garden witch with a crazy family.
The last thing he needed . . . Rose suddenly put her coffee mug down with a thud. “What do you want?”
He blinked, and even his eyelashes were beautiful. It was so not fair.
“What do you mean? I want Mac to be back to human--”
She shook her head, determined not to let him distract her with important stuff. “No. I mean, what do you want? What is your deepest desire?”
A slow, sexy smile quirked up the edges of his lips, and Rose had to clutch the edge of the table to keep herself from leaping over it at him.
“That’s kind of personal, don’t you think?”
She rolled her eyes. “No. Well, yes, but you don’t understand. That’s my gift, and I don’t feel you.”
“You want to feel me? This is kind of sudden, Rose, but I have to admit I’m not opposed to the idea,” he said, grinning wickedly.
She blushed, but it only made his eyes light up with glee. This was bad. Really bad. Hot guys with great senses of humor had always been her weakness. And this hot guy—oh, boy. He pushed all her buttons.
Distraction again. Darn it.
“No, stop distracting me with your . . . argh. No. Listen. My gift is that I can sense a person’s deepest desire within a few minutes of meeting him. Or her. Or, um, you. Except, not,” she said. Eloquently.
Except, not.
Alejandro stared at her for a few seconds, and then he pushed away from the table and walked over to the coffee pot. He looked really, really good walking away.
He poured himself another cup, raised the pot and one eyebrow to ask silently if she wanted more, which she just as silently declined, and then he leaned back against her counter before answering.
“Ah, English is not my first language, so perhaps I don’t understand the nuances of what you’re trying to say to me,” he said, in perfectly fluent English.
Rose blew out a sigh and then laughed. “Hey, I don’t think anybody would understand what I was saying. Okay, let me try again. My gift doesn’t work on you. Your partner, I could read almost before he got out of the car. Connor, the guy who was here earlier? Took under a minute, the first time I met him. But you? I’ve been around you for hours, and I still don’t have a clue.”
Alejandro looked intrigued. “What does Mac want? No. Don’t answer that. It’s none of my business. Which, to the point, is also true of you. Don’t you feel like a spy? Listening in on other people’s thoughts and desires without giving them back any truth about yourself? It seems unfair to me, Rose.”
She looked down at the table, chagrined. Of course it was unfair. She often had felt like a spy, eavesdropping on the privacy of others. But she’d been so intent on Alejandro that she’d broken her own number one rule: never to let anyone know about her gift.
“I never wanted this,” she blurted out, shame and humiliation burning a path through her stomach up to her throat. “I didn’t ask for it. I have tried all my life to be able to block it—to give people the privacy they deserve—but there’s no way to stop it. I just know. The way you know my eyes are blue. It just pops out at me.”
“Your eyes are very, very blue,” he murmured, and she glanced up at him and was immediately caught in his gaze. His intense, heated gaze.
“But I don’t get anything from you,” she said, desperate to clarify. “So, your secrets are safe. Either you’re witch-proof, or you don’t have a deepest desire.”
Alejandro put his mug down on the counter and then turned back to face her, his face suddenly drawn in bleak lines. “I wanted something once. Someone. She waited all of three months after I left for the P-Ops Academy before she married one of my friends. So I learned not to want anything too deeply, ever again.”
Rose caught her breath at the reflection of remembered pain that vibrated through the air—she could almost taste it, rusty and jagged in the back of her throat. Even a far less powerful witch would be able to tell that here was a man who did feel—and feel deeply. She swallowed the lump in her throat.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—I’m sorry,” she repeated, knowing that she had to keep her distance.
A totally hot guy who was all surface and no depth was easy to resist. Alejandro . . . he was something else altogether, and she didn’t want to get tangled up in the net of emotional entanglement. She’d seen what that had done to her mother, after they’d lost Rose’s dad.
“It was for the better,” he said, shrugging. “For the best, as you say. Maria was afraid of the supernatural, with good reason. Vampires fed on our village for a long time. It wasn’t until the Atlanteans came that we finally defeated them. My job would have terrified her, but I was done with simply surviving. I needed to fight.”
“And so you became a P-Ops agent.” Rose understood more than he was saying. For a long time after her father died, she’d thought she wanted to become a doctor so she could save people.
So she could save other little girls’ dads.
“So I did,” Alejandro said. “Now, shall we make that potion?”
Rose recognized the “let’s change the subject” underlying his words. She stood up and smiled at him. “Only if you tell me all about the Atlanteans. Do they have gills?”
He burst out laughing, and a wave of warmth that felt far too much like contentment shimmered through her.
That’s when her door slammed open, and the crazy man stormed into her kitchen.



CHAPTER 8
Alejandro’s gun was in his hand almost before he realized he’d drawn it. The wild-eyed man who’d burst into Rose’s house looked deranged. The red-rimmed eyes. The crazy bush of long gray hair. The bare feet.
The pink flamingos embroidered all over his bright green silk pajamas.
“Who the hell are you?” Alejandro demanded, moving to block the intruder’s access to Rose.
“I am Harold, the one who will destroy you,” the man said melodramatically, sneering and doing his best impression of a cartoon villain in one of the TV shows Mac’s nephew liked to watch.
Alejandro, prepared for almost anything else, blinked. “Harold?”
Rose squeezed around Alejandro and stared at the guy. “Why?”
Harold paused, mid-sneer. “Why what?”
“Why are you going to destroy me?” Rose glanced at Alejandro, and she didn’t look nearly worried enough to suit him.
Harold might be loco, but crazy people could still be very dangerous.
“Um. I don’t actually know the answer to that,” Harold said, biting his lip. “I’m under orders. I’m new.”
Rose nodded like she understood, and Alejandro had to fight to keep from being impressed about how calm she was about the whole thing. Unless this kind of thing happened to her all the time? He’d never met a family of witches before, so who the hell knew?
“You need to leave. Now,” Alejandro said, determined to take control of the situation. He was the P-Ops agent, after all. He tried not to think about how Mac would be laughing his ass off if he could see this. Mac’s stone ass.
Alejandro gritted his teeth.
Rose gave Alejandro a look, and he knew that look. It was the universal female expression that meant “you’re not helping.” He narrowed his eyes at her, and she had the nerve to flash him a smile before turning back to the intruder.
“How about a cup of coffee, Harold?”
Alejandro groaned. “Do you routinely offer refreshment to crazy people who burst into your house and threaten you?”
“I don’t do anything routinely,” Rose said, and if it hadn’t been for the threat of destruction, Alejandro almost would have thought she was flirting with him. Which was impossible, because what woman would flirt with a man who had a gun trained on a silk-pajama-clad intruder?
“You’re almost as crazy as he is,” he said, shaking his head, which was suddenly aching. If he spent much more time with Rose, he was going to need a bottle of pain relievers.
Or tequila.
“Hey, I’m not crazy,” Harold interrupted. “I’m misunderstood.”
Alejandro had to laugh. “Really? You can stand there in those clothes and say that with a straight face?”
“Coffee?” Rose held up a mug.
“Yes, please,” Harold said politely. “Do you have artificial sweetener?”
“No, but I have raw sugar,” Rose said to the crazy man who had just threatened to destroy her. “Please have a seat.”
Harold sat down.
Alejandro swore under his breath and lowered his gun, beaten but not defeated. “Okay, if we’re going to do this, who the hell are you and why did you burst in here like that? Harold what? Orders from who?”
Rose handed Harold his cup, and the man took a small sip before responding. “Wouldn’t it be ‘orders from whom’? I don’t think ‘orders from who’ is grammatically correct.”
“I. Will. Shoot. You,” Alejandro said slowly, finally understanding the expression “I’m at the end of my rope” that Mac used so often.
“Veeno,” Harold said hastily. “Harold Veeno. I’m not sure who issued the orders. We have an email loop.”
“A what?”
Rose’s façade of calm finally cracked a little. “An email loop. You have an email loop,” she said, her voice a little higher than normal. “What’s it called? Assassins Are Us?”
“I’m not an assassin,” Harold said, pouting his lips out a little. Alejandro might have thought the man’s feelings were hurt, if he gave a shit whether or not the man’s feelings were hurt.
Which he didn’t.
And he still wanted to shoot him.
“Then what are you? And what was that ‘destroy you’ crap about?” Alejandro said, at the end of his patience. “And why the hell are you wearing that?”
Rose put a hand on Alejandro’s arm, and he inhaled a long, deep breath.
“Start again. Make sense this time. Or I will shoot you,” he told Harold.
The man turned a little pale and cleared his throat. “My name is Harold Veeno. I’m an actor. I have my SAM-G card.”
Alejandro didn’t know the acronym. “SAM-G?”
“Screen Actors with Magic Guild,” Rose said.
Harold beamed. “Yes! It’s the highest honor in my craft. Would you like to see it?” He started patting his pants, probably for the wallet that wasn’t there, since he didn’t have any pockets.
“Another time,” Alejandro gritted out.
“Right. Well, we got a request from PETMA—but I don’t know from whom at PETMA--that somebody put a scare in the Cardinal witches to make them stop hurting the basilisks,” Harold blurted out all in a rush, darting a smirk at Alejandro during the “from whom” bit.
“I might shoot you just for fun,” Alejandro said, aiming his widest smile at the man, who promptly fell off his chair.
“Now look what you did,” Rose scolded, rushing over to the fallen psycho actor. “He fainted. You actually made him faint.”
“What I did? This lunatic was threatening you for somebody he didn’t even know for--” he paused. “What is PETMA?”
“People for the Ethical Treatment of Magical Animals,” Rose told him as she checked Harold’s pulse. “I can’t believe you made a man pass out just from smiling at him.”
Alejandro couldn’t believe it, either. It usually took the careful application of fists or shotgun shells to put a man down. But Rose was acting like he was in the wrong, instead of the crazy man on her floor.
“You can’t? How about this smile?” Alejandro put his gun back in its holster, circled her wrist with one hand, and pulled her up to stand in front of him. He smiled down at her and put every ounce of the combined frustration and attraction he was feeling into it. “Does this make you want to pass out?”
Heat flared in Rose’s cheeks, and her beautiful blue eyes widened.
“It makes me want to kiss you,” she admitted.
“I would never refuse a lady.” He brushed his lips against hers, a gentle touch, meaning to do just that much and no more. But she tasted of sunlight and sweetness, and he went back in, deeper, harder, and took her mouth like his suddenly ragingly hard cock wanted to take her body.
Except they were in the kitchen. With a crazed lunatic, possibly assassin, out cold on the floor. The thought was more powerful than a cold shower, and he abruptly released her. He stepped back, trying to control his breathing, but then he realized that Rose was breathing hard, too.
“I must be the worst P-Ops agent in history,” he said ruefully.
“It’s probably a matter of practice,” Harold offered from the floor, startling them both.
“I warned you,” Alejandro said, and then he pulled out his gun and fired.



CHAPTER 9
Rose yelped, which was just as undignified as it sounded, and jumped away from Alejandro. “You shot Harold! Are you insane?”
Alejandro pointed at the still-open kitchen door. “No. I shot a warning shot over the head of the basilisk that was trying to sneak into the house. Harold’s fine.”
They both looked at Harold, who was unconscious again.
“He doesn’t really have the stomach for this job, does he?” Rose murmured, almost fond of Harold at this point. So he was crazy, and he’d threatened her. So what? If he hadn’t stormed into her kitchen, then maybe the Kiss That Rocked Rose’s World never would have happened.
And that would be a tragedy.
Alejandro sighed. “What are we going to do?”
“I don’t know,” she said, suddenly feeling shy. “I think we need to at least explore this attraction, um, this . . . whatever this is between us.”
“I meant about Harold. But definitely yes to the exploring.” His smile faded as he looked at the door. “Once we fix Mac.”
“Right. I’m calling my mom to deal with Harold, and then we’ll start brewing more potion.” Rose made the call, and for once her mother didn’t ask seven million questions.
Several minutes later, Harold had recovered enough to sit up by the time Sue walked in.
“Why is your door hanging open, and what in the world is he wearing?” Rose’s mother stopped dead in her tracks and stared at Harold, who smiled almost bashfully back at her.
“It was the closest thing to villain wear I had handy, since most of my costumes are at the dry cleaners,” he explained, and Alejandro started smacking himself in the forehead, over and over.
“Flamingos?” Sue shook her head. “Not really scary. If you’re into birds, I would have gone with hawks or something.”
Rose rolled her eyes. “Hawks? Ravens would be far more frightening.”
“This is the man who threatened your daughter, Senora Cardinal,” Alejandro said in that low, dangerous tone. “He is lucky to be alive, let alone discussing his clothing choices.”
In a heartbeat, Sue went from cheerful neighbor to terrifying and powerful witch, raising her hands in the air and beginning to chant in a low tone.
Rose knew the cadence of that chant. Harold was about to be very, very sorry. Possibly for the rest of his unexpectedly short life.
“Mom. It was mostly a misunderstanding. Harold is an actor. He’ll tell you all about it. Take him away, so we can make more potion. Please.” Rose put the plea in her voice as well as in her words, praying to the goddess that her mother would listen. She just didn’t have the energy to rehash it all again.
Sue opened her mouth and then shut it. “Fine.” She shot a shrewd glance at Alejandro and then smiled sweetly at Rose. “I’ll just leave you two alone, shall I? Come on, Harold. Let’s discuss how lucky you are to be alive over a cup of tea.”
A befuddled and babbling Harold followed her mother out the door, keeping one fearful eye trained on Alejandro all the way.
“He was sure you would have shot him,” Rose told Alejandro.
“He was right,” Alejandro said. “I’m going to check on Mac again while you start that potion.”
“He’s going to be okay. I promise. I once heard of a person who stayed stone for nearly a year and came out of it just fine. He had a slight eye twitch and a pathological fear of pigeons afterward, but no other side effects,” Rose said, trying to be reassuring.
From the expression on Alejandro’s face when he stalked out the door, she’d failed badly at it.
***
By the time he came back in, she’d put together the potion ingredients, covered the pot, and set it aside to process.
“It will be ready by morning,” she told him, tired but proud of her mastery of the difficult spell. “I really need something to eat. How about you?”
“I’ll eat when Mac can,” he said, scowling out the window. “This is my fault. I should have been more prepared, instead of falling for the initiation nonsense. I’m no untested rookie.”
The meaning behind his gruff declaration struck Rose a little too hard, and her heart thumped in her chest. “You’re used to taking care of everyone, aren’t you?”
He didn’t answer, just shifted restlessly, and she realized she wasn’t the only one who was tired of being trapped in her kitchen.
“That’s it. We’re going for pizza,” she announced. “There’s nothing we can do until tomorrow, and I need food or I’ll fall over.”
“I don’t want to go for pizza,” he growled, suddenly menacing in the fading light of dusk. She hadn’t yet turned on the lights, preferring to work her potion spells in natural light, and she hadn’t realized how dark it was getting until now, when she had a real predator in her kitchen.
Hawks and ravens, nothing. Alejandro was a dragon.
Metaphorically speaking.
Wow. She really was reeling from that kiss. Time to shake it off, Rose.
So she shrugged, pretending a lightheartedness she was far from feeling. “See you later, then.”
In one long stride, he was blocking her way. “You’re not leaving without me. Basilisks in your yard and crazy actors breaking into your house. No. Forget it.”
A delicious shiver ran through her at his protectiveness, but she hid her reaction to him behind a layer of cheerful defiance. “Come with me or move aside, Buster. Nobody keeps me from my pepperoni and extra cheese.”



CHAPTER 10
Alejandro secured the back door, sent a silent mental apology to his partner, and then led the way through Rose’s house to the front. He gestured for her to stay back while he cleared the yard and was surprised when she actually obeyed.
Obeyed. Hah. Not Rose. He already knew that she was a woman who would do something only if she decided it was what she wanted to do. Stubborn, proud, and confident. It was incredibly hot.
She was incredibly hot. And funny, smart, and loyal to her family.
He was in trouble.
“It’s clear,” he called out. She appeared, framed in the doorway for an instant, and a fierce rush of longing swept through him. If only he could have someone like her. A woman whose life was summer and sunshine; gardens and family. A woman whose most serious problem was an infestation of lizard-chickens, or a no-talent actor.
No, he corrected himself, driven to brutal honesty by her smile. Not a woman.
This woman.
“It’s a short walk,” she said, shaking him out of his ridiculous fantasies of a peaceful life. “Right around the corner. One of the best geographical features of the neighborhood.”
“Pizza?”
“Pizza.”
The little restaurant was bustling, and as soon as Alejandro smelled the tomato-and-cheese-scented air, he knew why.
Rose caught him sniffing the air. “It smells wonderful in here, doesn’t it? Gianni and his family opened the restaurant more than a hundred years ago.”
The restaurant looked like all of the other Italian restaurants that Mac and his other fellow rookies had dragged him to, all candlelight and red-and-white-checked tablecloths, but he’d never smelled anything like it. He wanted to grab a knife and fork and dive into the aromas as an appetizer, even before they got to the actual food. His stomach suddenly rumbled, and Rose laughed.
“Guess you’re hungrier than you thought.”
The host, a short, middle-aged man wearing a dark suit and a welcoming smile, patted Rose’s cheek. “You bring Gianni a nice young man to inspect, my Rosa?”
Rose blushed, and Gianni turned his affable smile on Alejandro. “Welcome, welcome. Any friend of Rosa’s and all that.”
Alejandro nodded his thanks and started to follow Rose to the table, but Gianni’s hand shot out and he grabbed Alejandro’s arm in a punishing grip.
“I don’t know you, but I know trouble. You’ve seen it, and you’ve dealt it,” Gianni said in a low tone.
The man’s eyes flashed gold, and Alejandro tensed to reach for his gun, but Gianni only shook his head. “You might want to watch yourself. You’d be dead before you hit the floor,” the older man warned him. “I only want to tell you to have a nice dinner, and then get the hell away from Rosa. She’s too good for you.”
Alejandro laughed, but there was no amusement in it. “Don’t you think I know that?”
After that admission, he’d had enough of being polite. He broke Gianni’s hold with an ease that clearly surprised the man. “And you might want to watch yourself. Maybe I’d be dead, as you say, but I wouldn’t be the only one.”
Gianni nodded, and there was a hint of respect in it, but Alejandro wasn’t fooling himself that he’d made a friend. And he already had far too many enemies, so he’d be happy to count this one a draw. “I’m glad she has you in her corner.”
Alejandro made his way to their table, and he and Rose talked a little, about nothing much, until the food arrived. The pizza tasted even better than it smelled, and he devoured several slices before coming up for air. Rose, who’d eaten three slices herself, finally sighed and reluctantly put her napkin down.
“You were right. We needed food, and this was amazing,” he said.
She nodded, but he could tell her mind was elsewhere. Far away from him, maybe. He was surprised by how much he didn’t like that thought.
“Tell me about her,” she said quietly. “The woman who left you for your friend.”
Alejandro turned the question over in his mind as he studied her. The candlelight made her beautiful, but also different, in a less approachable way. Too beautiful. Too not-for-him.
He didn’t like that, either, and he didn’t understand why a woman he’d only met that morning was having such a strong impression on him.
“Maria,” he finally said. “She was young and beautiful, and I think she wanted me because she was afraid, and I made her feel safe. Not because she loved me.”
“I’m sorry. You must have loved her very much.”
“Is that what your gift tells you?” He regretted his harsh tone the second he saw the hurt shimmer in her eyes, but he’d never known how to make pretty words or gentle speeches, and he was probably too old to learn the art now.
“I’m from a tiny town in Guatemala you’ve never heard of, and vampires killed most of my family and friends before I was old enough to learn how to fight back,” he said flatly.
“That’s horrible. I’m so sorry. I lost my father when I was young, too, not that I’m comparing a car accident to your village’s overwhelming tragedy. I’m just saying that I know how hard it is to lose even one person you love.”
“It is horrible. But it’s in the past, and it’s why I do what I do now.” He shrugged, as if it didn’t matter, but Rose probably saw right through his pathetic pretense.
Thankfully, she didn’t call him on his crap.
“We’ve never had a problem with them here, because, well, witches. We’re a pretty vibrant community, and the vamps in this region all know we can hurt them very badly if they ever try anything. So they leave us alone, and we leave them alone as long as they behave,” Rose said.
“How civilized of you.” The bitterness in his voice hung in the air between them.
“I’m sorry. It must sound horrible to you, but the vampires I know personally aren’t like the ones who killed your family. They’re just trying to figure out their place in a society that suddenly knows that they really exist,” she said, and the kindness in her eyes disarmed him, making him want to be someone else. Someone who belonged in a place like this with Rose.
Someone he could never be.
She reached for his hand and held it in both of her own, and he knew he wasn’t imagining the electric sense of connection between them, because her eyes flared wide at the sensation. In the soft candlelight, her eyes were dark pools of mystery. The curve of her cheek was a poem; the fall of her hair was a song.
But he had no talent for poem or song; he was nothing more than rage fashioned into a blunt weapon.
“I don’t—I’ve never felt that before. And I don’t understand why I do now. You’re not even my type,” she said, laughing a little but looking confused.
Anger flared through him at the thought of any other man being her type; a hot, almost feral emotion that he had no right to feel. “What is your type?”
“Nerdy guys with a good sense of humor, pretty much,” she confessed. “And you’re so not that.”
He had to think for a few seconds to come up with the definition of nerdy, but then he smiled grimly. “No. Never that.”
“She must have been crazy,” Rose blurted out. “To leave you for anyone else. You’re special. I’ve only known you a day, and I know that.”
He didn’t know what to do with the feelings she caused to rise up in him, so hopeful and tentative, so he pushed them aside, down deep where he kept painful memories and his knowledge of the viciously real nature of the world. But sunlight was the enemy of pain; it brightened shadowed corners and gave a gleaming polish to the battered edges of what he supposed might be called his soul.
So naturally he doubted it; his soul was long since blackened beyond repair. Ever since he’d shirked his duty to steal a private moment, and people had died because of it.
His fault.
His burden.
His guilt.
“We should get back,” he said abruptly, standing up. “Your cat is still outside, yes? Who knows what the basilisks are doing to it.”
Rose’s small flinch of hurt added another scar to his burden, but he took it gladly. It was what he knew. What he was meant for. Not sunlight or hope, but vengeance.
“Bob is way too smart to get caught by the same trick twice, or I never would have let him roam,” she said, raising her chin. “I’m sorry you think I’m so uncaring.”
He reached out for her, but she turned away, and his hand missed her arm and touched the curve of her hip. A storm of want battered its way through him, and he had to fight not to let himself show it.
“I don’t think that at all, Rose Cardinal. I think, instead, that you care too much,” he said gently.
He put money on the table for the bill, and they walked back to her house in a silence that was far too vast to breach.



CHAPTER 11
Rose tossed and turned for a few restless hours, unable to sleep with Alejandro right down the hall. Her skin was still vibrating with the sensation of his touch on her hip; nerve endings she’d never felt before had flared into almost painful existence.
But her inability to sleep was caused by more than the physical wanting. He’d let her see him—really see him—and now she couldn’t pretend, even to herself, that he was nothing more than an arrogant alpha male come to create havoc in her life.
Although the havoc part was true enough . . .
Impatient with herself, she threw off the blanket and took a quick shower, then dressed in her usual jeans and top and headed for the smell of freshly brewed coffee coming from her kitchen. Alejandro stood at the back door, staring out into the yard.
“They’re getting bolder,” he said without turning around, and she could read the anger in the straight, hard line of his stance without even seeing his face. “I had to chase a few of them off Mac. With all due respect to Astrid Buttercup, it was pretty hard not to shoot them.”
“The potion should be ready by now. We can go turn Mac back into Mac, and you can be on your way to the next P-Ops problem.” She wouldn’t let the absence of this man disrupt her life. She wouldn’t.
She couldn’t.
Instead, she’d do something useful. She marched over to the cupboard and reached for the rack of clean vials, and then paused.
“No need to bottle this. Let’s just take it all.” She started to lift the heavy pot, but Alejandro was there first.
She followed him out to Mac’s statue, which was almost pretty with touches of rose light on it, and wasn’t even a little bit surprised to see her mother and grandmother heading toward them.
“We thought you could use the moral support, honey,” Sue said, rushing up and giving Rose a hug. She aimed a narrow-eyed glance at Alejandro, who glared right back at her.
“Time to work some magic,” Granny said, grinning madly. Her socks were back on her feet, instead of her elbows, at least.
Rose shook her head. Her family members might be maddening, but they were hers. Alejandro’s story had given her the gift of appreciating them all a little bit more. She’d have that, still, after he was gone.
She squared her shoulders and took the lid of the pot. The sweet aroma of the sparkling pink potion wafted out into the early morning air, and she heard a loud meow from the side of the house.
“Bob’s telling you that it smells good,” Granny said.
Rose ignored her and focused on her mother’s reaction.
Sue stared down at the potion and then closed her eyes and took a deep sniff. “Smells perfect, looks perfect—let’s do this!”
Breathing a sigh of relief, Rose nodded to Alejandro. “Okay, you can pour it on him. Slowly and carefully, being sure to get as much on him as you can.”
“One, two, three, abracadabra,” Granny shouted.
Alejandro shot her a look. “I thought you said--”
“Witch humor,” Rose said, sighing. “Just go ahead. And hope for the best.”
It was triple the amount that should be needed. Just in case. But Rose surreptitiously crossed her fingers behind her back, anyway, as Alejandro carefully poured the entire pot of potion on his partner’s stone head.
They all took a step back when the statue started to shake and shudder.
“Thank goodness,” Sue said, beaming. “I knew--”
“Too soon, Mom,” Rose snapped. “Look.”
And Rose’s heart sank to somewhere in the vicinity of her ankles, because the statue was settling back down, and the tremors were subsiding.
And Mac was still stone.
Alejandro abruptly turned and hurled her potion pot across the garden. It smashed into a low stone wall with a resounding crash, but the noise was almost drowned out by the sound of Alejandro loudly and viciously cursing in at least two different languages.
“I’m so sorry,” Rose said. “I don’t know—we’ll brew another potion. I’ll get Mom and Granny to help, we’ll--”
“What were you doing when you were supposed to be brewing this so carefully last night?” Sue put her hands on her hips and stared down her nose at her daughter; a neat trick since she was several inches shorter than Rose.
Rose, who’d been on the last frayed edge of calm all night, threw her hands up in the air. “Sex, Mom. We were having hot, sweaty, fabulous sex all night. There. Are you happy?”
She stalked over to Alejandro, grabbed his face in her hands and planted a hot, R-rated, definitely-don’t-do-in-front-of-your-mother kiss on him and then fled to the house before she burst into tears. The last thing she heard before she reached the refuge of her kitchen was Granny’s long whistle and Alejandro’s terse announcement.
“Now, I think we call the Atlanteans.”



CHAPTER 12
Alejandro called a number that Lord Justice had once given him—a number that he’d never used. The line rang twice, and then a sequence of clicks and beeps sounded, and then the line went dead, and he was left listening to dial tone.
Well. He’d known better than to expect help from anyone but himself. Now he just had to figure out how the hell to work magic and save his partner.
“Incoming,” Granny sang out, and she and Sue both took several steps away from the statue.
Alejandro looked around, ready to draw his gun, but he didn’t see anything. “What are you talking about?”
Sue pointed to the area just to the left of Mac, where an oval shimmer of light was starting to form.
“I thought you warded this garden against magical entry,” Rose’s grandmother accused.
Sue nodded, rolling up her sleeves. “I did. Watch out.”
Alejandro looked at the oval again and grinned. He held up a hand before Sue could try to blast it.
“It’s okay. It’s the cavalry.”
Lord Justice of Atlantis, half-brother to the king, stepped through first. His long braid of swirling blue and black hair still reached his waist, and his very deadly sword still stuck up from its scabbard on his back. His sharp gaze swept the area before returning to Alejandro, and he bowed.
“You called us, and we came,” he said, and Alejandro knew it was just as likely that the “us” referred to the dual natures of Justice’s personality as it did to actual other people. But Ven stepped through the portal, and then Alaric, and Alejandro blew out a sigh of relief.
Now things would definitely work out. The King’s Vengeance, also King Conlan’s brother, and Alaric, High Priest of Atlantis, were each as deadly and magically powerful on their own as Lord Justice. The trio? Unstoppable.
“Thank you,” Alejandro said when the portal winked out of existence, so he knew nobody else was coming through. “I have a big problem.”
“Oh, honey, you are a cutie patootie,” Granny told Alaric, sidling up to him.
Alejandro’s head nearly exploded at the sight of the expression on the face of the five-hundred-year-old high priest—the most powerful Atlantean of all time, or so he’d heard—as Rose’s grandmother leered at him.
Alaric’s green gaze was ice. Grown men would run screaming for their mothers at the sight of that gaze. “I beg your pardon, Sorceress?”
Granny grinned and reached up and pinched Alaric’s cheek.
Ven howled with laughter. Howled. There was no other word for it. He doubled over and slapped his knee and still kept laughing.
“We prefer witch, Wizard,” Sue said, still unhappy with the intrusion into her territory, Alejandro guessed from the look on her face.
He hastened to make introductions. “Senora Cardinal, Abuelita Cardinal, please allow me to present Lord Alaric, High Priest of Atlantis, and Lord Ven and Lord Justice, brothers to the king.”
Sue nodded. “Pleased to meet you,” Sue said, sounding anything but.
“Welcome to the home of the Cardinal witches, boys,” Granny said, chuckling. “We don’t get royalty around here much, if you don’t count the new Burger Emperor place downtown. I hope you don’t expect me to curtsy. Bad knees since the 1980s.”
Alejandro suppressed the urge to clutch his head, but Ven just started laughing again.
“Oh, I love you, ma’am,” Ven told Granny. “Please, call me Ven. I think we’re going to be great friends.”
“I don’t need friends. I find them burdensome,” Alaric said, nodding briefly to the two witches and then walking over to the statue. “Basilisk? You tried the usual potions?”
Sue stepped up next to him, professional interest apparently winning out over annoyance, and the two of them started talking remedies.
Justice drew his sword. “We will do a perimeter sweep,” he announced, before striding off.
“Still warm and fuzzy as ever, as you see,” Ven told Alejandro, who had to smile.
“I don’t understand ‘fuzzy,’ but I think I get your meaning.”
“So, we’re glad to help, but aren’t they a little old for you?” Ven jerked his head a little toward the witches. “We need to find you a woman your own age.”
Alejandro’s spine tingled with the awareness of being watched, and he slowly turned around to see Rose staring at him. The imprint of that wild, sexy kiss she’d given him burned on his lips and every fiber of his being screamed want. Need. 
“Oh, hello, Gorgeous. I begin to understand a lot more,” Ven said, bowing deeply toward Rose.
Possessiveness like nothing he’d ever known roared through Alejandro. “Stay away from her, Your Majesty, or I will kick your royal ass for you,” he growled.
Ven turned amused eyes to him. “So, it’s like that, is it? You’re toast, buddy. Be sure to invite us to the wedding.”
Rose, who hopefully hadn’t heard any of that, clenched her hands into fists at her sides and marched into the garden right toward them. “Who are you, and what the hell is going on?”
Her voice cut through everything else, and Alaric swung around to stare at her. “I the hell am the one who is going to fix your problem. I only have personal acquaintance with one witch, but you are apparently her equal in your ability to annoy me. I advise you to be quiet and learn something.”
Rose turned pink and then white, and her entire body started to vibrate. Alejandro took a careful step back before she exploded.
Ven just grinned. “I apologize for Alaric. He woke up on the wrong side of the century, and he’s grumpy whenever he travels without his wife, poor baby.”
Alaric simply sighed, clearly well used to Ven’s jibes.
Alejandro repeated his introductions, and Rose’s eyes widened as she stared back and forth between Ven and Alaric. “Really? Atlanteans in my garden? This is definitely a weekend for the record books.”
Alaric beckoned Rose over, and Alejandro took her hand in his, earning him a surprised and grateful look that he tucked away to be remembered later, when he was alone again.
“You are not at fault, Sorceress,” Alaric said.
“I’m not a sorceress,” Rose said.
“You’re my sorceress,” Alejandro murmured, feeling like an idiot when she shot him a shocked look. He hadn’t expected her to hear that.
Hadn’t actually expected to say it.
Damn.
“We’re witches, honey buns,” Granny said, and Alaric scowled, earning him a fresh wave of laughter from Ven.
“Yeah, they’re witches, honey buns,” Ven said.
Alaric casually flipped a hand into the air, formed an energy sphere, and then hurled it at Ven. It smacked the prince in the arm, hard.
“Ouch,” Ven drawled.
“What do you mean, it’s not my fault?” Rose interjected. “The potion didn’t work. Of course it’s my fault.”
Alaric shook his head. “No. It is not, although you are clearly well-mated to Alejandro, since both of you insist on claiming blame for guilt that is not yours.”
Rose gasped. “I’m not mated to anybody--”
“We didn’t do anything,” Alejandro said, at the same time, as he watched Sue’s frown reappear.
Granny just chuckled. “It’s about time. That girl has needed a good man for a while. You know the saying: a hard man is good to find.”
“Granny!” Rose covered her face with one hand for a moment, and then sighed. “Alaric. Your Priestlyness. Please continue.”
“And we need to get rid of the basilisk infestation,” Alejandro added.
Justice rounded the corner of the house just then, and Rose’s mouth fell open.
“He’s married. And possibly schizophrenic,” Alejandro growled.
Rose tried to yank her hand away, but he tightened his fingers on hers. She gave him a look, but quit struggling.
“Are you insane?” she finally asked, her tone sweetly and falsely polite. “Did the P-Ops training rot your brain?”
“No, but you might,” he muttered, shaking his head to clear it of thoughts of her lush body wrapped around anybody but him. That kiss had clearly destroyed his ability to reason.
She edged as far away as she could get while he still had her hand.
“Rose Cardinal, Lord Justice. Lord Justice, Rose Cardinal,” he said, realizing he sounded rude and not giving much of a damn.
Justice bowed and Alejandro scowled at him. Justice and Ven exchanged a glance, and then Justice grinned. “We see. You have found your Keely.”
Granny looked interested. “What is a Keely? And how did you get your hair that gorgeous color?”
“Keely is our wife, and our hair is the result of our half-Nereid nature,” Justice told her. “We will take care of the basilisks with our sword now, since we must return to Keely.”
“That’s not the royal we, that’s the two sides of his charming personality talking,” Ven offered, when all three Cardinal witches stared at Justice.
“You can’t kill the basilisks,” Rose said.
“Oh, no,” Sue agreed. “You kill those creatures over my daughter Buttercup’s dead body.”
“Where should we put it?” Alaric asked.
Alejandro stared at him. “Put what?”
“The child’s dead body,” Alaric said, but then he seemed to catch on pretty quickly that he’d gotten it wrong when Sue threatened to ‘cut his priestly balls off with her kitchen shears’.”
“STOP,” Rose shouted. “There will be no killing and no castration. But for the love of the goddess, will somebody please tell me how to fix Alejandro’s partner?”
“Your bay laurel was from a stunted tree,” Alaric said, which meant nothing to Alejandro but obviously meant something to Rose and her family.
“You have magic powerful enough to tell that by just looking at the residue on the statue?” Granny hugged herself and chuckled. “Hoo boy, if you weren’t already married, I’d make a run for you myself.”
“I don’t have magic. I am magic,” Alaric announced.
Ven rolled his eyes. “The same way he is arrogant.”
Alaric lifted a hand in warning, and Ven grinned.
“Okay, okay. You don’t have to blast me again,” the prince said, surrendering. “Just fix the stone man so we can get going. Erin and I are going out to lunch.”
“Lord Vengeance’s wife is also a witch,” Justice told Rose.
She nodded politely, although Alejandro could see that she was itching to get on with transforming Mac. “And what is your wife?”
“She is an archaeologist,” Justice proudly proclaimed.
“I never thought I’d get to meet an Atlantean,” Sue said wonderingly, her hostility apparently gone.
“And Mac?” Alejandro asked, getting a little edgy himself, although he had confidence in the Atlanteans after what he, Justice, and Keely had been through in Las Pinturas.
“Yes. Mac.” Alaric called a dancing wave of shimmering blue water through the air to himself and then twirled one finger and sent it swooping and dancing around the statue of Alejandro’s partner.
Rose watched, fascinated. “Is the precise movement of the water important to your magic?”
Alaric finally allowed himself to smile. “Not at all. It just looks impressive. And here is your human.”
The water vanished and Mac, fully himself again, stood staring at everyone gathered around him.
Alejandro let Rose’s hand go and hurried over to grab his partner’s arm. “Mac! Are you all right?”
Mac blinked. “Mommy?”
Alejandro caught him when he collapsed.



CHAPTER 13
“He will need to sleep for at least a day, maybe two. I will send him to Sue Cardinal’s couch,” Alaric said. He gestured, and Mac vanished.
“Thank you so much,” Rose said, impulsively hugging the high priest who was also a miracle worker.
Alejandro made a low growling noise in the back of his throat, and Ven, the funny one, started to laugh again.
“You are amazing,” Sue said.
Alaric nodded. “Yes.”
Granny grinned again. “And humble.”
“Mom, let’s go take care of the agent,” Sue said. “You can flirt with Atlantean high priests another time.
Alaric watched them hurry off, and then he shook his head. “I can only hope not,” he said, shuddering just a little.
Rose smiled at the high priest. “Granny is fairly formidable.”
“Yes,” Alaric said again, this time more fervently.
Justice called the portal, and the familiar oval shape started to shimmer into existence. “Until next time, our friend,” he said, nodding to Alejandro.
“Thank you. I am in your debt,” Alejandro said.
“The debt is ours, and can never be repaid,” Justice replied. “Until next time.”
With that, he stepped into the portal and vanished. Ven paused for a moment and glanced out at the garden and then back at Rose.
“My wife might be able to help you with your basilisk problem—in a humane way,” he offered, and Rose sighed with relief.
“That would be amazing. Thank you.”
“I’ll be in touch, Alejandro. Keep your woman close to you; she’s a keeper,” he said, and then he grabbed Rose’s hand and kissed it. “You take care of our boy, Rose Cardinal.”
Rose, blushing, stammered out an incoherent response and then managed to form an actual sentence. “I’m not his woman.”
Ven threw back his head and laughed. “That’s what all of our wives used to say.”
With that little nugget of wisdom, he vanished through the portal, too.
Alaric was the last to go, and he stopped and took Rose’s chin in his hand. “Interesting. Your magic resonates with that of Alejandro. No wonder you are so well mated.”
“We’re not mated,” she protested, but then the first part of his comment pierced the fog in her sleep-deprived brain. “His magic? He has magic?”
Alejandro looked stunned. “I don’t have magic.”
“Of course you do,” Alaric told him. “Have you ever missed a shot, even once?”
Alejandro paused and thought about it for a minute. “Not when I’ve been really aiming,” he said slowly, a look of disbelief dawning on his face. “Not even once, since I was eight years old.”
Alaric nodded. “There is magic in the world even older than Atlantis. The magic that infuses a guardian who has survived trial by fire and blood. This is what burns inside you, Alejandro.”
Alejandro sighed, his shoulders slumping, and Rose wanted nothing more than to hold him, right at that moment. Maybe forever.
“I’m tired of the darkness, my friend,” Alejandro said. “I find myself wishing for sunshine and peace.”
“I think you have found her, as I found my own Quinn, although I wonder what she would say if she heard me refer to her as sunshine,” Alaric said, a smile slowly curving his lips.
Rose had to admit the high priest was totally gorgeous, in a “scary, hot guy you meet in your nightmares” kind of way, when he wasn’t being an arrogant ass. All three of the Atlanteans had been hunky males of the supreme alpha variety, just like Alejandro.
She glanced at her P-Ops agent and amended the thought. Well, not nearly as beautiful as Alejandro.
“Thank you again--”
“He’s gone,” Alejandro said. “He doesn’t like long goodbyes. Or, actually, any goodbyes.”
Rose nodded. “I--”
He yanked her to him and swallowed whatever she’d been about to say with his mouth, taking hers in a long, hard, almost brutal kiss. She was helplessly clutching his shoulders by the time he raised his head.
“If you ever look at another man that way, I might have to shoot him,” he warned, his dark eyes heating up. “And as you just heard, I never miss.”
Rose was, for maybe the first time in forever, speechless. “You—I—you—You are a complete ass,” she finally sputtered.
He shrugged, and in that moment he was every inch the arrogant male predator that she’d avoided all her life. She didn’t understand why it seared a bolt of red-hot desire straight through her, but it did. Oh, yeah. It certainly did.
He leaned in close, and she had to clamp her lips shut to keep from kissing him again.
“Maybe,” he said. “But I’m tired of fighting it. I’ve never felt like this about anybody in my entire life. So, yeah, I’m a complete ass. But I’m your complete ass. Deal with it.”
She did the rational, adult thing. She was Rational Rose, right?
She bolted.



CHAPTER 14
When she turned and ran, Alejandro thought about surrendering. Hadn't the world gone to hell enough in the past eleven years, now that vampires, shape-shifters, and witches were all real? Maybe Rose Cardinal was too much for him, and he should simply raise the white flag, lie down, and surrender.
Except, he wasn't the surrendering kind.
He took a moment to enjoy the fierce rush of anticipation, and then he exploded out of his casual stance into a flat-out run, never slowing for a second as he caught up to Rose just around the side of the house, lifted her up, and threw her over his shoulder. Then he kept running, ignoring her shouts and the feel of her fists pounding on his back.
“Now,” he said grimly. “We are going to have a little talk.”
***
Rose couldn't believe it. The overbearing, arrogant, possessive, absolutely too . . . too . . . male man had thrown her over his shoulder. As if he were a primitive warrior claiming his captured princess.
Well, this princess was a witch, and it was about time he learned that in a much more up-close-and-personal manner. She narrowed her eyes as he turned left, into the entrance of the park near her house, and she cast a little spell. The tiniest of spells, really.
She made his pants disappear.
He stumbled to a halt, swearing a blistering streak of words in a string of English, Spanish, and maybe even something else, and dumped her none-too-gently on her butt on the grass. This meant that her view, front and center, was of the bountiful goodness that the goddess had graced him with, and she hadn't even planned it that way.
And from this angle, she could tell that at least part of him was definitely happy to see her. Luckily, the park was officially closed until ten, and her neighbors were rule followers, so the slight worry that a child would get the shock of a lifetime was fleeting.
Her breath caught in her throat, and she tried to ignore the thudding of her heart. Yes, he was incredibly hot, damn him. All broad shoulders, amazing rippling muscles, and dark, dangerous eyes. She tried to be mature and keep her eyes off the hard curves of his massive thigh muscles--and what stood so proudly between them--but she was having a very hard time of it.
Hard time. Oh, boy. Now her brain had melted into bad pun land.
Alejandro still wore his boots, shirt, and even his gun--in a complicated back holster --but the pants were definitely gone; oh, yes, they were.
She forced her gaze up past his impressive endowment to meet his eyes, and she licked her lips. His eyes darkened with something primal; a powerful emotion that touched the purely feminine part of her soul . When he crouched down next to her, looming over her like the predator he was, she made very certain to lean toward him, instead of away.
Never, ever let them see you're intimidated--it was the law with jungle cats, right?
“Is that what you want? Right here and now?” he challenged her. “Then strip down, because I've thought of nothing else but being inside you for every second of every minute since I met you.”
Her breath hitched, and her body tightened and loosened all at once; nerve endings zinging with the electricity that had crackled between them since they’d met, even before she'd been willing to acknowledge it.
“The whole day and a half since we met?” She bit her lip, hard, against the urge to reach out and stroke him. All of him.
“Some things you just know,” he said implacably, and her heart cried out yes, yes, yes!
But her stubborn mind was still sticking with no.
Stupid mind.
She concentrated hard and made his pants reappear on his body. Then she stood up, brushed off the grass, and shook her head. “How can I trust something that happened so fast? It’s impossible.”
She walked away, leaving him standing there alone, and it was the hardest thing she’d ever done.



CHAPTER 15
Alejandro watched the woman he’d fallen in love with walk away from him, and his world collapsed around him. She was right. It was impossible.
But it was true—a truth stronger than any he’d ever known. Maybe it was fate, maybe it was magic. He didn’t care how she labeled it.
He just knew she was his.
He went after her again, but this time he let her reach her house before he caught up to her.
“What do you want?” she asked despairingly.
“I want everything,” he growled.
He wanted to kiss her. He wanted to shake her. He wanted to fall to his knees and beg.
He started with the kiss. He backed her up against the wall, step by slow step, giving her every chance to tell him no. It would kill him if she did, but no was no.
She didn’t say it. He offered a silent prayer of thanks, because she didn’t say no.
He put his hands on either side of her head, caging her in, and she still didn’t say no. She was beautiful and defiant and strong, and she was his.
He just had to make her see it.
He stared down into her beautiful, mysterious, dangerous eyes.
“Trust this,” he growled, and then he took her mouth with every ounce of passion and heat inside him.
She gasped a little, and he tasted her breath, swallowing the sound. He pulled her closer to his body, which craved her like a parched man craves crystal clear water. A roaring wave of possessiveness demanded he hold her--keep her--never let her walk away from him again.
Her hands tensed on his arms and then, gloriously, wondrously, she put them around his neck and arched her soft curves into him in a clear signal of acceptance. Surrender.
Maybe even a matching hunger.
He drove his tongue into her mouth, claiming her. A kind of insanity raged through him. She'd dared to walk away from him, taking the sunlight with her.
He had to make sure that she never would again.
Madness seized him, and he lifted her up and sat her on the coffee table, not knowing what he was doing, only knowing in some primal, predatory side of his own nature that he wanted to be even closer. He pushed her knees apart and stepped between them, sliding his hands down the soft denim of her worn jeans from knee to hip, still kissing her. His erection was so hard it hurt, and he put his hands on her ass to pull her toward him; to put his cock, though still in his pants, exactly where he needed it to be.
The clothes between them were maddening, and he knew she'd be warm and wet underneath them, but he couldn't bear to release her long enough to remove them. Madness still gripped him in its clawed and fanged grip, and he was desperate to hold her, touch her, drive inside her until they both collapsed.
Part of him knew that it was wrong—too soon, not rational, it didn’t make any sense at all--he knew it, but he didn't care. All he knew was how much he needed her, and it was all he could do to keep from ripping her shirt down the front in order to expose the silken skin of her breasts to his gaze. She murmured or moaned, a tiny sound, and tightened her hold on him, and he was lost.
“I need you,” he said roughly, his voice like sandpaper. “I don’t know why or how, but I do. Please. Please.”
She put her hands on his face and pulled back a little to study his face, and the wildness and desire he saw in her unbelievably blue eyes drove him over the brink of the abyss.
“Yes,” she said. One tiny word that changed his entire world.
***
Rose reveled in her boldness. She was acting nothing like herself. Or maybe she was acting exactly like herself. Either way, she wanted this man and this moment. She didn’t know how to believe his claims of love and forever, but she wanted to believe.
Oh, how she wanted to believe.
“Bedroom,” she gasped, just before he ripped her shirt down the middle and then fastened his lips on her nipple, right through her bra, right there in the middle of her living room. Anybody could walk in, this was crazy, this was . . .
He sucked, hard. She screamed and forgot about anything else beyond the feel of his mouth on her.
He lifted her up, still licking and sucking her nipple, and she instinctively wrapped her legs around his waist and hung on as he strode down the hall to her bedroom.
“Yes, please, more,” she said, gasping or whimpering or crying out, only the goddess knew which, and he tossed her on the bed and then stripped out of his clothes.
“You’re so beautiful,” she whispered, and he laughed.
“No, my sorceress, my witch, my lovely one. You are the beautiful one.” He pulled off her shoes and then her jeans, fumbling in his haste, and it was her turn to laugh.
“We have time,” she said, but then she frowned. “Mac?”
“Alaric said he’ll sleep for a day or two. Alaric is never wrong,” Alejandro said, and then he pounced on her.
His body was all hard muscle and elegant lines, and she was finally free to touch. So she did. His hot skin was a paler shade of copper where his pants had covered him, and the dark trail of hair that led down the rippling muscles of his abdomen pointed an arrow at the impressively large and deliciously hard part of him that had so intrigued her in the park.
“I don’t have much practice at this,” she said, suddenly afraid she’d disappoint him, and his face lit up with a huge smile.
“Neither do I. Let’s figure it out together.”
***
Alejandro was almost afraid she’d disappear right in front of his eyes. She was too wonderful to be real; too warm, too beautiful, too kind, too everything. He wanted to taste and touch every inch of her skin—brand her with his touch until she screamed his name and begged him to stay.
“I want you now,” he said, and he didn’t even recognize his own voice. “I need you. Now.”
“Yes,” she said again, and he touched and tasted and licked and sucked until she came, hard, in his hands and in his mouth, again and again, and then when he couldn’t stand it any longer, not for one single second more, he plunged into her hot, wet heat and finally, finally, he was where he belonged.
Rose wrapped her arms and legs around him and murmured encouragement, but the heat shimmering in her eyes was all the goad he needed.
“Please. Now,” she said, and he thrust home, again and again, harder and harder, until his cock was harder than it had ever been in his life and he was a heartbeat away from going over the edge.
But he wanted to take her with him. He slowed to an exquisitely careful pace and reached down between them to touch that sensitive bud of nerves that he’d already learned so well.
“Come for me, querida,” he whispered, and she exploded around him; her feminine muscles clenching around his cock as her orgasm took her flying over the edge into ecstasy. Then he shouted her name over and over as he came harder than he’d even known was possible, pumping more and more of his seed into her body, until he thought he might die of pleasure.
They lay on their sides, facing each other, for minutes or hours or maybe years, until both of them could breathe again.
“Now you have to marry me,” he told her seriously. “You might be pregnant with baby Alejandro right at this very minute.”
She started to laugh, which caused her breasts to jiggle so interestingly that his cock took notice and began to get hard again.
“I’m a witch, Alejandro. We don’t get pregnant unless we want to,” she said, her eyes dancing.
“Fair enough. Then marry me because you love me.”



CHAPTER 16
Rose almost fell off the bed. “I what? You could teach Alaric lessons in arrogance. Just because we had the hottest sex I’ve ever had in my life--”
“Or ever will, at least until the next time, which might be soon if you keep causing your lovely breasts to bounce like that,” he said, matching action to words and bending down to suck her nipple into his mouth.
She gasped and her head fell back. The man was a sex god. There was just no other way to put it. “You—you have to stop that. Oh, wow. Okay, maybe not just yet.”
He slid his clever fingers between her legs, and she surrendered completely. “Never mind. Don’t stop. Don’t—oh, goddess—don’t stop.”
He didn’t.
***
By the next time they were able to catch their breath, it was almost six o’clock in the evening, and Rose freaked out when she caught sight of the clock.
“My mother—Mac—oh, no,” she moaned. “They’ll think I’ve turned into a crazed sex fiend.”
“Have you?” Alejandro asked, extremely interested in the answer. “Because I think I could go one more round, if we--”
“No!” She jumped out of bed. “We have to, I need to, if we--”
“I love you,” he said simply, interrupting her wild babbling, and she froze.
“You what?”
“I love you. I’ve never met anyone like you, and I never will.” He stood up and crossed the room until he stood only a few inches away from her. “You’re brave and smart, and funny and loyal. You love your crazy grandmother and your lunatic sister, and you even care about the fate of lizard-chickens.”
The look on her face was one of pure astonishment, but he didn’t see any hint of rejection, so he took a deep breath, gathered what was left of his courage, and pushed ahead.
“I don’t know if it’s because of our magic, like Alaric said--”
“He’s never wrong,” she said wryly.
“Or because some part of your soul is perfectly matched to mine, but I love you and I need you. Marry me, my witch, my enchantress, my sorceress. Be mine. I will be faithful to you forever, and I will love you for all eternity.”
The absolute rightness of every word he was saying rang out, loud and clear, and Alejandro had never been so certain of anything in his life.
He knelt down, still stark naked, and smiled up at the woman who’d stolen his heart. “Marry me.”
Rose’s eyes widened, and an expression of pure wonder crossed her face. “I finally know,” she said, almost reverently. “Your deepest desire. It’s me.”
Relief flooded through him. “Of course.”
“But how . . .”
“Maybe all we needed was love.”
Rose opened her mouth and then shut it again, and then she blinked and looked around the room and back down at him.
“You can’t propose to me when we’re naked,” she said firmly. “Go take a shower and get dressed, and then we will go out to the garden and do this again.”
Her meaning took a minute to penetrate his brain, and then he leapt up and pulled her into his arms. “You love me,” he said triumphantly, and she smiled a secret, deliciously feminine smile.
“Maybe. Now, shower.”
“Only if you come with me.”
It turned out that she would. So it was actually another hour later when Alejandro Vasquez, fully dressed, stood in the middle of her beautiful garden and asked Rose Cardinal to marry him.
This time she said yes.



EPILOGUE
Atlantis, six months later
Rose and her husband sat on a low stone wall and watched, from a safe distance, as a flock of basilisks ran and played in the fantastically beautiful palace garden.
“This was the perfect solution,” she said, leaning against him, still a little drunk on the high of their most recent round of lovemaking, which had taken place in their very own guest suite in the Atlantean palace. She almost had to pinch herself to believe that it was true, but then Queen Riley walked by carrying her son and waved.
To Rose.
“A queen of a mythical lost continent just waved to me,” she said wonderingly. “To me, little Rose Cardinal of the Cardinal witches from Ohio.”
Alejandro grinned. “Not so mythical or lost anymore. Maybe you should wave back.”
“Oh! Right!” She did, enthusiastically, and then her gaze returned to the basilisks, and the shimmer of the magical force field around their enclosure. “They’re perfectly safe here, and they can’t hurt anyone.”
Alejandro shook his head. “Who would have believed that the head gardener of this wonderland could actually be almost legally blind?”
“He sees with his magic, not his eyes,” Rose told him, although he already knew, of course. “Basilisks will never be able to affect him, and he told me he actually likes them a lot. Treats them as pets.”
Alejandro pulled her closer and kissed her again, and her heartbeat sped up like it did every single time he kissed her.
“Speaking of pets, I think we should get a dog to play with Bob,” Alejandro said. “I’ve always wanted a dog. And you owe me, since Gianni glares at me every time we go for pizza.”
It was true. Gianni had never gotten over his initial dislike of Alejandro. Maybe someday. The man was more than a hundred years old. It might just take some time.
“Dog?” Alejandro prompted.
“We can,” Rose said slowly. “But we might be a little busy in a few months, so maybe we can adopt an older dog who won’t be as demanding.”
Alejandro, enjoying his first vacation from his new job at the Cincinnati office of P-Ops, looked puzzled. “What do you mean? Big witches conclave? Granny secretly planning to learn how to drive race cars?”
Rose smiled and shared another, altogether different secret, and then she had to kiss away the single tear that her big, strong, alpha male husband let fall as he placed his hand on her belly and the new life starting inside her.
“Together, forever,” he said, his voice husky, repeating the words he told her every single day. The words that were inscribed inside her wedding ring.
“Maybe our baby can be friends with the little prince,” she said, and then she froze. “Do you remember--”
“Your grandmother’s prophecy?”
“Oh, no. ‘Your eldest child will rule in an isle of myth’,” Rose said. “You don’t think—surely not?”
“This we worry about much, much later,” Alejandro said firmly.
She laughed and kissed him with all the love in her heart, and then she shared another secret. “So, you know how I’ve been talking about going into business with a line of potions for every conversational need? I found a possible business partner, and I set up a meeting for when we get home. I’d love for you to meet him, but you have to promise not to shoot him.”
Alejandro tilted his head. “Why in the world would I even think about shooting your new business partner?”
Rose grinned at him. “Mac told me you might try to shoot him. Because, and keep an open mind here--”
“Just tell me,” her wonderful, sexy, impatient husband urged.
“He’s actually kind of a troll.”
The End
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Atlantis Rising - Chapter 1
Hell is empty
And all the Devils are here.
-- William Shakespeare, The Tempest
 

Capitol city of Atlantis, Present Day
Conlan waved a hand in front of the portal and briefly wondered whether its magic would even recognize a warrior who hadn’t passed through its gateway for more than seven years.
Seven years, three weeks, and eleven days, to be precise.
As he waited, up to his chest in the healing water, death taunted him -- flickering at the edges of his vision, shimmering in the deep blue ocean currents surrounding him, pulsing in the scarlet blood that dripped steadily from his side and leg. He laughed without humor, propping himself up with a hand on his knee.
“If that bitch-vamp Anubisa couldn’t break me, I’m sure as hell not giving up now,” he snarled to the empty darkness surrounding him.
Iridescent aqua lights flashed as if in response to his defiance, and the portal widened for him. Two men – two warriors – stood at guard, widened eyes and parted lips mirroring identical expressions of shock as they stared through the transparent membrane of the portal. He shouldered his way through the portal’s opening, which enlarged to fit whatever or whoever it deemed worthy of passage.
“Prince Conlan! You’re alive,” one said.
“Mostly,” he replied, then stepped into Atlantis. He drank in the first sight of his beloved homeland in more than seven years, lungs expanding to taste the freshness of sea-filtered air. In the middle distance, the gold-veined white marble pillars fronting Poseidon’s temple glowed with the reflected hues of artificial sunset. Conlan’s breath caught in his throat at the sight of it.
A sight he’d been sure he’d never experience again.
Especially when she’d laughingly proposed taking his eyes.
“A High Prince with no vision. What a delicious metaphor for the loss of your philosopher-king father, young princeling. Why don’t you beg?”
She’d strolled around him, flicking the silver-barb-tipped whip almost leisurely at him, as he stood, helpless, in chains made for creatures borne of deeper hells. Extending one delicate finger, she’d touched the droplets of blood that sprang up so eagerly in the wake of her whip. 
Then she’d brought her finger to her mouth, smiling.
“But you will beg. Just like your father begged when I sliced the flesh off of your mother as she yet lived,” she’d purred, evil mixed with a hideous lust in her eyes.
He’d roared his hatred and defiance for hours.
He’d even wept, driven to madness from the pain, on seven separate occasions.
Once during each year of his imprisonment. 
But he’d never begged.
“But she will,” he said, voice hoarse with the effort of remaining upright. “She will beg, before I’m done with her.”
“Highness?” The guards rushed forward to assist him, yelling out for aid. He whipped his head up, teeth bared, growling like the animal he’d become. They both stopped, mid-step. Frozen in place.
Unsure how to react to royalty gone feral.
Conlan staggered forward, determined to take the first steps onto his native soil without aid.
“We must inform Alaric immediately,” said the older, more experienced warrior of the two. Marcus. Marius, maybe? Conlan focused, certain he must know the man.
It was important that he remember things.
Yes, Marcus.
“You’re bleeding, Highness.”
“Mostly,” he repeated, stumbling forward another step. Then the world spiraled down to black.
***
Ven stood in the observation chamber, looking down on the hall of healing below, where Poseidon’s high priest, clearly exhausted, labored over Ven’s brother. It took one hell of a lot to drain the energy out of Alaric. He was rumored to be the most powerful high priest who had ever served the sea god.
Not that warriors knew much about the difference between one priest and another. Or, usually, gave much of a shit. Except, right now, he cared about that distinction.
A lot.
Ven clenched the railing, fingers digging into the soft wood, as he thought about what exactly Anubisa must have done to Conlan. He knew what she’d done to Alexios. One of Conlan’s most trusted guards, the Seven, Alexios had spent two years under Anubisa’s tender ministrations. Hers and those of her evil apostates of Algolagnia, who drew their only sexual pleasure from pain and torture.
Then she’d left him -- naked and near death -- to die. In a pile of pig shit on Crete. The vamp goddess of death was big on symbolism. Maybe something she’d inherited from her father-husband, Chaos. And that was seriously twisted right there.
It had taken Alaric nearly six months to retrieve the warrior’s memories. That half-year had included two cycles of purification in the Temple to cleanse his soul.
Ven didn’t want to think it – fucking hated to think it – but sometimes he wondered if Alexios had ever come all the way back from whatever black pit of hell she’d dragged him into.
Still, Alaric had okayed him. Alexios was back as one of the Seven. It was a matter of honor that Ven trust him.
The Seven served as the most trusted guard to the high prince of all Atlantis. Even when he was gone; presumed dead.
They also led and coordinated the teams of warriors who patrolled the surface lands of the earth. Watching over the damn humans, who’d let themselves be herded like – what did the bloodsuckers call them? Sheep?
While Ven and all of the Warriors of Poseidon had to keep to the shadows. Out of sight. Incog-fucking-nito. Defending the landwalkers from the bad asses among the bloodsuckers, the furry monsters, and all the shit that went bump in the night. And, frankly, the bad asses seemed to be in the majority in those particular species most of the time.
And they’d done a damn fine job the past eleven thousand years, give or take. Until the day about ten years ago when the freaks that inhabited the night decided to come out of the coffin. First the vamps, then the shapeshifters. The job of Poseidon’s warriors got about fifty kajillion times harder when that happened.
For whatever reason, Anubisa hadn’t bothered to let her people -- her vamp society -- in on the secret of Atlantis. But Ven knew that could change any minute. If anybody knew about the capriciousness of gods and goddesses, it was an Atlantean.
Doomed to the bottom of the sea at Poseidon’s whim.
Not that he’d ever complain about it. Out loud, at least.
Still, it was tough to defend humans when the big, bad, and ugly roamed freely, and the Atlanteans had to stick to the shadows. But Ven had argued the point in the Council until his fact turned blue, and then he’d finally given up. The Elders didn’t want anybody to know about Atlantis, and until Conlan ascended to the throne, nobody could go against their edict.
Ven looked down at his brother again, barely registering the soothing tones of the harps and flutes being played by temple maidens in the alcoves surrounding his brother. The music was supposed to aid in healing.
Ven laughed. Yeah, except Conlan hated that light fluffy Debussy shit. When he ascended to the throne, he’d probably ask for Bruce Springsteen or U2 to play at his coronation.
If. If Conlan ascended to the throne.
He didn’t even want to think about what would happen if Conlan had gone bad. Because guess who was second in line? Yeah. Ven would go from being King’s Vengeance to high prince in a royal godsdamned minute, and there was no fucking way he was cut out to lead anything.
He looked down at his brother again, lying so still. Conlan had grown up like royalty, honor and duty and all that happy shit ingrained in his soul. But Ven grew up pure street fighter. There was a big, ugly part of his soul. The part that had withered and died when he’d been with his mother at the end, before she died. When she’d begged him to save himself. Keep his brother safe.
He’d promised her, sobbing, as she died.
Great fucking job he’d done of keeping his word.
The wood snapped under his clenched fists.
“Tough wood to break with your bare hands,” observed a dry voice.
Ven didn’t look up at the priest, instead pulling splinters out of his torn and bleeding palms. “Yeah, they don’t make these railings like they used to,” he muttered.
Alaric walked -- more like glided, the man was spooky – up to stand next to him. “I can heal that if you like,” he offered, tone dispassionate.
“I think you’ve done enough healing for one day, don’t you?”
Alaric said nothing, merely looked down over the railing at his sleeping prince.
Ven studied Alaric as the priest watched Conlan. Alaric and Conlan had grown up running around the kingdom like the hellions they were, tearing up the streets and fields with their games and pranks. Rarely reined in by their indulgent parents or a community respectful of the royal heir and his cousin.
Later making their way through the taverns and the barmaids with the same verve and boyish charm.
There was nothing of boyishness about the priest now. He wore the power of his office like a shield of armor. Invisible, but unmistakable. The sharp planes of his face and the hawk-like asceticism of his nose reminded all who confronted him that here was a man of faith; stripped to muscle and bone by the demands of his service.
The demands of power. If the faintly glowing green eyes hadn’t already warned them away, that is.
High priest, dark phantom, instrument of Poseidon’s power.
Scary son of a bitch.
“No, there is not a helluva lot of boyish charm left in any of us, is there, Alaric?”
Alaric lifted one eyebrow, but gave no other sign of surprise at the comment. “You want to know if he has been compromised,” he said, face gray and used looking. After a dozen or so hours of healing, it was pretty impressive that he could even stand upright.
“After Alexios--" Ven began, then stopped, unable to go on. If Anubisa had compromised his brother’s soul, then the royal family really was doomed. She would have made good, finally, on a five-thousand-year old promise.
Because Ven would walk into the gates of hell itself to shove his daggers up her bloodsucking ass. And he was honest enough to know he’d never come out of that confrontation alive.
Alaric drew a deep breath. “He is whole.”
Ven’s entire body sagged in a relief so fierce his vision literally went funky; he blinked away little gray spots that floated in front of his eyes. “Thank Poseidon!”
Alaric remained silent, which raised Ven’s suspicion. Just a tiny doubt. “Alaric? Is there something you’re not telling me? Is it simply coincidence that he gets back here just a few hours after Reisen blasted his way into the Temple and ripped off the Trident?”
The priest clenched his jaw, but said nothing for another minute. He finally spoke. “As to Reisen, I cannot tell. He is yet impossible to scry. For Conlan --"
Alaric hesitated, then seemed to reach a decision, nodding. “The prince is whole. Somehow, in spite of seven years of torture, he is whole. She was unable to compromise his mind or capture his soul to her use. But--"
Ven grasped Alaric’s arm in a steel grip. “But? But what?”
Alaric said nothing, merely looked down at Ven’s hand clenched around his arm. The knowledge that Alaric could incinerate Ven’s hand with a single surge of elemental power lay between them.
Right at that moment, Ven didn’t give a rat’s ass.
But he sighed and released Alaric’s arm. “But what? He’s my brother. I have a right to know.”
Nodding imperceptibly, Alaric glanced back down at Conlan’s still form. “But simply because she was unable to suborn his soul to her own use does not mean that Conlan retained full possession. No one can survive that duration of torture with his soul intact.”
He looked up at Ven, gaze flat. Dead. Promising destruction. Ven saw his own need to kick some vampire ass reflected in the priest’s eyes.
“Conlan has returned to us, Ven. But we may not know for a long time exactly how much of him returned.”
Ven bared his teeth in a fierce parody of a smile. “We’ll figure it out. My brother is the strongest warrior I’ve ever known. And Anubisa is gonna find out exactly what it means that I am the King’s Vengeance.”
He grasped the handles of his daggers, eyes gleaming. “I’m gonna shoot me some vengeance right up her puckered ass.”
Alaric’s eyes shone for an instant with a glittering green light so bright that Ven had to squint against it. “Oh, yes. She will learn. And I will gladly assist you with that lesson.”
As the two walked out of the observation chamber, Alaric looked back at the railing that Ven had crushed, then at Ven. “Poseidon has some vengeance of his own to offer.”
Ven nodded, silently swearing the second formal vow of his life. If it take my death to do it, Anubisa will be destroyed. Glory be to Poseidon.
The bitch was going down.
***
“Interesting timing.”
Conlan tensed, fingers twitching to reach for the hundredth – thousandth -- time for the sword that Anubisa had stolen from him. Then the familiarity of the voice penetrated the lethargy of the healing process.
“Alaric,” he said, relaxing back down against the pillows.
Poseidon’s High Priest stared down at him, the suggestion of a smile quirking up the side of his mouth. “It’s a little tiresome to be right all of the time. Welcome back, Conlan. Long vacation?”
Conlan sat up on the healers’ marble and gold table, stretching, staring at flesh knitted whole. Bones unbroken and reset.
Scars that would never heal.
The need to scorch her face clear off her body with a big fucking energy ball consumed him. Ate at his gut. He shook it off and focused on the priest again.
“Right all of the time?” he repeated. “You knew I was alive?”
“I knew,” Alaric confirmed, hard lines etched in his face. He folded his arms and leaned back against a white marble column.
Conlan’s gaze was drawn to the veins of coppery orichalcum twining around its carved shapes. Dolphins leaping, Nereids laughing at their mermaid play. The scent of delicate green and blue lava-tulips permeated the air.
The images and scents of home he’d been refused for seven damn years.
He wrenched his gaze back to Alaric. “Yet you left me to rot?” Betrayal flared, warring with common sense. Alaric would have had duties to the Temple. To the people.
To Atlantis.
Alaric straightened and slowly unfolded his arms, his restraint only underscoring the enormous power leashed within him, his icy green eyes flashing with fury. “I searched for you. Every day for the past seven years. Even this day, before you arrived, I was preparing to join your brother, who was waiting Above for yet another hopeless trip to find and rescue you from wherever they’d imprisoned you.”
Conlan clenched his jaw, remembering Anubisa’s parting shot, then nodded. “She shielded us. She’s more powerful than we ever suspected, then.”
Alaric’s face hardened, if planes and sculpted lines that already appeared to be cast in marble could be said to harden. “Anubisa,” he said flatly. It wasn’t a question. “It is unsurprising that the goddess of night can project the void of death to mask her . . . activities.”
The word torture hung, twisting and pulsing, in the air between them. At least the priest had the decency not to speak it.
Conlan nodded, reaching for the scar at the base of his throat before he realized what he was doing. Forcing his hand down when he did. “She kept me from water. Far away from any water, but for the barest minimum to drink to keep me alive. I had no chance to channel any power – no chance at all.”
When he could bear to meet Alaric’s eyes, Conlan flinched at the depth of the sorrow and fury there.
“Never once. Never the slightest resonance of your existence.” Alaric said, gripping the jade handle of his dagger. He held it out to Conlan, blade down. “If you doubt my loyalty, cousin, end my life now. I deserve it for my failure.”
Conlan noted the reference to their family connection in the cynical corner of his mind that calculated the niceties of Atlantean politics. Alaric never spoke a single word that didn’t carry at least two meanings. Often polemic, at times pedagogical. Never purposeless.
Conlan accepted the dagger and turned it over in his hands, then flipped it back to its owner. “If you failed in your appointed role, Priest, Poseidon’s justice would be the one kicking your ass. You’ve no need of mine.”
Alaric shook his black hair behind his shoulders, eyes narrowing at the emphasis on his title. Then he nodded once and slid the dagger into its emerald-jeweled sheath. “As you say. We face other problems, Prince. You have finally returned, only hours after the vehicle of your ascension is lost.”
“Tell me,” Conlan said, fury scalding the shreds of his self-control.
“Reisen. He killed two of my acolytes,” Alaric spat the words out, clenching his fists. “Conlan, he took it. He took the Trident. He’s gone above. If the undead get their hands on it . . .”
Alaric’s words trailed off. Both of them knew the cost of misused power. Poseidon’s former High Priest lay rotting in the black abyss of the temple oubliette for overstepping his powers.
Poseidon served deadly reminders to those who betrayed him.
Conlan inhaled sharply, the hairs on his arms standing up in response to the nearly-invisible currents of elemental energy Alaric crackled through the room. For his power to leak out like that, the priest must be damn near the edge of his self-control. Or else seven years had seen one hell of a surge in his power.
Conlan didn’t know which option should concern him more.
Their friendship had weathered the strain of the demands of politics and power. Conlan trusted Alaric with his life. Didn’t he?
It was enough to split a man’s skull open.
Clenching the sheets in his fists, he fought for composure. For some semblance of royal countenance to overlay the ragged insanity threatening to eat through his mind.
Through his gut.
To his soul.
His heart was long since gone. Shattered at the end of a whip, while forced to hear silken words whispering of the atrocities they’d heaped upon his lady mother.
Anubisa and her apostates of Algolagnia. They’d murdered his mother an inch at a time, and they’d enjoyed it. Worse, they’d gotten off on it. A deep shudder wracked through him, remembering how Anubisa had pleasured herself to orgasm in front of him while she told him stories of torturing his parents.
Again and again and again.
Anubisa was going to die.
They were all going to die.
“Conlan?” Alaric’s voice almost physically wrenched him out of his memories of death and blood. Alaric. He’d said hours later . . .
“Hours? And here I am,” Conlan said, remembering. “She let me go. She knew, Alaric. She knew.”
His final day. His final hour.
 

“Oh, princeling, you have brought me such pleasure,” she murmured in his ear. Then she slid down his naked body and delicately licked at the sweat, the blood, and the other, thicker fluids that pooled to drip down his thighs. “But I think you must needs return to your people. You have a delightful surprise waiting for you. And, in your current state, you’re no longer any fun.”
Standing up, she’d waved one of her attendants over. “Twelve of my personal guard. Twelve, you understand? Don’t be fooled by this temporary weakness. The brat prince of Atlantis has . . . hidden strengths.” She’d run a finger down his cock, laughing as he’d tried to flinch away from her. 
Then she’d flicked her gaze back to her attendant. “Throw him out.”
Still naked, long, curling hair matted with his blood, she’d stalked toward the doorway of the cell that had served as his prison for seven years. Then she’d stopped and looked back at him over her shoulder. “Your bloodline amuses me, princeling. Tell your brother that I come for him next.”
He’d cursed, then, finding his voice again. Called her names that he hadn’t even known he knew. Until her guards came, and one of them demonstrated that he’d taken offense by way of a club to Conlan’s head.
 
He shook off the image in his head. He was free of Anubisa’s hell.
He would never be free of the memories.
He might never be entirely sane again.
But he was Conlan of Atlantis, and he had returned. His people wanted a king, not a broken failure of a prince.
Glancing across at Alaric, he saw the concern reflected on the priest’s face. Maybe even Alaric wanted a king, too.
Enough of the self-indulgence of dreams of vengeance – and on to the reality. 
“We’re not boys causing mischief at the running of the bulls festival any more, are we?” Conlan said, a shadow of remembered freedom crossing his mind. A time before the demands of being his father’s son. Before the demands on Alaric as Poseidon’s anointed.
Alaric tilted his head, expression wary, and then he slowly shook his head. “Not for many long years, Conlan.”
“Too long,” Conlan replied. “Far too long.” He swung his legs off the healing table and rose to stand.
“Childhood may be outgrown, but loyalty never will be. You are my prince, but – more than that – you are my friend. Never doubt it,” Alaric said.
Conlan read the truth in Alaric’s eyes and felt better for it. He held out his hand and they clasped arms, an unspoken renewal of friendship that maybe both of them needed.
Then he stretched, pleased to find his body in working order again. He’d need every ounce of energy. “So both my ascension and my matrimonial obligations to a long-dead virgin are delayed,” he said drily. “I find myself unable to summon much concern about the latter.”
“Not dead. Merely sleeping, awaiting your need. It is your destiny.” Alaric reminded him.
As if he needed reminding. As if he hadn’t had that particular duty drummed into his head for hundreds of years. Love didn’t figure into the breeding patterns of the Warriors of Poseidon; most especially not into those of royalty.
He scowled at the whimsy. Love. A myth to coddle children, at best. “I’m out of here. I’m going after that bastard Reisen. I will retrieve the Trident, Priest. And justice will be meted out to the House of Mycenaeus.”
Alaric grinned at him, giving Conlan a glimpse of the boy he’d once been. “We leave now. Ven is preparing for the journey. So much for the welcome home processional.”
Conlan tried to return the smile, but his mouth had lost its memory of how to smile, after so many years of grimacing in agony. Years of howling out his rage and despair.
Alaric raised one eyebrow, his mouth flattening into a grim line. “That’s an . . . interesting . . . expression. You’ll have to tell me one day exactly what they did to you.”
“No,” Conlan answered. “I won’t.”
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CHAPTER 1
This was the last place on earth that Payne wanted to be.
The heavy iron gate squeaked as it closed behind him. Slippery, damp stone steps led downwards into the gloom. Payne allowed his eyes to change to reveal his vampire nature, his irises burning red and his pupils turning elliptical, and the tunnel brightened enough for him to make out the arching roof cut into the rock. Noises came from ahead. He followed the steps in a sweeping curve, his footfalls echoing around him. His breaths formed as white fog in the moist air before dissipating. A golden glow crept into view further down the tunnel and a gust of drier air washed over him, carrying a myriad of scents. Herbs. Spices. Dead things. Blood. Other disgusting fetid smells joined them as he continued to descend and he wished that vampires didn’t feel the need to breathe.
The steps ended and he followed the uneven earth floor. The tunnel grew larger until it opened onto a high plateau at the start of a cavern. His eyes switched back to their normal grey and the world dulled to a more manageable level of brightness. Enormous rust-coloured stalactites hung from the ceiling arching above him, as though the cave had grown fangs, rows of them, all sharp and wicked in the golden glow rising up from below. Their menacing shadows stretched long across the roof, adding to the sense of danger that he liked. He could live in a place like this. A vampire liked mystery. It was perfect for his kind.
Or it would be if it weren’t for the thousands of fae that bustled in the small underground town spread out below him.
Stone buildings covered the huge base of the cavern, a hotchpotch collection of square flat-roofed structures of different heights. Some were two storeys but most of them were a single level, with large windows and tattered canopies reaching out from them into the narrow streets, each a different jewel-tone colour. Some of the ones directly below him bore crests or fae words he didn’t understand. Alleys wound between the stores and homes in stilted lines that reminded Payne of veins. His stomach growled a reminder that he hadn’t eaten in days, not since he had started out from Vampirerotique on this ridiculous mission.
Scents rose from copper stills, thatched baskets, vials and terracotta or stone jars that stood on display outside the stores on his left, and a wooden arch at the start of one of the streets declared it was the witches’ district. Fae and other creatures crammed the streets, passing from store to store. There had to be close to five thousand fae and other creatures in the area.
Payne studied them, an increasing sense of dread churning in his stomach.
Witches didn’t like vampires. His kind had almost driven them to extinction many centuries ago and they hadn’t forgiven them for it.
Still, he had to go down there. He had made a promise and he intended to keep it. He smiled to himself as he thought about the succubus who needed his help. She had chosen to call herself Chica. Andreu, her lover and one of the vampires who worked at the erotic London theatre with Payne, had explained that it was a pet name that he had called her a few times. Payne couldn’t blame her for keeping her real name secret. He knew firsthand the danger of giving your true name to someone.
Chica needed a way to break the spell that bound her to the theatre, Vampirerotique, stopping her from ever leaving its walls. They had tried everything over the past few weeks and none of it had worked. Antoine, the vampire in charge of the theatre, was at the end of his tether and the dark aristocrat didn’t need this extra burden on his shoulders. He had enough to deal with. Callum had brought a very heavily pregnant Kristina to the theatre, moving the werewolf into his apartment there, and then Snow had taken a turn for the worse three weeks ago, shortly after Javier and Lilah had married at Vampirerotique.
Payne smirked. It hadn’t quite been the wedding that Javier had envisioned for his lovely bride, but Lilah had wanted everyone there, including Snow and Antoine, and Andreu. Andreu, Javier’s younger brother, hadn’t wanted to leave Chica alone at the theatre with Snow and Antoine in order to travel to Spain, so Javier had brought his whole family to the theatre to wed his bride on the stage. It had been tasteful enough. They had since left to hold the traditional celebrations in northern Spain at the family’s mansion there.
Chica had been miserable then because Andreu had again refused to leave her and she felt it was her fault that he was missing his brother’s wedding celebrations. Andreu had done his best to reassure her and Payne had reiterated his promise to help her and free her of the binding spell. He’d had more luck in his latest search for a way of undoing it, managing to find three potential leads, all of them in the fae world.
One of those leads had landed him in trouble.
One had refused to speak to a half-breed. That had pissed Payne off no end. He had told the shapeshifter that he was a vampire but the male had focused on the incubus side of his genes. Payne had felt like killing him but had let it go. Dead or alive, the man wouldn’t have been any help.
The final lead had brought him here, to a whole fae town hidden beneath the grounds of an elegant palatial mansion in the English countryside. Fae lived in the mansion too, the elite of the light side of that world. Everyone down here were merchants, plying their wares to make ends meet, or workers and travellers. Payne had thought witches had higher standards but there were probably hundreds if not thousands of them here, trading with other creatures, selling spells, ointments and god only knew what else.
A group of three young females reached the top of the stone steps to his left and passed him, dressed in the traditional garb of witches, long black featureless dresses that swamped their bodies and concealed their curves. They tittered amongst themselves, their eyes on him, blushes heating their cheeks. His incubus side rose to the fore and he shot them a smile, earning giggles and a few sultry smiles in return. The incubus in him loved every second, lapping up their desire, draining it from the air around him.
Payne tamped it down and his vampire side took control again. The witches’ looks turned dark and he knew they had seen the red in his eyes. Strange how they would toy with an incubus, one who wanted them purely for sexual gratification, but they would scowl at a vampire. His incubus nature was more likely to kill them.
He took the steps on the left down to the cavern floor, his eyes on the town, studying it. There were larger buildings near the edges of the town. Banners hung on their walls. He recognised a few. Not just covens. There was a shapeshifter pride. A wolf pack. Ogres too. There was even a succubus clan. He didn’t need to recognise the banner on that particular building to know what type of creature lived within its dark red walls. There was a steady stream of men coming and going, and some succubi were hanging out of the open windows, calling to them and teasing them with flashes of flesh. The fae equivalent of a bordello.
He shook his head and focused back on the witches’ district. He was shit out of luck if the street signs were in fae. The fae language was extensive and his knowledge of it was limited. He knew the basics but names were often written in a special way. He had never learned those characters. He looked down at the line of markings that tracked up the underside of his forearms and disappeared beneath the charcoal grey rolled up sleeves of his shirt. The swirls, dashes and spikes shifted in hues of dark blue and burnished gold. Not a sign of his incubus side. His markings shone bright gold and cerulean when that was in control. No, this was apprehension.
Understandable considering he was about to enter a world that prided itself on bloodlines and purity.
An abomination like him was liable to end up deep in shit. He wasn’t sure which role to play. The vampire or the incubus? They were more likely to accept his demonic lineage and most of the creatures in the area he needed to head into were unlikely to be able to sense the vampire in him.
Incubus it was.
He hated that.
He reached the bottom of the stone steps and the crowd immediately swallowed him. Women dressed in very little tossed provocative looks his way and his incubus side purred from their attention. He wanted to tamp it down but his vampire side had a tendency to show when he forced it to the fore to obliterate his incubus hungers. He couldn’t risk them seeing he had a dual personality.
Payne preened his long fingers through the dirty blond spikes of his hair and the women hissed at him and disappeared in a flash, teleporting out of his presence. Fairly standard behaviour for a succubus when it saw an incubus. He grinned to himself, remembering how Chica had reacted to him in such a way when she had first come to the theatre. Succubi were weaker than incubi, and it had led to the incubi taking advantage of them more than once, and trying to kill them too. It seemed both sides of his genes had trampled on the feelings of other species without remorse.
He found his first street sign at a junction between four shops all selling herbs that stung his nose. Each plump female owner stood outside, trying to outshout the others. Payne covered his sensitive ears and glared at the wooden post in the middle of the busy crossroads and the boards pointing in different directions.
Just as he had expected. He was shit out of luck.
He didn’t recognise any of the symbols on the wooden boards. He jammed his hands in his jeans pockets and not just because he was frustrated. He had been bumped more than once and he was damned if he was going to have his wallet nicked. That would be the turd icing on a crap cake.
A woman with milk white skin and hair the colour of snow approached him, the crowd parting to allow her through. Her starlight coloured robes flowed ethereally around her, revealing more than they were concealing. She looked like a ghost. Payne stood his ground, his vampire senses sparking high alert, and steadied himself. Every instinct said to roar and scare her away.
Phantom.
He had never seen one before but he had heard that a phantom’s touch could make a man incorporeal. A phantom too. It was the only way for one such as her to mate. She needed to make her male as intangible as she was. When he had first heard that, it had sounded as though it might be fun. Then he had learned that once a phantom, always a phantom. The male never got his corporeal status back and was destined to roam the world as a hollow husk when the phantom cast him aside. No way was he signing up for that.
Her palest silver eyes slid to him and she held her hands out.
Payne reacted on instinct, his eyes darkening to crimson and his pupils turning elliptical. He bore his lengthening fangs at her and growled. She halted and even moved back, but she didn’t leave. She stared at him and her white lips moved. No sound left them but he heard her words in his head.
Unfortunately, he didn’t understand most of them. He caught fae words for ‘fated’, ‘bond’, ‘blood’ and ‘death’.
Before he could ask her in English what she had said to him and what it meant, she swirled into smoke and disappeared. He looked around at the people now staring at him, his skin crawling from their attention and the way they were looking at him as though the phantom had just announced his death sentence. He let his fangs recede and his eyes change back to dark grey, and then singled out one of the witches who had stopped to stare.
“What did she say?”
The woman frowned at him, turned her back and went about her business. Just great. It seemed their looks of horror were because he had flashed his vampire nature. No one else had heard what the phantom had told him and he was damned if he could remember what she had said to repeat it to them.
He didn’t need this shit on top of everything else.
Payne stared at the street sign and decided to go left. He was feeling in a sinister mood after all.
He reached another crossroads and was in the process of deciding which route to take next when a huge cloud of sparkling grey dust exploded into the air off to his right. People ran from that direction, pushing past him. He braced himself and frowned over their heads. There was a shape in the dust, small and curvy, and she wasn’t alone. Four larger shapes surrounded her.
That didn’t seem like a fair fight to Payne.
He ran towards the fray and broke through the dust. Storeowners screamed at the fighters, some of them ferrying their wares inside where it was safe and others standing in front of them, physically protecting them.
The female he had seen through the cloud of dust stood her ground before him, feet spread shoulder width apart beneath the hem of her drab black dress, the long chestnut waves of her hair tangled in the pieces of straw sticking out of it. Grey dust sparkled across her backside. She must have hit whatever had exploded and sent the dust into the air.
Four large males stood opposite her, each of them hunkered low, assessing her.
They were witches too, judging by the coven emblem stitched onto the breast of their loose white shirts and the fact they were all wearing matching dark brown trousers, like a uniform. Payne raised an eyebrow at the elaborate lacing down the front of their shirts, and on their trousers. Where had their coven bought their outfits? Or when for that matter? They looked like something straight out of the eighteenth century. Although, the female of their species didn’t exactly dress in modern attire either. His gaze slid back to her, slowly taking in her dull black dress, trying to pierce the material to see what curves it concealed.
One of the men shuffled, bracing his feet shoulder-width apart on the cobblestones, preparing to attack.
What did they want with the female?
Her heartbeat was frantic. Frightened.
One of the males lunged at her and she turned on the spot, threw herself forwards and rolled towards Payne. She found her feet just a few metres in front of him and her eyes widened as they met his. Smudges of black ash dotted her pale face but Payne didn’t notice them.
She was beautiful.
Entrancing.
Her silvery eyes sparkled like stars.
The male grabbed her from behind and leaned back, lifting her feet off the floor. She unleashed a low growl of frustration and landed a series of devastating blows on him. Her foot slammed into the man’s left knee, hobbling him, and then she jammed her elbow into his face, right into his eye. Payne winced when the man howled and dropped the petite firecracker and she turned and landed a hard kick to his balls. The man hit the deck, clutching himself and groaning.
The sight of her so easily dispatching their comrade didn’t stop the other three. They attacked as one with magic, hurling colourful sparkling orbs that caught her right in the chest and sent her flying. She tumbled through the air, the skirt of her dress hiking up to reveal sinfully red knickers. Payne had intended to catch her but the sight of them froze him right to his boots. His incubus purred. The vampire in him purred too.
The female landed hard in the baskets outside one of the stores to his left, scattering their contents. Snakes slithered over the cobbles and frogs hopped, making a break for freedom. Payne lifted his left boot to allow a black and red snake to pass. The elderly witch who owned the store added insult to injury and beat the poor female with a broom. The beauty got to her feet by rolling unceremoniously into the cobbled street, her dress still tangled around her middle, flashing her knickers and a lot of smooth creamy leg.
He wasn’t the only one the sight of her had enchanted. The three males were all dumbstruck too, staring at her exposed skin.
She got to her feet, grabbed a length of thin silver rope that had fallen from one of the baskets, and brandished it like a whip.
She lashed out at the males, cracking the end of the rope across their chests and legs. The males reacted then, each making vain attempts to close the distance between them. Even teleportation spells didn’t help them. She struck them before they could fully disappear, stopping them.
Payne stared. The sight of her with the makeshift whip, dominating the more powerful males with it, was arousing to say the least. He knew his eyes were glowing blue and gold, and he knew he should get his hungers under control before they took him over and made him do something he might regret, but by god almighty he wanted the little witch.
One of the males managed to reach her and caught the hand that held the rope. The others looked ready to pile in. It was going to get out of hand.
Payne felt a strange urge to protect her.
He leaped into the fray, barrelling into the man who had captured her and taking him down. He slammed a right hook into his cheek, felt bone give and then crack under the force of the blow. The man bellowed in pain and he struck him again, breaking his jaw. The enticing scent of blood filled the air and Payne growled. His hunger rose.
The female was back in action, hurling vicious magical attacks at the other two males, shrieking at them in the fae tongue. When he had made a vague effort to learn the language, Payne had followed the tradition of all language students and started with the swear words. She cursed better than any of those clichés. Sailors, soldiers and troopers had nothing on this woman.
One of the males grabbed Payne from behind, hauling him off the other witch. He snarled, quickly turned and caught the man with a hard right uppercut and then a left hook as the man dropped him. He kept dealing blows, driving the man away from the female.
A bolt of something blue shot past Payne and sent the male he had been fighting flying through the air. The man smacked into the side of one of the buildings, rolled awkwardly down the emerald green canopy and landed hard on the cobbled street.
The other man fled, helping one of the injured. The fourth man hobbled past Payne and he growled at him, allowing his eyes to blaze red and fangs to lengthen enough that the man got the hint.
The four males looked back past him, to the female. They said something in fae. Payne caught a few words as his fangs receded and his eyes changed back to grey, enough to know they intended to tell on her to their coven. Had she done something wrong?
Payne turned to face her.
She stood in the middle of the narrow street, her silver eyes dark with determination, her breathing as rapid as her heartbeat. Payne took a step towards her and she lashed out at him with the rope. He easily caught the end of it before it could strike him.
Payne stared at her. She struggled with the rope, trying to pull it free of his grip, her pretty face twisting in anger and her eyes bright with it too. Hay stuck out of her long chestnut hair in places, the tousled waves resembling more of a bush than the beautiful glossy locks they had been before her tumble in the baskets and beating with a broom. She looked like a wild animal, feral and vicious.
Payne wanted to tame her.
He held her attention. The sparks of silver in her striking eyes brightened. He took a step towards her, gathering the rope at the same time, keeping it taut between them. She raised her other hand and a golden orb glowed close to her palm. She didn’t want to let him near her. He got the message and ignored it too. He kept moving towards her, steady steps, his eyes constantly locked on hers. He could see she didn’t want to lower that magic or let him close to her, even as he worked to change it. He hated to use his natural talents on anyone but she was going to get herself killed if he didn’t get her off the street soon. Those males would come back with more like them.
She blinked slowly. Payne lost focus as her long dark lashes shuttered her incredible eyes, stealing them from view. The distraction cost him. She smiled and yanked the rope. It slipped from his grasp and she lashed out with it, catching him hard across the cheek. He didn’t flinch, didn’t take his eyes off her. The smell of his blood mixed with the scents in the air.
Payne kept slowly advancing, his eyes on hers, keeping them riveted on him. She wanted to give up her fight. She wanted him. He sent that feeling to her, filling her mind with thoughts of them together, trying to convince her to lower her guard.
She drew her arm back to strike again.
Payne teleported just as she let loose with the rope and appeared right in front of her. He caught her wrists, his eyes still on hers. She stared up at him, her sensual rosy lips parted in shock and her eyes dark with desire that swirled into him through the point where they touched, feeding his hunger. Her breathing quickened to short soft pants. He had never heard anything so erotic and alluring. He wanted to hear her panting like that into his ear as he thrust into her welcoming wet heat.
“I won’t hurt you,” he whispered and her pupils dilated. “Give in to me.”
He felt her relax. Her fingers opened and the rope fell from them.
Her dark eyebrows drew together and her pupils narrowed. She yanked her right hand free of his grip and slammed her fist into his cheek, splitting open the gash there from the whip. Payne grabbed her wrist again and held them both in a bruising grip. It seemed she was a little immune to his charm.
“I won’t hurt you,” he repeated and her struggling slowed until she was wriggling against him in a way that fired him up.
He shoved her away and scowled at her. She blinked into his eyes and then dropped her gaze to his hands where they clutched her wrists. It rose to his cheek and she stilled.
“You’re bleeding.” She spoke in English, her voice soft and light, full of warmth that curled through him, easing his tension.
Was his charm offensive getting through to her now? He focused on her and his incubus side didn’t purr. Evidently not.
She pulled her hand free of his and gently pressed the pads of her fingers to the skin below the cut on his cheek. Payne hissed in a sharp breath, heat flooding him, all stemming from the point where she touched him. He stared down into her silver-grey eyes, hungry thoughts spinning through his mind, his body reacting swiftly.
She broke free of him, a soft gasp escaping her sinful mouth and her cheeks darkening. Had she sensed his thoughts? She smoothed her plain black dress, looking for all the world as if she was doing her best to smooth her feelings with it. Her heartbeat was all over the place and he could sense her desire.
“Come with me.”
She didn’t wait for a response. She turned her back, picked up the rope, and walked away, heading towards the crossroad he had come from. Payne raked his gaze over her, the oversized black dress hiding none of her from his imagination now. He had seen her shapely legs and crimson knickers, and he still burned from that brief glimpse. She plucked a piece of straw from her hair and glanced over her shoulder at him, her beautiful eyes immediately capturing his attention. He was supposed to have cast a spell on her to get her under his control.
He felt as though she had cast one on him.
Payne followed her, unable to resist his need to know her taste and her touch. He could never allow it to happen though.
He couldn’t influence her.
She was immune.
Immunity to an incubus’s charms was a sign that she was their fated mate.
The last woman who had been semi-immune to his charms had broken his heart.
The phantom’s words came back to him.
Fated. Bond. Blood. Death.
Sounded like a recipe for disaster to him, and this little witch was just the first ingredient.



CHAPTER 2
Payne used the walk to get his hunger back in check. He would go with the witch to wherever she was leading him, gain her trust and then get her to tell him the location of the place he sought. She could speak fae and others knew her here, so she clearly knew the area well. She would be able to lead him to his destination. Problem solved.
He tried to keep his eyes off her backside.
It was impossible.
The image of saucy red knickers had been burned on his mind.
He would never look at witches the same again. Who knew what they hid beneath that plain boring black dress? He had never imagined it would be naughty knickers.
She turned down another street to her left, leading him through the rabbit warren of buildings. There were fewer stores in this neighbourhood. Most of the single storey buildings looked like residences, most of them painted in bright colours. Stalagmites rose from the flat roofs of many of them, reaching upwards towards their deadly counterparts on high.
Payne stopped a few steps into the new narrow street and backtracked. He raised a single dark eyebrow at the wooden sign affixed to the painted black wall of the building nearest the crossroads. Well, what did’ya know. He took a piece of paper from his pocket and matched the symbols to those of the street name. Bingo. We have a winner.
The witch had stopped and was staring at him, curiosity burning in her silvery eyes.
He didn’t need her after all.
He stalked past her, checking each door for the right symbol. Somewhere down here was the witch he had come to find. His eyes darted from the crumpled piece of paper in his hand to the painted purple wooden door of the pink stone building on his left. Match.
He rapped his knuckles against the door.
The female witch stopped beside him. He glanced at her. She was frowning now and it didn’t suit her. He didn’t like how she looked as though she was trying to see right through him to wheedle out his secrets.
He opened his mouth to explain himself.
She slid a brass key into the lock, twisted it and pushed the door open. She breezed into the dark building and lights came on, glowing warmly and illuminating the clutter in the small room.
She lived here?
She was the witch?
She tossed the key and silver rope onto a messy wooden desk on the right of the room. A fire burst into life in the grate to his left, near two tattered armchairs. A dark threadbare rug spread across the stone floor between them, covered in haphazard piles of books.
Payne closed the door behind him. The witch bustled through into an adjoining room and returned with a hairbrush that she put to good use, viciously dragging it through her tangled hair. She didn’t flinch when it caught on knots and pieces of hay. She grumbled in the fae language, dark things that had Payne remaining close to the exit. She was livid about something. He could feel her anger in her blood and hear it in her heartbeat, and sense it in other easier ways too. The fire on the grate roared like an inferno and the flames on the candles were six inches tall and blazing white, evidently a response to her rage.
She paced, heeled black leather ankle boots loud on the stone floor.
Whoever those males had been, she was pissed as hell at them.
Payne leaned his back against the wall and breathed slowly. She wasn’t a threat to him. He focused on the calm ebbing and flowing through him, trying to instil that same feeling in her, and raised his hand to his face. He was still bleeding. He licked the blood from his fingers and then licked them again and dabbed his saliva across the cut.
She stopped pacing then and tossed the brush onto one of the dark red armchairs. It bounced off the cushion and landed on the fire. She cursed, shrugged, and approached him. She looked different with all the tangles and twigs gone from her chestnut hair, but she still had a wildness about her, a wickedness that Payne found alluring.
The witch stopped in front of him. He looked down at her. She was petite, a good nine inches shorter than he was.
“Elissa.” She offered her hand. He didn’t take it. It had been hard enough dealing with skin contact in the street. If he touched her now, when they were alone, in private, he probably wouldn’t be able to stop his hunger from rising again. If that happened, he would have her on that bed he could see in the adjoining room and naked in under five seconds. She frowned into his eyes. “Thank you for helping me...”
Clever ploy. She wanted his name.
“Payne.”
It seemed she wasn’t satisfied with his aloof air and refusal to place her at risk by touching her. She tiptoed and touched the cut on his cheek.
Payne felt that same intense gut-tugging jolt as he had the first time they had made skin contact.
Warmth crept outwards from where she touched, turning him hazy, drugging him with how good it felt. His very nature said to go with the flow because the flow felt divine. The little witch could give him what he needed. Not just the method of freeing Chica from her bond. She could give him bliss.
He could feed on both her energy and her blood.
His incubus side and his vampire one purred at the prospect.
His cut stung and he could almost feel his flesh knitting back together. Magic.
“Witch,” he growled, a low warning that he didn’t like her meddling with his body.
She didn’t heed it but she did eventually withdraw her hand. She smiled up at him. “Sort of.”
“Sort of?” He frowned at her. How could you be sort of a witch?
“I don’t have much power yet. I’m still learning.” Her sweet voice was a melody in his ear, curling around him, petting him and feeding his desire.
She stepped back, distancing herself. His eyes must have changed again, swirling blue and gold. Payne lifted his hand and grazed the backs of his fingers across her soft cheek, his breath shuddering in his chest over how exquisite she felt. He wanted her.
She knocked his hand away. “Don’t turn on the charm. I don’t like it.”
That brought Payne back to earth with a bump. “You can tell when I’m using my ability?”
She nodded and moved back another step. “I don’t like it. It feels as though I’m seeing myself do things, feel things, that aren’t really anything to do with me.”
Strange. Was it a witch thing? He hadn’t heard that immune females could sense an incubus attempting to use his ability on her. It had to be a witch thing.
“Normally people can’t tell it isn’t their natural feelings.” His gaze tracked her across the room.
“I’m not normal now, am I?” She stared into the fire and sighed at her melting hairbrush. At least the flames had died down. Her heartbeat was level again too and he couldn’t feel any anger in her.
She looked back over her shoulder at him, her eyes locking with his, their dazzling silver depths enchanting him once more. Her lips parted and her pupils dilated. Desire. He could get drunk on the way she felt whenever she looked at him. How would she feel if he took things further?
“I don’t like it,” she said in a breathless voice. “I don’t know why you feel the need to use it... so stop it.”
Payne smiled. “I’m not right now.”
Her eyes widened and she blinked. “You aren’t?”
He shook his head. “Whatever you’re feeling, it’s one hundred percent yours, and I’m flattered.”
She turned her nose up at him. “Get over yourself.”
His smile widened into a grin when her heart skipped a beat and her cheeks turned rosy.
She disappeared into the bedroom again and slammed the door behind her. Payne listened to her stomping around the room and muttering about him. He cast a glance around the messy room, studying the piles of books, the vials and beakers, and bottles of coloured liquids and jars of herbs and other more questionable things. A witch’s home was disappointingly close to what he had imagined.
Elissa emerged from the bedroom.
The witch however, was nothing like he had pictured.
She had changed into a pair of tight black jeans and a sexy purple halter-top that gathered beneath her breasts, and by god, she wasn’t wearing a bra. He could see the soft buds of her nipples pressing against the material. The chestnut waves of her long hair curled around her milky shoulders and a black choker with a silver star in the centre ringed her throat. Payne swallowed, desire surging through him, hot and heavy, burning up his blood.
Was she trying to kill him?
“I thought witches wore those dull black dresses?” he said and was that his voice that had sounded squeaky and tight?
He cleared his throat.
She smiled wickedly, her lips a glossy pink now, enticing him more than ever. “I was on duty... now I’m off duty.”
“I need you on duty.” And not just because off-duty Elissa was hotter than Hell on a summer’s day and had all his blood rushing to his cock.
“Why?” She twirled the ends of her hair and stared at him, her silvery eyes bright with curiosity again.
“I came to this place to speak to you. I need an item for a friend of mine. She’s a fae and was accidentally bound to a theatre. I heard you can help us.”
“Sounds like a real problem.” Elissa thoughtfully tapped her finger against her chin, drawing his gaze to those glossy tempting lips. Would they taste sweet if he kissed her? She shook her head. “But I’m only covering for the witch who normally lives here. Sort of like house sitting.”
Payne’s insides dropped a few inches. Not good. He was shit out of luck just as he had feared and the witch she was covering for had been his last lead. It was back to the books and the research. He hated the thought of returning to Vampirerotique empty handed. He wouldn’t be able to bear the look of disappointment on Chica and Andreu’s faces when they discovered he had failed them again, and god only knew how long it would be before he turned up more leads and more potential fixes for their problem.
He heaved a sigh and scrubbed his hand through his blond hair. “Thanks for your time.”
He grabbed the door handle and pushed down, letting the door swing open. It was probably for the best anyway. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could last around Elissa without pouncing on her and getting that taste he hungered for.
“You’re in luck.” Those words stopped him dead and he turned back to her.
“I am?”
She nodded, looking very bright and cheerful. It set him on edge. He didn’t like that she was smiling at him. It made him feel as though she was up to something, was plotting behind those beautiful eyes. He could almost see the wheels in her mind turning.
“I can help you better than Verity could have... but I have a price.”
He knew it. She was up to something. “What?”
She nibbled her lower lip and crossed the room to him, moving so close that personal space became an issue and he had to take a step back to avoid her body pressing into his. She looked up into his eyes, hers surrounded by sinful black kohl that highlighted how silver they were and enhanced the devastating power they held over him. He couldn’t look away, even when his gut instinct was to run before she answered because he already knew he wasn’t going to like her reply.
“I want a taste of you, Incubus.”
“No fucking way.” The only way he could distance himself was to back out into the street.
Elissa didn’t look pleased. Her expression darkened and then lightened again in the space of a heartbeat. She shrugged.
“It was worth a try.” Those words gave him the distinct impression that she really needed his help with a different matter and had been trying to sweeten the deal by getting a taste of him. His incubus side kicked off at that, disgustingly pleased by the fact that she wanted him. Desire surged through him, hunger to taste her too and see if she was as sweet as she looked. Payne tamped it down, unwilling to surrender to that urge.
She backed off, moving to the fireplace. He flinched when she poked it with a fire iron and shoved the dark memories it evoked to the back of his mind. His right forearm throbbed and he was holding it before he realised what he was doing.
Payne stepped back into the small building.
Elissa put the fire iron down, much to his relief, and settled herself in the armchair facing him.
“Tell me what you know about curing my friend’s problem.” He remained near the door, his gaze locked on her, monitoring her for a sign that she was lying about any of this—her feelings and her ability to help him. Her heartbeat remained level.
“There’s a ring that can bind a fae to someone.”
Payne’s breath left him on a sharp exhale. “It exists?”
She nodded. “It’s real alright and I’ve seen it.”
He had heard of such a ring, one powerful enough to overrule any other bond, but he had thought it was a myth. None of his research into it had turned up anything to indicate it was real, so he hadn’t pursued it as a possible solution for Chica. If he could get his hands on it, Andreu could use it to bind Chica to him, freeing her of her bond to the theatre. Payne was sure she would happily go along with being bonded to her mate.
Elissa toed her heeled short black boots off and brought her feet up onto the seat of her armchair, tucking them close to her bottom. Red knickers. Payne tried not to stare. It was hard to keep his eyes on her face when all they wanted to do was drop a few feet and stare at her backside, imagining the naughty lingerie the jeans concealed.
The incubus side of him purred. Damn, she was wreaking havoc on him.
“I know where the ring is and that’s where you come in. The man who has it also has something of value that belongs to me, something dear to my heart. I want it back. You’ll be perfect for helping me achieve that.”
Payne folded his arms across his chest. His forearms tensed against the rolled up sleeves of his dark grey shirt. “Why?”
“Because the man is also an incubus.”
Payne resisted his desire to growl at her. “I don’t see how I will be much help with that.”
She stared at him, her right eyebrow slowly rising. “You really don’t have a freaking clue about yourself, do you? I had thought I was reading you wrong...”
Payne glared at her. He knew all he needed to know about himself. He was an abomination and he hated this world. He wanted to go back to his world.
He did not want to meet another incubus.
There were two other reasons he didn’t want to help her. One, he couldn’t control her for some reason and it was unsettling him, especially with that phantom’s words still ringing in his ears. Being around Elissa was too enticing. Two, she was right and he didn’t know much about incubi and he hated to go into any situation blind.
Diversionary tactics were required. He knit his eyebrows together and pinned her with a scowl. “Did you try to fuck that male too?”
Elissa tensed, flew from the armchair and slapped him hard across his left cheek, snapping his head to his right. The scent of fresh blood cut through the herbs and spices in the air. She had reopened the wound.
“No!” She huffed and looked as though she was considering hitting him again. If she tried it, he was going to hit her back. He was all for equal rights. “And if I had, I certainly wouldn’t be asking you for help.”
Payne rubbed his stinging cheek. “Why not?”
She grabbed his arm, sending another hot bolt of lust through him, and twisted it. She pointed near his wrist.
“Because he’s your grandfather.”
Payne tugged his arm free of her grip and turned it so he could see the markings on his skin. She prodded several symbols in a row. That was his grandfather’s name? Were his fae markings a record of his bloodline?
That made him hate them all the more.
He stared at the swirling glyphs, a low growl rumbling through him, anger that poured into his veins like acid and ate away at the restraints tethering his temper and his pain. His grandfather. His pulse accelerated, heart thumping hard against his breastbone, driving that scalding acid through his body, cranking up his anger to new, dangerous heights. Grandfather. He wanted to scratch those markings off his arm, loathed them with all of his being. He didn’t want to know that somewhere out there was the bastard who had sired his mother, who in turn had spawned him. An abomination.
Devil, he wanted that man to pay for his sins. He wanted to erase his grandfather’s name from his lineage and then erase him from existence.
Elissa released an exasperated huff. “You really don’t know anything about your kind, do you?”
He growled at her. “My kind are vampires.”
Her eyes shot wide. “What on mother earth did you just say?”
Payne towered over her and growled down at her again, his lips peeling back to reveal his fangs. “I’m a vampire.”
She stared at his mouth, eyes enormous and pulse off the scale. “What you are is all shades of messed up.”
He shoved her away from him. She tripped on a stack of books and landed in the pile behind them, her right arm catching on the armchair and her legs splayed. Payne tried not to think about her naked and like that, spread for his pleasure, the chestnut curls at the apex of her thighs glistening with arousal. Tried and failed. It had clearly been too long since he’d had sex. A good century at least. Damn. He was a ticking time-bomb of lust. He had heard tales of incubi who had gone insane from lack of sexual gratification. Payne looked down at his right hand. It was probably the only thing keeping him sane, but the pleasure he took from masturbation didn’t come close to the satisfaction he gained from intercourse.
Intercourse with this witch was officially off the menu though.
“You need to work on that temper.” She winced and pulled herself back onto her feet. “You need my help if you want to get that ring. Remember that.”
“Just tell me where he is and I’ll find him without you.” He wasn’t in the mood for this. She had crossed the line and he wanted to get the hell away from her. He should’ve known better. A pretty thing like her would want nothing to do with a monster like him.
“You won’t be able to find him without my help.”
“Draw me a map.” He was not going to change his mind about this, no matter what she did. “I’ll get the ring and whatever piece of junk you want me to bring back for you.”
She folded her arms across her chest, squashing her breasts into cleavage that made his heart thump against his ribs for a completely different reason. Her lips compressed into a mulish line, her eyebrows drawing tight.
“If you want to get that ring, you will need to learn about your incubus side. I need what that bastard took from me... I can help you with your incubus side.” Those words chilled him.
“Why do I need to?” He didn’t want to learn about his incubus side. He already knew enough. It was a curse.
She stacked the books back into messy piles. “Incubi don’t live in places that are easy to find. They live in places only accessible by incubi. You’ll need to teleport me there and you’ll need to do something else too.”
“What?” Payne didn’t like the sound of this. His day had looked good but it was rapidly going downhill and he had a feeling it was about to get much worse.
“You need to pretend I’m your mate.”
Payne stared at her, his mouth dry and heart frozen in his chest.
She couldn’t know that she was potentially just that to him.
The wicked gleam in her eyes and the sensual tilt of her glossy lips warned that she wanted more than make believe from him. He could see what she desired and he couldn’t give it to her. He wouldn’t let his darker nature out to play and he certainly wasn’t about to masquerade as her lover or enter a den and face his grandfather. He wanted nothing to do with his incubus nature. He wished it didn’t exist.
He couldn’t do this.
He turned to leave.
Elissa was there before him, her hands braced against the doorframe, blocking his exit. There was a decidedly different look on her face now. She had gone from stubborn, determined and wicked, to scared, desperate and weak. What was it that she wanted him to retrieve for her? Whatever it was, it looked as though it meant the world to her.
“This is the only way of fixing your friend’s problem and you’re my only hope of getting back what he took from me. Please, Payne.”
Payne swallowed again, his throat as rough and dry as sandpaper. He closed his eyes and hung his head, waging a war against his better judgement. He had promised to find a way of freeing Chica and he had found one. He couldn’t give up now when he was so close. But could he do as she was asking?
Could he put aside his hatred of his incubus side and learn to embrace it?
Payne clenched his fists and knew the answer to that question in his heart.
The things he did for his friends.



CHAPTER 3
Elissa had firmly crossed a line and she had a feeling where. She had known from the moment she had set eyes on Payne in the street that he was more than what she could see on the surface. She hadn’t expected him to be part vampire though.
Or should that be part incubus?
She should have schooled her features when he had revealed that little titbit about himself, not pointed out that he was a half-breed with some serious issues.
Payne stood before her, his head hung and eyes closed, the soft sandy spikes of his hair catching the firelight and shining. His powerful body was taut beneath his clothes, as tight as a bowstring, his fists clenched at his sides. She could see his struggle written in every toned facet of his physique. He opened his eyes and looked into hers. Their deep grey depths sparkled with flecks of blue and gold, a sign of his incubus nature.
Elissa couldn’t imagine what sort of mental number having a dominant vampire side and recessive incubus one did on him. Incubi were in no way submissive creatures. It probably pushed for control all the time, barely held at bay by his stronger vampire instincts. She hadn’t been lying when she had said he was all shades of messed up, but she had only meant this war between his dual natures. The way he had reacted said that he had taken it to mean something far deeper than that.
What reason did he have to feel majorly screwed in the head? It had to be more than just the twin species in his genes.
The struggle shone in his beautiful eyes, as clear as day to her. He wasn’t bothering to mask his feelings as he waged a silent war in search of an answer to her proposition. The flecks of gold and blue brightened, marking his apprehension but also his desire. He wanted her. She shivered at the knowledge, feeling empowered that such a beautiful man would desire her. She had offered herself to him, wanted him too, but he had denied her.
She had never seen a male so fiercely deny his desires.
She had definitely never seen an incubus refuse an advance from a female.
Normally, they were quick to take what they were offered. She had heard tales about the sexual prowess of incubi from some of the female fae who visited her spell store near the square, every one of them wicked and filling her head with forbidden desire.
She had even met a few incubi, selling them vials of potions designed to remove inhibitions and unleash desires. Ever since the incubi had taken a vow to feed only from willing females, swearing they would never use their abilities to take an unwilling woman and make her sleep with them, she had been busy concocting and selling liquids that would help them bend their own rules.
Payne was nothing like the incubi she had met, and something within her said that it was more than just his dual natures at work.
He gazed off to her left and Elissa took the opportunity to close the purple wooden door, shutting out the noise from the street. She used her magic to lock it. Not that it would stop him from leaving. He could easily teleport away. She did it to drive her point home. She didn’t want him to leave. They needed each other.
She ran her gaze over him, starting at his black boots and dark blue jeans, and then drifting upwards to his hands. Strong hands. Long fingers. Made for squeezing, palming, stroking and caressing. She blushed and averted her gaze. It lingered on his bare right forearm and the scars that littered his skin. He must have badly injured himself at some point in his life or perhaps his not quite one hundred percent vampire genes meant that he didn’t possess the same level of healing that pure vampires had.
Her eyes roamed up his torso. His dark grey shirt fitted snugly to his lithe body, revealing just enough about his physique to arouse her curiosity. The top few buttons were undone, giving a hint of muscled chest and sexy collarbones. No bite marks on his throat. Not into that sort of thing? Maybe he didn’t take vampire lovers.
She reached his face and slowed her visual exploration of the six-feet-plus of sex god in front of her. Every feature was sinful, from his profanely sensual lips, with slightly fuller bottom one, to the strong cut of his jaw, to his straight nose and fine eyebrows that flared above his striking grey eyes. They shifted back to her and her breath hitched in her chest. The dark edge to his eyes sent a thrill through her. Mother earth, he was gorgeous.
Forbidden.
She knew the rules. Incubi were demons. Demons were a big no-no for a witch.
She wouldn’t break the rules with him. Cross her heart. She just wanted to peel away the layers of this enigmatic male and learn about him. All witches were naturally curious, but Elissa was honest enough with herself to admit that what she felt for Payne went beyond natural.
It was dangerous.
Part of her said that she should help him because he had helped her by saving her from those Rozengard coven brutes. The rest of her said to bargain with him and try to get a taste of him. She wanted to know if the reality would live up to the fantasies she had about being with one of his kind. It was a risk though. A huge one. Incubi were volatile and aggressive. She might end up in over her head and she knew what awaited her if that happened.
Her heart piped up and said to ask only for his assistance. He was her key to getting Luca back. She had sworn to her sister to protect the boy and that bastard had taken him from this very home three weeks ago. She had cried for hours before finding the resolve to get him back somehow.
Elissa had scoured every book in her sister’s home but none of them had provided her with a means of finding where Arnaud had taken the boy.
She had been out looking for new books to buy when she had run into the men from Rozengard. They had asked whether she whored herself for demons too, calling her spiteful names and pushing her to get a reaction out of her. She had honestly thought that her life had been about to end in some dank street and that Luca would be lost forever.
And then Payne had come blazing into her life.
When he had caught her wrist to stop her from whipping him, she had seen the markings on his forearm. His lineage. Arnaud had been the second name in. Fate had given her a chance to reach Luca and save him. She needed Payne to help her.
Payne growled. “I’m not interested in playing.”
No. He had to help her. She took a step towards him and hesitated when his eyes narrowed on her, bleeding red around the edges of his irises. Volatile and aggressive. She didn’t need to provoke him. He had already proven he had a nasty temper.
“Please.” If she told him what she wanted to take back from his grandfather, would he help her? Elissa realised that it would only make him more unlikely to lend a hand. He clearly despised his incubus side. He wouldn’t want to help another one, not even an innocent child.
He squared up to her and she didn’t like the way he towered over her in an obvious attempt to intimidate her. It worked. She wanted to shrink away or at least drop her gaze. It was a struggle to keep her eyes locked on his.
“Tell me what I need to do to know where the incubi den is and I will go alone.”
Elissa shook her head. His eyes blazed red. She wasn’t going to let him threaten her.
She breezed past him and he huffed. She could feel his gaze tracking her. Her body burned wherever it touched her and she wanted to smile when it slid slowly down her back and settled on her bottom. He so wanted her.
“Tell me, Witch,” he barked and Elissa ignored him, going about her business.
She stacked more of the books, taking her time to neaten the piles, aligning the sides of each tome. When she was done with that task, she went to the desk and sorted through the loose sheets of parchment, arranging her new spells into alphabetical order. She wished she had something to knock a vampire-incubus on his backside, but she made her living by mixing politer and more useful potions and so had Verity.
He growled again, this one born of frustration, and Elissa realised that he didn’t like it when she acted as though he wasn’t a threat to her. It annoyed him. She tested her theory by neatening the glass beakers on the shelves above the desk, ordering them by size from big to small.
He snarled this time, impatient and snappish.
He moved, coming to stand behind her. Elissa didn’t look at him. It was hard to ignore her desire to turn and face him. She could feel him close behind her, her body tingling with awareness of his, veins filling with hunger to turn and step into his embrace, tiptoeing to bring her lips to his. Would he kiss her or push her away? She continued to tidy, picking up all her tongs, tweezers, spoons and stirrers and putting them into the desk drawer. She frowned, pausing with her hand on the front of the open drawer.
“Why did you choose the name Payne?” She knew fae kept their real names secret and with good reason. A fae’s real name could be used against them. If someone with power used it, the fae would be unable to resist their commands. She focused on the man behind her. He didn’t know much about fae or incubi, but she bet he knew about the name thing.
He didn’t answer.
Elissa turned to face him. “Don’t be shy. You can tell me since we’ll be working together.”
He glared at her. She smiled. His expression only darkened. Her smile only broadened. She liked the undercurrent of tension that rippled through him whenever his eyes met hers. Every time they did, the struggle returned, causing lines to bracket his sexy mouth and his eyes to narrow. Oh, he could fight it all he wanted, could fight her all he wanted, but in the end she would win and get her way.
He stepped back and folded his arms across his chest, revealing the lines of his fae markings as they tracked up the underside of his forearms. They curved upwards before disappearing under his shirtsleeves. Where did they go? She wanted to know. Did they snake over his biceps? Did they extend beyond his shoulders? Would he push her away if she traced them with her tongue or moan in pleasure and hold her closer?
That last one shocked her and she forced her eyes away from them.
“Come on, Payne. It’s just a silly simple question. I’m sure you can answer it. You’re not a dumb blond are you?”
He growled at her, flashing fangs. Elissa barely contained her smile. It was fun to tease him but she was growing tired of this standoff. She walked towards him and he rounded her, going to her desk. He planted his backside against it, crossed his long legs at the ankle and stared at the door. Oh. A man who knew how to employ the power of the silent treatment. She moved into his line of sight.
He shifted it to above her head.
Freaking curse him. She was tempted but it wouldn’t get her anywhere. Incubi were thick-skinned and he would probably punish her by leaving.
Elissa adjusted her plum halter-top to flash a little more cleavage in his direction and then toyed with her long hair.
No reaction. The blue and gold in his eyes didn’t even change. His fae markings remained placid cool grey.
It irked her.
Wasn’t she pretty enough to get his attention?
She paused.
Did she want him to think she was pretty?
No. She was just bored and annoyed, and he was stubborn. He was a challenge and she liked that. The fact that he was damned hot was just a cherry on top of a very delicious sundae.
He was a way of getting what she wanted. Luca back in her arms, safe and sound.
What she had proposed seemed like a fair exchange to her. She really didn’t understand his reluctance. It was strange. He was willing to go alone to get the ring, and might even get Luca for her too if she explained her situation and convinced him that leaving a young boy in the grasp of his grandfather was cruel, regardless of how Payne felt about incubi, but he refused to let her tag along in the role of his lover?
Most incubi would have been all over her, intent on turning it from pretend to real. Payne looked as though he wanted to run a mile from her, as soon as possible and as quickly as he could.
Elissa crossed the room and stopped before him, standing close. He didn’t look at her. His gaze remained glued on the strip of wall above the door.
She shook off her nerves and raised her hand. Was she really going to do this? Her fingers shook and she focused, trying to steady them and her trembling heart. She ran her fingertip along his collarbone. No reaction. Her gaze leapt up to his. The colours in them remained muted. He looked like a man waiting for a long jail sentence to end, as though everything depended on surviving until he made it back through that door. Why didn’t he just leave then?
Did the ring mean that much to him that he was willing to endure her company and wait until she changed her mind and did things his way?
“Is the ‘friend’ with a problem your lover?” The thought that she might be caused a weird tight sensation behind Elissa’s breastbone and acid in her stomach.
He reacted to that, his gaze darting to her and darkening. “No.”
It went back to the door.
It was progress. He didn’t have a lover. Elissa found that oddly relieving.
She upped the stakes and ran her finger over his lower lip. He bore his fangs at her but nothing more.
“I don’t like strong silent types,” she muttered and focused her magic, willing it to reveal the object of his focus.
Her insides lit up.
He was locked on her like a heat-seeking missile on an inferno. She delved a little deeper with her magic, unravelling the threads of his feelings. They were murky. Probably his mixed genes at play. She searched and found a glimmering red ribbon of desire amongst them. He did want her. There was so much black in his feelings though. She hoped it was just his genes muddling her spell and not a sign that he held endless darkness and pain inside him. She lowered her hands to his chest, resting her palms against the rock hard muscles hidden beneath his soft grey shirt.
Elissa tiptoed and shivered as their bodies came into contact. She brought her mouth to his ear, making sure their cheeks brushed. His heart thundered like a war drum against her hands and she realised something shocking. He was trembling too. She closed her eyes as he moved, his cheek against hers and his breath cool on her throat. Mother earth, it felt so good that she forgot what she had intended to say.
Her cheek heated against his.
Elissa swallowed and remembered what she had meant to ask him. “Why did you call yourself Payne?”
He grabbed her waist and pushed her away. “It is none of your business. Tell me how to find the incubi den. I desire to leave.”
Like hell he did. The remaining trace of her spell said that he wanted to stay. She would have given anything to be powerful enough to cast a telepathy spell on him. Verity had been a witch of that level. Gods, she missed her sister. Unbidden tears sprang into her eyes. Payne released her as though she was about to explode.
“I did not mean to hurt you.” He jammed his hands into his pockets.
Elissa scrubbed her eyes with the heels of her palms. “Just something in my eye.”
Payne looked away. She had never seen a man look so uncomfortable. She stared at him, trying to figure him out. There had to be a way to make him go along with her plan. She reached out without thinking and absently ran her fingers over the pronounced bumps of the markings running along his right forearm.
He was on her in a flash, his hands grasping her upper arms, claws digging into her flesh. He growled in her face, his fangs enormous and filling her vision. She flinched away, shrinking back and uttering several prayers for protection.
“I only wanted to touch them,” she whispered, unable to find the courage to speak any louder.
Payne shoved her hard onto the wooden desk chair. “Don’t touch me again. I’m not interested in your fucked up games. I don’t like being touched.”
Elissa frowned up at him, seeing the truth behind his words in his vivid blue and gold eyes. Red was bleeding into them, mixing with the other colours, subduing them.
“An incubus who doesn’t like to be touched?” She found that hard to swallow. She ran her hands over her arms, focusing her magic on them and healing the puncture wounds from his claws.
“I’m a vampire.” His low snarling tone warned her to drop it but witches had never been a species who backed off in any situation, even one that could end in blood and death.
She laughed and pointed to his markings. “The writing is there for all to see! A dazzling lineage too... all powerful incubi.”
Payne turned on her again, his eyes red now and pupils elliptical. He bore his fangs at her. “I’m a vampire!”
Elissa sighed and curled up on the chair. She really had to stop provoking him. She tried hard to resist but in the end, it slipped out. “Deny it all you want. You are an incubus in part, but you really don’t like that part, do you?”
He snarled at her. “Shut the fuck up.”
Elissa did hold her tongue this time. His fae markings were black and red. She knew a little about an incubus’s markings and those were the colours to watch out for. Anger. Rage. A burning need for violence. Death to anyone who said the wrong thing. She toyed with the nearest spell book, giving him time to cool off so he didn’t kill her.
Payne unleashed a low curling growl and shoved away from the desk. He paced across the room behind her and she could sense his eyes on her the whole time, boring into the back of her head. His agitation flowed from him in tangible waves, darkening the atmosphere.
“Just do whatever you need to do to help me.” He stalked back across the room.
Elissa’s gaze followed him. Was helping him a possibility? He had said that her toying with him and her requests were messed up, but there was something about him that warned he was seriously screwed up in the head.
He shot a glare her way and her eyes darted to the books on the desk. She thumbed through one of them, pretending to look at it while she monitored him, waiting for his temper to fade. The longer she knew Payne, the more she longed to peel away the layers and reveal the man beneath. Could she help him?
She wanted to.
His pacing slowed and he stopped near the large rectangular window. He leaned his forearm against the wall above the window and rested his forehead on it, staring out at the world with his back to her. A sigh raised his shoulders. He didn’t feel angry anymore. It was hard to get hold of his emotions but he seemed calm enough for her to approach him now.
Elissa rose to her feet, closed her book, and crossed the room to him. She stopped beside him. His grey gaze slid to her, full of feelings she found impossible to discern.
He leaned back and lowered his arm, towering over her. “What?”
Elissa held her nerve. “What thrills you the most... blood or sex?”
He turned back to the window. “Blood.”
Elissa didn’t believe that. He seemed to though. He must have worked hard to convince himself. Why? Why not embrace the wicked side of his dual nature?
She opened her mouth to speak but he beat her to it.
In a low, dead voice, he said, “If you don’t shut up, then I will make you shut up.”
He flexed his fingers and she got the message. She motioned with her right hand, zipping her mouth closed, and then smiled and unzipped it again.
She stared up at him and his eyes shifted to hers, and she was struck again by his masculine beauty and darkness. He radiated danger and even though she knew that she should keep her distance, she couldn’t resist her attraction to him. She had to know more about him.
“I swear I will be quiet if you answer one question.”
He frowned, eyes narrowing and lips compressing, turning his handsome face as black as his aura. “What?”
“Why do you call yourself Payne?”
He stared down into her eyes and a brief flicker crossed them, a glimmer of darkness, hurt and intense vulnerability. What on earth had happened to this man to make him so wary and make him hate his incubus side? Elissa wanted to ask him that too but it looked as though he wouldn’t answer one question, let alone two.
He sighed. “Pain is all I know and all I bring to this world.”
Elissa shivered. An overwhelming desire to lay her palm on his sculpted cheek and tell him that couldn’t possibly be true raced through her and she barely resisted. The look in his eyes said that he believed it.
He turned away and stared out of the window again, his forehead resting on his arm above it.
She ignored her need to speak and break her promise to be quiet and went to the desk. She sat in the wooden chair and leafed through more of the new books. Payne remained still. The longer he stood there watching the world go by, the less she could concentrate. The words on the pages swam before her eyes and she pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes. What was she doing? She had the method of saving Luca in the room with her. She had to convince him to help her.
Elissa stood, her calves forcing the chair backwards. It scraped across the stone flags, shattering the heavy silence. Payne looked over his shoulder at her, a trace of melancholy in his expression that quickly disappeared. Had he been thinking about what he had told her and the reason he felt that way? She wanted to ask him to explain it so she understood why he felt as though he brought only pain to this world but he didn’t look as though he would tell her. It was his secret to keep and she had no right to push him to tell her, not when she was keeping secrets from him too.
“I need a walk. Will you walk with me?” She wasn’t sure why she asked him to accompany her. Because she feared he would leave if she left him alone here or because she feared the Rozengard males would come after her again?
He nodded but seemed tense. “Where? I don’t think it’s wise for you to be walking the streets right now... especially with me.”
Elissa stifled her smile. He was worried about her. She found that sweet and endearing, a side of Payne she hadn’t thought possible.
“Topside,” she said. “I like to walk in the woods.”
Payne closed his eyes and frowned, and she knew he was focusing through the layers of rock over their heads, trying to sense whether it was daylight or not up there.
“It’s dark, gone midnight.” Elissa waited for his response. Now that she had thought about the males and he had mentioned them too, the idea of walking alone in the woods unsettled her. She needed air but if those damn Rozengard jerks came at her again, she wouldn’t stand a chance against them. Not without Payne at her side. He was strong, powerful. She had never met a male as strong as he was. “Will you walk with me?”
His expression remained dark. “Will you help me get that ring?”
She nodded, knowing that he still meant to go without her to get it. She would just have to change his mind about that. “After I have some air.”
Payne nodded too and held his hand out to her. He meant to teleport her. Well, it certainly beat walking but he had snarled and growled at her earlier when she had touched him. Was he that concerned about those males finding her that he was willing to break his no touching rule to get her up to the woods unseen? It was a start.
Elissa slipped her hand into his. Heat chased up her arm as his fingers closed around it. She gasped and stared up into his eyes. The flecks of blue and gold in them brightened, glowing in the low light from the fire and the candles. A louder gasp left her when he pulled her hard against him, wrapped his arms around her, and darkness swallowed the world.
They reappeared in the middle of the grounds of the mansion, the manicured lawn stretching around them and glittering with dew. Elissa shivered, the cold air instantly chilling every inch of exposed skin. She should have put a jacket on before letting him teleport her. She tipped her head back and stared up at the crisp moonless sky above her. Bright stars twinkled and winked at her. She drew in a deep breath and sighed it out, the sight of the universe on display above her relaxing her.
Witches always felt an affinity to nature and whenever she was out in the open, surrounded by greenery, she felt as though she had come home.
Payne moved against her, his arms still around her waist, his cool breath caressing her face. She lowered her eyes and froze as they found his were on her throat. The light from the mansion behind her was weak but enough for her to see where he was looking and that he was thinking very naughty things. She could see his fangs between his sensual lips.
Elissa swallowed her nerves and the action caused him to frown and hold her closer. It seemed he could deny his incubus urges but his vampire ones were more difficult to control. It was definitely his stronger side and that was a problem. She needed his incubus side at the fore, and the only way she could think of bringing it out in him was pleasure. She needed him to give in to his desires. He stared at her throat and the longer he gazed upon it, the faster her breaths came, until she was panting with anticipation in his strong arms.
“Payne?” she whispered, breaking his reverie. His eyes slid to her and the look in them would have knocked her on her backside if he hadn’t been holding her so tightly.
A man had never looked at her with such intense desire and need before.
She risked it.
She wriggled her arm free from between them and raised it to his face. The moment she made contact, her palm cupping his left cheek, he sucked in a sharp breath, closed his eyes and leaned into her touch.
He growled. Not in warning this time. It carried unadulterated hunger.
He clutched her closer and her eyes widened, skin flushing with prickly heat. Oh, mother earth. His hardness pressed into her belly and all manner of wanton naughty thoughts cascaded through her mind.
Gods, kiss her.
She needed to be kissed.
He dipped his head, his mouth nearing hers. She couldn’t breathe. She slipped her hand around the nape of his neck and tried to make him move quicker.
Payne tore away from her and distanced himself, instantly placing over ten feet of grass between them. He stood with his back to her, shoulders heaving with his breaths. Elissa cursed herself. Too fast. She should have let him set the pace and maybe she might have had that taste of him she so desired.
Craved.
Now she wasn’t sure what to say. Things had turned strained between them again. She paced back and forth, her eyes on the stars, searching for inspiration. How could she get him to give up his restraint and unleash that passion on her? She knew it was the key to making him accept his incubus side. He only needed to feel at one with it for long enough to know where to teleport them.
Payne gruffly muttered something and started towards the woods. It seemed their walk was still on the agenda. She had promised to help him get the ring he needed after their walk. Clearly, he wanted to keep his end of the bargain. He was going to be disappointed when she insisted she came with him to the incubi hideout and refused to change her mind.
Elissa fell into line, keeping the ten-foot gap between them. He looked as though he needed the space and she intended to prod a little and try to find out more about him. She liked the thought of a ten-foot lead. If he attacked, she would have the split second she needed to mutter a spell and escape.
“Do you know much about your kind?” She eyed him. No reaction other than jamming hands into jeans pockets. He did that a lot. It reinforced her feeling that he liked to keep to himself and kept everyone at arm’s length, if not further, from him.
“Vampires?”
Elissa couldn’t find her voice to answer. She shook her head. His expression darkened, giving her the impression that he denied everything about his incubus side, right down to its existence. Why?
What had happened to the male beside her to make him turn on himself?
What had made him hate himself?
Elissa wouldn’t stop until she knew.



CHAPTER 4
Payne could feel the questions bubbling inside her and he knew that she wouldn’t be able to resist voicing them forever. He wanted her to. She was beautiful, bewitching, and he couldn’t deny that he was attracted to her, but whenever she mentioned his incubus side, he wanted to leave and forget helping Andreu and Chica.
He could be their only hope though. Elissa could be their only hope.
They reached the edge of the woods and she paused and faced him.
“Have you ever submitted to someone?”
Payne froze and blinked hard. He had to have heard his petite, enchanting Elissa wrong. She couldn’t have just asked what he thought she had. The dark colouring on her cheeks said that she had and was regretting it.
He forced a shrug. “Once or twice.”
His stomach clenched. He hoped that answer would satisfy her.
The frown on her face said it hadn’t. “I don’t believe you’ve ever really submitted to someone. It isn’t in your nature. That’s part of your problem... neither side of you can submit. Both sides crave control too much. The incubus and the vampire.”
Payne couldn’t deny that and he didn’t like that she had seen it in him so quickly after meeting him. His version of submission had been letting women go on top. Hers seemed far more threatening, and alluring. Surrendering complete control to a woman? The very thought had him as hard as steel in his jeans but at the same time made him want to flee.
She swallowed, her sexy throat working overtime, and braved a step towards him. Her eyes were dark in the low light but he didn’t miss the challenge they issued.
“Submit to me,” she said and he almost choked, barely stopped himself from making a scene that would only render him weak in her eyes, stripping him of his masculinity.
He wanted to tell her that there was no way he was going to do such a thing and that he would find some incubi and ask them about finding the den and his grandfather. He still tensed inside whenever he thought about that. The ring he needed was not only in the clutches of an incubus. It was in the grip of his grandfather, a man he had hated without ever knowing.
He must have looked as though he was going to ditch her because she launched forwards and grabbed his wrists.
Elissa looked up into his eyes, that sense of fear, desperation and hope in them again. She needed him.
He needed her, but he couldn’t indulge such desires. What she was suggesting was dangerous.
“One night of passion at my command. It will help you. It will help us both. The only way to find the incubi hideout is to embrace your incubus side and let it take control. You’ll sense the location and be able to teleport straight there.” She paused for air and tightened her grip on him and he could feel her trembling. “Please, Payne. We both need this. Please. Surrender to your desire.”
He knew his eyes were positively glowing at the prospect but he couldn’t stomach the thought of allowing his incubus side to take dominance over his vampire one. He shook his head.
“You’re afraid.” She didn’t say it in a mocking way but that was how his heart heard it, and he couldn’t deny it. It wasn’t fear holding him back though.
“It isn’t that,” he said calmly and her grip on his arms eased. “I cannot do it. My incubus side will want to dominate you as well as the vampire in me.”
“That’s only because you’ve never really embraced it. You constantly want to reject it. It’s the whole point of the exercise... you need to embrace that side of yourself if we’re going to stand a chance of discovering where the other incubi are hiding.”
Payne despised how easily she could see through him to the truth he tried so hard to hide. What else could she tell about him whenever she looked at him? He hoped she couldn’t see some things, like the black stains on his soul.
“You just want to get into my pants.” He gunned for charming even though it was hard to smile at her when his insides were in turmoil, his heart and head tearing him in too many directions.
She smiled and it was dazzling, alluring and just a little bit wicked. He had the feeling that her one night of passion had absolutely nothing to do with helping him connect to his incubus side so he could find this place of the incubi. She really did want him. Why? What did she see in him to make him worthy of her that he couldn’t?
He had tried to figure her out back in her temporary home. Whenever she had glanced his way with desire darkening her beautiful eyes, he had tried to understand what it was about him that made her look at him that way. He had snarled at her, gnashed his fangs, and hurt her, and she had still found ways to touch him, still smiled at him, still wanted him.
He didn’t understand her at all.
“I’m only asking for one moment with you, Payne.”
One moment too many and one thousand too few.
Payne stared at her, knowing his eyes were brightening and unable to stop the reaction. He couldn’t take it anymore. He was so hard for her, too far gone to care about the danger or the details. She was offering him a moment with her and he needed it. He had never needed anything so fiercely. She might break him though. He had never submitted to anyone because it wasn’t in his nature, but he would try for her, because right now he would do anything for a taste of this exquisite beauty before him.
He would try to stifle his incubus side to protect her. He couldn’t embrace it though, not as she wanted.
He had only embraced his incubus side once in his lifetime and it had awakened something terrible within him.
That night, he had lost the only woman he had ever loved.



CHAPTER 5
“One night.”
Those two words leaving Payne’s lips shocked Elissa. She didn’t feel as though she had won. It was offered grudgingly. Still, a single night of pleasure with Payne. It excited her but scared her too. She wasn’t sure where to begin or what he would expect from her, or whether she really could help him accept his incubus side so they could discover where the rest of his kind lived.
When she had suggested he submit to her, she had done so because she had figured that she needed to do something dramatic in order to push him over the edge and force him to give in to his needs. It had worked. Now what was she meant to do?
She had asked him to submit to her. She had never done anything like this before. She had never experienced being with a male as strong as Payne was. She’d had mortal males in her lifetime, but nothing that had lasted, and she had never been with a demonic breed of fae because certain aspects of them were forbidden. What was he going to say about that when she told him?
What if he was too powerful for her?
Her heart told her to give up this foolish venture before it ended in tears and disaster, but she couldn’t ignore her intense attraction to him or the need that shot through her whenever she looked at him.
Payne excited her. He was forbidden fruit and she was desperate for a taste. She knew that with him she would be pushing the boundaries and dancing with danger. It thrilled her and she couldn’t help wanting it. She ached to know a demon’s touch.
Payne’s touch.
Nerves skittered through her, causing her hands to shake and palms to sweat. They worsened when Payne slipped his arm around her waist, pulled her flush against his body, and teleported them back to her sister’s home. She swallowed and tried to stifle her trembling, but the way he frowned at her said that she couldn’t hide it from him. Fool. Of course she wouldn’t be able to hide her fear from a vampire. They thrived on sensing it in others.
She tipped her chin up, grabbed his hand and led him towards the bedroom.
Mother earth, what was she doing? She didn’t have the first clue about this sort of thing. She had never seduced a man, let alone played the role of dominant to their submissive.
They entered the bedroom and she stopped dead, her eyes on the blue satiny sheets covering the double bed. The silver stars stitched onto the material blurred. Her panic increased.
Payne rounded her, his eyes on her chest. Listening to her rushing heart?
“Do you need a moment?” There was a beautiful tilt to his lips, as though he found her nerves pleasing. Why? It struck her that it was because it gave away that this wasn’t the sort of thing she normally did with a man.
Elissa shook her head, trying to look casual, and then nodded. His smile widened and he reached up and grazed his thumb across her lower lip, sending a hot shiver through her. He let his hand fall from her face and went back into the main room of the house, closing the door. Very courteous. Giving her privacy to get her explosive nerves under control. She listened, hoping he hadn’t just used the opportunity to do a runner. She heard beakers clink together and the curtains close.
She drew a deep breath and exhaled. Gods, she wanted this, wanted him, but what the hell had she just signed up for? He would be expecting sexy. Could she do sexy? Could she be dominant with a man?
Dominant wasn’t in her nature.
She squirmed on the spot. Already desire was dampening her knickers. She glanced at her wardrobe. Sexy. She could be sexy for Payne. She wanted to be that way for him.
She pulled out her drawers and dressed in her most provocative black lace underwear. A simple bra and shorts. The mirror hanging on the back of the door mocked her. Not sexy enough. She could fix that. A little magic improved it, changing her dull underwear to a black satin bustier, thong and fishnet stockings, together with thigh-high black stiletto leather boots. Her heart pounded and desire heated her blood as she stared at her reflection. Very fuck me.
She completed her look by twisting her long chestnut hair into a messy knot at the back of her head and kept her black choker on. Anything to draw his attention to her neck. He might be easier to tease into submission if she was playing her best cards. He wanted to bite her. She had seen it in his eyes. She swallowed again. Gods, would he bite her if she let him? If she made him? The thought that he might obey such a command and sink long sharp fangs into her flesh had her thighs quivering.
The floorboards in the other room creaked. Payne was pacing again. Did he feel as nervous as she did? She felt as though she was about to make a terrible mistake but it was too late now to stop herself. She wanted him. Needed this. She nibbled her lower lip and approached the closed door. She opened it a crack and peeked through to the other room and Payne. He looked troubled, his handsome features set in a dark scowl. How did women make men submit?
Her eyes shifted to the silver rope on the desk.
Another shiver bolted through her, hot from the thought of using it on him.
Payne distracted her. He unbuttoned his shirt and removed it, revealing his bare torso as he walked towards her. A good sign, surely? He wanted to do this too.
He turned his back and she tracked his fae markings with her eyes. The line of symbols ran up the underside of his forearms, curved over the outside of his elbows and snaked over his biceps to his shoulders. From there, they ran across the backs of his shoulders and joined above his spine. They followed the line of it down and ended in a diamond above his bottom, between two very sensual dimples.
Elissa had never seen anything so sexy.
She ached to touch them or run her tongue over them. He didn’t like it when she touched them though. Would he be angry with her? Elissa frowned. She was approaching this all wrong. He had sworn to submit to her for one night. A submissive didn’t get to be angry or pick and choose what she did.
She eased the door open, waved her hand and the silver rope wound around his wrists and up his forearms, binding them together behind his back. He growled and snarled, his fae markings flashing red and black, and turned on the spot. The moment his eyes found her, he fell silent and still, his chest heaving and muscles straining. The symbols inked on his skin flared in new colours, shades of red and dark pink. Gods, he was delicious.
She wanted to touch him.
Elissa slowly approached him, enjoying the way his eyes were taking her in, drifting over her. His pupils dilated, swallowing some of the grey and the sparks of blue and gold. She stopped before him and traced her fingers over his markings, following them up his right biceps and over his shoulder. His breathing accelerated and he strained against the ropes.
“They’re enchanted.” She smiled up at him. His eyes bore into hers, dark and hungry. “You can’t break them.”
He tracked her as she moved behind him, the blue and gold in his eyes brightening. Elissa held his gaze and cautiously lowered her mouth to his shoulder. She pressed her lips to the marks there. He closed his eyes and inhaled, his nostrils flaring and the cords in his neck tightening.
Elissa remained behind him and encircled him in her arms, laying her hands against his granite hard chest. She murmured low in her throat, unable to contain the jolt of pleasure that ran through her. Payne groaned and strained against the ropes again, causing every muscle on his torso to tense and delight her. She skimmed her fingers over the taut ridges of his stomach and bravely continued past the erotic dip of his navel, into the soft dusting of sandy hair that led downwards.
Payne sucked his stomach in and tensed.
She trembled and slid her hand into his jeans, cupping the hard, hot length of him through his underwear. He hissed through his teeth and bucked into her palm, thrusting his impressive length against her. Elissa bit her lip. She wanted to see it.
She rounded him and tackled his dark blue jeans, making fast work of his leather belt and the buttons. He didn’t tense this time. She glanced up into his eyes, surprised that he was letting her do this. His eyes were pure blue and gold. No wonder he was behaving himself. His incubus was at the fore and was probably enjoying the hunger that beat through her and controlled her actions. He was feeding on her pleasure.
Elissa grabbed his jeans and boxers, and shoved both of them down his thighs. His cock sprang free, hard and dark with need. Gods, he was big. She stroked her fingers down his length from tip to root. He groaned and his hips jerked, thrusting his erection towards her. She curled her fingers around him and he tipped his head back and swallowed, causing his Adam’s apple to bob. He groaned through his clenched teeth. She grazed her thumb over the sensitive crown, eliciting a dark growl of pleasure. A hot shiver chased over her and she did it again, his reaction to this bare caress empowering her and giving her the confidence to continue. He was enjoying this. She was too.
She twisted her hand and ran it down his rigid cock to cup his balls in her fingers. She fondled the heavy sac, teasing him, and he tensed, every delicious inch of him going hard. What was she supposed to do now? Payne was at her mercy and the thought of dominating him was becoming more appealing and thrilling with each passing second.
First, she needed him naked. She pushed his jeans and underwear down to his knees, bending over in front of him. He gave a desperate growl and she glanced up at him. Mother earth, he looked ready to devour her as he stared at her bottom. She removed his boots, letting him stare, wriggling her backside to tease him, and then his jeans, and stepped back to appraise her work.
Payne, naked and bound. Delicious.
He raked hot eyes over her, narrowing them on her breasts and hips. His cock bobbed.
Elissa smiled wickedly. She turned her back on him and bent over, ripping a low growl from him. He thrust his hips, his eyes on her backside. Did he want to nestle his cock between her buttocks? Elissa wasn’t sure but she wanted it, so she straightened, tottered towards him on her heels, and turned her back to him once more. She leaned her back against his front and writhed up and down, teasing him with the contact. He strained again, struggling to get his arms free of the enchanted rope.
He stopped when she bent forwards, presenting herself to him, and rubbed herself up and down the length of his rigid cock. He stared down at where they touched, a desperate look on his face. It was wrong of her, but that lost, wild look satisfied her. She worked her body against his, feeling herself growing wetter with need. Payne dipped his hips and joined her, thrusting the length of his erection along her, hitting her in all the right places. Gods, she wanted more. She wanted him to touch her, but she didn’t want to undo his wrists.
He snarled when she pulled away and fixed her with a glare. Not quite the submissive he had promised he would be. She would have to fix that.
How?
For starters, he definitely shouldn’t be towering over her. Someone submitting should be lower than she was. She grabbed his shoulders and shoved him to his knees. He looked shocked and then aroused. His cock pulsed again, eagerly jutting out from sandy curls. He splayed his knees, giving her a better view of his body, and looked up at her. Sweet heavens. She had never seen such a naughty sight.
Her groin throbbed in response and wicked scenarios flooded her mind.
Elissa commanded the rope. It unwound from his forearms but left his wrists bound, and floated over his shoulder to her. She grabbed the end of it and shook as she raised her leg. She wanted to see his body as tight as a bowstring again. Her heart hammered in her throat. She pressed her foot to his chest.
Payne stared up at her, handsome and wild, a dangerous male at her command. It thrilled her. She worked her foot upwards until the pointed toe of her boot was against his chin and she was forcing his head back. Every muscle on his torso tensed and his eyes swirled bright gold and blue, the incubus side he tried so hard to deny shining through.
Elissa grazed the heel of her stiletto down his throat and he groaned. A ripple of pleasure flowed through her and she could feel it in him too. It seemed Payne was enjoying this. She hoped it stayed that way.
She cleared her throat to find her voice and then whispered, “Kiss my boot.”
He didn’t hesitate. A jolt of pleasure rocked her.
She shoved the tip of her boot under his chin and forced his head back again.
“Look at me,” she commanded and he did, his eyes hooded and dark with passion. “You’re beautiful... I want to lick you all over and kiss every delicious inch of you. Would you like that?”
His answer was a strained moan.
Elissa lowered her foot and looped the rope around his neck, forming a leash. She tugged it tight and raised it, forcing him to keep his eyes on her. “Do you like my outfit?”
He groaned again. The blue in his eyes was shining now. “I do.”
“You have to tell me more than that. What do you want to do with me when you look at me?” She trembled now, excited but nervous about what he might say.
He spoke, his voice low and sultry, feeding her imagination and relaying his desire. “I want to run my hands up the insides of your thighs and spread your legs to reveal you to my eyes. I want to pleasure you until you draw close and then bury my cock in you, pin you to that wall and take you so hard you will never forget this night... and when you’ve come, I’ll take you again and again until you’re begging me to stop. I want to ruin you.”
Mother earth, was it wrong of her to want this powerful male to do that to her? The thought of Payne stamping his name on her body had her shaking with need, wet with desire to let him do just that. She was on fire inside, burning to know everything he had just detailed.
Elissa breathed hard, struggling to calm herself enough to speak.
“Do you know what I want to do to you?” she whispered and his eyes darkened again, pupils gobbling up his irises. She stared down into his eyes, clutching the rope, towering over him. “I want to use this rope to bind you to the wall, your legs and arms splayed across it, rendering you helpless.”
His eyes flashed brightly at that word. She couldn’t tell whether the thought of being helpless aroused or disturbed him.
“And when you’re helpless.” Another bright flash of gold and blue. “I will strip before you and then...” Her cheeks heated but she held it together. “Pleasure myself in front of you, making you watch me... and when you were close to bursting, I would lick your cock and take you into my mouth, bringing you to the very edge... and then I would begin again, touching myself as I lay in the armchair with my legs spread. I would ease my fingers into my body and pretend it was your beautiful cock inside me, making me orgasm.”
His cock throbbed and pulsed, and he arched forwards, straining and groaning. Gods. She felt dirty and it felt good. She wanted to do all that to him, but more than that, she wanted to feel his mouth on her flesh. Could she hold off until she had done as she had said, bringing him to the edge, forcing him to accept she was in control?
Elissa had to try.
She crouched before him, her legs splayed, flashing her flimsy underwear at him. She gripped his cock, stroking the silken length of it, teasing the head at times with her thumb. He leaned back, hips shifting, thrusting his cock through the ring of her fingers. She studied his face and focused on his body, trying to sense how close he was. Not close enough. He grunted.
“Silence.” That word was loud in the room.
Payne groaned but nodded. It seemed he was getting into it now.
What else could she make him do?
A pearl of seed tipped his cock and he thrust harder. Elissa took her hand away. His eyes snapped open and he snarled at her, baring fangs.
She yanked on the rope, causing it to tighten around his throat, reminding him that she was the one in control. He looked as though he was going to dispute it and then relaxed, a pained edge to his expression. His hard length bobbed and pulsed.
Elissa needed a cloth. She stood and released his rope, turning to go to the bathroom. Payne shot to his feet.
She turned on him with a scowl. “Kneel!”
He dropped to his knees, hitting the stone flags with an audible crack.
The rush of power she felt from his instantly obeying her was better than any spell.
“Wait.” She turned away, walked through the bedroom and went into the bathroom. She grabbed a small white cloth, wetted it, and came back to him. She crouched before him and cleaned his cock. He groaned and tensed, hips thrusting. Was he that desperate to climax? He was part incubus and they thrived on sexual play and the rush of satisfaction that came with release. Was she hurting him by making him hold off?
She took the cloth away. It seemed almost cruel to do this to him, but he had looked excited at the prospect when she had talked about it.
She stood, backed away from him and then shimmied out of her underwear. A wave of her hand had the armchair shifting across the room and stopping behind her. She seated herself on it and stared at him. He was panting, defined chest heaving with each strained breath. Her pulse raced and she wriggled on the seat, squirming. What would he look like if she went through with this? She wanted to know.
Elissa slowly lifted her leg, revealing herself to his hungry eyes. Rapt didn’t cover it. He looked enthralled as she settled her knee over the arm of the chair, exposing herself, and it gave her the courage to continue. She slowly skimmed her fingers down over her stomach and dipped them into her slippery folds. A moan escaped her at the first brush of contact. She stared at Payne, forcing herself to watch him and see what she was doing to him. He frowned, pure pain twisting his expression. She ran her fingers around her clitoris, teasing both herself and him at the same time, sending a hot rush of shivers spreading outwards along her thighs and into her belly. Payne groaned. Elissa moaned right along with him.
She lifted her other leg and lay back in the chair, and eased her fingers down. Payne stared, eyes wide, breathing hard and fast. The muscles of his arms bunched and tensed as he struggled against his bonds. Blue and gold sparked in his eyes, flaring around his enlarged pupils. She moaned and he growled, one of pleasure this time and need. She knew what he wanted her to do, and she obeyed the silent command. She slipped her fingers inside and struggled to resist closing her eyes. Payne’s cock pulsed, leaping each time she withdrew. He shuffled to face her but remained on his knees. She threw caution and all sense of embarrassment to the wind and thrust her fingers into herself. Another shiver of bliss raced up and down her quivering thighs as she imagined it was Payne inside her, filling her up, taking her hard and fast, deep and rough, as he had promised he would.
Payne groaned. He looked like a man firmly over the edge now.
“Have you been good?” she said, surprised that she had voiced those words and how husky they had sounded.
He nodded eagerly, clearly straining for some sort of pleasure or touching her. Elissa decided it was time to reward his patience and fulfil one of her desires. She wanted to feel his mouth on her flesh. She had wound herself so tightly that she was the one aching for release now.
She stood on shaky legs and approached him. She grabbed his rope leash with her right hand and stepped between his splayed legs.
“Kiss me.” She used the leash to pull him closer. He didn’t hesitate.
He leaned forwards and kissed her curls and her thighs, teasing her a little with his tongue. Elissa let him have his way, enjoying the attention he lavished upon her, knowing that she would be in control again soon enough. He ran his tongue up her thigh and kissed across the front of her groin. The tip of his tongue dipped between her plush petals. It wasn’t enough.
She stepped back, breaking contact, and was surprised that he didn’t growl. She rewarded him and herself by raising her right leg and hooking it over his left shoulder. She fed the rope beneath herself and held it in her right hand again.
“I said kiss me.” She pulled on the rope, bringing his mouth to her.
Payne was on her in a heartbeat, his mouth feasting on her, tongue delving deeply to tease her. He shifted lower, arching backwards until he was beneath her, licking her from her slick core to her aroused nub. He tasted her so eagerly that she shuddered from his ferocity. A man had never been like this with her, so hungry for her, so wild and desperate. It thrilled her as much as what he was doing. He suckled her and she grasped his hair with her left hand, twisting the sandy spikes in her fingers, holding him against her. She rocked against his face, unable to keep still. Her legs threatened to give out as the pleasure overwhelmed her.
He lowered his mouth and thrust his tongue into her channel, mimicking sex. Elissa stilled above him, moaning with each plunge of his tongue. She glanced down between them, desperate for a glimpse of his cock. She caught sight of it, dark and tipped with a second bead of his seed, a sign that he was enjoying licking and suckling her. Gods, she wanted him inside her.
The markings that ran over his shoulders and down his spine swirled in hues of red but slowly began to turn blue and gold. He licked upwards again and suckled her clitoris. Elissa rocked her hips. His markings all changed colour.
Payne jerked away. No. Elissa tried to tug him back to her using the rope but he growled and she knew it was a warning.
She looked down into his eyes. They shone as brightly as his markings, vivid cerulean and clearest gold.
“You need to be careful.” His voice was a low growl of warning drenched in passion and arousal. “If my skin markings change like this, back off and wait until they become muted and the colours of passion again or risk the consequences.”
Elissa nodded. A shiver raced down her arms. Part of her feared the consequences he spoke of but the rest of her ached to experience them.
“You need to embrace this side of your nature, Payne,” she whispered and stroked his cheek. “It’s the whole point of this. Accept the desires running through your blood and your urges. Feed on this. Bathe in the passion, the desire and the need. Take it all.”
He groaned and delved between her thighs again. Elissa wasn’t prepared for the pleasure and it shot through her, pushing her over the edge. She clutched his hair and cried his name as she climaxed, rocking against his tongue. He dropped lower and lapped at her, and the thought that he wanted to taste her pleasure as it flowed out of her sent her climbing towards her next orgasm.
She tipped her head back and breathed hard.
Take all of me, Payne.
Her body screamed it but her heart couldn’t voice the words.
It was too dangerous.
If she wasn’t careful, there would be consequences worse than he had threatened.
Consequences that could get her killed like her sister.



CHAPTER 6
Payne was on fire, burning for her, desperate to taste her again. He kissed her inner left thigh, teasing her down from her climax. Her pleasure rocked him still, mingling with his own, drugging him and making it hard to control his incubus nature. He pressed his teeth to her soft flesh, feeling it quivering and her pulse beating hard against his lips, trying to rouse his more dominant vampire nature in order to suppress his other side. His fangs didn’t lengthen but his incubus instincts did recede a fraction. It was always hard to suppress his incubus urges with his vampire desires even at the easiest times, like when he was at Vampirerotique and the shows were taking place. Now, it was verging on impossible. His incubus hungers pushed him to keep going, to lick and tease her to a second orgasm so he could feel that intense rush of pleasure flow through him. It forced his vampire side to recede.
He knew that he needed to embrace the incubus part of himself, just as Elissa had said, but he was afraid of what might happen if he did.
She was so tempting. Her taste, her scent, her sweet arousal and the way she had moaned when he licked her, all of it pushed him to do as she was commanding and feed on her sexual energy.
Sexual energy that he had awoken in her.
A blind man could see that she was new to all of this. That was the only reason he was letting her do this with him. If he had discovered that she had done this with other men, he would have pictured her with them each time she touched him and would have lost control, and it wouldn’t have been his incubus side in command.
His vampire nature said to possess her and claim her, to make her belong to him.
Submitting to her like this was a way of achieving that. He had spoken the truth to her when he had detailed what he wanted to do to her, but it wasn’t his incubus side that wanted it. It was the vampire in him that wanted to spoil her to all others and make her need him as she had never needed another.
Elissa tugged on the rope and Payne obediently stood, his legs aching as his muscles stretched. He loved the way her cheeks flushed and desire heated her eyes whenever he followed a command without a moment’s pause. It pleased her. She enjoyed controlling him.
He couldn’t deny that he enjoyed it too.
Or that he was waiting for her to take things to the next level.
She looked so damn hot in that outfit, even more so now that she had ditched her knickers. He wanted to take hold of her, force her to bend over and sink his cock into her hot sheath. He wanted to seize control.
It was hard to deny that urge.
Elissa turned her back on him and he groaned under his breath, his gaze raking over every sensual inch of her, following her sexy curves to her bare bottom. She yanked on the rope around his neck and Payne moved, drifting along behind her, staring at her bottom and imagining being inside her, thrusting into her just as he had threatened.
She led him to the bedroom and he raised his eyebrows, intrigued as to what she had planned now. He could hear her nerves in the frantic beat of her heart but he could sense her pleasure too. She was enjoying this, and he was too, but only because she hadn’t done anything to push him too far yet. He hoped that it continued that way.
Elissa turned and rounded him, forcing him to turn with her. She pressed her hot palms against his chest and shoved. He fell onto the bed.
“Up,” she said and jerked her chin.
Payne obeyed, shuffling further onto the bed, his heart picking up pace now. He wanted to know what came next. His cock slapped his stomach, eagerly putting in its opinion. Hell, he wanted her on him too. His balls ached, tight with the need to find release, and he wasn’t sure how much more he could take.
It was uncomfortable with his arms bound behind him. The rope bit into his wrists. The pain only added to his pleasure.
Elissa mounted the bed and straddled his legs. She crawled up the length of him, giving him a breathtaking view of her cleavage. He ground his teeth when she licked up the length of his cock, briefly teasing the crown with her tongue.
“Don’t move.”
Payne tried hard to obey that order, even when every instinct screamed at him to thrust. She licked him again and fondled his balls, and he couldn’t stop himself when she gave them a brief, hard squeeze.
He moved.
Elissa clucked her tongue. “I’ll have to punish you for that.”
He loved the way she blushed when she said that. It spoiled the dominant effect somewhat but he liked to see her innocence shining through. It only made what she was doing more erotic.
She gently slapped the end of the rope across his chest.
Payne groaned and she frowned. Shocked by the fact that it had thrilled him?
He wasn’t. Over the centuries, he had developed a tendency to give himself over to pain and liked to use it to get off. It was safer than allowing himself to feel a softer version of pleasure. He had closed himself off to good feelings and focused on the dark. He could see just how far he had gone now though and it unsettled him, but he couldn’t change who he had become.
He wanted to feel her whipping him. He needed the pain.
He moved again. A flicker of something like horror lit her eyes but quickly faded, her expression softening. She pulled the rope out from beneath him and waved a finger at it. It broke in two, leaving him with his wrists bound beneath him and her with a length of silver rope in her hands. She waved her hand again and it broke into two equal lengths.
Elissa folded the two strands in the middle and held that part in her hand, leaving four lengths dangling free. She stared at him, an edge of uncertainty in her eyes, but bravery too, and a touch of passion and arousal.
She brought the four strands of rope down, gently whipping his chest.
It was wrong of him but he ached for more. He wanted her to strike him harder. He moved again, trying to taunt her into it. She had sworn to punish him if he moved. Her eyes narrowed and she struck him again, harder this time. The whip slashed across his chest and then his stomach, reddening his skin. Payne needed more.
She struck again and the makeshift whip caught his cock.
Payne grunted and arched upwards, hissing from how good it had felt.
Elissa’s eyes were wide when he opened his.
Shocked.
She would end this game of hers now. He could see it. She would end it now that he was desperate for it to continue.
Her expression lost its stunned edge and she rallied, striking his stomach again, even harder now. He swallowed and moaned, tried to hold them back so she didn’t stop. The whip slashed him again, one of the ropes catching the sensitive crown of his erection. He clamped his teeth together and the groan still slipped out, drenched in desire, thick with hunger and pleasure. It was loud and sounded obscene to him.
Elissa blushed.
“Are you bad?”
He nodded. Very. She didn’t know how bad.
She struck him again and again, and he relished every blow. He had never craved something like this before. Each time a moan slipped free, Elissa’s look changed, slowly altering to curiosity and then desire. She upped the stakes.
She brought the whip down hard on his chest and then leaned over and kissed the marks, soothing his pain. This, he couldn’t take. It was too much. His cock strained, feeling her so close to it, her heat coming off her and washing over him. She whipped his stomach and kissed across it, licking away the red marks. He shouldn’t enjoy it so much. It was perverse. It was bliss.
He closed his eyes and tipped his head back into the mattress, relishing the bite and the sting, and the sweet reward of her lips on his flesh. He purred inside, ecstasy flowing through his veins, leaving him heavy and compliant, sated but wound tight with need at the same time. He drank in the way whipping him excited and aroused her, and him too. It was a sweet, sickly, drugging feeling.
His cock pulsed, constantly throbbing, painfully hard. Release coiled at the base, the crown so sensitive that the slightest brush of her satin bustier had him close to coming.
She swept her lips along the latest whip mark and he absorbed her pleasure, getting drunk on her desire. He ached for more. He needed more.
He deserved more.
Elissa sat back and he cracked his eyes open, ready to growl at her to make her strike him again. She stared into his eyes, bewitching him, and lightly ran her fingers down the length of his cock, grasped his balls in her hand and tugged them.
Payne couldn’t hold back. His release came upon him in a dizzying flash and he shot his seed onto his stomach, every inch of him quivering and straining, hips shallowly thrusting.
Shame blazed a trail in the wake of his climax. The moment he had his breath, he craned his neck, stared at the mess on his stomach and then up into her wide surprised eyes. Her pulse was off the scale. Her expression softened and she lowered the whip.
She frowned. “How long have you felt you deserved to be punished?”
Payne growled at her and twisted his hands beneath his back, trying to break free of his bonds. There was no way he was going to lie here and let her ask that sort of personal shit. That hadn’t been part of their agreement.
She stilled him by leaning over and touching his face. His eyes met hers and he bore his fangs, needing her away from him, not wanting to hear what she would say in case it stripped him of his strength and shattered him.
“You can tell me,” she whispered, her expression soft and open. Concern and something akin to affection shone in her eyes. “Why do you feel you bring only pain to this world?”
Payne turned his face to his right and stared at the wardrobe there.
She sighed and stroked his left cheek, her touch searing him. Her warm breath skated over his face.
“I won’t push you to tell me... but I won’t deal pain for your pleasure either. I won’t punish you, Payne.”
He growled now and the reaction shocked him. Did he really want her to hurt him? Did he really feel as though he deserved pain?
Darkness welled up inside him. He tamped it down and refused to allow the memories to surface, afraid of what might happen if they did. He didn’t want to remember his past. He focused on Elissa, using her as an anchor to the present.
She stared down at him, that concern edged with disgust still in her eyes. He had made things awkward between them and he wasn’t sure how to take them back to how good things had been just a few minutes ago, before she had discovered he harboured dark needs.
She moved off him and waved her hand, and the rope around his wrists slackened. He pulled his arms out from under him and rubbed his wrists, flexing his fingers to get some blood back into them. Elissa left the bed and the room, returning with the damp cloth she had used on him earlier.
She held it out to him. He swiped it from her and cleaned up the mess on his stomach, and then retreated to the bathroom. He flicked the light on, revealing a dull grey tiled room, and a mirror and vanity unit directly in front of him. He wet the cloth under the tap, and started cleaning himself in earnest.
Payne paused to stare at the red marks that littered his torso.
He felt sick.
What did she think of him now?
He wasn’t even sure what he thought about himself. There was something wrong with him. Messed up. She had hit the nail on the head with that one. His right arm throbbed and he dropped the cloth and held it, fighting to stem the flow of pain as it leached from his heart, poisoning him and turning his thoughts black. Payne closed his eyes and struggled against the surge of memories. Tears stung his eyes. He clamped his teeth together so hard they creaked but it didn’t stop the darkness from rising within him, tearing him apart inside.
“Payne?” Her soft voice swept around him, warm and gentle, like a lover’s caress.
He hadn’t heard her enter. She caught him off guard and before he could think about the consequences, he looked over his shoulder at her. Her beautiful silvery eyes softened and her eyebrows furrowed. He could see himself reflected in her eyes and he ached to know what she thought as she looked up at him in silence. What did she think of the lost male standing naked in her bathroom, scored by a whip, broken by his past, his soul stained black with blood?
She lifted her delicate hand and laid it on his cheek, and gently pressed, silently commanding him to turn and face her. He followed without hesitation, coming to stand before her, unable to mask the pain in his heart.
“Do you want to stop? Because I was hoping you would pleasure me again,” she whispered and he wondered if he had ever heard sweeter words. They spoke to his soul and soothed his hurt, chasing the darkness from his heart and his mind.
She didn’t despise him or think him broken, a male she wanted nothing to do with. She still desired him.
Payne shook his head, slipped his right hand around the nape of her neck and tilted her head back. He dipped his head and kissed her, telling her that he wanted this to continue, whatever this was. He needed to be with her, needed to drown in her and have all of her, starting with this kiss.
She settled her hands on his chest, slanted her head and deepened the kiss, sweeping her tongue along his bottom lip before tangling it with his. Elation crashed through him, bringing bliss in the wake of it that was so strong that it threatened to overwhelm him.
Elissa drew back, a smile on her kiss-swollen lips. “You get that one for free, but the next one you have to work for. Got it?”
Payne nodded. He understood. If he obeyed her, she would reward him with a brief moment in control.
He followed her from the bathroom and she motioned to the bed. He mounted it and lay where he had been before, but this time she didn’t bind his wrists with the rope. Letting him have a little freedom? His cock twitched when she crawled onto the bed beside him, already growing hard for her again. He wanted another taste. He wanted to be inside her this time.
She was moist and hot down there, heavenly. He wanted to bury his cock into that tight sheath and ruin her to all other males, just as he had told her.
She wanted to know his incubus side. She would. She wanted him to pleasure her again. He would.
He would pleasure her so hard that she wouldn’t be able to walk for a week.
By the time he was done with her, she would be begging him to stay with her forever.



CHAPTER 7
Payne had been wrong. It was beginning to look like he might be the one begging her. She teased his left nipple with her tongue, her command to keep still ringing in his head, taunting him. He had sworn to obey, wanting the bliss of kissing her. It seemed the incubus in him thrived on the thought of her kissing him. He had tasted magic in their first kiss. Was his fae side hungry for another hit of it?
Elissa crawled up his body, her inner thighs brushing his. She had ditched her bustier, revealing breasts that had him itching to touch. Touching wasn’t allowed either. She could touch, lick and bite him all she wanted and he had to keep still.
The biting bit had almost pushed him over the edge a few times and he thought she had seen it because she hadn’t done it in a while. Perhaps flashing fangs and growling had been enough to warn her that if she kept nipping, he would end up doing some nipping of his own, on her neck, with fangs.
Her hand glided down the length of his rigid cock and he couldn’t stop himself then. He bucked against her palm, seeking the delicious friction. She didn’t punish him or cluck her tongue. He took that to mean that grinding his hips was allowed. He did it again, closing his eyes, drinking down the intense hit of pleasure that jolted him to his bones.
“Payne,” Elissa murmured and he flicked his eyes open and looked into hers.
She moved back and held his gaze as she licked the length of his erection. She was trying to kill him. He groaned and rocked his hips, hungry for more. She rose off him and crawled back up the length of him, and he stilled right down to his breathing as she reached behind her. She grasped his cock and he clutched the bedclothes as she inched down onto the head and slowly took him into her hot sheath, gloving him tightly.
She stopped when the crown hit the furthest point it could go and opened her eyes and looked down at him. She traced patterns on his chest with her fingers, and he almost growled at her. He didn’t want teasing. He wanted thrusting. Hot, sweaty, dirty, thrusting.
He inched his hips downwards. She grabbed them.
“No.”
He did growl now.
She eased her grip. “I’m in control.”
She didn’t sound sure so he nodded to reassure her. She hesitated and then looked down at his stomach.
“You can’t come.”
“I beg your pardon?” He had surely misheard her. She couldn’t possibly be expecting him to make love to her and pull out before climaxing. She had spent the past god knew how long pushing him to the brink. She would be lucky if he could stop himself from flipping her onto her back and fucking her raw.
“I said you can’t come.” Her voice was small, almost too quiet for him to hear it, and then she lifted her head and spoke clearly. “You can’t climax until I let you.”
Payne groaned in anguish but his incubus side lit up, excited by the proposition. Dirty little fucker. He had thought that side of him would have been the one to complain about what she wanted from him, not his vampire one. He had never been into this sort of crap. Normally his incubus side hated not being in control.
Funny. It had been purring for her since she had started playing dominant to his submissive.
Payne really hoped it wasn’t a mate thing, because that would mean that at some point in this sordid affair, he had started considering the possibility of binding himself to Elissa.
“You don’t know what you’re asking,” he choked out when she moved on him, settling harder on his cock, her slippery heat encasing him.
She smiled very wickedly. “Oh, I know... incubus.”
Payne groaned again, already straining, too hot for her. His powers of attraction might not work on her but he was still a slave to them and his nature, and both incubi and vampires made piss-poor submissives. He had done his best so far but he wasn’t sure how much more he could take, and what she wanted from him might just push him over the edge and into dangerous territory for them both.
“If you refuse to do this, then I have no choice but to tie you up and gratify myself while you watch, and I will get very imaginative about the methods I use... but I won’t touch you or untie you until the moon has risen and set three times. I’ll make you watch me the whole time.”
Holy hell. His cock pulsed inside her. Was she trying to make him explode right now? The thought of spending three days at her mercy, without her easing his burden by laying her hands or mouth or any part of her on him, all the while teasing him by pleasuring herself, had him burning hotter and hotter. All of him screamed to obey. He could do this. Couldn’t he?
“I want you.” She shifted on his cock and he clenched the midnight blue satin sheets in his fists, trying to keep control. “But I can’t let you have all of me. Understood?”
Too well. “You’re cruel. It isn’t fair. I need you too.”
Fear lit her eyes and she went to dismount. Payne seized her hips and stopped her. Damn, he knew that it was going to be nigh on impossible to stop himself from climaxing but he would do all that he could. He needed a safety net though.
Payne lifted Elissa off him. Disappointment replaced the fear in her eyes.
“I get it.” She looked small as she curled up on the bed beside him, a contrast to the woman who had just been playing dom with him.
Payne teleported to his jeans, grabbed the condom from his wallet, and teleported back to the bed, landing hard beside her. He waggled the foil packet at her.
“We can play, Sweetheart, but I won’t guarantee I will be able to completely hold off. I can’t. I will reach a point of no return and my hunger will take over and demand satisfaction.”
She looked wary.
“You’ve never dealt with an incubus before, have you?” He frowned at her and stroked his hand down his cock, keeping it hard for her. The feel of her juices coating him was enough to have him hard as steel again.
She shook her head.
Payne smiled to reassure her. She was crazy for leaping into this without knowing what would inevitably happen at some point.
“Under the best of circumstances, asking me to do this is like asking me to stop my heart beating. Impossible. This isn’t the best of circumstances. This is the worst.” He couldn’t believe that he was going to say this and he wasn’t sure what her reaction would be, but he needed to put it out there. “I haven’t been inside a woman in nearly a century.”
Her eyes widened, wonderfully startled. “A man?”
He shot that one down with a glare and pink tinted her cheeks again.
“Why?” she whispered and her eyes darted between his, searching them for the reason.
“Just because.” He didn’t have a reason to give her, not one that wouldn’t reinforce what she already felt about him.
Her eyes narrowed and he again had the feeling she was seeing right through him, down to his tainted soul.
“You wanted to erase that part of you. You wanted to make it go away and you couldn’t, so you chose to deny your incubus hungers in the hope it would fade away... you really hate it, don’t you?”
Too close to the mark. Payne glanced away, settling his eyes on the ceiling. He could feel her staring still, probing and opening wounds that stung. He wanted her to drop the subject and accept what he had said. Some part of him had thought she would be pleased that he hadn’t been with a woman this way in a very long time, but he wanted to do this with her.
What the hell did that mean anyway? Was he already too far gone to save himself? That phantom’s words still haunted him.
He dropped his gaze to Elissa and the softness of her expression took his breath away. Only one other woman had ever looked at him like that and he didn’t want to draw parallels between her and Elissa. It hurt too much.
“We don’t have to do this.” Her voice was small but he felt as though she had shouted that.
“Oh, little witch, we’re doing this.” Payne grabbed her hand and wrapped it around his cock, forcing her to stroke. When she began moving her hand, he released her and let her continue, his length hardening for her again.
“Are you doing this just to get the ring for your friend?”
Now wasn’t the best time for questions, they broke his concentration and he needed all of it to mentally and physically prepare himself for what Elissa proposed, but he would answer this one.
He looked into her eyes and hid nothing from her, because she looked as though this had stopped being a game for her too and she felt as lost and uncertain as he did.
“No.”
A tiny smile curved her lips and she stroked him harder, tearing a groan from his throat that ended on a growl.
He took her hand away.
“I’ll do my best to hold back my hunger.” He tore the condom packet open, took it out and rolled it onto his cock.
“But that defeats the purpose of this.”
Payne felt like asking whether the purpose of this night was ever anything other than her getting into his pants but held his tongue.
“Fine, you’ll get your taste of my incubus side, Witch.” He grabbed her waist and pulled her onto his body. She straddled his hips and sat back, her heat trapping his cock between their bodies. “But I warn you that if my markings change colour, you have to stop. Promise me.”
She swallowed and nodded. When he had warned her about them earlier, he had noticed her curiosity and had known that she wanted to push him too far to see what would happen. This time, he would spell out what awaited her.
“You shove me over the edge, and there is no coming back, and I can’t guarantee I won’t... I don’t want to kill you.”
Her eyes shot wide and her fear flowed over him, intoxicating him and drugging him as heavily as her sexual energy did. Message received. He doubted she would risk it now. Curiosity might just kill his kitty.
Elissa rose off him. Payne held his cock, poising it between them, and watched as she sank down onto him. The erotic sight of his erection easing into her, coupled with the breathy gasps of pleasure she unleashed, sent his temperature rocketing again.
She settled on him, her eyes closed in bliss that ran through his veins. His fae markings shifted in hues of red and pink, colours of passion, but already patches of gold and blue tainted it. Elissa opened her eyes and frowned. Payne smoothed his expression to hide his apprehension from her. She went one better, erasing it by rising off him and driving back down again.
“No touching.” She swatted his hands.
Payne moved his hands to the sheets and grasped them. He stared at her, lost in her eyes as she rode him, drawing him into her hot wet core. He wanted to do this without the damned condom inhibiting him. He focused on her eyes, drinking her bliss to boost his pleasure, struggling to hold back his desire. He could easily get off on her pleasure alone without the need for him to climax, but he wasn’t sure if he could manage it this time. Being inside her, right where he had ached to be from the moment he had set eyes on her, felt too good.
She arched backwards and he slid deeper into her. One of her hands gripped his thigh behind her to steady her and she reached between his legs with the other, rolling and fondling his balls. Was she trying to break him?
He grunted and tensed, fought his desire to thrust. She moaned and rotated her hips, fingers clutching and squeezing his balls, making him think about how she had done that earlier and he had shot his load onto his stomach. His seed rose to his shaft and he bit his tongue, trying to give himself something else to focus on. The pain helped but his vampire healing quickly took it away, and he had to bite harder to restrain himself.
“Payne,” she moaned and he grunted again, his fangs lengthening.
He wanted to bite her.
He growled. He wanted it so much that it became a fight between denying his need to come and his need to sink his fangs into her. He hadn’t promised not to bite her. He could do that. Not very submissive of him but she was killing him. She quickened her strokes, moaning each time she took him back into her moist heat.
There was a flaw in his plan.
If he bit her, he would definitely come.
He groaned through a tight throat and she pressed her fingers into the ridge below his balls. Mercy. Payne bucked into her, unable to stop himself, and she squeaked out a moan. He liked that. She sounded as far gone as he felt. He thrust hard again, tearing another cry from her.
“Don’t come,” she said breathlessly. “Touch me.”
Payne writhed and moaned beneath her. She was asking too much now. The markings on his forearms were flushed in blue and gold and it was slowly progressing up his arms. Much more of this, and he would have her flat on her back, her legs over his shoulders and her screaming his name.
She grabbed his hand and forced him to comply. Payne stroked her clitoris as she rode his cock. She was so wet, slippery with arousal, desire for him. He stared at her, watching the pleasure flitting across her beautiful face, absorbing all of it and using it to assuage his need to feel pleasure of his own in the form of release.
“More.” She threw her head back, beautifully wanton, her breasts thrusting upwards. He wanted to touch those too.
His balls tightened, semen rising again.
He squeezed her clitoris.
Elissa shrieked and jerked forwards, her head hitting his breastbone and hot breath fanning his chest. Her inner walls sweetly clenched him, sucking him deeper into her hot core, luring him into releasing himself. Everything male in him roared, telling him to roll them over and take her. He expected to crumble and do just that, but then she pulled herself up and rewarded him with a slow kiss.
All of him purred in response and she didn’t stop him when he settled his hands on her bottom, holding her to him, and kissed her back. Sweet reward.
She sat back on him and his cock ached and throbbed, painfully hard inside her. She lowered her mouth to his chest, kissing and licking, swirling her tongue around his nipples. Payne could scarcely breathe when she moved back, reached behind her and tugged on his balls again. Witch. He swallowed and told himself this brief flash of painful pleasure was enough. She had sworn not to give him pain but she seemed content with it when it came in this form. He was content with it too.
She wriggled on him and fondled his balls, rolling them in her fingers. His cock pulsed but he held back, biting the inside of his cheek to stop himself from coming.
“You need another reward.”
He was nodding before she had finished her sentence.
Elissa smiled. “Touch my breasts.”
Yes, Ma’am. He was there in a heartbeat, cupping and kneading her breasts, feeling the hot weight of them in his palms. It was easy to shift his focus to them. He thumbed her nipples and then pinched them between his forefinger and thumbs. She groaned and he moaned with her. It wasn’t so easy when she did that, tensing around his cock at the same time.
“Touch my...” She tripped on the word and he smiled and lowered his hand but didn’t touch her. It seemed his sassy witch had her limits.
“You want me to touch you where?” he said, teasing her.
She blushed and couldn’t look at him. Beautiful. She had spent the past few hours dominating him, detailing wicked things she would do to him, and her innocence could still come to the fore and make her cheeks flush. They darkened another shade and he wanted to touch them to feel their heat.
Wanted to bite her to taste her blood.
“Tell me where,” he whispered, coaxing her into finding her voice. He wanted to hear her say it and he wasn’t going to obey a half-spoken command. “Order me.”
Her silvery eyes flicked to his. “Touch my clitoris.”
He groaned. He couldn’t remember a woman ever saying these sorts of things to him and it was wreaking havoc on his control. He touched her where she had demanded, fingering her clitoris, watching the bliss dance across her face and feeling her quivering around his cock. He pulsed inside her and she moaned, louder this time, the sound deliciously wanton and dirty.
He wanted to feel her without the barrier of the condom. He wanted to possess her as she had possessed him.
Bewitched him.
“Payne,” she whispered, a nervous note in her voice. “Your markings.”
He knew. Gold and blue. He lifted her off him. “Playtime is over. Touch me.”
His voice was hoarse and tight and he hoped that she obeyed. She pulled the condom off and hesitated. He was about to bark an order at her to give him release when she delved her hand between her legs, gathered her warm juices and slathered his cock with them. Payne groaned. Sweet mercy.
Elissa wrapped her hand around his cock. He groaned, closed his eyes and tipped his head back.
“Harder.”
She tightened her grip and gave a swift stroke as she moved to kneel over him, one leg between his thighs. She set a quick pace with her right hand, up and down his shaft, beautifully tight and merciless. Her other hand grasped his balls, rolling and fondling, tugging occasionally to add another level of pleasure. Each stroke of her slick hand that rubbed her essence into his flesh almost had him losing control.
Payne tensed and fisted the sheets, every muscle going as rigid as his cock. He grunted and thrust into her hand, unable to stop himself. His hips moved of their own accord, rising to meet her downward strokes.
He opened his eyes and looked down the length of his body to her. Her eyes met his and her stroke faltered. He knew what she saw. His incubus side. His eyes were swirling, vivid blue and gold, and his markings were matching them. He couldn’t control the urge to use his charms on her, to make her give him pleasure. His attempts to tamp them down failed and even though he knew that they didn’t affect her, he still tried to resist using them on her. She didn’t like it when he turned on the charm.
The way her pupils dilated and her strokes hardened said that she might have been lying about not liking it when his incubus side made her see herself doing things with him. He still wasn’t sure how that worked. It had to be her magic picking up on his desires rather than his incubus influencing her. Whenever he had given in to it around her, he had been imagining touching her in some way. Not the normal course of events when he used that part of himself to charm women. Normally it was more like releasing pheromones and them reacting to it, not him picturing doing wicked things with her and them seeing it play out in their mind.
“Don’t come.” She sounded breathless. Was she picking up the images spinning through his head?
He nodded, willing to play her game still because he had discovered he enjoyed the pleasure he received from obeying her and denying himself to satisfy her.
It was a delicious sort of torture.
It thrilled him.
“Elissa,” he moaned and she moaned too, the sound increasing the pleasure he felt as she touched him. He forced the back of his head into the mattress and arched, struggling to contain his growing hunger. He wanted to feed. Wanted inside her again.
He imagined that he was buried deep in her hot sheath, her riding him, her chestnut hair tumbling around her shoulders and her eyes bright with desire, her breasts bouncing with each thrust of his cock. He groaned and she moved faster, longer strokes that made him gasp in pleasure, sent bliss flowing through his blood, heating him and sedating him at the same time. More. He needed more.
He pictured himself rolling her over and pumping her, lavishing her breasts with kisses and licks, grasping her hips as he plundered her and ruined her to all other males.
Made her his.
He saw himself sinking his fangs into her breast as he sank his cock into her body.
“Come,” she said in a shaky whisper.
A hot rush swept over his thighs and he jerked his hips up and grunted as his seed shot up his shaft and spilled onto his stomach. His legs quivered and stomach trembled, balls tingling as Elissa tugged and squeezed them. Payne had never experienced anything like it, a full body orgasm that had him melting into the bed, shaking all over and barely able to breathe.
Elissa breathed hard too and when he opened his eyes and looked at her, she was visibly trembling and her lower lip was red, worried by her teeth. She smelled aroused, on the verge of release herself. She frowned at him, hunger in every line of her face.
She looked as though she was struggling for control.
“You were right. Your incubus side is dangerous,” she whispered and sat back, releasing his softening cock. She pressed her hand to her chest. Her heartbeat thundered in his ears. “Is it always like that?”
“You saw what I was thinking... my desires?” Payne held her gaze and she nodded. He shook his head and lied through his teeth. “I think it’s a witch thing.”
She seemed to accept that answer.
It was easier than telling her the truth.
He had thought he had found his mate once, because he hadn’t been able to control her fully and his incubus influence had been dampened somehow. Now he knew that he had been wrong.
He stared at Elissa. Beautiful. Enchanting. Bewitching.
Beyond his control and influence.
What she saw in her mind whenever he thought about making love to her was the result of a connection between them.
A bond.
She was his mate.
But would a beautiful witch like her ever want an abomination like him?



CHAPTER 8
Elissa stood in the middle of the cramped shower cubicle, hot water cascading down her bare body and soapy suds following the wake of the sponge gently circling along her right arm. Bliss. The fact that the water was hot and cleansing had nothing to do with that feeling running through her though. The source of it was the part-incubus vampire standing behind her, lavishing her with attention by washing her.
It had been his idea too.
Her mind turned over everything she had already learned about Payne. He was a man who tried to hide everything about himself from the world but he wasn’t doing a very good job of it around her. Elissa liked that. He had said that he hadn’t indulged in intercourse in a very long time and that had pleased her, but it had also filled her mind with more questions and they were eating away at her. She wanted to know why the man behind her, pressing his delicious firm body into her back, his penis nestled against her backside, hated part of himself.
There had to be a reason.
Elissa took the sponge from him, turned and applied it to his chest, working in circles to clean him. He sighed and she had the feeling he had never done this before either. She would have thought that an incubus would have experienced a shower with a woman before. It was probably high on their list of places to have sex with their conquests.
He was tense beneath the sponge.
Elissa gave him time, slowly easing away his tension and using the opportunity to learn more about his body. She couldn’t resist working her way behind him so she could see his fae markings again. They shimmered cool grey and blue with accents of purple. She didn’t know that one.
“Contentment?” she murmured as she stroked her fingers down the symbols on his spine and froze when she realised she had said it aloud.
“Something like that.” Payne’s deep voice was loud in the tiny cubicle. She couldn’t believe that he had answered and hadn’t tried to pull away from her or stop her from touching him.
Was he enjoying it?
She continued to clean his back, gaze following the suds as they coursed over his muscles. Would he answer more questions?
“Why do you deny your incubus nature?” she said, tense from head to toe and afraid he might turn on her now.
He didn’t.
“I used to enjoy and indulge that part of me but I grew weary of it.” He braced his hands against the tiles and hung his head forwards. The jet sprayed against his back, showering her in fine mist. She settled her hands on his back to reassure and comfort him. The markings had remained the same colour as before but she watched them, monitoring them for a change. “I no longer gain excitement from seducing women or using my powers. It feels as though women only desire me because of the out of control incubus part.”
Elissa felt sorry for him. “It must have been difficult for you to live in a world of vampires when you have fae blood in your veins.”
Payne tensed and his markings shifted to reveal patches of black and red. She knew that one. She slipped her arms around his chest and pulled him away from the wall, coaxing him into standing again. She grabbed the shampoo, squeezed a dollop onto her hand and tiptoed to work it into his messy dirty blond hair.
“You don’t have to talk about it.” She massaged his scalp with her fingers and he lowered himself so she could reach him more easily. She smiled at that. It seemed he enjoyed being fussed like this.
“I almost left the vampire world once.”
Elissa frowned at that. “Why? You seem to prefer your vampire side to your incubus one.”
She worked lower, scrubbing the shorter hair at the back of his head.
“I had a mate once.”
She froze and stared at the back of his head, her fingers paused against his scalp. Oh. She wasn’t quite sure how to feel about that. This was just a one night deal. Wasn’t it?
Did she want more from Payne than one night?
“Why did you stop?” he said and when she didn’t answer, he turned to face her, rising to his full height. His eyebrows knit together, causing his dark grey eyes to narrow, and he looked as though he wanted to smooth his palm across her cheek to reassure her. He ducked his head under the water instead. “I had a mate once but it only lasted a brief time. She was beautiful and I loved her... but she didn’t like my vampire nature.”
“She didn’t love all of you?” She couldn’t contain that one.
What sort of woman would love only part of Payne?
He ran his hands over his hair, slicking it back and shook his head. “She was fae and you know what they can be like.”
“She thought you were tainted by darkness because you were a vampire.” Elissa knew all about fae and their stupid rules. They were worse than witches. Fae had a rule about everything, especially vampires. They hated them more than witches did. At least witches had a reason to find vampires dark and objectionable.
As far as Elissa knew, vampires had never tried to exterminate any of the fae species.
“She wanted me to turn my back on that part of myself and my family... and she almost convinced me to go along with it, but I don’t feel I belong in the fae world. I’m closer to my vampire roots than my fae ones, despite all the shit that has happened to me.”
“What happened?”
He sighed and leaned his shoulders back against the tiles. “I asked her to love me as I was, a vampire first and foremost.”
Elissa knew from the pain surfacing in his eyes that it hadn’t ended there and it hadn’t ended well.
Payne closed his eyes and his markings shifted again, turning shades of black, purple and blue. Was that hurt?
“What did she do to you, Payne?” Elissa laid her hand on his cheek and he opened his eyes and looked down into hers. Red edged his irises but he still looked lost and wounded.
“She knew my real name.”
“Mother earth! She didn’t?” Elissa couldn’t contain her shock. Her heart went out to him and she had her arms wrapped around his neck before she could even think about what she was doing. He surprised her by looping his around her waist and crushing her against his body. He was trembling.
He turned his head and settled his cheek on her shoulder. His voice dropped to a low, hoarse, wounded whisper that conveyed the terrible depth of the pain in his heart. “I hated her... I hate her.”
He growled and Elissa tightened her grip on him with one arm and stroked his back with her other hand, hoping to soothe him. His fingers pressed hard into her lower back, clutching her to him so desperately that she wanted to cry for his sake, because she knew that he was crying inside, wounded beyond repair by the woman he had loved.
She had tried to use his name to enslave him.
Mother earth, no wonder he had been so reluctant to submit to her tonight.
No wonder he was so messed up about his dual nature.
She lowered her head and kissed his strong shoulder, pouring her heart into each press of her lips, wishing they would take away some of his pain and his suffering.
If she had known what that bitch had done to him, she never would have asked him to submit to her. She would have done things differently.
Elissa held him, feeling him shaking in her arms. How could someone who had claimed to love him do something so terrible to him? The woman must have known that Payne was at war with himself, unable to accept his fae blood for some reason. Yet she had tried to make him reject his vampire side, the one part of himself he was comfortable with.
What his mate had done to him was abominable and inexcusable, but Elissa knew it wasn’t the reason he felt he brought only pain to this world. Had something even more terrible happened to him in his past?
“You’re getting cold,” she whispered against his damp shoulder and turned off the water. “Can I ask you something and will you answer honestly?”
He drew back enough to rub his face but not enough that she could see what he was doing. Had she made him cry by bringing up his past? The thought that she might have made her feel abysmal. He cleared his throat and stood, no trace of tears in his eyes.
“Go ahead,” he said, sounding composed and emotionless. His markings were dull grey again. She was beginning to get the impression he could school them as easily as he schooled his features.
“Why did you agree to do this with me?” She had never felt so nervous about posing a question. She stood before him, naked and shivering, afraid that he would tell her he had done it to further his connection to his inner incubus so he could get the ring.
He smiled and her heart missed a beat. “Because I wanted you. Simple as that. You’re beautiful.”
Those words warmed her but couldn’t fully chase away the chill gradually stealing into her soul. She smiled and took his hand, and led him from the shower.
“Why did you want to do this with me?” he said and she looked over her shoulder at him, and then raked her gaze over his gorgeous body. Did he really need to ask?
She smiled properly.
“Because I wanted to get into your pants.”
He grinned and gave her a look that said he had known her reason all along.
She tossed a towel at him and dried herself off. When she was done and he had finished too, she took hold of his hand again, her nerves returning. This was probably going to be one step too far but she was chilly from the shower and sharing body heat sounded like a really great idea to her.
She led Payne to the bed and drew the dark covers back. Payne smacked her backside and she gasped.
“I get the right side.”
She frowned at him. He was calling a side of the bed? Someone had certainly made himself comfortable in her home. She realised that the right side of the bed meant he would have to walk around it. She could go along with that.
He set off and Elissa stood there, barely resisting her need to sigh as she watched his cute behind as he walked. The man did have the body of a god. A sex god. Purr.
He hopped onto the bed, reached over and grabbed her arm, pulling her down onto it with him. He threw the covers over them both and kissed her breathless.
“You think this will work?” he said and lay back, dragging her with him.
Elissa settled into his side, her head on his chest and his right arm around her. She hooked her right leg over both of his and placed her hand on his chest. His heart was thumping. She smiled. She had enjoyed that kiss too. It had felt different to the passionate ones they had shared in the heat of the moment.
“We’ll find out soon enough.” She closed her eyes and listened to his steady heart. Strong. Powerful. Just like the rest of him.
That kiss had felt too good.
Elissa focused on Payne. Being held like this by him felt too good too.
She wasn’t sure what she was going to do now.
This had started out as a game, a way of satisfying her curiosity about him, but she could see now that she was attracted to him, and that was a dangerous thing.
She’d had her one night with him.
Her head said to explain to him about Luca in the morning and let him go alone to retrieve the boy and the ring from Arnaud.
Her heart said to go with him and relish every second that she had with him, no matter how dangerous it was to allow herself to fall for him.
Elissa looked up at him, watching him sleeping, his face soft and relaxed. Beautiful.
She was already in too deep to walk away.
She wanted to be with Payne.
Even if it meant dancing with danger.
Even if it meant risking ruin and death.



CHAPTER 9
Payne woke alone with the fall of darkness, deeply sated and a little sore. He stretched out beneath the blue satin sheets and settled his hands behind his head, unable to remember the last time he had woken feeling so relaxed or the last time he had slept through the day like the dead. Normally he woke several times in the daylight hours. He hadn’t stirred once while Elissa had been tucked against his side, warming him with her soft body, her palm resting on the centre of his chest and her breath skating over his skin. He had fallen asleep to the sound of her steady heartbeat, counting each one, thinking about everything they had done and the things he had confessed. What did she think of him now?
There had been sympathy in her silvery eyes, and she had held him so close to her, tighter than anyone had held him in his long weary life. The feel of her arms around him, and the warm emotions flowing through her, had stripped away his strength and left him shaking right down to his bones. He had wanted to stay there with her in that shower, resting on her shoulder, letting her compassion wash over him and carry away the pain. He had wanted to forget it all in her arms, hoping to find a way to reinvent himself as something better, something she would look at with affection rather than pity.
The sound of a page flipping came from the other room. Elissa. Leafing through her books. When had she risen?
Had she kissed him while he slept before leaving him alone?
He shook his head at that question. Dangerous thoughts. She had gotten under his skin too quickly and he knew better than to believe there was a happy ending in the cards for them.
Look how well it had turned out the last time he had thought he had found his true mate.
Payne sighed and shook those dark thoughts away as well as the lighter thoughts of Elissa that were just as deadly and just as likely to cause him pain, focusing on his inner incubus instead. He couldn’t remember ever wanting to feel it, not like this. He had never intentionally called it to the fore for no reason other than to feel it within him.
Part of him.
It was quick to come out of hiding, dominating his vampire nature and subduing it. His thoughts drifted to Elissa and the things they had done, and the things he wanted to do with her. He wanted to be in control this time. He wanted to finish inside her, claiming her body as his. He would make her scream his name as she climaxed and would feed on the intense pleasure that flowed through her in the wake of it.
It was too much.
His cock tented the blue material covering his body and he groaned.
Payne denied the urge to stroke himself and drew his hands out from behind his head. He raised his arms in front of him and stared at the fae markings. They swirled in shades of gold and blue. His incubus nature was in control now and he didn’t feel as he normally did when it happened. Rather than anger and disgust, he felt calm and still in command. The shifting colours mesmerised him and he lost himself in them, his vision blurring.
A weird sensation grew in the pit of his chest. A hot tingling that brought a strange notion with it.
It was as intangible as smoke but he felt it.
He knew where to go.
Payne teleported out of the bed and into the room with Elissa.
A woman passing by on the dimly lit street outside the window gasped. Payne cupped himself. She hurried away.
“Are you insane?” Elissa rose from the chair and hurried to the window. She tugged the dark curtains closed. Payne felt like mentioning she was the one who had opened the curtains even though he was sleeping nude in the next room.
He grabbed his underwear and slipped it on, quickly following it with his dark blue jeans. A flicker of disappointment lit Elissa’s eyes when he donned his dark grey shirt. Had she been expecting an encore? That had him stiff in his jeans. Later.
“It’s time to go.” He began buttoning his shirt and Elissa’s gaze dropped to his torso.
“It worked?” Her cheeks heated. Damn, he wanted her when she looked so innocent. It was hard to deny the urge to take her first and then head out, but he needed to do this before he lost his nerve.
He nodded.
Elissa packed some things into a black leather satchel, and then rushed past him into the bedroom. She shed her dark red robe, revealing lush bare curves. Payne couldn’t stop himself then.
He teleported right behind her and stepped into her. He swept his hands over her hips and drew her backside against his crotch. She stilled in his arms, her breathing rapid and heart racing. He lowered his head and pressed kisses along the subtle curve of her shoulder. Her breathing hitched when he gathered the waves of her chestnut hair and swept it over her other shoulder, away from her throat.
Payne licked her neck, his fangs lengthening.
He wanted to taste her.
She twisted in his arms, coming to face him. “What are you doing?”
Payne stared at her neck, unable to tear his gaze away from the smooth creamy column that tempted him more than anything, more than her naked body wrapped around his again. “Tasting you.”
She shook her head and he frowned. “No tasting. No biting. We don’t have time for this.”
Her nerves flowed through him, carried by her scent and her touch, and sounding in the tremulous beat of her heart.
“It won’t hurt,” he whispered, his eyes glued to the flickering pulse on her throat. He would make sure it was pleasurable for her, and for him. He couldn’t remember the last time he had taken blood from someone he had been intimate with, but it had been a very long time ago, and he couldn’t deny his need to do this, to have her in all the ways imaginable, slaking the needs of both sides of him. He had assuaged his incubus desires. Now he had to tend to his vampire ones. “I’m hungry. You made me hungry.”
His gaze darted to hers. She looked torn between refusing and accepting. He could see the war happening behind her soulful silvery eyes. Part of her wanted this, hungered to know his bite as fiercely as he hungered to know her blood. He only had to work on that part of her, cranking it up until she couldn’t say no.
“If you bite me, it might look suspicious.” She sounded too breathless to believe that. It was a piss-poor excuse.
“Why?” He pulled her closer and her eyes widened, her pupils dilating. “They’ll know I’m part vampire the second I set foot in their den. You’re supposed to be my lover... a vampire’s lover would have bite marks.”
She fell silent, staring into his eyes, the black chasm of her pupils swallowing the colour in her irises and turning them dark with need.
The tiniest sideward shift of her chin was all the invite he needed.
Payne dropped his lips to her throat, feeling her pulse flickering wildly against them, and inhaled her sweet scent. Saliva pooled in his mouth and his fangs stretched long, hungry for a taste of her. He would have it.
He opened his mouth and eased his fangs into her flesh.
She moaned hotly into his ear, her reaction sweet and intoxicating him. Payne closed his eyes, eased his fangs out and gave a shallow pull on her blood. It flooded his mouth, hot and heady, scorching him with its intensity. He had never tasted anything like Elissa. He could taste the magic in her veins, tinny but strong with a sharp edge. His body reacted to the blissful taste of her in an instant, cock as hard as steel against his tight jeans, the pleasure of her blood flowing into him obliterating the pain he should have felt. He sank his fangs back into her, deeper this time, unable to resist his need to mark her for all to see.
Payne moaned against her and drank deeply of her sweet blood.
Elissa clung to his upper arms, her fingertips pressing into his flesh, short nails digging through his shirtsleeves. Payne clutched her bare bottom and ground his erection against her stomach, aching to be inside her in every way possible.
“We really don’t have time for that.” She sounded breathless and as intoxicated as he felt. “If you start that again, I won’t want to stop for hours.”
That drew a smile from him. Blood spilled from the corners of his lips and he closed them over the wound and sucked again. She moaned, the sound wanton and delicious. The scent of her arousal drove him to take things further with her and satisfy both of their desires, but she was right. If they got down and dirty again, they would be at it for hours. He fully intended to drive her mad with pleasure next time.
“We can play again when we’re at the incubi compound.” There was a hopeful edge to those words.
Payne groaned in agreement, strangely pleased that she still wanted him after everything he had already revealed to her.
The thought of taking her again caused his incubus side to flare into life. He drew pleasure from the vision floating around his mind as well as the taste of her blood as it flowed into him. Ecstasy. He had found Heaven.
The vampire side of his nature said to bite her harder.
Payne forced himself to withdraw and swiped his tongue across the bite mark to seal the puncture wounds. He wasn’t going to hurt her. Not Elissa.
He licked the rivulets of crimson from her bare chest, cleaning her up and savouring this all too brief moment of contact with her. He ran his tongue around her pert left nipple and she moaned, the sound breathy and wanton, filled with hunger that he wanted to satisfy. She clung to him still but the pressure of her grip was already easing and her heartbeat was steadying.
Payne set her away from him and stepped back. Pink flushed her cheeks and her pupils blotted out most of her silvery irises, her desire there for him to see as well as smell on her. It was hard to resist his urge to grab her, drag her back into his arms, and kiss her until she surrendered to him. Her gaze flickered around the room, occasionally falling on him, her air hesitant now, edged with awkwardness that brought a smile to his face. She didn’t have to be ashamed that she had enjoyed his bite. It pleased him.
He swept his fingers through his sandy hair, preening it back. Elissa’s eyes met his, she blushed again and then turned, walking on wobbly legs to the bathroom. Payne forced himself to turn away from temptation too. He adjusted the rock-hard erection in his jeans and focused on mundane things to make it go away as he walked stiffly into the main room of the house. He finished buttoning his shirt and then pulled on his socks and rammed his feet into his boots and tied the laces. He arranged the hems of his jeans over them and then sat in the wooden chair beside the desk. The spell book Elissa had been reading was still open. He glanced at the page.
A cloaking spell.
He looked closer. Not the sort that hid someone from others but the type that hid something about someone. Something specific.
What did Elissa want to hide from everyone?
She came out of the bedroom and paused at the threshold. Payne eased back in the chair and she wiped the nervous expression from her face. It didn’t hide the emotion behind it from his senses. Why did the fact that he had noticed the spell scare her?
Elissa grabbed the satchel and his gaze roamed over her as she slung the black leather strap over her shoulder. She had dressed provocatively again, pairing dark blue jeans with a black halter-top. Again, no bra. The black material gathered under her breasts and flowed from there. Pale pink stars decorated the hem.
“Not on duty?” he said and she quickly shook her head. So, whatever she had lost and wanted to regain was a personal matter. Interesting. “You know what my grandfather looks like?”
Payne had almost choked on that word. Grandfather. Bastard. He would be lucky if Payne could control his urge to rip him apart with claw and fang. He wanted him dead, but he couldn’t kill him until he had what he needed.
She nodded.
His eyes narrowed on her. “Does he know what you look like?”
She shook her head and Payne didn’t believe her. If she was lying, his grandfather might recognise her and bolt, and Payne would never get the ring for Chica and Andreu.
Payne stood and held her gaze, giving her a moment to amend her answer. She didn’t. He held his hand out to her and she slipped hers into it. The warmth and softness of her hand had heat coursing up his arm and through his blood. He pulled her against him, wrapped her in his arms, and stared down into her eyes. She looked as nervous as he felt. What did an incubi den look like? He really did hate going blind into a situation. Was he about to teleport Elissa into a nest of vipers who would all be out to get a taste of her?
He pulled her closer. He wouldn’t let them have her. Elissa was his.
He focused on the feeling in his chest and teleported.
They landed in the middle of the moonlit gravel drive of a very beautiful Georgian manor house.  Elissa shifted in his arms, rubbing against him in a way that had him gritting his teeth and struggling to focus.
“The whole area is cloaked,” she said and he looked down at her. She glanced up at him, her eyes briefly meeting his before she scanned the area again. “It’s a powerful concealment spell. No wonder only incubi can find this place. I wouldn’t be surprised if we haven’t just popped off the grid completely.”
Interesting. Did that mean that to her kind, she had just disappeared? It was certainly a convenient spell for the incubi to employ. No one would notice if an incubus accidently killed their host here. That person would just look as though they had gone missing, never to return, and those looking for them would never find a trace of them. Payne didn’t want to imagine how many lives had ended in this place, or how many bodies the elegant grounds now concealed.
His senses sharpened, eyes assessing his surroundings as he put all of it to memory and searched for a sign of trouble. The first thing that Payne’s sensitive hearing picked up was the continual hum of moans coming from the house. His incubus side flared up again, lured to the surface by the sexual energy crashing over him. He had never experienced something so intense. It pressed down on him, urging him into surrendering to his sexual desires, goading him into sucking down the pleasure and getting high on it. His knees threatened to weaken. They trembled.
He trembled.
Payne growled, crushed Elissa to his chest and ground his erection against her belly. She stared up at him through wide wild eyes.
“Payne, your eyes are glow—”
Payne cut her off with a hard, aggressive kiss. He dominated her mouth, forcing her to open for him and thrusting his tongue past the barrier of her teeth. She wriggled in his arms, rubbing against his cock. He growled again, hunger tearing through him, driving him to obey his instincts to feed from the female in his arms. He needed to get inside her. He needed to fuck. He teleported and reappeared closer to the mansion. Elissa grunted when he slammed her back against the wall and pinned her there, trapping her body with his, caging her in his arms. He mastered her mouth, not giving her a chance to draw breath, desperate to drink down her pleasure and spark more within her.
She pressed her hands against his chest.
Something slammed into him, hot and fierce, sending him flying backwards through the air. He landed hard, spraying gravel in all directions and rolling. His arm twisted beneath him, pain shooting outwards from his shoulder, and he growled as he finally halted on the driveway. Sharp hot pulses beat through his bones, dampening the hunger that had spiralled out of control within him, giving him a chance to claw back some semblance of sanity.
“Elissa,” he gritted out and slowly pushed himself into a position where he could check on Elissa, fearing he had hurt her and needing to see with his own eyes that he hadn’t.
Elissa stood with her back pressed against the wall, breathing hard, fear coming off her in strong waves. He battled his urges, struggling to get them locked down, not wanting her to fear him or hate him, and not wanting to hurt her. He would if he lost control again. He had never been around other incubi and he swore he would never go near them again if he made it through this because he didn’t like how it made him feel. It triggered something within him, pushing him dangerously close to the edge.
“Maybe this was a bad idea,” she whispered.
He struggled to subdue his hunger for her. “I think we need to get in and out as quickly as possible.”
That had to be the first time he had ever said something like that. Normally, he liked to take his time about things, drawing them out. He grinned to himself, wicked thoughts spiralling through his mind and lust fogging his senses. Gods, he wanted Elissa naked and bucking beneath him. He would make it last all night and she would be weeping, begging for release before he finally gave it to her.
She nodded and it took him a moment to clear his head enough to remember what they had been talking about. In and out. He grinned again, dirty thoughts crashing back into his head. He managed to shove them out before they got comfortable this time and pushed onto his feet. His head spun. What had she hit him with? Whatever spell it had been, he had deserved it. He blinked and gave the world a moment to stop dancing before his eyes. Elissa approached him and he held his hand up, warning her to give him a minute. He still hadn’t got his hunger in check. If she laid a hand on him, he would have her back in his arms and breathless again, or worse. He had no qualms about public sex or inclement weather. He would take her right on the drive.
“You okay?” she said in a voice laced with concern and he blew out his breath and nodded.
“Ready.” As he ever could be. What he was about to walk in on was going to tip him over the edge again, he knew it, but he had to go in there and get that ring.
He kept some distance between him and Elissa as they approached the manor. The door was open a crack. Evidently, incubi didn’t worry about intruders. Hell, they probably welcomed them to the party. Anyone who had come here had probably been lured by the sexual pheromones the gathered incubi were throwing off. Willing hosts for the males inside. He pushed the heavy wooden door open and stepped into the building, Elissa trailing behind him.
Payne stopped dead and Elissa bumped into his back.
He had thought that the erotic acts he witnessed on the stage of Vampirerotique were hard to handle. He had been mistaken.
The orgy happening right on the pale marble floor of the elegant vestibule of the mansion was the epitome of hard to handle.
He tried not to stare, and not only because the incubus in him was loving it and he had a sick urge to strip off, join in and reap the rewards. He didn’t want the sight of seven naked males tangled with what looked like at least twelve females seared onto his eyeballs.
Elissa gasped. One of the men looked at her, his blue and gold eyes shining brightly, his smile wicked. Elissa took a step towards him.
Payne realised he had overlooked something critical and it royally pissed him off. The males here could lure and control Elissa. Over his dead body.
Payne roared at the male and grabbed Elissa, pulling her into his arms and tucking her against his side. She still tried to get to the man, wriggling against Payne and elbowing him. Payne turned his snarl on her and her eyes darted to his. Shocked didn’t cover the horror in her eyes.
A dark-haired male approached from a corridor on Payne’s left, this one actually dressed, wearing a smart dark grey suit. “Can I help you?”
The male’s swirling eyes dropped to Payne’s arm around Elissa and he raised his eyebrows at Payne’s markings visible beyond the rolled up sleeves of his shirt.
“I want to see him.” Payne knew without a doubt that the man would know exactly who he was talking about.
The man nodded and waved his arm towards the corridor he had come from, a smile plastered on his face. Payne kept Elissa close to him and followed the male, his senses on high alert, tracking every other male in the room. If they looked at her, he would kill them all.
They walked down a long red and gold corridor. There were no paintings on the wall on his right but dark stains marked where some had hung in the past. The windows on Payne’s left revealed the lamp-lit gardens. Elissa trembled against him. Payne squeezed her shoulders and she lifted her eyes to his. He smiled, wanting to comfort her and reassure her that she was safe even when he wasn’t sure whether that word was applicable to either of them. What the hell had possessed him to agree to come to this place? The distance between him and the orgy was growing, but his dark sexual hungers weren’t lessening. They roared within him, fiercer than ever, driving him to take Elissa and teleport them somewhere private.
Or forget the private and the teleporting part, and just take her right here and right now, regardless of their company.
The male opened a door on his right and disappeared into a room. Payne struggled with his incubus hungers, trying to get a lid on them, and peered into the pale blue room. It looked much like a library or a study, with bookcases lining the walls. Some of them even had books, although they looked as though someone had tossed them onto the shelves, uncaring of how they landed. A large oil painting hung above the fireplace directly in front of Payne. The smoke from the fire must have damaged it over the ages, clouding the image depicted on the canvas. He couldn’t make out the landscape.
Payne entered with Elissa tucked close to his side. The man swept his hand towards the deep blue couches encircling the fireplace.
“Do sit. I will be but a minute.” The man disappeared.
“What the freaking heck are you doing?” Elissa hissed.
“I need his scent and since you said that my grandfather had never met you, I figured it would be safe to meet him. Believe me, Sweetheart, I want nothing to do with the son of a bitch. As soon as I have his scent, we can find his room in the mansion, get what we came here for and get the fuck out.”
“I lied.”
Payne groaned. Why did his instincts have to have been right about that? He looked around the lushly furnished room, searching for a place where she could hide while he got a whiff of his grandfather. He needed somewhere safe, away from other incubi. They were near the end of the mansion, far from all the fucking, but it still set him on edge and made it hard to concentrate. There was a closed door off to his right. He focused there, panic setting in, trying to determine whether incubi were getting their ends away in that room too. No sign of life.
Payne grabbed Elissa’s hand and pulled her towards the door.
Someone appeared in the room behind him.
He whirled to face them, his heart lodged in his throat. Elissa kept her back to them. Relief blasted through him.
The man again.
“I am afraid the master is out and will not return until tomorrow.” He preened his dark unruly hair back and smiled. “I have arranged for a room for you. Will you stay the night?”
Payne noticed the way he didn’t look at Elissa. His blue and gold eyes remained rooted on him. Payne was still wrestling with the fact that his grandfather didn’t just live in this den, he ran it.
Everything in him screamed to refuse and get Elissa the hell away from the constant threat of danger. While he couldn’t control her, every incubus here could. He was damned if he was going to let them use their charms on her to get her into bed. She belonged to him.
He couldn’t leave though. It would look suspicious.
He forced himself to nod.
The man’s smile broadened. “Would you care to join us? There are many willing females here who would feed your every desire. You may enjoy them.”
Elissa’s nails dug into his hand and rage poured off her. Double interesting. His little witch was jealous.
“No, thank you. I would like to take my mate to our room.” Payne made himself smile when all he wanted to do was grimace. Elissa was going to leave marks.
The male eyed her and his lip curled. Payne had the feeling that a mate was not a valued thing in this den of iniquity. Everyone here seemed to be in a race to score the most number of conquests.
The man turned away and Payne pulled on Elissa’s hand, making her come with him. They followed the man back through the house, past the orgy that had Payne’s blood thundering and his eyes fixing on Elissa to kill the disturbing desire to join in, and up to the first floor. The man led them to the other end of the house, in a very quiet corridor.
Payne couldn’t sense anyone in the rooms around them. Relief surged through him, sharp and sweet. Maybe he would retain his sanity and be able to keep a lid on his dark urges to feed after all. He thanked the male with another tight smile and pushed Elissa into the room. She seemed pleased by the green theme that ran through it, from the walls to the covers on the four-poster bed, to the two armchairs in front of the cream marble fireplace. It was definitely a witch thing this time. He had heard they liked nature and nature was green.
He shut the door in the male’s face and leaned back against it, tracking her as she moved around the room, snooping at things on the mantelpiece and the wooden table near the armchairs. She disappeared into an adjoining room on his right. The bathroom. Pale green tiles and white porcelain.
Had the incubi bought this place or had they borrowed it from someone? Payne had never thought of that species as a particularly honest one. They had probably taken over the house by force.
He moved to his left and sat on the bed there, waiting for Elissa to emerge. When she did, she looked far happier than she had been in the reception room downstairs. She idly ran her fingers over everything she passed as she crossed the room to him.
He opened his knees and she settled between them, her hands coming to rest on his shoulders. His claimed her waist and he tilted his head back, silently telling her what he wanted from her. She smiled shyly and lowered her mouth towards his, angling her head at the same time. He groaned when she swept her lips across his, soft brushes that ignited his blood and had him hard in his jeans. He needed to feed again. Being around so much sexual energy had him hungry for another taste of his witch.
Elissa pulled away and stroked his cheek. “I think we should rest a while and then we can head out when the house is quiet. Incubi have to sleep at some point and now that I’m near what I’m looking for, I can track it. I’d rather not have to be around them.”
Payne could read between the lines. Her fear sang to him through the blood he had taken from her, a connection that wouldn’t fade for hours yet. She hadn’t liked it when that incubus had tried to control her. He hated it too.
He tipped his head back, enjoying her soft caress and drinking in her beauty, wanting to lure her mouth back to his. “So, we’re going to stay here... in this room... with this big bed... just you and me?”
She nodded and ran her index finger along his lower lip, making it tingle. His eyes dropped to his marks on her throat and then met hers again. Her pupils dilated and her lips parted.
“And what if I’m hungry?”
She frowned. “I’m not letting you out of this room so you can fornicate with those bitches.”
He raised his eyebrows. “Who said I wanted them?”
Payne pulled her closer and kissed her left breast through her black top. Her nipple beaded beneath the material and he rolled it between his teeth, hungry for his taste of her. She gasped and he drew back.
“You don’t want them?” she said, breathless and eyes dark with desire, but touched by a hint of vulnerability.
He shook his head. “I just want you.”
“Right answer.” She leaned into him and he fell back onto the bed with her on top of him. She rewarded him as she always did, with a soft kiss that made him ache for more and gave him bliss.
Fool around now. Track their items later.
Sounded like a good plan to him. Better than his one, anyway.
He didn’t want to meet his grandfather.
He would kill him if he did.



CHAPTER 10
Payne woke to a riot inside of him, a war between two hungers that demanded to be fed. He hadn’t caught much sleep. The mansion had him permanently on edge and he couldn’t contain his needs. The energy here was intense and overwhelming, far worse than he had ever experienced it at Vampirerotique. It had his incubus side on constant high alert.
He groaned and rolled onto his side under the dark green covers, coming to face Elissa. She stretched beside him, the action causing the sheets to ride down her body, revealing her bare breasts. Tempting. He focused on his body, trying to discern which of his hungers was the most pressing. The incubus in him was restless, roused by the sexual energy flowing through the mansion and hungry for more of his witch.
Elissa settled again, a sigh escaping her soft pink lips. They had fooled around last night but hadn’t taken things all the way. It had been enough for him at the time, but now he had one thing on his mind and it drove him to obey. He wanted to be back inside her.
His incubus side purred and prowled around inside him, held at bay by his more dominant vampire nature but not for long. He would indulge it for a change and hopefully he would gain enough satisfaction from what he was going to do with Elissa to last him through the coming hours. The house was still now, the energy in the air less than before. He couldn’t hear anyone moving around and most of the heartbeats in the rooms surrounding them were slow and steady, signalling sleep.
It was time they set out in search of his grandfather’s room and got what they came here for.
Payne rolled onto his front and eased the covers lower, revealing more of Elissa’s beautiful bare curves. He growled low in his throat, his cock hard again and wedged between his body and the firm mattress. She wrinkled her nose in her sleep. He dipped his head and pressed a kiss to her stomach. She sighed.
He smiled.
Payne kissed his way upwards, his eyes on his target. Her breasts. Their dusky pink buds were already pert, calling out for his attention. He swept his lips over her ribs and then along the curve of her right breast. She moaned and the sound cut off.
He flicked a glance at her face.
Elissa stared down her body at him, a sleepy but curious look in her grey eyes. “What are you doing?”
“Waking you up,” he whispered against her skin and wrapped his lips around her nipple, eliciting a groan from her.
“Why?” She sounded breathless already and he could smell her desire.
“Because I want you.” Payne traced his hand over her stomach and slid it under the green bedclothes, settling it over her curls.
She blushed and bit her lower lip, her eyes hooded and dark with hunger. “Go back to sleep.”
She didn’t mean that. He slipped his finger into her folds and she moaned, tilting her head back into the rich green pillows. Her chestnut hair spilled around her shoulders in loose waves, dark against her pale creamy skin. She looked like a goddess as she bared herself to him, spreading her thighs so he could delve lower. He eased his hand down and teased her opening, drawing hot moisture from her core and bringing it up to her aroused clitoris. She moaned again, beautifully wanton, the sound stirring fire in his blood and causing his cock to pulse.
Payne pushed the covers down to reveal her long slender legs and moved between them. She gasped as he slid two fingers into her core and lowered his mouth to kiss her. He swirled his tongue around her clitoris, listening to her breathy moans of pleasure and feeding on the energy that flowed from her, basking in how much she enjoyed being with him. She writhed, rocking her hips in time with each thrust of his fingers.
“Payne,” she whispered, breathless and low, a plea and a praise at the same time. He groaned into her and licked her from core to aroused nub, savouring the taste of her and wanting more. She lowered her hand to his hair and guided him, silently commanding him even though he was in control now.
The incubus in him purred at the interaction though, especially when she tangled her fingers in his hair and tightly clutched it, forcing him to remain at her clitoris. He lavished it with attention, alternating between flicking it with the tip of his tongue, sensually swirling his tongue around it and laving it.
She moaned and her body tightened around his fingers, drawing him in deeper. He stopped and pulled them out of her, and she groaned and shook her head.
“Why?” she said, hips still rocking, seeking his fingers.
“I want to be inside you when you come.”
Her cheeks flushed deep pink and an alluringly innocent expression crossed her beautiful face.
His inner incubus pushed for control over her even though he knew that he couldn’t affect her with his charm. The colour on her cheeks darkened and he wondered if she was seeing what he was thinking about, taking her deep and hard, bringing them both to a shattering climax.
“Do you want me inside you?” he whispered and kissed her inner thigh. His incubus charm might not affect her but she wasn’t immune to his natural male talents of persuasion.
Elissa nibbled her lower lip and nodded. Payne purred and rose up onto his hands and knees. He moved over her and covered her crotch with his hand. She was so wet beneath his palm, ready for him.
He grasped his cock and dipped his hips.
Elissa shoved against his chest and he stopped to frown down at her.
“Put a condom on.” She looked afraid again. He could taste the fear in her blood.
“I only had the one, and it was a miracle I had that... are you not taking anything?” He hovered above her, aching to be inside her again, feeling her body without the barrier this time. She nodded. Problem solved. He lowered himself and she pushed harder against his chest.
He frowned at her again.
Her grey eyes were as wide and bright as full moons. “You can’t ejaculate inside me.”
Had he just heard her right? He had barely contained himself the last time they had played this game and he wasn’t in the mood for it today, not when he was barely controlling his incubus side as it was, and not without a condom as a safety net.
“Playtime is over, Witch. We do this my way now.”
She locked her elbows and held him off her. “Seriously. You can’t.”
Not playing. Rapid heartbeat. Scent of fear in her blood. She wasn’t joking at all.
Payne sat back and fixed her with a black look. “Why don’t you want my seed within you?”
She hesitated. His anger spiked and he stepped off the bed, distancing himself physically because he was having difficulty doing it emotionally. His head swam with reasons, taunts that drove him to the brink and had him feeling like a complete fool.
“Is it because I’m a vampire? I know witches don’t like vampires but you seemed to like riding my cock before.”
She sat up, drawing the covers over her, and shook her head. Her silvery eyes drifted down to his chest. No, not his chest. His biceps and the markings that snaked over them.
He growled at her, anger combining with the hurt that clawed his heart to pieces and becoming rage. He folded his arms across his chest and bared his fangs at her.
“I see. I get it. You don’t want to risk bearing the offspring of an abomination.” He turned his back on her and stared at the dark grate of the fireplace, struggling against the crushing weight of the pain in his chest. “I should have known. You’ve got what you wanted... used me to get you here... and now you want nothing to do with me.”
A breeze shifted behind him, across his backside, and Elissa grabbed his arm. He refused to heed her command when she tugged on it and remained facing away from her. She pulled harder and Payne turned on her, snapping his arm out of her grip and smacking her hand away when she tried to touch him again.
She flinched and cried out, the sound startling in the quiet room, and clutched her left wrist to her chest. Tears swam in her eyes and he could feel the pain beating in her heart, rushing through her blood. He had heard the bone crack.
He stopped himself from taking a step towards her and took a step back instead. “That was your fault.”
She didn’t deny it. She simply held her wrist and stared at him in silence. His guilt couldn’t erase his rage and his pain. It did nothing to dampen it and he only felt worse as he looked at her. He turned away again, unable to bear the sight of her now that he knew the truth.
“Payne?” she softly whispered his name and it stirred heat within him that he pretended not to feel.
He looked over his shoulder at her. Her silver eyes were beautiful, glittering with diamond dust as she used her magic to heal her broken wrist.
“It was my fault.” She looked down at her arm and then back up into his eyes. “And it isn’t about offspring or you being an incubus.”
He roared. “I’m a vampire.”
She shrank back, her fear flooding the room, and nodded even though he could see in her eyes that she wanted to mention that he wasn’t wholly vampire. He hated her for it but it didn’t stop him from wanting her. She fascinated him and made him weak, stripped his strength away and left him needing her, willing to do anything for another taste or touch.
Desperate to do anything to win her heart.
Impossible.
She had proven that barely a few minutes ago. His little witch wasn’t his after all. She had merely played him for a fool to make him do exactly as she had wanted. She had manipulated him.
He growled and glared at her, not hiding any of his anger or hurt. He wanted her to see what she had done. He needed her to know just how much she had hurt him and that things would never be the same between them.
“Witches are not supposed to mate with demons, and dark fae species like incubi are considered demons by my kind and others,” she whispered, as though afraid to voice it any louder in case it drew a violent reaction from him.
He kept his head and spoke calmly even though he wanted to grab her and scream it down her ear so she would finally get the message. “I’m not a demon. I’m a vampire.”
She didn’t nod this time. His hatred of her grew as she stared straight into his eyes in that way that always made him feel as though she was tearing his mask away to reveal the ugly truth beneath. He turned his back on her again.
“Don’t leave.” She moved behind him but stopped short of grabbing him. She was learning after all.
He wasn’t sure how he would react if she touched him again. His incubus and vampire sides were both angry and hurt, both out for blood and violence because neither understood why their mate had betrayed them. He didn’t understand. She was supposed to be his. He had foolishly begun to believe that the wonderful, incredible time they had spent together would blossom into something he had only ever dreamed would happen to him. He had wanted a mate. He almost laughed at himself.
He had spent so long denying his nature and his needs, shutting down his emotions and keeping his distance to protect himself, that he hadn’t realised that he wanted that from Elissa. He needed her to be his salvation. He had begun to hope that she would be the good that would balance out the bad in his life, the reward at the end of so much pain.
“I didn’t mean to upset you. It’s just... I have my reasons.” Her voice was soft, edged with warmth and concern that only hurt him all the more because he wasn’t sure how to react around or how to feel about her now.
“Other than using me to come here?” He wouldn’t let that one go. She had been gunning for him from the moment they had met. She had wanted to get into his pants and she had succeeded in doing what his last lover had failed to do. She had enslaved him, but rather than using his name to do it, she had used her body as the lure and his own heart as the shackles.
He pressed his hand to his chest and cursed himself for being idiotic enough to trust anyone again, let alone a witch.
“Please, Payne. Let me explain,” she said and he did her an honour she didn’t deserve.
He turned to face her because he needed to see in her eyes that she believed whatever poison was about to come out of her pretty mouth. She looked lost as she stood before him, body bare, vulnerable. He probably looked the same. Weak and pathetic. Easily broken.
“Explain away.” He grabbed his boxer shorts from the floor and slipped his legs into them, tugged them up, and let the elastic snap against his waist.
Elissa didn’t dress.
She twisted her hands in front of her stomach, her gaze on the floor, and then frowned and looked up into his eyes. “You came to the town to find another witch.”
He nodded. “You said you were covering for her. Verity, wasn’t it?”
Tears rose into her eyes again and she scrubbed them away with the heel of her hand and nodded. “Verity... was my older sister.”
“Something tells me you lied.” He hated that but the hurt swimming in her eyes said that she had a good reason, and now he knew why she had looked ready to cry that day in her home. “She’s dead?”
Elissa swallowed hard and nodded again.
“Did my grandfather kill her?”
A shake this time.
She moved to the bed on legs that shook so much he was surprised she reached it without collapsing and sat down, her hands between her knees. He had never seen her looking so lost and he wanted to go to her. It was hard to hold himself back but he had to. Until he knew this hadn’t all been a twisted game to her, he needed to maintain his distance. It wouldn’t stop the pain that ebbed and flowed through him, growing weaker and stronger by turns, but it would stop her from completely destroying his soul if he discovered that he was right about her and she had used him.
“When a witch takes demon seed into her body, it taints her powers... the connection to her coven is also tainted and she weakens dramatically. Witches draw on their coven to boost their natural abilities. The more there are in a coven, the stronger each witch becomes. If a witch...” She drew her legs up onto the bed and wrapped her arms around them, looking small and uncertain as she eyed him. Didn’t she want to tell him? He moved a step closer, aching to reassure her that he wanted to know about her so he could understand everything. “Verity had a fling with a demon. She took precautions but it didn’t stop her connection from becoming tainted. The coven exercised their right to deal with her.”
“They killed her?” It sounded barbaric to Payne and now he could see why Elissa was so afraid. She didn’t want to suffer the same horrific fate as her sister.
“She knew they were coming... had found her. She asked me to take care of something for her and I swore that I would. I tried so hard to keep it hidden because I knew how precious it had been to Verity.”
“My grandfather took it from you though.” What had she sworn to conceal? Whatever it was, it was important to Elissa. He could see it in her eyes and now he understood why she had fought so hard to come with him to this place. She had to fulfil her promise to her dead sister and protect this item.
“And I want it back.” She glanced into his eyes and then off to his right, at the unlit fire. “I didn’t use you, Payne... and I do want you... I’m crazily attracted to you even when I know how dangerous that is.”
“Maybe you just want me because I’m dangerous.” It was a sound theory but Elissa’s frown told him that it wasn’t the case.
“I think it has more to do with your ridiculously good looks and that body.” She waved a hand down the length of him and actually smiled.
Payne’s heart missed a beat. He was glad she had found her smile again and that the sombreness in her eyes had lifted. The sight of it eased the ache in his chest and he couldn’t hold on to his anger. It slipped from his grasp and he looked her over, seeing the hint of vulnerability that still edged her eyes. She looked small as she sat alone, waiting for him to react or perhaps retaliate. He sighed and decided to be the better man and let it go. He already had enough reasons to feel angry. He didn’t need to add Elissa to the list, not when she was the one good thing in his dark world.
“I said you just wanted to get into my pants.” He grinned, gunning for charming again, and crossed the room to her. She patted the bed beside her, a peace offering that he gladly accepted. He sat down and took hold of her left arm, gently inspecting her wrist. The bone felt whole again, no sign of a break. “I’m sorry about that.”
She shrugged. “I should have explained myself better... I didn’t mean to make you feel that way.”
Elissa leaned her head against his shoulder and he slipped his fingers between hers, holding her hand. He stared down at them. Where the hell did he go from here? Elissa tied him in knots and had him on the edge all the time, looking for hidden meanings in everything she said. Did he want her to be out to use him or only in this to hurt him in some way? Why couldn’t he trust her?
“Payne?” she whispered, her soft voice warming his heart and easing the pain away. She looked up at him and then pressed her lips to his bare shoulder, lingering there.
“Elissa?” he said when he realised that she wouldn’t continue without him prompting her. She felt tense, her anxiety flowing over him, carried by her scent. What had she wanted to ask but was now too afraid to voice?
Payne gently squeezed her hand and she looked up at him again. He kept his expression soft and open, hoping it would soothe her and help her find her voice. She could ask whatever she wanted and he would answer her this time because he no longer wanted any barriers between them. He wanted to know her, wanted to break through everything that had happened in the past few minutes and find solid ground with her again.
“Why do you feel you deserve pain?” she breathed the words against his skin, her lips brushing him at the same time, stirring heat and desire in his veins.
His guard was down and he realised for the first time in his life that he ached to tell someone and share the burden. Would she turn on him if she knew? He thought that she might. She would want nothing to do with him.
But he needed to tell her.



CHAPTER 11
Payne let go of her hand and Elissa thought he would refuse to answer her. She could almost feel him distancing himself as he moved to lie on the bed, slung his left arm behind his head on the pillows and laid his right across his bare stomach. Was he going to give her the silent treatment again? He didn’t look at her. His dark grey eyes fixed on the green canopy of the four-poster bed, the flecks of blue and gold in them bright against their stony backdrop. There was a touch of red edging his irises though. What was he thinking to make them change, veering towards their vampire state?
He drew in a deep breath and sighed it out.
“I was born to an elite bloodline and my parents were very loving towards me.”
Elissa’s eyes widened. He was going to tell her. He was actually going to answer the one question that always seemed to set him on edge. Was it because she had talked about her family with him? It had hurt her to speak about her sister, even when she had kept most of the details about her hidden from Payne still. The colours of his fae markings shifted, the change beginning along the underside of his arms and working up the lines of symbols towards his shoulders. They gradually darkened to shades of ash and blood. He was angry but the distant look in his eyes said that it wasn’t directed at her.
Purple and blue bloomed along his markings, swirling and mixing with the black and the red. Hurt. How did he feel about those markings? Did he hate that they gave everything away about his feelings? She had once thought that he could control them to a degree, masking his feelings. Maybe he couldn’t, or he wasn’t as good at it as she had thought, because she could see all of his feelings in his markings.
Or maybe she was reading too far into things, and he was letting her see his feelings. If that was the case, then it touched her that he was letting his guard down.
“I should probably correct that... my parents were loving towards me at first.” He closed his eyes and exhaled again, causing his torso to shift in a beautiful wave that lured her eyes to it. She forced them back to his face, refusing to stare at him while he was opening his heart to her. He tilted his head towards her and opened his eyes. “We were a close family and my father adored my mother. He had turned her long before they decided to have a child and I loved her as deeply as my father, adoring her too.”
The warmth in his eyes and the slight tilt of his sensual lips conveyed how much he had loved his mother. She hadn’t failed to notice that he was talking past tense. Something had happened to Payne’s happy family.
“I grew up in a mansion with other families but my father was the head of the bloodline. He indulged my every whim, spoiling me and my mother.” His eyelids dropped again, shuttering his beautiful eyes, but she hadn’t missed the darkness that had entered them just a second before he had closed them, shutting her out. “I was on the verge of puberty when my fae markings appeared.”
“You weren’t born with them?” Her heart missed a beat and lodged in her throat, trembling there. Verity had been wrong. Elissa had hoped that her sister had been right and that Luca only had witch in his genes. She had prayed to the earth and the sky that Luca had inherited none of his father’s genes. Now she knew without a doubt that those prayers had gone unanswered. Luca would develop his markings when he matured.
Payne shook his head. “I tried to hide them. I was scared and I didn’t know what they meant. I didn’t understand them and why I had them. I tried to make them go away. I was scrubbing myself raw in the bath one day when a servant entered and saw them. She told my father.”
“What happened?” Elissa lay next to him on the bed and risked placing her hand over his right one where it rested on his stomach. He didn’t pull away. He spread his fingers and let her slip hers between them, her palm pressing against the back of his hand.
“I had never seen my father so angry. He was enraged and distraught, his anger flowing freely, disturbing the whole house. He dragged me from the bath and held me by the back of my neck. He marched me through the house in search of my mother.” Payne looked into Elissa’s eyes and she squeezed his hand, wishing she could do more, could take away his hurt and shame. “He found my mother in the entrance hall, just returned from riding. The whole house had gathered to stare. She was horrified that I was nude before everyone, my skin red raw. She argued with my father.”
“She thought he had hurt you.” What affectionate mother wouldn’t think such a thing on seeing her son being treated in such a disgusting way?
Payne nodded. “It was only when my father accused her of sleeping with another male and shouted that I wasn’t his that she truly looked at me. She saw the marks on my skin... I could sense her confusion... or perhaps it was my own.”
Elissa shuffled closer to him and kept quiet this time. The red edging his eyes, slowly eating away all the other colours, warned that he wouldn’t want her sympathy if she offered it. He wanted her to listen without interrupting, and she would. She would let him do this at his own pace because he clearly needed to tell her. She only hoped it was cathartic for him.
He shifted his gaze back to the canopy. The blue and gold in his eyes swirled, and he gained a distant, unfocused expression. His markings darkened again to obsidian and crimson.
“Mother swore to my father that she hadn’t betrayed him and she loved him with all of her heart. I can remember her voice and her pain, her fear. I remember it all as if it were yesterday. It haunts me. She told my father that she didn’t know why I bore my markings or what they meant.” He sighed and the hurt surfaced on those markings again, tinting them purple and blue in places and increasing the black. “Father wouldn’t listen to her. The whole family stared down at me and I was afraid they would turn on me and ask me what I was. I didn’t know. I was confused and scared, and unsure of myself. I felt alien... wrong... disgusting. An abomination. I ached for my father and mother to look down at me too and tell me that nothing had changed and they loved me still, and that together we would come to understand what the weird symbols meant and why I had them.”
He closed his eyes and a tear slipped down from the corner of his lashes. He shifted his left arm out from behind his head and threw it across his eyes, hiding them from her. Elissa tightened her grip on his hand, her heart aching for him. Her anger rose too. Payne had done nothing wrong and his parents must have felt his fear and confusion, but they had done nothing to reassure him. His father had paraded him in front of the family, shaming him and making him feel as though he was an outsider, an object to stare at with disgust. He had degraded his own son, the boy he had claimed to love.
“When my father looked at me at last, there had been only coldness in his eyes. I turned to my mother but she refused to look at me, even when I fell on my knees and begged her.”
Mother earth, what cruelty they had inflicted upon him, their boy who had looked up to them and loved them with all of his heart. He had only wanted their love in return, just as they had given it to him unconditionally before his markings had surfaced. Payne’s fingers squeezed hers, hurting her. She didn’t let her pain show. He needed to hold on to her and she wouldn’t deny him anything that would comfort him. He could break her fingers and she still wouldn’t let go of his hand. She wouldn’t let him suffer alone. Not as his parents had.
“My father ordered that I be taken out of his sight. Someone took me away. I don’t remember who. I only remember the shame that burned in me and the way everyone whispered as I passed, staring at me and my cursed markings.”
He lifted his arm and looked at her. He looked so lost and broken that she wanted to touch his cheek, needed him to know that she was here with him and that she felt for him. She managed to hold her tongue and keep still, knowing that he needed to keep going now that he had started.
“My mother tried to convince my father that she hadn’t cheated on him with another male. I heard them arguing all the time over the coming weeks. They would fall silent whenever they saw me, and would turn away, neither of them willing to listen to me. In the end, they made me remain in my quarters. I lost everything. My family turned their backs on me one by one, shunning me. My father probably ordered it.”
His gaze roamed back to the canopy above them.
Elissa’s heart went out to him. She couldn’t imagine how he must have felt. Just a boy, scared and uncertain, unsure of what he was and what his markings meant, mistreated by those he loved and relied upon. He had gone from being the centre of his parents’ world to an object of hate and disgust. He had suffered so much, had been treated so poorly, dejected and disgraced, left to struggle with the changes happening in him alone when someone should have been there to hold him and guide him, to love him.
“My father refused to believe my mother because she couldn’t offer solid proof that she hadn’t cheated on him. They argued about me for months, growing more and more distant from each other, and from me. My father moved into the other wing of the mansion, as far from my mother as he could get. He refused to speak to her or me.”
He tensed and stared in silence at the canopy, his eyes blank, as though he was miles away from her. What pain was he reliving now? Tears slipped down his temple into his sandy hair and Elissa couldn’t stop herself anymore. She moved closer to him, rolling so her chest pressed against the side of his torso, and stroked his hair with her left hand while retaining her grip on his right.
His eyes dropped to her and he looked more lost and broken than she had ever seen him.
His voice cracked as he spoke. “My final memory of my mother is of her embracing the sun.”
He swallowed hard and didn’t look as though he could continue. Struggle shone in his eyes and flickered across his face, twisting his handsome visage into a pained grimace. She stroked his hair, gently running her fingers over the tousled sandy spikes, trying to give him some peace in the midst of so much suffering. She wished she had never asked him why he had chosen to call himself Payne or why he felt he deserved to suffer now. She had never meant to inflict this hurt upon him.
It pained her to see her strong, powerful male so hurt and weak, suffering and vulnerable, wrestling with his past and his feelings. It was little wonder he despised his incubus side and couldn’t accept it, and sought pain as a remedy to his desires. He had probably never stopped hurting in the centuries that had likely passed since he had been shunned as a boy. He carried his pain with him, an eternal torment, a poison that bred doubt in his mind, making him believe that no one could feel anything positive towards him. His family had instilled in him a belief that no one could ever love him as he was because he was an abomination, something that should be detested and scorned, not cherished and adored.
She could see that now, and she hated them for it. She wanted to seek out his family and punish them all for the pain that they had inflicted upon an innocent, warping his perspective of the world and causing him to despise himself and his mixed blood.
He sucked in a sharp breath. “I hadn’t been able to sleep and had felt her pause outside my room before moving on down the hallway. I followed her down to the entrance hall and found her standing near the double doors. She looked at me with so much pain in her eyes, so much misery, and then threw open the doors to the garden and let the sunlight stream over her.” His voice hitched and cracked again, and he ground his teeth, tears streaming from the corners of his eyes and his eyebrows knitting tightly. “I tried to stop her but I failed. I was too young. My hands caught fire. I wanted to die in her place... if I couldn’t have that... then I wanted to die with her.”
Tears filled Elissa’s eyes and she sniffed them back, her heart breaking for him. He had clearly adored his mother as much as he had said, and felt responsible for her decision to commit suicide. She stroked his cheek, his cool skin damp with tears beneath her fingers. He had suffered so much because of his mixed genes. She had never anticipated, had never dreamed, that he had been through so much. It was little wonder that he hated his incubus side now and wanted nothing to do with it. She couldn’t blame him for it either. It had stripped away all that he loved and had cherished, and something told Elissa that his suffering hadn’t ended at his mother’s death.
“The next thing I remember is waking in a dark room, in my parents’ bed. I thought perhaps someone had saved my mother and I was resting with her. When my vision cleared, I saw my father lying beside me, his arms swathed in bloodstained bandages.” He closed his eyes again and pinched the bridge of his nose. She gave him a moment to gather himself and brushed her fingers over his hair, letting him know that she was still there for him. “I was covered in bandages too. Every inch of me... all of them stained crimson. I wanted to cry but I stifled my pain and loss. When my father stirred, I expected him to make me leave. Instead, he drew me to him and told me that he had never meant for this to happen. I hated him.”
Understandable. His father had driven his mother to kill herself.
“I hated my father but I blamed myself for her death. I spent years looking for information on fae and searching for a way to clear my mother’s name. When I discovered that my mother’s bloodline had an incubus in it, her father, and that all of the children he had sired with her mother had been female and therefore not incubi, but a carrier of those genes, I grew enraged at my father.” Payne slipped his hand free of hers and wiped his eyes, clearing away his tears. Elissa looked at Payne’s markings nearest his wrist. She didn’t recognise the symbols there, at the top of his lineage. His mother’s name written in the fae tongue? “My mother hadn’t known that she had incubus blood in her. I challenged my father and my father banished me, but not before I fought him. My father swore he never wanted to see me again.”
“What happened?”
“I left and lived in the world alone. I grew up without my family, watching them from a distance. When I had matured and was stronger, I went back to see my family. I needed to know if I could return.” The darkness in his tone said that they had denied him and her heart ached again, a deep throbbing that made her want to wrap her arms around him and hold him, and whisper that his family should have taken him back. He had only wanted to be with those he loved, even though they had hurt him. “I argued with my father. He blamed me for my mother’s death, accused me of ripping his heart out and destroying him. I countered him, accusing him of being the one who had torn out my heart and destroyed me, humiliated and shattered me. He struck me repeatedly, blaming me all the while, telling me I had killed my mother. I will never forget that night.”
Payne rubbed his right arm and Elissa stared down at it, at the scars that littered his skin. What had his father done to him? It was bad enough that Payne had to live with the scars on his heart and his soul, haunted by his memories, but his father had done something to place scars on his body too, so he could never forget.
“I lost my head. I fought back and shoved him. He fell near the fire, picked up one of the irons and flew at me. I tried to defend myself. He broke my arm with the iron and didn’t stop. He kept hitting me, shattering the bone, breaking through my skin. After the seventh strike, the pain overwhelmed me. I had no control over myself. I attacked and got the poker from my father. The next thing I recall is my father staring at me, blood pouring from his lips, scarcely breathing. I looked down and I saw what I had done.” Payne closed his eyes and frowned, his whole body tensing. Elissa stroked his arm, running her fingers up and down, needing to do something for him. “I had skewered my father with the poker. I had driven it under his breastbone and straight through his heart... I had gone to the house to ask my father to take me back and love me again, and I had ended up killing him. I was no better than my father had accused me of being.”
He turned his head and opened his eyes, looking straight into hers.
“I am a monster.”
She shook her head, unwilling to believe that because it wasn’t true. His father had made him feel as though he was wrong in some way, an abomination and a monster. He had driven his son to murder, wounding him so badly that his vampire instincts had seized control and forced him to defend himself, driven by a dark need to survive. It wasn’t his fault at all. All of the blame rested at his father’s feet.
“You asked why I called myself Payne. I called myself Payne so I would always remember what I had been through, a constant reminder of how easy it was to make someone suffer, and that love could kill as easily as a blade.”
Elissa felt so sorry for him. He stared at her, grey eyes edged with red but dull and full of unshed tears. Tension flowed from him in waves and lines bracketed his dusky lips. She knew that he was waiting for her to judge him and that there was some part of him that wanted her to hate him, needed it, because he felt he deserved it. He wanted her to tell him that she believed he was an abomination now, a disgusting creature that didn’t deserve her affection.
A monster.
Elissa laid her palm on his cheek. “You’re not a monster. You only wanted your father to love you. You only wanted your family again. You did nothing wrong. They were the ones in the wrong. They all turned on you because you were different and that wasn’t your fault. They should have accepted you for what you were, not rejected you because of it. They should have loved you, Payne.”
He looked away from her, causing her hand to slip from his face. “No one can love a monster.”
Elissa wasn’t sure what else she could say to make him believe her. His parents had turned on him for something that was beyond his control and not his fault. His mate had tried to force him to change and had then betrayed him by using his trust against him, trying to enslave him to her will by using his real name. Now, Elissa had made him embrace his incubus side and had brought him to the place where his grandfather lived, and gods only knew what he was going to do when he saw the man. She had the terrible feeling that he would kill him for what he had done to his family.
“Say something.” His voice was hoarse and his grey eyes both challenged and begged her at the same time.
Elissa still wasn’t sure what to say, so she craned her neck and kissed him. He was quick to respond, his lips dancing with hers, a desperate and hungry edge to his movements. He needed this more than he needed words. She would show him that he was wrong.
Payne slid his arm around her and pulled her on top of him. He held her there, his hands grasping her backside, as he kissed her. She allowed him to master her, his aggressive kisses sending a hot rush through her and making her head spin until she felt dizzy, drunk on his passion and his desire for her.
She didn’t think he was a monster.
His pained confession had only awoken dangerous feelings in her, ones that ran deeper than compassion. He had reached out and grabbed her heart, and now she wasn’t sure what to do, but there was one thing she knew.
She was falling for him, and it was already too late to save herself.



CHAPTER 12
Payne wasn’t sure how to act around Elissa. He strolled along the bare pale blue corridor, his boots heavy on the wooden floor, heading away from their room with her trailing along beside him. She hadn’t said much since he had bared all and let her see beyond the barrier, but the way she looked at him each time he chanced a glance at her reassured him that she honestly believed he wasn’t a monster. He looked at her out of the corner of his eye and she smiled at him, silvery eyes warm with what might have been affection. He wanted to believe that it was. He needed to hold on to hope that Elissa might become the one great thing in his life, the reward he wanted her to be, not another person that would end up cutting him to the bone and leaving him alone in this world.
Her fingers stroked his left palm and he didn’t stop her. He let her slide her hand into his and then shifted his, linking their fingers to heighten the connection between them. He liked doing this with her. He had held hands with women before, but not this way, with fingers locked together. He had always tried to keep a distance, even from the woman he had thought was his true mate. He could see that now that he was with Elissa. With her, he wanted to be as close as he could get, joined in ways that felt permanent and secure. He had slept with her locked tightly in his embrace, held flush against him, constantly aware of her body pressing into his, all softness and warmth, her feminine scent filling his lungs and her steady heartbeat sounding in his ears, a rhythm that had soothed him and kept the nightmares at bay.
He had never been into the poetic or romantic shit, but he kept wondering whether the needs he felt around her, the constant pressing urge to touch her in some way and be linked to her, was because she was his true mate.
His little witch.
Both sides of him purred in approval.
Payne tugged his hand behind his back, forcing her to follow her arm and press against his side. He turned into her, wrapped his free arm around her waist, and dragged her closer. He lowered his mouth and claimed her lips, stealing her moist sweet breath with his kiss. She moaned and rather than pushing him away and chastising him for slowing them down, pulled him closer and ran her hand around the nape of his neck.
The feel of her fingers ploughing through his hair sent a shiver dancing over his nerve endings and lit up his hunger, igniting his need for her. He walked with her, his mouth dominating hers, tongues tangling and teasing, and pressed her into the wall. She moaned, the sound sweet in his ears, and clawed his scalp, ripping a groan from his throat.
“Witch,” he growled into her mouth and kissed her harder, claiming more of her, unable to control himself now that she had turned wicked. A hot bolt of lust struck him right to his soul and he shoved her harder against the wall. Elissa wriggled against him. Payne grabbed her bottom and lifted her. She wrapped her legs around his waist and he rolled his eyes, groaning again as they locked around his backside.
He rocked into her, already hard and aching in his jeans. She moaned breathily against his lips, the soft puff of air driving him out of control.
Payne snarled and kissed her again.
She tensed.
They weren’t alone.
Payne lifted his head and slowly turned it to face the intruder. An incubus stood in the open doorway of one of the rooms down the hall to his right, naked as the day he had been born, his hand on his cock, slowly stroking it. The sure look in his blue and gold eyes, the way he smiled right at Elissa, and the fact that she reacted, pushed Payne over the edge.
He dropped Elissa, teleported to the man, grabbed him by the throat and slammed him hard into the doorframe, knocking the breath from him.
Payne stepped into him and roared in his face, baring his fangs and tightening his grip on the man’s throat at the same time, digging his claws in to draw blood. The incubus choked and grimaced, and grappled with Payne’s arm, trying to prise it away from him. Payne snarled again, getting in the man’s face, ensuring the dark haired male knew he was treading on thin ice and that he wouldn’t get a warning next time he turned on the charm with Elissa.
“Payne,” Elissa whispered and he refused to heed her command. He couldn’t let this male think that a female ruled him and could easily bring him to heel.
Payne tightened his grip, throttling the male who had challenged him. He growled, flashing fangs again, his eyes red and sharp, his vampire side fully in control. “Mine. Understand?”
The male frantically nodded.
Payne released him and then landed a hard right hook on his jaw for good measure, sending him crashing onto the wooden floor. It took all of his willpower to force himself to step away and not level a hard kick at his stomach while he was down.
He turned to face Elissa.
She stood with her back pressed against the wall. There was a nervous edge to her beautiful face and her heartbeat, but the scent of desire continued to roll off her and her enlarged pupils said that his display of aggression, the things he had said, and his possessive behaviour had aroused her.
He growled back at the man and then stalked towards her. He was barely within a metre of her when she threw herself into his arms, hers instantly looping around his neck and dragging him down to her. She kissed him hard, dominating him this time, and he wanted to take her back to their room and forget their treasure hunt.
He dragged her against him, bending her to his will, taking control of the kiss and telling her without words that he had meant what he had said. She was his now, and he would challenge any male who tried to change that.
Sounds came from below them and his focus shifted there, his vampire hearing picking up fragments of a conversation between two males. One mentioned a visitor, his voice familiar. The man who had escorted them to the room. His grandfather’s assistant. Had his grandfather returned?
Payne drew away from Elissa and focused his senses on the world outside. It smelled faintly of sunshine, but in a lingering way that signalled it was close to sunset. Daylight had come and gone. They had failed to take advantage of the time they’d had to search the mansion for his grandfather’s rooms, too lost in each other to notice the hours slipping past.
The deep unfamiliar male voice sounded mildly surprised as he responded and then mentioned something about resting before they met. Payne pulled in a slow breath, using it to steady himself and the nerves that were beginning to grow out of control inside him. His grandfather. His heart thumped against his chest, hard and fast, the tempo increasing as he thought about how a meeting between them might play out. He would do his best to control his urge to make his grandfather pay for everything his mother had suffered, and all he had been through too, not because he didn’t want to kill the man, but because he had to keep Elissa safe. If he attacked the male who ran this den, he would cause the other incubi to retaliate. He would place Elissa in danger.
“What is it?” Elissa whispered, her eyes enormous and fixed on him.
“He’s here.”
She tensed in his arms and stared along the hall, the wavy fall of her chestnut hair masking her face and her heartbeat sounding rapidly in his head. Her fear blasted off her in strong waves, crashing over him and drawing his vampire side to the fore again. He was hungry. Payne’s gaze dropped to the creamy curves of her breasts in her black halter-top. His heart accelerated.
She caught him staring and her frown was chastisement enough. He apologised with a wicked smile, and a touch of pink coloured her cheeks. He still loved it whenever he made her blush like an innocent. She couldn’t know what it did to him, how it tugged at not only his protective instincts but his constant hunger for her, otherwise she wouldn’t blush so easily. She would try to control it from fear of him biting her again.
Lord above, he wanted to bite her again.
His fangs lengthened and his cock hardened painfully in his jeans. Saliva pooled in his mouth and his mind dived back to the one time he had taken her blood, filling his senses with the taste of her essence. Hunger gnawed at his gut.
“We’re clearly not going to get anywhere looking for his room anyway.” She raised an eyebrow at him and pointedly dropped her gaze to his crotch and the bulge there. “You can’t take a step in his place without looking like you’re concealing a dangerous weapon in your jeans.”
If what she had said was true, and his seed was enough to have her coven out to execute her, then he wasn’t looking as though he was concealing a dangerous weapon. He was concealing one. The last thing he wanted to do was get her in trouble with her coven, or put her in the firing line, but he wasn’t sure how much longer he could deny his need for her.
He shoved his fingers through the dirty blond spikes of his hair and gripped them hard, trying to figure out what to do. He needed to meet his grandfather and get his scent. Elissa could remain in the room, safe from harm, and sleep while he dealt with their dual problem. If he was lucky, the bastard would want to meet him in his quarters rather than a reception room and Payne wouldn’t have to sniff around the house to find their location.
He grabbed Elissa’s hand and headed back to their room. She entered first and he paused to watch her as she crossed the room to the fire and used her magic to start it. The flames lit her face, warming her pale skin and turning her eyes golden. She was beautiful, arresting. He had thought it the first time he had laid eyes on her and every time since. Whenever he took a moment to just look at her, it struck him anew, filling him with a sensation of need and awareness like he had never felt before. He could watch her for hours, days, years, and he would never grow tired of just looking at her. Her expression changed so rapidly, never concealing her emotions, always allowing them to show.
Did she do this with everyone or was she allowing him to see more of her than she showed to others? He could imagine that she had been like this with her sister, open and unguarded, never hiding anything.
Elissa paused halfway through placing another log onto the fire and turned her head towards him, her eyes slowly lifting to meet his. Golden light played across her skin, flickering and dancing in her soft brown hair. She looked like an angel, kneeling on the rug before him, wearing a halo of pure gold.
“Elissa,” he breathed and she rose to her feet, turning fully towards him. He wasn’t sure what he had wanted to say to her. It slipped from his grasp and he ended up staring at her in silence, drinking in the way she looked at him, not as though he was a monster, but as though he was a man.
A man who she wanted.
A man who she might grow to love.
“You should get some rest.” His voice sounded distant even to his ears. It wasn’t what he had wanted to say to her. He had meant to ask her to come to him and let him kiss her again, let him touch her and ruin her, because he needed her more than air or a heartbeat, or anything in this world.
She took a step towards the bed and then paused again. “Will you come too?”
He shook his head. She would be too tempting and he didn’t want to ruin her, not really. She would never forgive him if he did.
He would never forgive himself.
She shifted course and approached him rather than the bed. He held his hands up and backed off a step. The house was coming alive again, the energy that constantly swirled around him increasing in strength and setting his incubus side on edge. Coupled with his intense craving to taste her blood again, he was only a danger to her right now.
“What’s wrong?” she whispered, a frown marring her beauty, turning her eyes dark.
“If you come near me... I won’t be able to stop myself. You have to understand... I’m on the edge, Elissa. Both sides of me are hungry for you... I don’t want to place you in danger.”
She hesitated and he couldn’t blame her. The gold and blue were probably swirling in his eyes by now, red and pink flushing his markings and announcing his aroused state to her as well as his deep hunger.
Elissa held his gaze and took another step towards him.
“What are you doing?” He backed off another step and she smiled, a sensual one that stole his breath and beat at his defences and control.
She didn’t stop. She kept advancing and he kept retreating, but he was shit out of luck. His back hit the closed door. He considered teleporting but he wasn’t fast enough. Before he could think of a location to leap to, she had closed the distance between them and had pressed her hot palms against his chest, searing him through his dark grey shirt and branding his very bones with her name.
His hunger spiked, the twin urges swirling together and combining, turning him dangerous. He had only ever experienced such a need once in his lifetime, and he hadn’t been able to control himself then. He had come close to killing the woman he had once loved.
He wouldn’t be able to live with himself if he hurt Elissa like that.
He cared too much about her.
He caught both of her cheeks in his palms and forced her to look up at him. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
His hands shook almost as much as his voice had. Her smile stole his heart and the way she lifted her hands and covered his, holding them against her face, had him quaking with need.
“You won’t. I want to do this, Payne.” She drew his right hand away from her face and kissed his palm, and then trailed her lips to his wrist. She followed the line of his fae markings, kissing them, stirring his hunger to new heights.
“But... I might not be able to hold off.”
She paused then and he felt her shaking, sensed her fear. His vampire side fed on it, hungry to taste more, to scare her until she visibly trembled. He tamped it down. Elissa was his mate.
Payne froze as the certainty of those words struck him. Where had his doubt gone? He looked down into her eyes and felt sure that he was right and that Elissa did belong to him now, and forever. She had worked her way into his heart and he had told her all of his dark secrets. He had confessed everything and let her see a side of him that he had hidden from everyone, even his last love. He had kept his distance from them all, had lived alone in this world surrounded by people, but he hadn’t been able to keep Elissa at arm’s length. He had only been able to draw her into his embrace and felt the need to hold her close to him and never let her go.
“I can do a spell,” she said and she sounded so sure that Payne could no longer deny his twin hungers.
He swooped on her mouth and kissed her, determined to possess all of her.
After this time, things would never be the same between them again.
After this time, Elissa would belong to him.
She would be his mate.



CHAPTER 13
Elissa knew something was off with Payne. Different. She could sense it within him, a hunger and need she hadn’t noticed before. He had acted possessively with that other male and had claimed she belonged to him. Did he truly believe that? She knew about vampires and that many claimed mates. She didn’t know how they did it, or how an incubus knew or claimed their mate either. Did Payne truly believe that she was his mate?
What if she was?
Did she want to bind herself to Payne?
He scooped her up into his arms and carried her to the bed. She thought he would toss her onto it but he gently laid her down, almost reverently, and leaned over to kiss her. She melted into the dark green covers, giving herself over to his kiss and the passion it stirred in her veins. His tongue stroked the seam of her lips and she opened for him, allowing him to enter her mouth and tangle his tongue with hers, flooding her with his taste. Hunger sparked within her, stronger than before, desire that threatened to control her actions. She tried to focus, knowing that if she didn’t cast her spell soon she would be too far gone, too hungry to have Payne inside her, his long cock filling her up, to care about the consequences.
Payne kissed along her jaw and she mourned the loss of his mouth on hers, ached for him to return. He reached her throat and moved over her, positioning one knee between her thighs, his hands pressing into the mattress on either side of her ribs.
“My spell will probably stop you from coming until I lift it... you’re sure you’re okay with that?” It wasn’t the most romantic or erotic conversation to have while a gorgeous man was sucking on her pulse point and driving her wild with need, but it was necessary, and she had always been focused on doing things that were necessary. Verity had joked that she would never live life because she spent too much time following orders and refusing to take risks.
Her sister would be proud of her.
Here she was, on the verge of allowing a demon inside her without any form of protection other than a spell.
It was hard to concentrate with Payne licking and nipping at her throat, sending shivers coursing over her arms and down her spine.
He growled against her skin and she tried again.
“You’re okay with this?”
He pulled back this time, the colours in his eyes already brightening, his pupils wide with desire.
He nodded.
Why did she have the feeling he would have agreed to anything she had said? Was he even listening to her? If she had said the moon really was made of cheese, would he have nodded?
“You know, the moon is made of cheese?” She shrugged when he frowned at her. “I was just testing.”
“I’m fine with this,” he husked, desire dripping from his deep voice, and she shivered again, a hot rush of need racing through her blood.
“Mother earth, whisper naughty things in my ear in that voice.” She grabbed him around the nape of his neck and dragged his mouth back down to her throat.
He chuckled darkly into her ear and whispered, “I want to get inside you... do you want me inside you?”
“Uh-huh.” She nodded and leaned her head to one side, giving him better access to her throat.
“What part of me do you want buried in you?” he husked and licked the shell of her ear. “This?” He dropped his hips and ground his erection against her thigh. “Or these?” He scraped the points of his fangs over her earlobe and she shuddered and moaned beneath him.
“Dirty witch,” he purred and she melted.
“You make me like this.” She grabbed his shoulder and rolled, forcing him onto his back and ending up astride his hips. She moaned with the memory of when she had been like this before, naked with him inside her, riding his beautiful cock. Her groin throbbed, hot and damp for him, ready to welcome him back inside. “Gods, I want you.”
She made fast work of his shirt buttons and ignored the way he smirked, a flicker of pride in his eyes. Yes, he drove her wild and made her do things she would never have dreamed of doing before meeting him. He didn’t have to look so smug about it.
She tore the rest of the dark grey shirt open, sending buttons pinging across the room.
Payne growled at her. “I liked this shirt.”
“It was in my way,” she said and spread the sides of it, revealing his delicious body. He flexed for her, every muscle rippling and making her ache to touch him. With her mouth. She lowered her head and swept her tongue over his pale hard flesh, savouring the feel of him beneath her. He groaned and tensed again, his hips rising off the mattress to press against hers. She bore down on him, grinding her body along the rigid length of his cock. “Mother earth, you’re wearing too many clothes.”
He chuckled again. “So are you.”
Elissa rose off him and yanked her black top off, freeing her breasts. Payne groaned and she paused to appreciate the hungry way he stared at her, as though he was barely stopping himself from taking command and devouring her.
As though she was beautiful.
Images popped in her head, visions of them naked and entwined, Payne moving against her, making love with her in front of the fire.
She frowned at him, right into his gold and blue eyes. They glowed brightly.
“I thought I warned you about that?”
He smiled sheepishly. “I can’t control it sometimes when I look at you... it just takes over...”
“Why don’t I react to it the way I do with the other incubi? When they turn on the charm, I feel powerless and as though I want to do those things with them.”
His smile faded and he averted his gaze. His hands skimmed up and down her thighs.
“Payne?” She wouldn’t let him get away with the silent treatment. She had never had an incubus attempt to use his powers of persuasion on her before Payne, so she had thought perhaps it was a witch thing and that was why she could sense he was attempting to lure her with the visions of them making love. When one of the males in the orgy had tried the same trick, she had wanted to go to him, had felt hungry for him and needy. She had been wrong about Payne and her immunity to his charms. “Is it because you’re only part incubus?”
He shook his head.
“Then what is it?” She had a suspicion she knew but she needed to hear him say it.
His steely gaze shifted back to her and he looked as though he was afraid to tell her. He sighed and scrubbed his hands through his hair. “You’re my mate.”
Elissa stared straight into his eyes, trying to see if he was telling the truth. He had never looked so deadly serious and it sent a shiver through her. When she had announced her plan to come with him, she had said about coming here as his mate, and he had reacted in a bad way. Now she knew why. She had thought perhaps it had had something to do with what that bitch had done to him but it was so much more than that. He had reacted weirdly all those times around her, had challenged incubi males, because she really was his mate.
“Seriously?” She had to check because she was having trouble getting herself to believe it.
He nodded. “I can’t control you or read your aura. It’s a sure sign... and you make both sides of me insane with a need to claim you.”
She tensed. He smiled slightly.
“Don’t worry. I won’t.”
Elissa frowned at him now. Why the heck not? Didn’t he want her? An urge to slap him for that rose up inside her but she ignored it, deciding it was safer to glare at him rather than strike him. He was a vampire. He would be able to sense her anger.
He sighed. “Believe me, Witch, I want to... but you don’t want to be tied to a fucked up excuse for a male like me.”
She didn’t? Who the heck was he to decide that for her anyway? He really needed to get over his complex about his dual natures and stop letting it colour his judgement. Couldn’t he see in her eyes that she wanted him with all of her heart?
Hadn’t everything she had been through with him shown him that she already belonged to him in some way?
She opened and closed her mouth, trying to form a response that would convince him that he was wrong about her. Before she could get it out into the open, he had rolled her onto her back and sucked her left nipple into his mouth, shattering her thoughts and stealing her voice. She groaned and melted into the bed, hungry for more as his cool tongue flicked the bud and then swirled around it. Sparks shot out in all directions from the centre of her breast, electrical currents that lit her up inside. She writhed beneath him, unable to control herself.
Payne groaned and slid his hand over her bare stomach. She raised her hips, encouraging him to continue heading south, towards where she needed him most. He undid her belt with one hand and then worked on her jeans, getting them open without breaking his stride. He circled her nipple with his tongue and then sucked it greedily into his mouth, the pleasure of his caress too much for her. She arched her chest into him, eager for more.
He slipped his hands into her underwear and tore another moan from her throat as his fingers found her moist centre.
“Payne,” she whispered, breathless and alive with sensation. She rocked her hips against his fingers, her mind already two steps ahead, imagining his tongue stroking her there and his fingers plundering her body.
Payne reared back and stared down at her, shock written across his face. “What did you just think?”
She blinked, as surprised as he looked. A blush scalded her cheeks. “Um.”
Judging by how surprised he looked, he had just got hit by whatever she had been fantasising about, and he really hadn’t expected her to be able to project it into his head just as he could project naughty things into hers.
A sudden image of him grasping her hands above her head, pinning them to the mattress as he took her swift and hard, burst into her mind and Payne choked, his eyes shooting wide.
Oh, it was definitely a two-way street.
He growled, grabbed her hands, and pinned them above her head, just as she had imagined. She groaned as he thrust against her, grinding his hard bulge between her legs, teasing her. That hadn’t been part of her vision. He had been naked and inside her, not irritatingly clothed.
Elissa wriggled and he tightened his grip on her, giving her a taste of his full strength. Mother earth, it made her hot for him. A shot of lust straight into the vein.
Payne clutched both of her wrists in one hand and worked on his jeans with his other, freeing his cock. He stroked his hand down the length, revealing the crown, and she licked her lips, hungry to taste him. He groaned and sat back, pulling her with him. He stripped out of his shirt, tossing it onto the floor, and his boots and socks followed. He made quick work of his jeans and underwear and then tackled hers. Elissa tried to help but only got in his way, earning a dark growl from him. He yanked her shoes off and then pulled her jeans so hard that she ended up flat on her back again.
He threw her clothes onto the floor and she lay bare on the bed, excitement flowing through her, her mind darting all over the place, imagining the possibilities. Payne knelt before her, gloriously nude and rock hard. Her gaze lingered on his hard cock and she nibbled her lower lip, hungry for another taste of him. He grabbed her arm and pulled her to him, forcing her onto her knees. He rose to his at the same time, tangled his fingers in her long hair and guided her towards his hard length.
Elissa flicked her tongue over the crown of his cock. His groan was so low and guttural that she throbbed, moisture flowing from her as thoughts of him sinking his hard shaft into her core flooded her mind. He groaned again and she took him into her mouth, easing down him until the soft head of his erection touched the back of her throat. She propped herself up on one hand, kneeling before him, and rolled his balls with her other one. His grip on her hair tightened and he groaned as he controlled her movements, making her suck his cock. She tugged on his balls and his groan came out as a short bark of pleasure. She glanced up the length of his body at his face and he looked down at her, his eyes drenched in desire as he watched her sucking him. The blue and gold in his irises swirled, brightening by degrees until his eyes glowed again. The markings that curved over the front of his shoulders turned shades of cobalt and yellow, shimmering like his eyes.
He swallowed and moaned, kept moving her mouth on him, thrusting gently now, easing himself into her. She sucked hard on each withdraw, squeezing his balls at the same time, giving him that hint of pain that seemed to enhance his pleasure. His eyes brightened again and his markings glowed in the same fierce colours.
He moved his hand to the top of her head and stopped her, holding her away from him. She got the message. Either she gave him a moment to calm down or she was going to push him over the edge. Elissa wriggled and stared at his cock, gaze following the thick ridge that ran down the underside, from his balls to the crown. Sense told her not to play with fire. Desire said to throw the rules out of the window and lick him.
She ran her tongue over the head of his cock.
Payne growled, the sound feral and pained, and suddenly she was on her back, her hands locked together by one of his, pinned to the pillows above her head. He knocked her knees apart and she gasped as he entered her, swift and brutal, burying himself as deeply as he could go. He groaned and his grip on her wrists tightened, verging on painful.
“Payne?” She tried to get him to look at her but he had his eyes closed, his face contorted in pleasure. He eased out slowly and then thrust inside again, and a spark of pleasure shot along her thighs and through her belly, erasing her trepidation. He clutched her wrists in one hand, holding her at his mercy, and held his weight off her with his other.
She moaned with each deep plunge of his cock into her body, each delicious invasion that sent shivers tripping over her skin. She tried to buck against him, wanting more. He snarled at her, vicious and dark, and grabbed her hip with his free hand, settling all of his weight on her wrists. Elissa flinched.
“It hurts.” She wriggled beneath him, trying to get her hands free. “Payne?”
He pulled her hips off the bed and thrust into her, harder now, sending fire rushing through her blood each time his pelvis hit her clitoris. She moaned and lost herself again, drowning in the mind-blowing feel of him moving inside her, his long strokes hitting her in just the right place to have her squirming beneath him, clenching and reaching for more.
He grunted and quickened his thrusts and she closed her eyes and arched up to meet him, unable to stop herself. He moaned, the sound wanton and erotic, and she groaned with him, her breathing accelerating in time with his pace. He pumped her hard and she could feel his desperation flowing through her, echoing within her. She pressed her heels into the mattress and worked her body against his, frantic and needy, lost in her passion and arousal.
“More,” she breathed and Payne lengthened his strokes, driving her insane with each long plunge of his cock into her core. Gods, she needed more. It wasn’t enough.
She flicked her eyes open and stared up at his face, using the sight of his pleasure to heighten her own and push her onwards towards climax. Her belly tightened, heat coiling there, ready to explode at any moment. She needed it. She reached for it. He groaned with each tightening of her body around his, pumping harder, taking her higher. Her thighs quivered, release almost within her reach. Close. Closer. She panted, rocking against him, riding his cock as he thrust into her, his pelvis striking her clitoris.
Elissa cried out as pleasure exploded through her, sending her legs trembling and heart racing. Her limbs slackened and she could no longer support her weight. Payne’s grip on her hip tightened, holding her in place as he thrust into her, not slowing his pace.
He pressed her hands harder against the mattress, the pain of his grip overshadowing her pleasure. He groaned and increased his pace.
“You’re hurting again.”
His eyes finally opened and a flicker of fear shot through her, cold realisation dawning at the back of her mind.
They weren’t only gold and blue now. Red shone like a corona around his elliptical pupils, his vampire side emerged to join in. He bore his fangs at her and a stab of panic joined the fear. He purred.
Now she knew why he avoided sexual encounters and why he had warned her not to push him.
His incubus side drove him to create pleasure that he could feed on but his vampire nature drew the most pleasure from fear. Each time she felt a touch of fear, he reacted as though she had given him a hit a pure bliss. She tried to calm herself, telling herself that he would never harm her so her fear lessened, knowing he would be fighting to regain control over his hungers and needed her help, but it was impossible. Fear flooded her and he grunted and moaned, his face twisting in pleasure and his grip on her increasing in strength. She had to calm down for his sake as well as her own. The more she feared, the darker his urges would become, his need to feed driving him to terrify her.
“Payne, listen to me,” she whispered, focusing on him. She trusted this man. He had warned her not to push him and that he might kill her if she did, and she had still recklessly shoved him over the edge.
Red blazed in the centre of his eyes, surrounded by shimmering gold and blue. He dropped her hip and slid his arm beneath her. She bit her lip to stifle her need to cry out when he grabbed her hair and tugged her head back. He stared down at her through those mesmerising eyes, his body moving against hers, giving her pleasure laced with pain and fear. She tried to stifle her desire, tried not to feel aroused as he thrust into her, deep and fast, bringing her towards another climax.
His lips parted.
No fangs. Did that mean he was more in control than she thought? Could she bring him back before things went too far?
She opened her mouth and he claimed her lips, kissing her so fiercely that she couldn’t breathe and couldn’t think. She could only feel and submit to him. As she relaxed, his grip on her wrists loosened but not enough for her to get free. She forgot her need to struggle and lost herself again, swamped by the delicious sensations racing through her, evoked by the feel of him moving inside her and kissing the breath from her lungs.
He reared back, slamming deep into her, and she cried out as she came again, her body throbbing around his. His lips curved into a dark smile, revealing fangs this time, and he stared down at her, possessing her with his hungry heavy-lidded eyes that spoke of intense pleasure and satisfaction.
His grip on her wrists tightened again.
Elissa panicked.
She hadn’t cast her spell.
She focused on the words, getting the first few out, but then he shattered her chances by striking hard and sinking his fangs into her throat. His body shuddered against hers and a third climax came upon her so swiftly that it rocked her to her core, causing her to tremble along with him. She breathed hard, struggling to catch her breath, hazy from head to toe as he drank from her throat, his body buried deep within hers.
No.
Panic welled up again and she bucked against him, feeling him throbbing within her.
“No!” she shrieked and he stilled, frozen against her, inside her.
He was still for long minutes. She could feel her blood leaking from her, spilling from between his lips.
He disappeared and she shook as she pushed herself up onto her elbow to see where he had gone, her right hand covering the ragged marks on her throat.
Payne stalked around the room, grabbing his clothes and dressing. He was shaking too, trembling so badly that it took him several attempts to get his underwear on. He growled, a noise born of frustration and pain, turned and slammed his fist into the wall above the fireplace. The green plaster cracked and fell away, revealing stone beneath. Blood trickled down from his knuckles and she swore she could feel his pain and his panic, his fear as he stood there with his fist against the wall, his back heaving with his breaths.
“Payne?” she whispered, unsure what she was going to say. He didn’t look at her. “Payne? I should have stopped... I shouldn’t have pushed you.”
He shoved away from the wall and pulled his shirt on, not bothering to heal his hand or lick the blood away. It soaked through the sleeve of his grey shirt and dripped to the floor as he tugged his jeans on and buttoned them. He wiped the back of his clean hand across his bloodied mouth, the action rough and vicious.
She cast a small spell, one to help her feel him more clearly.
He stopped and stared at her, his eyes brimming with hurt and remorse, and self-loathing. “It wasn’t your fault... I... I... can’t do this. I can’t look at you... I never meant for this... I never wanted to hurt you... I only wanted... I just... I’m sorry.”
“Don’t,” she said and moved to kneel on the bed, reaching for him. She didn’t want him to teleport out of her life because she had failed to keep her end of the bargain. She had said she would use a spell to stop him and she knew it was the only reason he had agreed to make love with her, and then she had pushed him over the edge. She hated what had happened to her, knew that he was partly to blame too, but she didn’t want him blaming himself and only himself. They had entered into this together and she could have stopped him. She should have stopped herself. “Talk to me... please, Payne?”
He looked lost again, as uncertain as she felt. His eyebrows furrowed and he swallowed hard, his eyes holding hers and overflowing with pain and fear. His hands shook at his sides, visibly trembling, and she knew that he could see her shaking too, that she looked as confused, afraid and broken as he did.
“Elissa...”
Someone knocked at the door. He stared at her for a few seconds and then shoved his fingers through his hair, went to the door and opened it.
“Arnaud wishes to see you now.” A male voice drifted into the room and Elissa gathered the green covers around herself, feeling cold to the bone. She wanted Payne to look at her and tell her that everything was going to be all right and they could work through this, they could deal with it together. She had the terrible feeling that he would leave her without a word or a look instead.
Payne glanced at her, sorrow in his beautiful grey eyes, all trace of gold, blue and red gone from them now.
She held her hand out to him, afraid to hope that he would take it.
Her heart lifted when he turned away from the open door and crossed the room to her. He pressed one knee into the mattress, took her hand and leaned over her. He dropped a kiss on her forehead and lingered there, his lips pressing against her skin and his hand shaking in hers.
“Don’t go anywhere... please? Give me a second chance... please, Elissa?” he whispered hoarsely against her skin and she nodded, raised her hand and managed to stroke his cheek before he pulled away.
He smiled tightly, turned around and walked out of the door, closing it behind him.
Elissa sat in the middle of the bed, cold and afraid, feeling her connection to the earth slowly severing. What had she done? She swallowed and tears filled her eyes. She closed them, causing the hot drops to spill down her cheeks, and drew her knees to her chest, her ears ringing and head spinning as she thought about what had happened and felt herself weakening.
Her coven would know what she had done. They would feel themselves weakening too. It wouldn’t be long before they hunted her down. Would Payne protect her when they came? Would he still see her as his mate now? She prayed to the earth and the sky that he would, because she had just turned her back on her world and she wouldn’t survive what was to come without him at her side, protecting her as fiercely as he had that day they had met.
The air shifted.
Someone had teleported into the room.
“Payne?” she said, sure that he had returned to her, unable to remain away when he could probably feel her jumbled emotions through the connection between their blood, and that he would reassure her now that everything was going to be fine. She opened her eyes and lifted her head, and stared at the male before her. Dark blond hair, stony grey eyes, but this wasn’t the man her heart was pining for. Her voice turned cold and anger curled through her, causing her magic to stir and awaken. “Arnaud.”
If he was here, did that mean he had lured Payne away, ensuring she would be alone?
“When my aide told me of my grandson suddenly showing up with a woman he claimed was his mate, and he described you both to me, I had thought perhaps it would be you,” he said in a glacial tone and neatened the cuffs of his dark red shirt, his eyes on them, as though he couldn’t bring himself to look at her.
Elissa tucked the covers around her, shielding her nudity from his eyes, and glared at him. Magic rose to her fingertips, darker than any spell she had ever dared to call before. She had thrown her life away. She might as well use the black arts now that her coven was already coming to kill her. Any punishment they chose to inflict upon her for using forbidden magic couldn’t be worse than death.
“What do you want?” she said, trying her hardest to sound unafraid when she was shaking right down to her bones.
Arnaud straightened, his broad frame and height imposing when she was sitting. His grey gaze raked over her and the gold and cobalt in it brightened, swirling iridescently like Payne’s eyes had so many times when he had been looking at her. Unlike Payne, this man didn’t fill her with a desire to blush when he gazed upon her. He filled her with fear and disgust.
“You smell like sex... like my grandson. Don’t tell me the little witch didn’t heed the cautionary tale of her sister and allowed a demon to climax while inside her?”
Her skin crawled as he lowered his gaze to her hips and she moved her hands there, revealing the orbs of black that lazily drifted around them.
He smiled and raised his eyes to meet hers.
“What do you want?” she repeated.
“I would like to know what you are doing with my grandson.” He looked genuinely concerned and then darkness crossed his face, his eyes brightening at the same time. “And why you are here?”
“Payne promised to help me bring Luca home.” It wasn’t a lie, not wholly. Payne had promised to help her bring what she had wanted home, but he didn’t know that the item she had come to retrieve was in fact her nephew, and a relation of his.
Arnaud snorted. “The boy is mine.”
“I swore to raise him and protect him... he is mine.” She moved to kneel, bringing herself closer to eye-level with him, unwilling to let him intimidate her.
“Why did you allow my grandson to violate you?” He stared at her, eyes narrowing, glowing now. Why wouldn’t he let that one go? She refused to blush as she wanted to and set her jaw, showing him that he wouldn’t get an answer to that question. “Did you do it so he would help you... or perhaps you wished to bear the child of a demon too?”
He took a step towards her, his gaze locked on her, assessing her.
Elissa trembled and said the one thing that sprang into her mind. “He is my mate.”
Arnaud threw his head back and laughed. Not the reaction she had hoped to gain from him. He snapped his head down and stared straight into her eyes.
“You believe that, don’t you? Poor child. No spawn of mine would tie themselves to a witch. Has he told you that you are his mate now and forever, that he will never be with another?”
She shook her head, cold creeping in again.
“He will leave you. He strung you along and made you believe you were special, and now he has you as his plaything... and when he grows bored of you, he will move on... and you will be left at the mercy of your coven.”
She knew he was playing on her fears and she told herself not to listen, but her heart didn’t heed her. It ached at the thought that he might be right and Payne would leave her as soon as he had the ring from his grandfather. She had given him no reason to stay with her. She had provoked him at every turn, using him to get her here, so she could take Luca home. She was no better than everyone else who had manipulated him or hurt him.
“You know I am right. I see it in your eyes. Come, child, console yourself.” He opened his arms to her and she felt the pull, a deep need to go to him and nestle in his arms. She wanted to cry in his embrace and let him comfort her. “I will make you forget my grandson.”
Elissa moved to the edge of the bed, nodding in agreement. She wanted to forget Payne and all the hurt he had caused her. She wanted Arnaud to take her in his arms and hold her close to him, making love to her until she no longer remembered his bastard grandson.
Arnaud took her hand and lifted it to his lips, pressing a long kiss to the back of it. She shivered, a hot rush racing through her blood, and stared up into his beautiful eyes.
“Give yourself to me and I will give you his true name, and you can take your revenge.”
Elissa froze and pulled back. “No.”
She shook her head to clear the fog of desire from it.
“No!” She tried to tug her hand free of his grip. She would never do that to Payne. She would never use his true name against him, never wanted to know it so she couldn’t be tempted to betray him just as his love had.
Elissa clawed at Arnaud’s hand and froze again. The ring that Payne wanted. The gold band encircled Arnaud’s little finger, the rubies set into it sparkling and taunting her. She could get it for him. She grabbed for it. Arnaud snatched his hand away.
“You won’t enslave me, little witch.” He shoved her hard onto her back on the bed and was on her before she could move. He grabbed her left wrist and she punched him hard with her other fist as he pulled the blanket off her, baring her to him.
He forced her knees apart and she wrestled with him, heart pounding and blood rushing. She fought harder but he was stronger than she was. Too strong.
His free hand went to his trousers.
“I will enslave you.”



CHAPTER 14
Payne stood in the middle of the blue room he had waited in with Elissa the night before when they had first arrived, surrounded by books and the sumptuous antique furniture. The dark-haired male who had escorted him down to the reception room had disappeared, leaving Payne alone to mull over what he had done. He had buttoned as much as he could of his shirt and tucked the rest into his jeans, trying to conceal the fact it had lost half of its buttons. He closed his eyes, hating the instant replay of Elissa’s wicked smile as she tore it open, passion flaring in her eyes. If only things had remained that way, harmless satisfaction of their desires, rather than taking a sharp downward turn.
Guilt gnawed at his heart and he wanted to head back upstairs to check on Elissa and try to repair the damage he had done, not that it was possible. He had condemned her. He had done his best to resist, had warned her to stop, but she hadn’t listened and he hadn’t been able to keep control of himself.
He scrubbed a hand over his hair, raking the blond strands back, tugging at them until it hurt. Pain that he deserved but that wasn’t enough. He should suffer a thousand times worse for what he had done tonight, to her. He had tried so hard to claw back control, had almost succeeded once or twice, horrified by what he was doing, by how far gone he had been in that moment. The combination of twin hungers, the constant thrum of sexual energy in the air of the mansion, and Elissa’s actions and his deep need for her had conspired to strip away all sense of control and push him firmly over the edge, beyond any hope of salvation.
His stomach turned over and over, churning like a tempestuous ocean. How could he have done that to her? He should have forced her to stop somehow, or fought harder against the urges that had consumed him. He should have done something other than destroy her.
He found no consolation in the fact that she had said she would use a spell to protect herself. He couldn’t shift the blame to her, not this time. It lay at his feet. She had trusted him, had given herself to him despite her fears, and he had ruined her.
He was a monster.
And he wasn’t sure whether she would stay as he had asked.
Part of his heart felt certain that when he returned to their room, he would find that she had left already, unable to bear the sight of him, unwilling to hear what he had to say.
He still wasn’t sure exactly what that was.
Deep in his soul, he knew what he wanted to ask of her, but he feared that she would reject him. The thought of her turning on him as others in his life had, scorning him and telling him that he was a monster and she hated him, chilled his blood and froze his breath in his lungs. He struggled for air, his throat closing, and barely stopped himself from teleporting back to their room.
The door opened and he steadied himself, unwilling to show weakness in front of anyone, especially his grandfather.
The man in the doorway looked nothing as Payne had expected. He was middle-aged in appearance and had short fair hair, but he didn’t resemble Payne in any way, and he certainly didn’t resemble his mother.
The male stepped into the room, a forced smile plastered on his handsome face, and held out his hand. The cuff of his black shirt drew back as he extended his hand towards Payne, revealing the fae markings tracking along the underside of his forearm.
Payne looked at them.
He didn’t recognise any of the symbols.
“You’re not my grandfather.” He stepped back from the male and held his blue gaze. “Where is my grandfather?”
Before he had finished that question, flashes of Elissa burst into his mind and her panic flooded the lingering connection between them in his blood. His heart thawed and caught fire. His fangs elongated and his eyes switched, his pupils narrowing and stretching as crimson shot through his irises. He snarled at the sight of her with another man.
His grandfather.
Elissa was in danger.
Payne focused on their room and teleported. He landed hard in the middle of the bedroom and his heart turned over when he saw her on the bed, pinned beneath a male. He roared and launched forwards, grabbing the back of the large male’s dark red shirt. Elissa kicked and shrieked, the terrified sound driving Payne deep into a killing rage. He pulled the male off her and threw him across the room, sending him crashing into one of the green velvet armchairs. It tipped back and slammed into the wooden floor.
He turned his back on Elissa, facing his opponent, and spread his legs, setting his feet shoulder width apart. He growled low in his throat, threatening the male now getting to his feet, keeping his focus and his eyes locked on him so he couldn’t get the jump on Payne.
Elissa moved behind him, scrabbling across the bed, her sobs punctuating the heavy silence. Her fear filled the whole room and he snarled, mind black with the urge for violence and his rage. His mate was hurt, afraid. He would remove the source of her fear and protect her.
His grandfather found his feet and Payne didn’t give him a chance to attack. He launched himself at him, taking him back down and shattering a wooden side table in the process. His grandfather grabbed one of the broken mahogany legs and swung at Payne as he moved astride his legs, pinning him down. Payne growled and blocked it with his left arm, the pain of the blow not registering in the haze of his lust for violence and retribution, and smashed his right fist into the male’s face, cracking his jaw.
Arnaud retaliated, disappearing from beneath Payne. Payne’s senses blared a warning and he rolled forwards. The wooden leg plunged into the floorboards, punching a hole where Payne’s heart would have been. He snarled, got to his feet, and flexed his fingers as his claws extended. His grandfather stood between him and Elissa, brandishing the makeshift stake. Payne assessed his surroundings, eyes darting and searching for any weapons he could use if it came to it. He didn’t want to rely on anything manmade, but it was nice to have a backup plan.
Elissa muttered something dark and unholy, and a black blast shot from her trembling hands and slammed into Arnaud’s back, sending him flying across the room towards Payne. Payne ducked and threw himself forwards, under his grandfather, and rolled to his feet in front of Elissa. Tears streaked her pink cheeks and swam in her eyes, and the way they met his, the need that shone in them, filled him with an urge to gather her in his arms. He wanted to go along with that and give her what she needed, wanted to hold her and whisper that she was safe now and he would never allow anyone to harm her ever again because she was his to protect, but now wasn’t the time.
Arnaud grumbled and got to his feet at the other end of the room. Payne turned to face him. His grandfather brushed the plaster dust off his dark crimson shirt and fixed him with a black look. He had lost his weapon when Elissa had blasted him with magic.
Payne flexed his fingers again and drew in a deep steadying breath. His blood screamed for him to kill this man for what he had tried to do to his mate but he fought to tamp down that black urge, knowing that if he succumbed to it that he would have the whole den after him. Elissa would be in more danger, and he had already put her in the path of angry witches. He didn’t need to throw enraged incubi into the mix too.
Elissa moved behind him. His grandfather stood before him, eyes swirling darkest gold and blue. If Payne could see his fae markings, they would be as black and red as his own were.
“Are you alright?” he said thickly to Elissa, his voice tight and dark, gravelly.
“I think so... I don’t know... I’m scared.”
Payne already knew that but her admission tightened his chest and darkened his heart. He would kill his grandfather for daring to touch her. No, he wouldn’t. He had to keep a level head. He would get what they had come here for and then they would get the hell away from this place and he would never see his wretched grandfather again.
The vampire side of him snarled at that, outraged that he was planning to leave this male alive. He had dared to assault his mate. He had frightened her, threatened her, hurt her. He deserved nothing less than death. A slow, terrible, painful death.
Payne growled, his top lip curling back to flash his fangs at Arnaud.
The incubus stared him down, no trace of fear showing on his face, but Payne could feel it in his blood, a rich tang that hung in the air and enticed him to sever his control and unleash Hell on this disgusting beast before him.
He drew in another breath, deeper this time, and tried to expel his darker needs, focusing on the woman behind him and his desire to protect her. If he fought again with his grandfather, there was no telling how it would turn out. He had ended up with Arnaud close to her once already. If it happened again, Payne had no doubt that the male would use Elissa as a shield. He couldn’t let that happen. He had to be Elissa’s shield against this man. He had to protect her.
“It’s okay now, Sweetheart. I won’t let him near you.” He kept his back to Elissa but reached behind him. A comforting rush of heat streaked through him when she placed her delicate hand in his and he closed his fingers, gently holding it and feeling her trembling. His heart took her quick response as a good sign, a gift of hope that when all this was over, he wouldn’t be alone in this world.
“My grandson, I presume?” Arnaud straightened to his full height and stared across the room at him, accents of gold and blue swirling in his dark grey eyes.
Payne had to wonder how he could doubt they were related when they looked so alike. Was this what he would have looked like by now if it weren’t for his vampire genes? He was aware that his dominant vampire side slowed his aging, so he looked far younger than most incubi his age.
He raised his other arm, revealing the markings that tracked along his forearm. Arnaud’s gaze dropped to them and narrowed. That reaction wasn’t only because his markings revealed Payne to be his grandson. It was because Payne’s markings were coloured by hues of black and darkest red, a sign of the fury he held just below the surface, the need to resort to violence and bloody his claws.
“He has the ring,” Elissa whispered and moved closer to him. She clutched his arm in one hand and pointed to Arnaud with the other.
Payne looked down at his grandfather’s hands. The man only wore one ring and it was gold and red, and on his little finger.
He held his hand out. “Give it to me.”
Arnaud shook his head. “I don’t think so. The ring belongs to me.”
Payne released Elissa’s hand and stared the man down. “I said give it to me.”
He didn’t give his grandfather a chance to respond this time. He teleported right in front of him and snatched his hand before he could react. Arnaud wrestled with him but Payne’s vampire genes gave him power and strength far beyond his grandfather’s grasp and he easily twisted Arnaud’s arm around. Arnaud’s only choice was to fall to his knees to avoid Payne breaking his arm and Payne used that moment to yank the ring from his finger.
He released his grandfather and backed towards Elissa, placing the ring on his little finger at the same time. Arnaud stood and stared at him, murder shining in his eyes. Payne knew he wore the same dark look.
“I want to kill you,” Payne growled low, his eyes locked on his grandfather’s. “One wrong move and I will. You dare to look at my mate and I won’t be able to stop myself. I will kill you.”
A soft gasp sounded behind him and he glanced over his shoulder at Elissa where she sat in the middle of the four-poster bed, the green sheets wrapped around her. She had her hands against her chest and the heat in her eyes struck him hard, causing his heart to skip a beat and thump heavily against his ribs. Had she doubted that he saw her as his mate now, his forever? He would have to make his intentions clearer to her later, so she would understand that he was never letting her go and that he belonged to her as much as she now belonged to him.
“Do you know the location of what you’re looking for now?” he said to her and she shook her head. He turned back to his grandfather, crossed the room to him, and grabbed the front of his red shirt. He twisted the material in his fist and dragged Arnaud towards him. “Where is your room?”
Arnaud stared at him in stony silence.
“I said, where is your room? You would do well to answer me this time. I am a man of very little patience and I’m itching for an excuse to draw blood.” Payne flashed his fangs.
“The next floor up, at the far end of the east wing.”
The other end of the house to where they were now. Could they make it there, retrieve what Elissa had come here for, and get out before Arnaud alerted the entire mansion and sent every incubus after them?
He couldn’t teleport there. It was difficult to teleport anywhere unfamiliar, not without risking ending up in a bad way.
Elissa slipped off the bed behind him. Arnaud’s swirling blue and gold gaze slid to her. Payne roared at the sight of desire in his grandfather’s eyes, dark twisted hungers that snapped what little hold he had managed to retain over his urge to spill blood.
“I warned you not to look at her.” Payne growled, pushed Arnaud backwards and swiped his claws across his throat. Crimson flowed from the deep slashes, spilling down his neck and soaking into his shirt, darkening the already red material.
It drenched Payne’s hand and he released the male. Arnaud collapsed to his knees, gasping as he tried to cover his throat to stem the bleeding. Too late. Payne glared down at him, towering over him, feeling no remorse over his actions. He watched the blood flow from between Arnaud’s fingers, saw his eyes return to grey and the flicker of life in them die, and turned away as he fell.
Elissa stared at him, eyes wide and horrified, her skin as pale as moonlight.
“Come,” Payne said as he crossed the room to her, wiping his hand on his jeans to clean the blood away. He held his other hand out to her. “We must leave.”
“You killed him.” Her beautiful silvery eyes flickered between Arnaud and Payne, the shock in them not subsiding.
“I warned him,” Payne said on a dark snarl, unable to contain his anger. “I told him not to look at you and he did just that.”
“You wanted him dead though... for your mother... for you.”
“Yes.” He wouldn’t lie to her about that. He had wanted Arnaud dead. “But I did not intend to kill him... I would have let him live in order to protect you, so others wouldn’t come after us.”
“Us?” She almost smiled.
His heart missed another beat. “Us... I swear I will not allow anything to happen to you, Elissa. I condemned you with my actions and I will take responsibility and protect you.”
Her face fell and she looked away and busied herself with dressing, tugging on her black halter-top and jeans.
He had said something wrong. Was she angry because he had said he was taking responsibility for what he had done to her, rather than saying that he desired to protect her because he felt something for her and she was his mate? He hadn’t said such a thing because he wasn’t sure she was ready to hear it, not yet.
“Come,” he said again and held his hand out to her. She took it and stepped into his arms. He focused on the floor above, able to teleport to the corridor there and give them a head start. When they had materialised, Elissa pushed out of his arms and raced along the hallway, heading towards the far end.
Whatever Arnaud had taken from her, it was important to her and she wanted it back.
Payne ran behind her, his senses sweeping the rooms, searching for trouble. Some of the bedrooms were occupied but most of the people in them seemed busy judging by the rapid heartbeats and moans he could hear.
Elissa stopped at the far end of the corridor and looked back at him. “Which one?”
Payne slowed to a walk and sniffed, focusing on his grandfather’s scent so he could follow it to the right room. He stopped outside a door one room from the end of the hall. “This one.”
Elissa went to open it and he grabbed her arm. “What?”
Payne focused on the other side of the door. “Someone is in there.”
Arnaud’s current lover? Elissa broke free of him and burst into the room, sobs escaping her. Not fear or sorrow. He couldn’t sense such emotions in her as she ran towards the bed, blocking his view of it. She felt happy.
She rounded the bed and Payne’s eyes widened as she peeled away the dark blue covers and gathered a small boy who looked no older than six in human years into her trembling arms.
This was the item she had lost?
It couldn’t be hers. Payne could sense the boy was an incubus. No markings covered what he could see of the boy’s arms beyond the short sleeves of his charcoal grey t-shirt but they would emerge in a few years, revealing his lineage. Payne didn’t need to see it to know it would be like his own.
His scruffy sandy hair was evidence enough.
“Who does the boy belong to?” he said and stepped into the room.
Elissa looked up at him, her eyes bright with affection even though tears lined her dark lashes. Her chestnut hair fell around her shoulders and the boy in her arms nuzzled it, reached up and sleepily buried his small hand into the wavy locks. His black loose bottoms blended into her halter-top as he curled up against her and murmured something in his sleep.
“He is mine now... he was my sister’s. She gave birth to him and had raised him in secret, moving from one town to the next, forever on the run until the coven finally found her and executed her. I kept my promise to raise him in her stead and I had managed to keep him hidden, but then his father tracked him down.” She held the boy closer to her and looked down at him, and Payne could see the love in her eyes as well as feel it in the remnants of her blood in his body.
He wished she would look at him like that, while feeling emotions so warm and beautiful.
Payne looked at the sleeping innocent in her arms. They were related. His grandfather’s son. His uncle. That didn’t feel right as he looked at the boy, so much younger than he was, new to this dark world and unaware of just what he would become when he matured. A witch had given birth to him, a human, making him a full-blooded incubus, not a half-breed like Payne. The boy would need protecting and teaching. He would need love and Elissa looked as though she would give it to him unconditionally.
He ached inside with the need for her to give that to him too.
“Thank you, Payne,” she whispered and looked up at him through her eyelashes.
He shrugged it off. “We have to go.”
“Where?” Her voice shook now and he knew what she was thinking.
“I will take you somewhere you will be safe and I can protect you.” He was risking a lot by taking her to Vampirerotique but it was the only place he knew and he would only stay there long enough to figure out somewhere else to take her. He would find a safe home for her and the boy.
She rounded the bed and the sight of her struck him hard. She looked beautiful as she carried the boy, gazing upon the sleeping child with love and happiness. Jealousy coiled in Payne’s heart, striking deep with poisoned fangs. He closed his eyes and took hold of her arm, unable to see her without feeling she was never going to give him what he needed from her and that as soon as they were away from here, she would leave with the boy and he would never see her again. She wouldn’t want to keep the child around him. He was barely mate material, let alone father material, and an erotic theatre was no place to raise a child.
Payne focused and teleported them.
Right onto the black stage of the theatre in the middle of a performance.
Fuck.
He must have been thinking about what it would be like for the boy to grow up around the erotic shows and got his coordinates skewed.
The whole theatre froze and the combined focus of over two hundred vampires shifting to him and then to Elissa and the boy sent him off the deep end.
Payne roared at them all.
Red bled over his vision.
The two male and two female performers on stage broke apart, crimson eyes on Elissa. Payne growled a warning at them and then things took a severe downward turn. One of the males moved. Payne tried to go for a flesh wound but the thought of Elissa coming to harm, the thought of someone hurting the boy, had him automatically aiming higher. He swiped his claws in a direct arc across the male’s throat and thankfully the male had fast reactions.
Victor.
Payne hazily recognised the shaven-headed immense elite male.
His claws caught him on the shoulder, digging deep and ploughing through his flesh. Blood spilled fast and thick from the wound. A female shrieked, not on the stage but in the audience. The other male on the stage growled and bore his fangs.
Payne lost it.
He barrelled into the male, taking him down, and punched him hard. The heady scent of blood saturated the air. Elissa’s rapid heartbeat filled his ears, driving him on, urging him to maim and kill, to protect her and her youngling.
A familiar female scent popped into the myriad of smells. Succubus.
“Payne?” Andreu’s thickly accented voice reached his ears.
Payne shot backwards, growling and snarling at the dark-haired Spaniard, baring his fangs at the same time as he stretched his bloodied arms out, shielding his female.
Andreu moved a step towards him and Chica held him back, her black hair wild and as ruffled as Andreu’s hair, and their clothing too. Half of the buttons on Andreu’s black tailored shirt were undone and the tail hung out of his equally dark trousers. Chica’s strapless purple corset was wonky and her legs were as bare as her feet beneath her short black layered skirt.
They smelled of sex.
Payne growled low again, hunger blasting through him, twin urges, needs he couldn’t deny. The smell of sex and blood filled him with a need to feed, mingling with his need to protect, driving him deeper into his instincts.
“Payne isn’t right,” Chica said and he bore his fangs at her, his focus locking on her now. Weak female. He snarled and the red spots across his vision were joined by blue and gold. “There’s something off about him.”
He moved his feet further apart and lowered himself, breathing hard, his focus diverted by the noises and rapid heartbeats surrounding him. Victor’s blood spoke to him, luring him into feeding his hunger for it. He wasn’t alone now. A female was with him. Clothed in a crimson dress that matched her flame red hair.
She would taste sweeter.
“Payne, talk to us... tell us what is wrong,” Andreu said but the words grated in Payne’s ears and he struggled to make sense of them.
Payne growled his reply but not in English. Panic shot through him, sending a hot prickly wave across his skin.
Chica released Andreu and walked forwards across the black stage. His focus shifted entirely to her. She wouldn’t taste sweet and he didn’t want her near him. He didn’t want her near his female and her youngling.
He snarled a warning at her.
She didn’t heed it. She kept edging towards him. Andreu spoke again, the noise indistinct. Light burst across his eyes from his right. Doors slammed. More scents joined the maddening mixture of them swirling in his mind and his lungs. Stronger scents.
He knew those males.
Payne lifted his hands and pressed his palms to his temples, growling as he tried to remember them. The red haze of fury clouded his mind and he couldn’t remember anything, couldn’t feel anything other than an insatiable lust for violence.
Chica spoke to him. Her words were strange and confusing, a language he had never fully learned but understood perfectly in the midst of his rage.
“Your markings,” she said and he looked at them briefly, seeing the swirling hues of gold, blue and deepest pink. “You have a mate... is this your mate?”
She took another step closer. Payne roared at her. Andreu was instantly between them, shielding her. Payne edged back a step, closer to someone behind him. Someone who meant a lot to him.
Chica swam out of focus and then back again as she spoke from behind her male. “Is this your mate, Payne?”
Payne clawed his hair back with both hands, his head spinning as he fought to make sense of everything that was happening. He growled and squeezed his hands against the sides of his head. He couldn’t think over the rush of blood in his ears. His breathing accelerated. Flashes of a beautiful female with flowing chestnut hair and striking silver-grey eyes punctuated the red haze in his mind. He saw himself above her, inside her, biting her, feeling the euphoria of that dual connection and her flowing into him. The taste of her blood was still strong on his tongue and their connection still had hold of his heart and his mind.
Something soft settled on his back, pressing between his shoulder blades and against his backside, spreading warmth across his skin and carrying light into his heart.
He stilled, his fury fading with each second she touched him, with each bit stronger the connection between them grew. Her scent enveloped him and her steady heartbeat replaced the rush of blood in his ears.
“Payne?” Her gentle voice stirred his soul, bringing it up from the darkness to the light, soothing away his fear and his rage, and lifting the red haze from his mind.
He turned slowly to face her and she looked up at him, no trace of fear, anger or disgust in her beautiful eyes. They shone with warmth and understanding, with affection even though he knew what she saw stood before her, a wild and lost male, a broken and vicious man.
“Everything is fine, Payne. You don’t have to protect me from these people.” She smiled at him and then looked down, and his eyes fell there too, following her gaze to the boy cradled in her arms. “You don’t have to protect us.”
He raised his eyes to hers again.
“Come back to me, Payne.” Her eyes darted between his and he could sense her desire to touch him.
He wanted that too. He stepped up to her, leaned down and rested his heavy head on her slender shoulder, needing to feel her and smell her, and know that she was here with him, safe and sound.
He wasn’t sure how long he remained there, weak and tired, confused about everything and feeling so uncertain. Elissa didn’t move. She stayed with him, her cheek resting against his, sometimes whispering soothing things to him. He slowly pieced himself back together, tamping down his anger and regaining control. It helped that someone made the audience leave. He wasn’t sure who.
The performers left too, but some vampires remained, staring at him, patiently waiting for an explanation.
Elissa pressed a kiss to his cheek and the boy stirred in her arms. Payne drew back to check on him. He slept still. Payne was surprised he hadn’t woken yet but when he looked into Elissa’s eyes and saw them twinkling like diamonds, he knew why the child still slumbered. She was using her magic to keep him under, protecting him from this dark place that Payne had brought them to.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered, voice hoarse and low.
“You were only trying to protect us.” She smiled at him, relieving the ache in his heart, and then tiptoed. Payne met her halfway, stealing a kiss from her. He had never needed anything as fiercely as he needed this kiss and the sliver of reassurance that it conveyed to his heart. Perhaps he could fix things after all. Perhaps Elissa would consent to be his mate.
“Are you going to introduce us?” Chica’s bright voice filled the theatre and Payne looked over his shoulder at her and Andreu.
And Sera. When had she arrived? She stood at the side of the stage, her blonde hair tied in a neat ponytail, wearing a short black dress.
Antoine and Snow were present too, standing below him at the front of the stalls. He didn’t dare look at them. He could feel Antoine’s anger and knew the powerful aristocrat would be having words with him later about interrupting a show and scaring away customers.
And bringing a witch and a child to the theatre.
It was the only place he could have taken her.
It was the only place he could call home.
“Elissa,” Elissa introduced herself, stepping around Payne, her hand still against the boy’s forehead, keeping him asleep. “And this is Luca.”
Luca.
Payne looked down at the boy in her arms. Not his real name. Payne knew that instinctively. Because they were related? He wasn’t sure how it worked but he had heard that relations couldn’t use names against each other.
Antoine leaped up onto the stage. He adjusted the cuffs of his crisp dark silver shirt. Payne couldn’t remember ever witnessing Antoine dressed any way other than impeccably in expensive tailored shirts and dark trousers, coupled with Italian leather shoes. He was the total opposite of his older brother Snow, who favoured pairing tight black t-shirts with equally as tight black jeans and army boots. That was, when he bothered to wear more than just his jeans. The immense male had no qualms about roaming around Vampirerotique dressed in only his black jeans, wearing them slung low around his hips.
Sera came forwards and joined Antoine, her sparkling green eyes on the boy rather than her male.
“Is there something you may want to tell us?” Antoine said to Payne.
“Yes... I have the ring... it will free Chica of the theatre, but only by binding her to Andreu.” Payne slipped the ring off his little finger and offered it to her. She bounced forwards and took it from him, her grin wide, and then threw her arms around him and gave him a tight hug.
“I knew you’d come good on your promise. Thank you, Payne. I owe you so much.” She squeezed him so tightly he choked and then released him and bounced back to Andreu, holding the ring out to him.
 Andreu grinned too and Payne couldn’t stop himself from smiling along with them, his heart warmed by the sight of them so happy and proud that he had been able to help them after all.
“No, I meant the boy.” Antoine pointed to the sleeping child and looked between him and Payne, back and forth, enough times that his meaning dawned on Payne.
“He isn’t mine.” Payne looked down at Luca and could understand why Antoine had believed there was a possibility that he was the father. “He is related to me though... but it’s a long story.”
“The boy and the witch must leave... now.”
Payne shot a glare at Snow. The lethal white-haired male stared up at him from the front row of the red velvet stalls, his pale blue eyes ringed with crimson.
“I have to protect them... and that means I need to keep them here until I can find a secure home for them.”
“No.” Snow frowned and his pupils stretched, turning cat-like, and his fangs extended. “It means you need to get them away from here... now.”
Payne froze.
Snow growled.
“We are not alone.”



CHAPTER 15
Payne’s senses stretched out, screaming in alert. Antoine and Andreu tensed, both males pulling their females close to them. Both females broke out of their arms and readied themselves for a fight. Payne knew if he tried to coddle Elissa she would react in the same way.
Snow leaped up onto the stage, his red eyes scanning the stalls and then the private boxes that lined the walls of the theatre.
Payne couldn’t detect what Snow had sensed coming but he tried to prepare himself for it.
Witches or incubi?
Were they coming for Elissa or coming for him?
Either way, he wouldn’t allow anything to happen to Elissa or the boy.
He backed towards her, keeping her close.
What was keeping them?
He turned and scanned the stalls, and then froze as the hairs on the back of his neck rose and he caught their scent.
Incubi.
They were here for him. He growled and extended his claws. Five males appeared on the stage and it erupted into pandemonium. Payne tried to remain near Elissa as he fought, dealing with a dark-haired young male wielding a sword. It seemed the incubi had come prepared for the fight, leaving his side at a disadvantage.
Antoine growled at Andreu. “Take care of the females.”
Andreu looked as though he was going to protest and then thought the better of it, sticking close to Sera and Chica as he battled a man with long blond hair.
Snow roared and swiped his claws across the throat of a middle-aged dark-haired male, ripping it open. The sight of one of their comrades dying didn’t slow the incubi. More of them appeared, among them the two males Payne had met at the mansion. The one who had welcomed them and the one who had pretended to be his grandfather. Antoine threw himself into the fray, taking on two incubi at a time, his movements swift and brutal. Snow fought alongside him, dealing deadly blows and bloodying his hands. His eyes burned crimson.
Payne kept a wary eye on the immense lethal male, unwilling to trust him when the scent of blood was thick in the air. One wrong step and Snow would lose himself to bloodlust.
“Antoine,” Payne shouted above the din of the fight and the dark-haired aristocrat’s blue eyes met his as he punched a hole through the chest of one of the incubi. Payne caught his opponent with a right hook followed by a swift left uppercut, sending him crashing onto the stage. “Take Snow away from here.”
Antoine glanced at Snow. Snow grinned at his enemy, shredding him with his claws, his fangs enormous and bloodied. He was feeding on the incubi. No good would come of this.
Antoine nodded and then his eyes widened. Payne sensed the incubi who had appeared behind him, close to Elissa. He turned, his heart lodging in his throat. Everything moved in slow motion, his actions sluggish. Elissa’s beautiful eyes grew enormous and she clutched Luca against her. The blond incubi male brought his sword down, aiming straight at her. Payne lunged forwards, reaching for the male, his blood rushing through his ears again.
Antoine reached them first, shoved Elissa backwards out of harm’s way, and tried to evade the strike. The tip of the sword slashed across his chest, slicing through his silver-grey shirt. Red instantly drenched the material.
Snow roared.
Everything sped up then. Payne could only stare as Snow tore through the incubi, ending lives in a split second with claw and fang, spraying blood everywhere and butchering the males.
Sera screamed and ran through the insane fight, ducking under Snow’s arm as he swung at an incubus, driving claws deep into his chest and tearing through bone to reach his heart. She dropped to her knees and skidded on the blood, and caught Antoine as he collapsed.
The floor ran red with blood.
Snow stopped in the centre of the carnage, holding a male by his torn throat, threw his head back and roared, the sound deafening.
Silence fell.
Snow turned dark red eyes on Elissa.
Payne growled and moved between them, shielding her. Snow would easily tear through him as he had the other incubi, but Payne would do all that he could to protect her.
Snow’s broad chest heaved, his black t-shirt drenched in blood. It rolled down his pale thickly muscled arms and dripped from his fingers. He dropped the body of the incubus and regarded Payne with narrowed eyes.
Payne flicked a glance down to Antoine and Sera. The aristocrat male was bleeding badly but he would live. He only needed time to begin healing, someone to clean the wound and some blood to speed the whole recovery process. Something told him that Snow was too far gone to register that. His brother had been injured and he had gone off the deep end, a beast with only desire for blood and violence, mindless with rage and driven by dark instincts. Not bloodlust. This was something else. Something far more terrible.
Snow lunged at Payne.
Payne brought both arms up and blocked his swipe, taking the hit on his forearms. He cried out as Snow’s claws shredded his flesh and then threw all of his remaining strength into his attack, slamming the flats of his hands into Snow’s chest and sending him flying across the stage and crashing into the wall on the right of the theatre. He fell in a heap and pushed himself up, and shook his head. Red tainted the white lengths of his overlong hair.
Snow growled and bore his fangs.
Andreu and Chica leaped on him before he could get up, trying to pin him down.
“Snow, listen to me.” Chica grabbed his hair and tugged his head up. “Payne is not your enemy. We’re good here. You hear me?”
Snow roared and reared up, easily shaking them off him. He stumbled to his feet and loped towards Antoine. Sera stared at him, tears streaking her cheeks.
Snow’s eyes verged on black.
They moved to Payne and then Elissa. She gasped and Payne felt her fear in his blood, felt the boy in her arms stir as her strength began to fade, her terror stealing it away. The wounds on Payne’s arms throbbed, blood rolling in rivulets down to his palms and dripping to the black stage floor. He shut out the stinging pain and the sense that he was weakening, focusing on protecting Elissa and her youngling. He wouldn’t allow Snow near her. He wasn’t in any position to fight the larger older male, didn’t want things to go down that route, but he had to keep her safe.
“Snow,” Antoine whispered, his voice hoarse and laden with pain.
Snow’s black eyes fell to his brother. He snarled at Sera and she shuffled backwards, giving him access to Antoine. Payne remained on guard, heart pounding, adrenaline flooding every inch of him, and his claws at the ready.
Snow collapsed to his knees beside Antoine and grasped his hand, rocking back and forth as he murmured words in a foreign tongue. Antoine swallowed hard and opened his pale blue eyes, fixing them on Snow above him. Snow’s pale eyebrows furrowed and he bore his fangs. Antoine shook his head a fraction but whatever passed unspoken between them didn’t stop his older brother. Snow opened his mouth and bit his own wrist, burying his fangs deep and tearing open his flesh.
He offered it to Antoine.
Antoine shook his head again and sounded weary as he spoke. “I cannot take it.”
Snow growled and it tailed off into a whimper, and Payne’s grey eyes shot wide when he clawed at his own chest, tearing through his black t-shirt and gouging deep gashes in his flesh.
Antoine grimaced and tried to sit up. Sera rushed to help him, kneeling behind him and supporting his back. With visible effort, Antoine grabbed Snow’s wrist.
“No, Snow.”
Snow didn’t stop. He whined and slashed his arms, his wrists, blood flowing freely. Andreu and Chica grabbed his thickly muscled arms, trying to restrain him. Payne helped them but Snow was too strong. He tried to shake them off, growling and whining, the sound harrowing as it echoed around the theatre.
Antoine grasped Snow’s hand and Snow stopped to look at him, a lost expression on his blood-streaked face.
“Calm yourself, Brother,” Antoine whispered and swallowed. “You did not do this.”
Snow’s face twisted in agony and he offered his wrist again, his entire arm drenched in blood now. It pulsed from the lacerations, dripping thick and fast onto the black stage floor.
The corners of Antoine’s lips lifted in a pained smile. “I will take it... there is no need to spill more for me.”
Snow moved his arm towards his mouth and Antoine closed his eyes and fixed his lips around one of the cuts. From what Payne could tell, he only took a little blood from his brother. Was he afraid that he would make Snow worse if he took more than a sip? Payne didn’t want to find out the answer to that question. Snow was scary enough as it was. He didn’t want to encounter Snow in a darker wilder mood than the one he was in now.
“All the pretty colours... do you see them... Aurora...” Snow rocked, his eyes locked on Antoine, and then tilted his head back and stared at the black ceiling of the theatre, his eyes glazed and face streaked with blood. “Come home with me... we can go together... don’t go away.”
Antoine looked at Chica, eyes swimming with pain and remorse, with sorrow. She nodded and glanced at Andreu, and he nodded too.
Chica released Snow’s arm and laid her palm against his cheek. She moved to kneel beside him and he looked at her, his eyes as black as midnight but soft with trust. Was he aware of what Chica was going to do?
“Take me home,” Snow whispered in a low broken voice and his eyebrows furrowed. “Aurora. Prettier than the heavens. Take me there with you.”
Chica leaned in and pressed her lips to his, and kissed him.
Snow’s arm instantly dropped from Antoine’s lips. No one besides their mate or the strongest of males could withstand a succubus’s kiss. Snow was strong. How much energy would Chica have to steal to render him unconscious? He wavered, eyelids drooping, and then fell back onto the stage with a heavy thud.
Antoine pushed himself up and grabbed Snow’s hand, his distress written across his face and in his scent. He shirked Sera’s touch, crawled to his brother and gathered Snow to him, sitting with his arms around his broad shoulders and his face pressed into his bloodied white hair.
Chica leaned over and pressed her ear to Snow’s chest, and relief crossed her face.
She sat back and looked around at everyone, and then settled her eyes on Antoine. “He will be alright, but I had to take a lot of energy. When coupled with the amount of blood he lost... I’m not sure how long he will be out.”
“The longer the better,” Antoine whispered and smoothed Snow’s bloodstained brow, brushing the hair from it, his pale blue eyes fixed on him with affection and a touch of fear. “He will need rest to recover from this setback.”
Andreu stared at the back of Antoine’s head. “Did you know he was capable of this?”
Payne’s gaze briefly scanned the carnage strewn across the black boards around them. Snow had torn more than one incubus apart, littering the theatre with their remains. Vampires were notoriously violent when driven into a protective rage, but Snow’s actions had been more than that. Payne could recognise signs of a terrible past haunting someone, and whatever had happened in Snow and Antoine’s history, had been darker than black and it had wounded the two brothers deeply, especially Snow. Payne had seen the scars on Antoine’s body. He could piece things together for himself and knew why Snow had lost it when he had seen Antoine bleeding.
Antoine growled. “He would have been fine... we wouldn’t be in this mess... Snow wouldn’t be like this if it wasn’t for that witch.”
“No.” Payne placed himself between Antoine and Elissa, struggling to keep his balance on the slippery bloody stage. The lacerations on his forearms stung, blood leaking from the deep gashes, but it wouldn’t stop him from fighting to protect her. “You dare blame her for this. I brought her here... I killed their leader... my grandfather. I ruined her... I ruined everything. This is my fault.”
Antoine snarled at him, baring his fangs, his eyes blazing red. Sera went to him and wrapped her arms around both him and Snow, whispering soothing words to her lover.
Payne watched him closely, not trusting him.
“Elissa doesn’t deserve your anger. She gave us the key to fixing the mess you created, Antoine. It was an incubus who hurt you... but it was you who refused Snow’s blood and sent him into some sort of self-harming trance... blame me, if you want, but don’t you dare blame her.”
This was all his fault. Yet again, he had brought pain to people he cared about when all he ever wanted to do was protect and care for them.
They would all reject him now.
He had to do something to stop that from happening.
“Let me help you with Snow,” he said and Antoine scowled at him.
“No.”
Sera helped Antoine to his feet and then Andreu tried to help him with Snow. It was ridiculous. Antoine needed blood and rest. He didn’t have the strength to lift Snow when he was a dead weight. Chica stepped in and her strain was visible on her face as she tried to teleport them.
“Let me help you.” Payne tried again. “Please, Antoine? Let me try to make this right.”
Elissa’s feelings flowed through the link between their blood and he cursed her for pitying him, for knowing his innermost fears and how terrible he felt, and his crushing need to try to make amends.
“Please?”
Sera whispered to Antoine, her face a picture of concern. Antoine nodded.
Before Payne could take a step towards Snow, Elissa was beside him. He glanced down at her and she lowered the boy, setting his feet on the floor and keeping one arm around his back. She gently laid her free hand on Payne’s bloodied left arm and her eyes twinkled. A hot ache ignited in his bones and he grimaced as the cuts on his forearms stung fiercer than before, burning as she used her magic to seal his wounds. The pain slowly eased and then faded completely, leaving only a peaceful sort of warmth behind. She smiled shakily and he helped her lift the boy back into her arms, and couldn’t resist pressing a kiss to her forehead, silently thanking her for easing his pain and for caring about him.
Payne lifted Snow with Andreu’s help and looked back at Elissa. He didn’t want to leave her here with the others, was afraid that something might happen to her if he did, but he needed to try to make amends, and this was the only way he could think of making things better between him and Antoine. Elissa held his gaze, no trace of fear in her now, her silvery eyes sparkling like starlight. She was powerful and he knew deep in his heart that she could take care of herself and her youngling if it came down to it, and he would sense if she was in any danger.
“Stay here. I will only be a moment,” he said and she nodded.
He teleported both Snow and Andreu to Snow’s room and settled the large unconscious male on his bed. Chica appeared with Antoine. Sera burst into the room as Payne was removing Snow’s ruined t-shirt. She rushed to Antoine and helped him to the chair beside Snow’s steel four-poster bed.
“Take five,” she whispered and kissed Antoine. “I’ll help get Snow settled.”
Payne looked away from them, guilt tearing him apart inside. She was so loving. It made him feel terrible. There was a witch waiting for him downstairs and he wasn’t sure what to say to her to make everything all right between them.
Sera was extremely gentle with Snow, carefully stripping him down to his underwear and then helping Payne chain him to the bed. Payne let her deal with the final shackle and rounded the foot of the bed to Antoine. He wasn’t sure what to say to him either.
Antoine held his hand out to him. Payne helped him to the bed and held him steady as he settled beside Snow.
“I’ll leave,” Payne said, his voice steady despite the turbulence churning inside him, pain colliding with fear, stripping away his strength. It was all he could do to make up for tonight. He would leave Vampirerotique and everyone’s lives forever. He would go before he brought any more pain to their lives, to people he had come to care about.
He turned to leave.
Antoine caught his wrist, his grip surprisingly strong, and held him firm. “I will expect you back at work tomorrow.”
Payne said nothing. He couldn’t bring himself to believe that Antoine meant that.
He shirked his grip and took a step towards the door. Andreu was there, blocking the exit. A futile move considering that Payne could teleport. The women stared at him.
Chica poured a glass of blood and handed it to Antoine.
“It wasn’t your fault,” Sera said, her voice soft and filled with warmth.
Payne closed his eyes and kept his back to her. “It doesn’t change what happened. I’m still leaving.”
“Why?” Antoine this time and he sounded as though he was losing patience now.
Payne sighed. “I don’t belong here.”
“Nonsense.” Antoine’s tone had taken a turn towards dark, a commanding snarl that Payne had heard many times in the months he had been at Vampirerotique, the one that warned to obey or face the consequences. “You are due at work tomorrow and I have something I need you to do tonight.”
Payne looked over his shoulder at the dark-haired male.
“Please apologise to the witch and thank her for helping fix what I did to Chica... for undoing some of the pain I have caused. No one here is perfect, Payne, but we can all move past our mistakes and make things better. We are family.”
Payne wasn’t sure what to say. He stared at Antoine, struggling between rejecting what he had said to protect himself and his heart from a blow that would likely kill him if Antoine was lying and accepting it as the truth. They were family. He did belong here.
He wasn’t sure he would ever truly believe that, but he could apologise to Elissa on Antoine’s behalf and thank her.
He could make things right with her, and then he would work to make things right with everyone else he had hurt.
He nodded and teleported back to the stage.
Elissa was gone.



CHAPTER 16
Payne focused on Elissa’s scent and the icy fingers squeezing his heart eased their grip when he sensed she was still in the theatre. He teleported to the foyer and found her there.
She turned to face him, her back to the glass doors and the night beyond. The warm lights from the chandeliers did strange things to her hair. Or perhaps not. He frowned. Silver streaks shot through the chestnut, and the more he stared, the more strands turned the colour of stars. Why?
Elissa looked away.
“Where are you going?” he said and took a step towards her, fear turning his blood to icy sludge.
“I’m sorry... I caused so much hurt and I didn’t mean to.”
“Antoine will be fine and Snow will recover.”
She lifted her head and shook it, her silvery eyes filled with sorrow that flowed through the connection between their blood.
“I wasn’t talking about them... I was talking about you.”
Payne looked at her hair. More of it was silver and he had a horrible feeling he knew why. She was marked now. Tainted.
“I’ve done terrible things to you too... why didn’t you tell me this would happen?” He longed to close the gap between them, run his fingers through her hair and tell her that he would fix it somehow. He would make everything right and he would take care of her if she would only let him. He would be a good mate, and would protect her and Luca.
The boy stirred, opening sleep-filled grey eyes, his expression soft and docile. When he saw Elissa, tears sprang into his eyes and he sobbed. She set him down on his bare feet, crouched and held him, rubbing his back as he cried into her hair, his little fingers buried in it, clinging to her. Payne clenched his fists and then took a step towards them, unable to deny his need to comfort them both.
Elissa looked up at Payne.
Several women appeared on the pavement beyond her, outside the theatre. Payne growled. The little boy tensed in Elissa’s arms. She gathered him closer and turned to face the newcomers.
Witches.
A blonde middle-aged woman moved forwards and paused with her foot in the air, close to the boundary of Vampirerotique. She set it down, glared at the stone steps and then up at the facade of the theatre.
“Elissa,” she shouted, loud enough for Payne to hear it through the glass.
Elissa took Luca’s hand, walked with him to the door and opened it.
Payne’s heart broke at the thought she might still leave.
The witches would hurt her if she tried.
“Leave this place of death.” The woman stared up at Elissa, flanked by six other witches, all of them dressed in traditional dull black dresses. They were here on business then. “We have come to take you home.”
Elissa looked back over her shoulder at him. In the low light, he couldn’t see the silver in her hair, and that meant the witches couldn’t either. Didn’t they know what he had done to her or were they just trying to fool her and lure her out so they could hurt her? Was it as she had said and he had thought, and the spell that cloaked the incubi den had severed her coven’s connection to her, so they hadn’t felt what he had done to her there and were unaware of it?
Payne stared straight into her eyes, unable to put voice to everything he wanted to tell her. It hurt too much. He could see in her eyes that she longed to go with these witches. She wanted to believe that they would accept her even though he had tainted her, ruined her. She didn’t want to be with him, and he couldn’t blame her. He could only blame himself.
He had never thought he would find another woman to love, a second chance at having a destined mate. He had never thought he would find a woman that he could love without fear, safe in the knowledge that her feelings and desires were her own, and that she would never turn on him. The phantom’s words still haunted him. They had all come true. What had that female seen in his future?
Would Elissa stay with him?
Or would she leave forever?
Elissa looked at her coven.
She took a step back towards Payne. He couldn’t believe it, not even when she stopped beside him and slipped her free hand into his, clutching it tightly.
“You would align yourself with wretched bloodsuckers rather than your own kind?” The blonde witch looked as though she wanted to tear Elissa apart for it but she made no move to take the steps and enter the theatre.
They were scared. They knew who lived in this theatre and they feared entering it.
More of Elissa’s hair turned silver and Payne knew the witch had noticed it when her eyes narrowed and she spat on the stone steps, muttering something black and foul.
Payne moved in front of Elissa, protecting her as he always would. The witches glared at him and disappeared one by one, but it wasn’t over. Elissa’s hair had marked her for all to see as tainted and if she ever returned to the fae world, to her home, the witches there would see it and inform her coven. They would wait for her to leave the safety of vampire territory and then they would come after her.
And he would be there to protect her.
Wherever she went, he would be there for her.
He turned to face her. “I’m sorry. I’ll talk to Antoine and ask if you can stay here until I find you somewhere you will both be safe.”
Elissa frowned. “I have found somewhere like that already.”
She had?
Was that why she had been leaving?
She took hold of his hand and smiled into his eyes. “Here, with you. If you’ll have us.”
Us.
Payne looked down to find a little boy with his head tilted right back, staring up at him. He looked eerily like Payne had as a boy. Did the boy think Payne looked like him too?
“Luca...” Elissa crouched so she was eye level with him. “This is Payne.”
Luca stared at him again and then sleepily rubbed his eyes and held his hand out. Elissa gave Payne an expectant look. Payne took the boy’s tiny hand in his.
“Nice to meet you.” The boy shook his hand and then paused and frowned. He moved underneath Payne’s arm and stroked the symbols on his dirty skin, and then looked up at him again. “You’re like me. My daddy said I would get these too, when I’m a grown up. Are you my big brother?”
Payne smiled and ruffled his sandy hair. “Something like that, Kid.”
It was better he play big brother to the little Hell spawn than treat the small boy as his uncle. It still felt weird to have an uncle who was several hundred years younger than he was.
“Is daddy here too?” Luca looked around him and Elissa caught his shoulders, bringing the boy to face her.
“He had to go away... but Payne is going to take care of us.” Elissa smoothed her fingers across the boy’s cheek and he smiled at her, dark eyes overflowing with affection. “We’re going to live here together... with some other nice people... like a family.”
Payne choked.
Elissa frowned up at him and then her expression softened. He cursed the lingering connection between their blood or perhaps it was her natural talents that allowed her to see straight through him to the feelings he was trying to hide. Affection. Fear. Hope. And a lot of confusion and a bit more fear. With another helping of fear on top.
Family?
She stood and Luca settled into her side, resting his head on her leg. She wrapped one arm around him and Payne noticed that she was covering his ear and pressing the other one to her body.
“Just... let him think it for now. Please? He’s been through so much,” she whispered, her silvery eyes imploring him. “He needs a family.”
A family. Payne looked down at Luca. Someone to love him unconditionally. Someone to teach him about the world and being an incubus, and how to control his hungers and embrace his nature. Someone to protect him and keep him safe, and never let anyone hurt him or discover his name and use it against him. Someone who would always be on his side, always there for him, no matter what.
All the things Payne had never had.
Until now.
He looked at Elissa and saw all those things in her as she stared into his eyes, hers full of love and acceptance.
His true mate.
He held his hand out to her and tried to stop it from shaking. “What if it didn’t have to be for now... what if it could be forever?”
Elissa’s soft lips curved into a beautiful smile and she placed her hand into his. He drew her to him, stepping into her at the same time, caught her cheek with his other hand and tilted her head back so he could see into her eyes. His salvation. His whole world. She had given him everything he had never dared dream of having and he would do the same for her. He would love her forever and raise Luca with her, as a family.
“We’ll drive you crazy,” she said.
“I know.” He smiled.
“You’ll never get a moment’s peace.”
“I know.” His smile widened. She would end up giving him peace because he had a suspicion that the females of Vampirerotique would keep her busy for a lot of her time. Kristina was due to birth twins soon and Sera and Chica doted on her. He had noticed the way Sera had looked at Luca tonight. They would be all over him like a rash. He was going to end up spoiled.
“And I’m going to make you submit to me every night.”
Payne purred inside at that but put on his best poker face. “You can try, Witch.”
She smiled sassily. “And I will succeed, Vampubus.”
“Vampubus? Seriously?” He frowned at her.
“Incupire?”
His frown became a black scowl.
“How about... mate?” she said and he was man enough to admit he melted inside a little at the sound of her calling him that, and the thought that she was going to give him the second chance with her that he desired.
He purred aloud now and growled as he gathered her closer. “Mate.”
He dipped his head to kiss her.
“Ew.” The small voice made him freeze and look down. Luca grinned at him and raised both hands towards him. “Up.”
Payne heaved a sigh, already wondering when he would get his witch alone again so he could make up for the last time they had made love and show her that if she stuck with him, he would make it worth her while. He would play her games and give her pleasure she had never known, and he would gladly submit to her, and only her.
He bent, caught Luca under his arms and scooped him up, holding him in the air, causing the young boy to laugh. “Swing me.”
Elissa stepped back to give them room and Payne wasn’t sure this was a good idea. He didn’t know how strong the boy was or whether he would hurt him, but Elissa’s soft look of approval said he could do as Luca had asked.
Payne did two full spins with him, sending the boy’s legs flying outwards and turning him into a giggling mess. He slowed to a halt, a little dizzy himself, and Elissa came back to them.
Elissa’s smile stopped Payne’s heart and she stared into his eyes, hers shining with love and happiness. He was new to this parenting thing but he had a feeling that with Elissa tutoring him, he would get the hang of it before long, and Elissa would get her wish, and so would he. They would be family.
Elissa stepped up to him and his heart beat again, thumping hard against his chest with anticipation. She stroked both his and Luca’s cheeks, and then looked deep into Payne’s eyes, her smile holding and her blood telling him that she would always look at him this way, with unconditional love and devotion.
Payne snaked his free arm around her back and drew her against him, holding both her and Luca close to him.
He would prove to her that he could be a good man, the man she needed him to be, and that she would never have to fear him again if she gave him this chance with her.
He looked down into her eyes and teleported them to his room.



CHAPTER 17
Elissa settled Luca in Payne’s four-poster bed, drawing the dark grey covers over him. The room was a little sombre for her tastes, decorated in shades of grey, but it suited Payne for some reason. Luca looked restless and she stroked his brow, sweeping the rogue strands of sandy hair from it and trying to soothe him. He had been through a lot tonight and needed to sleep. They had all been through a lot. She gently used her magic to help him fall asleep again and looked up at Payne as the spell took hold.
Payne stood in the middle of the room, bloodstained and beaten, his eyes locked on her. She blushed under the intensity of his gaze. It wasn’t hunger or desire filling them now. There was affection in them as he watched her with Luca, and it warmed her, soothing away her fears. The past few hours had been insane, from Arnaud’s attempt to violate her to Payne coming to her rescue, and from landing on the stage in the middle of an extremely naughty act, one she would be asking about later, to being attacked by incubi and threatened by her coven.
Not to mention how rocky things had been between her and Payne. The man fluctuated between cold and warm towards her so rapidly that she couldn’t keep track, but she could understand why his mood kept swinging violently from one end of the spectrum to the other. He was afraid.
So was she.
She didn’t fear Payne. She already knew in her heart that he would never hurt her or behave as he had the last time they had made love, because she had vowed to never push him over the edge again. She was afraid that she would do or say something to make him feel he would hurt her, or make him feel that they couldn’t be together, or she thought he was messed up and a monster. She feared he would leave her now that he had made her fall in love with him.
Now that he had made her want to be his mate with all of her heart.
“So... a dirty theatre... seriously?” She had to say something to break the heavy silence between them and lighten the mood.
He smirked. “I know what you’re thinking. I can’t accept my incubus nature but I work in a place that deals in erotic shows and sex. I’m only here temporarily to cover for a friend of my family.”
That sounded like the Payne she knew. His family had turned their backs on him but he had never been able to turn his on them. He still sought a way to gain their love again. He wanted his family back. A small part of her heart hoped that desire would be fulfilled by having her and Luca in his life. They could be family.
“Not everyone here are vampires... are they?” she said and he shook his head.
She had figured out that there was another fae here, and judging by her appearance and what she had done to the big vampire everyone had called Snow, she was a succubus. It was strange seeing a succubus acting friendly towards an incubus. Elissa had wanted to intervene when the woman had pulled Payne into a hug that had pressed the full length of her rather shapely body against his.
“That’s a dark look,” Payne said, his smile widening as though he knew what she was thinking. “Chica didn’t mean anything by it... but I’m flattered that you’re jealous.”
Elissa levelled him with a glare. He was reassured more like. She stifled her desire to sigh and stood instead, smoothed her top down and crossed the room to him. She took hold of both of his hands and looked up into his eyes, catching the sparks of blue and gold that shone against the cool grey. How could she make him see that she was here to stay and that she had truly meant what she had told him? There had to be a way to reassure him that she wasn’t going to treat him as others had in his life and that her feelings for him would never die, they would only grow over the coming years.
“I meant what I said downstairs, Payne. You don’t have to keep doubting me. I want to be your mate.”
He closed his eyes and hung his head, a sigh escaping his sensual lips, drawing her gaze to them. “I want that too... but...”
“No buts.” Elissa released his left hand and raised hers to his face, cupping his cheek and lifting his chin so he was looking into her eyes again. “I know you... I see you... and I believe you’re good mate material and that you’ll keep your promise to protect me and Luca... what happened back at the incubi den can’t colour our future together. I won’t let it. I pushed you too far and I knew the risks. I should have stopped myself. I know how dangerous it was of me to do what I did and I understand you better now. It won’t happen again. I trust you, Payne... I want to be with you. I want to be your mate.”
“Why?” his voice cracked and her heart went out to him again as his eyes searched hers. He needed more from her and she was willing to give it to him, to take the leap and risk her heart, because he had suffered so much rejection and darkness in his life that he couldn’t bring himself to be the one to do it.
Elissa smiled into his eyes. “Because I’m in love with you.”
He closed his eyes, snaked his arm around her waist and dragged her against him, clutching her hard against his body. His free hand settled against the back of her head and she shut her eyes as she rested her cheek against his chest, listening to the rapid beat of his heart, feeling him trembling.
“I’m so sorry,” he whispered, voice strained and hoarse, laden with emotion. He smoothed his hand through her long hair and she knew he was looking at it, watching as the strands turned silver. Verity had taken to dyeing hers to conceal what she had done.
Elissa would never do that.
“Don’t be,” she said and drew back enough that she could look up into his eyes. “I don’t regret what we did. I want the world to know that I belong to you, and that I’m not ashamed of what we have done... because I love you.”
Payne pulled her back to him and kissed her, claiming her lips with such ferocity that she melted into him, lost in how good it felt to be back in his arms and to feel things between them were beginning to find solid even ground again.
She returned his kiss, dancing her lips over his, savouring the way he held her so close to him that she could feel his heart pounding against her breasts. He would never let her go. She knew that and it touched her, soothed her, and she wanted him to know that she felt the same way. She would never let him go. She would always fight for him, even during the times when he hit rock bottom and his past haunted him. She would be there to tell him that she loved him, all of him, and that the past was behind him now, something they would help him deal with together so he could put it to rest and accept that there was good in his life at last.
Elissa paused when she tasted blood and caught hold of his shoulders, pushing him back so she could see his mouth. A single red line cut over his lower lip and the soft flesh around it was swelling. There was a nasty bruise on his left cheek too, and another on the right side of his jaw, that one partially concealed by dried blood.
“You’re a mess,” she said, frowning as she stepped out of his arms to run an assessing gaze over him. Elissa slipped her hand into his and tugged. “Come on.”
He didn’t question her as she led him into the dull grey tiled bathroom and released his hand. She closed the door behind him, not wanting Luca to see or hear what was about to happen. She needed to clean Payne up, but more than that, she needed to prove to him that things could be good between them, and that they could make love without worrying he would lose control.
Payne stood immobile in the middle of the cramped bathroom as she unbuttoned his dark bloodstained shirt and pushed it off his shoulders. There were more bruises on his chest and some cuts too. The fight had finished off what she had started on his shirt, completely wrecking it beyond salvation. She dropped the garment to the floor and moved her attention to his jeans. He tensed when she undid his belt and she glanced up into his eyes.
Crimson ringed them but it was the dazzling flecks of gold and cobalt in them that caught her breath. The same colours shimmered over his fae markings, together with dark pink. She had heard what Chica had told him when she had seen those colours on his markings. A mate. Did these colours mean he cared about her and considered her to be his mate already?
Elissa ran her fingers over the line of fae symbols inked along his left shoulder and followed it down over his biceps.
“Pretty colours,” she said, afraid of asking him outright whether he returned the feelings she had confessed she felt for him just minutes ago.
“Only one emotion has that shade in it, and it will always be there when I’m with you... even when my incubus nature is in control.” He captured her hand and brought it to his lips, pressing a kiss to it.
Elissa raised her eyes to meet his. Her voice shook. “Because you’re in love with me?”
“Because I’m in love with you.” He nodded and relief swept through her, chasing away the last of her fear. He gathered her into his arms again and kissed her, soft and reverent, filled with the emotion that coloured his markings. Love.
His hands caught the hem of her black halter-top and he pulled it up, severing their kiss for only as long as it took to get the garment off over her head. He dropped it to the floor and pulled her back into his embrace, his mouth capturing hers again, his kiss warming her from head to toe. She skimmed her hands over his upper arms, delighting in the feel of his tensed muscles beneath her fingers, and then ran them down the ridges of his stomach.
Mother earth, she would never get tired of exploring his delicious body.
She undid his belt and then set to work on his buttons, popping each one slowly so her fingers grazed the hard bulge they caged. Payne groaned into her mouth and eased back enough that she could push his dark blue jeans down to his thighs. She broke away and pushed them down to his feet, ending up crouched before him.
Elissa looked up the length of Payne’s taut, godly body and moaned, a flood of desire burning up her blood. She bit her lip and then leaned in and licked his cock, running her tongue from root to tip and swirling it around the sensitive crown. He sank his fangs into his lower lip and groaned, the sound strangled and desperate.
His markings remained flushed in blue, gold and pink, swirling and shifting, mesmerising to watch. Did this mean his incubus side was in control now, already at the fore? He wasn’t pushing her away though, and she took it as a green light to continue. She wrapped her lips around his cock and took him into her mouth, sucking him as she fondled his heavy sac.
He groaned again and thrust his hips forwards, gently rocking his hard shaft into her mouth, his hands coming down to clutch her shoulder and the back of her head.
“Elissa.” He sounded deliciously breathless and lost.
Elissa ran her tongue up the underside of his erection and then rose before him. Blue and gold eyes locked on her, his pupils dark chasms of desire and passion. Mother earth, she wanted him when he looked at her like that, as though he wanted to devour her.
She hastily stripped off her jeans and shoes as he shed the remains of his clothes. Payne advanced on her, forcing her backwards, towards the shower cubicle. It was as small as the one back at Verity’s house and it would be cramped, but she was damn well getting him in that shower and wet all over.
Elissa stepped into the cubicle and Payne followed her, his gaze still rooted on her, burning her with its intensity. She fumbled with the controls, nerves and desire combining to make her fingers tremble. Payne calmly reached past her and switched the shower on, his body crowding hers, pressing against it in the most erotic way.
The moment the water was running, he backed her under it and it was a struggle to do what she had come here for. Washing him. She turned around, intent on finding the soap, and he slid his arm around her waist, pulling the full length of her back against his hard front. She moaned and he groaned along with her, the sound bordering on a growl that thrilled her. He grasped her left breast in one hand, palming it and teasing her already hard nipple, and lowered his other to her groin. She gasped as he delved between her plush petals to finger her clitoris, sending hot sparks skittering over her skin. She leaned back against him and rocked her body in time with his fingers, seeking more from him.
Payne ground his cock against her backside, wedging the hot hard length between her buttocks. He dropped kisses on her wet shoulder as he brought her to a shattering climax with his fingers. She breathed hard as he teased her down, gently circling her clitoris now and rolling her nipple between his fingers. He pressed his teeth against her shoulder and she knew what he wanted from her, what he needed. He had lost blood during the fight.
He needed to replenish his strength.
She turned in his embrace, intending to offer her throat to him, and paused when she caught the flicker of fear in his eyes.
Elissa raised both of her hands and settled her palms against his cheeks, holding his face and letting him know that she was there with him and that she wasn’t afraid of what might happen because she felt certain that he would retain control this time.
“Make love to me, Payne.”
His eyes darted between hers and she did the only thing she could to reassure him that she wanted this and she wasn’t afraid. She lured him down to her and kissed him, moulding her mouth over his and capturing the moan that left his lips.
His hands grasped her hips again and he backed her into the corner of the cubicle, out of the spray of the shower. She circled her arms around his neck and pulled herself up his body, settling her legs around his waist. A feral snarl escaped his lips and he kissed her harder, stealing her breath away and reigniting her hunger for him, her need to have his body filling hers and bringing her to climax with him.
He pinned her against the cool tiles and reached between them. She gasped at the feel of the head of his cock rubbing her, teasing her and drawing another flood of arousal from her core. She rocked against him, unable to contain herself, desperate to feel him inside her once more and to make it good this time, to shatter the hold that their last encounter had on Payne.
When he ran his cock downwards this time, Elissa shifted her hips, rocking them forwards so he went further than intended and the head of his shaft slipped into her sheath. She eased down onto him, not giving him a chance to pull out. He groaned against her lips, as still as a statue and taut as a bowstring.
Elissa kissed him, distracting him by running her tongue along the length of his and teasing his fangs, trying to take his focus off the past and bring it to the present. She shifted her feet, drawing him closer to her, deeper into her.
Payne clutched her backside and slowly withdrew, teasing her by almost leaving her before he slid back in, setting a torturous pace that had her writhing in his arms, hungry for more.
He pulled back and stared into her eyes as he moved into her with slow, deliberate strokes, touching every part of her, teasing her towards what she knew would be a mind-blowing orgasm. Elissa held his gaze and ran her fingers through his hair, losing herself in the moment and the beautifully warm look in his eyes. A man had never looked at her like that before, as though she was special and beautiful, as though they were made for each other. She smiled at him, wanting him to see that whatever he was feeling as he moved against her, made love to her, she was feeling it too. From what he had told her about mates, she had been made for him, someone he couldn’t control or influence.
Someone he could believe loved him because of who he was not because his incubus side affected her.
She loved him because he was strong, brave, beautiful, and she had never met a man like him.
His fae markings shone brightly and his eyes did too, his incubus side fully in command, but he didn’t look as though he was close to losing control. He had never looked more in control. Was it because he knew now that she wouldn’t hurt him because she loved him and she had consented to being his mate?
He leaned forwards, slowly driving into her, taking her higher and higher, his hands cool against her hips. She brought her head forwards and pressed her forehead against his, and then kissed him again, sweeping her lips across his and following them with the tip of her tongue. He tilted his head and claimed her mouth, seizing control of the kiss and dominating her as he quickened his pace. He moaned against her lips and she joined him, rocking her hips against his, daring to lose control a little and obey her instincts.
Payne pushed her harder against the tiles and angled his body so he could drive deeper, harder, his pelvis striking her clitoris each time their hips met. She tangled her fingers in his hair and arched her back, tightening around him, seeking more. He grunted and then growled and kissed her desperately. His fangs caught her lower lip and she moaned as he sucked it into his mouth, causing it to tingle and a rush of heat to cascade down her body, settling in her belly. She met each thrust of his cock, using her feet to force him to keep going, to take her harder because she was close now, could almost reach out and grab bliss.
A flash of Payne with his body pounding into hers and his fangs in her throat burst across her mind and she moaned at the image, knowing it was born of her imagination not his. Payne growled and she grabbed his hair, tugged him away from her mouth and forced his head down to her throat. She wanted him to bite her again, ached for the feel of his fangs penetrating her throat and the connection it brought to life between them. It was the push she needed to find release, and she knew he needed it too.
Payne licked her throat and the gentle way he eased his fangs into her flesh surprised her. She had expected him to bite her hard, to strike deep as he had before. The softness of this bite had her soaring higher, light and warm inside, filled with awareness of his feelings and the depth of her own. He loved her.
He pulled on her blood and the rush of it through her veins coupled with the way his long cock eased into her, striking her deep, tipped her over the edge. She cried out his name and clutched him to her throat, the back of her head pressing into the tiles. Fire swept through her, sending her limbs trembling, cascading over her quivering thighs.
Payne buried himself to the hilt inside her and groaned against her throat, pulling on her blood as he spilled himself within her, his hard length throbbing with his release. He wrapped his arms around her, holding her against him, clutching her close as he slowly drank from her, drawing out the hazy warm feeling that flowed through her, adding to her bliss.
She wasn’t sure how long they remained there, their bodies intimately entwined, adrift on a warm sea of ecstasy. It was only when Payne released her neck and licked the puncture wounds, his actions gentle, that she came back to the world. He drew back and she smiled into his eyes, not surprised that they were red now, his pupils transformed into their vampire cat-like state.
Elissa ran her thumb across his lower lip, wiping the blood away, and his eyes slowly returned to grey. Not cool grey but warm grey, full of affection and satisfaction. She leaned in and kissed him, keeping things at a slow tempo between them, enjoying the calm and the connection. She could feel him, feel his contentment and happiness via their combined blood, and it felt good.
He had needed to prove to her that they could be together without fear and he had done just that, and she knew things would be good between them again now, and forever. He would never fear that he would lose control and hurt her. He would know now that she was what she had come to realise he longed for her to be—the good that would balance out the bad in his life.
She would always love him and would never hurt him, and she would never let him go. He was her mate.
He withdrew from her, set her down and took hold of her hands. He stepped back, luring her under the warm jet of water. Elissa found the shower gel and set about cleaning him, fussing over his cuts and bruises. He smiled the whole time, his markings never changing from gold, blue and deep pink.
He had fought to protect her. Not just against his grandfather, but against those who had come after them and even against his friends. She had realised the moment they had appeared on the stage of the theatre and he had lost control that he loved her. He had kept his promise to look after her and keep her safe, and he deserved a reward for that.
She looked deep into his eyes, wondering what sort of reward he would like.
He had enjoyed it when kisses had been his reward. Would he still like that now that he had kissed her more times than she could count?
Payne shut the water off and stepped out of the shower. He grabbed a robe and held it out to her. She moved out of the cubicle and took it from him, and paused to watch him as he dried himself off, his body a shifting symphony of masculine power.
Mother earth, she wanted to lick every inch of him.
It was hard to resist the urge, especially when he looked up at her, the gold and blue in his eyes already bright with desire and a lopsided smile telling her he had picked up the wicked images leaping through her head.
Elissa wrapped the robe around her, opened the door and walked out into the main room of Payne’s quarters before she pounced on him. She had to check on Luca. She walked to the bed, her gaze settling on Luca where he slept soundly, tucked under the deep silver-grey covers. She would do her best to be a good mother to him, and she felt in her heart that Payne would do all he could to help her and the boy.
Payne’s footfalls were quiet on the wooden floor but she could feel his eyes on her, burning her as they always did, igniting a need to turn and step into his arms. He came around her, wearing only a white towel slung low around his hips, and settled his arm across her shoulders, curling his hand around to clutch her upper arm. Elissa leaned into his side, loving the feel of his hard body against hers, warmed all over by thoughts of what lay ahead for them both.
She looked up at Payne and he lowered his eyes to meet hers, stealing her breath with the tender look in them. So much love. How could anyone have ever not loved all of this man? It was both sides of him that made him who he was—protective, loyal, affectionate and beautiful.
A man who deserved everything he desired in life, and she was determined to give him just that.
Payne held Elissa close to him, the deep affection and tenderness in his grey eyes telling her that he would never let either her or Luca go now. He would keep his promise and he would protect them, and love them, forever.
Elissa rewarded him as she always would.
With a kiss.
With her love.
The End
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Unleash - Chapter 1
The vampire raged in his sleep.
His bare torso bowed off the mattress and his powerful muscles strained as he pulled at the heavy cuffs chaining him to the steel posts of the large bed.
When they didn’t give, he thrashed his long muscular legs, pulling the black covers down and revealing more of him to her eyes, including the start of a colourful tattoo on his right hip. The lower half of it disappeared beneath his black underwear. She couldn’t make out the design from this distance and refused to give in to the temptation to move closer.
She shouldn’t be here.
Her master would be angry with her if he discovered she had left her post to be here, unable to keep away.
Snow snarled and twisted his arms in the thick steel and leather restraints, reopening the ragged marks around his wrists and spilling fresh blood. He had been lost to his bloodlust for many weeks now and a few days ago, things had taken a sharp downwards turn, plunging him into the darkest throes of his curse, far worse than any she had witnessed before.
What did he dream to make him turn so violent and wild?
She could see others’ dreams but never his.
Her master believed they would prove to be too much for her, and she felt he might have been right to take that ability from her where this vampire was concerned.
She moved a step closer but kept her distance, standing several feet from the end of the bed in his grim black-walled apartment. He had been doing so well recently, gaining ground against his addiction and learning to master it. Now he seemed worse than ever. Lost.
He growled again, the sound pained and feral, like an animal caught in a vicious snare with no hope for escape. His claws scratched at the heavy steel chains of his restraints, blunted by the sheer number of times he had attempted to grasp them.
He thrashed his head and bared his fangs, his face twisting into a dark visage that was so different to his normal appearance. It had startled her the first time he had changed and revealed his darker nature all those countless centuries ago. Part of her had known then that Snow’s future would hold more pain than one man could bear, and she had wished she had spared him such a life when she’d had the chance.
Snow twisted and bucked, the ferocity of his thrashing causing the steel posts of his bed to groan against the large bolts that secured them to the floor and ceiling of his room.
She had the oddest urge to go to him and stroke his brow. Why?
Did she hope it would soothe him?
She wanted to soothe him somehow. She knew that. It was why she had come to this dangerous place, cloaked from the eyes of those who resided in the London theatre, Vampirerotique.
She had visited him often over the past few weeks, always remaining in the shadows, shrouded and invisible to those she observed. She had watched the way everyone interacted with Snow, even though he was unconscious most of the time or maddened by rage at the rest.
She knew what this place meant to him and these people, and what he meant to them.
Over the past century, she had witnessed how each event that had occurred at the theatre had changed him. He had been wary at first, watchful, keeping to himself and keeping his distance from all but his brother, but then he had begun to grow closer to the other males who ran Vampirerotique, and then he had taken the first step towards a brighter future without even knowing it.
He had started to consider those at the theatre as his family.
It had surprised her at first and she had been convinced that she was mistaken for many long months, but then she had begun to hope that the new family he had constructed for himself would become his salvation.
She only wished he were lucid enough to hear those who visited him and know their heartfelt wishes, because she was sure he would battle his bloodlust if he knew they all desired him to be well again.
There were new additions to the theatre she felt he would want to meet too.
Babies.
Callum, the black-haired elite male with the striking green eyes, had come to Snow’s room one day with a baby cradled in each arm. He had spoken to Snow, who had been unconscious at the time, peaceful, and had shown the babes to him. He had told Snow that he wanted him to get better because he had to meet the twins, and even his wife, the werewolf Kristina, desired it.
It had been difficult to keep her emotions in check that day, watching as Callum talked to Snow, sensing his hope that the male would wake. He had wanted to give Snow a reason to fight and had wanted him to come around in order to ease everyone’s minds and lift the burden from their hearts.
She had found a new level of respect for the green-eyed male.
She had also discovered a deep affection for the young female vampire, Lilah. The brunette regularly visited Snow to sit in the wooden chair near the four-poster bed and read to him, keeping vigil at his side whether he was unconscious or raging with bloodlust. Her mate, the sandy-haired elite vampire Javier, often came with her and she knew it was because he feared for his mate and wanted to protect her from Snow if something bad happened.
There were others at the theatre who visited too. A mixed blood male with fair hair and intriguing markings came from time to time, and always apologised. Payne felt responsible for Snow’s current state. He wasn’t alone in that feeling.
The succubus who was bonded to Javier’s younger brother, Andreu, shared Payne’s sense of guilt. She had been the one to kiss Snow, stealing his energy and rendering him unconscious.
“Aurora.” Snow bucked and growled, his tone dark yet pleading.
She frowned at him. She knew not why he said that word so often but it had drawn her to him that night on the stage of the theatre all those weeks ago, and it drew her again each time he spoke it, as though he was calling out to her. He always spoke that word in a voice edged with pain and she ached to do something to ease his suffering.
She ached to bring him back to the world. He had never suffered like this and she didn’t like it. She felt as though he was fading from this world and she could do nothing to stop it from happening. She felt as lost as those who loved him, who spent hours at his side, hoping for him to return to them.
Antoine burst through the mahogany panelled door to her left, his expression revealing his panic as his pale blue eyes sought his older brother. He shoved his long fingers through his wild brown hair and stalked across the room to the bed where it stood against one of the shorter sides of the apartment, opposite the bathroom at her back.
“Snow?” he whispered, fear mixed with hope in his voice.
Snow failed to respond. He lay still on the bed, but not unconscious.
Antoine neatened the black bedclothes, covering his brother’s legs and drawing them over his waist to hide his black boxer shorts and give him some shred of dignity. He heaved a sigh and went to the ebony nightstand beside the bed, retrieving the wad of cotton wool and tearing a piece from it.
He wetted it with something from a glass bottle and then rounded the bed to Snow’s feet. She watched on as he cleaned the dried blood from Snow’s ankles and feet, his actions careful and speaking of the deep affection that he held for his brother.
She felt sorry for him. Sympathy. An emotion well within her grasp. She had felt it for Snow too once and it had changed the course of her life, and she was no longer sure it had been for the better. Perhaps she had thought it a long time ago.
Antoine finished cleaning Snow’s ankles and wearily tossed the soiled cotton wool into the overflowing waste bin near the black nightstand. She hated the colour of Snow’s room. Everything in it was morbid, funerary, and left her feeling it was a tomb for the living dead.
A grave for a man who was waiting to die.
Antoine tunnelled his fingers through his hair again, shoving it out of his face, and sat on the edge of the mattress on Snow’s right. Only he was brave enough to sit so close to him, and she admired him for it and the faith he had in his brother, especially after everything that had happened between them.
Snow’s younger brother sighed again, the sound as weary as his appearance made him look. He was normally a neat and elegant man, dressing in fine tailored shirts, polished Italian leather shoes, and perfectly pressed slacks. Now he wore crumpled black trousers and had fastened only the middle three buttons of his charcoal shirt, the tails of it left to hang outside his trousers. His feet were bare.
“Snow?” Antoine leaned forwards, planted his right hand against the mattress and stroked his brother’s brow with his left hand, clearing the ribbons of white hair from it.
Again the urge came, the strange need to mimic that action he did so often when he visited his brother.
Another urge joined it as she sensed Antoine’s pain and knew his secret fear. He feared that Snow wasn’t strong enough to pull through this time. His brother had been seeking his death for centuries and Antoine was afraid that Snow would take this as his chance to escape the pain of his life and find eternal peace.
The sympathy she felt for Antoine grew stronger, consuming her, and she wanted to reveal herself to him and ease his suffering by reassuring him that his brother would not leave him and he would wake soon.
She would see to it.
The door opened again and Sera entered, blinking sleep from her forest green eyes and struggling to tie her long blonde hair into a knot at the back of her head. She rubbed her eyes and then fastened her dark red silk robe around her waist, covering her black slip.
“Antoine,” she said softly and her mate turned and looked over his shoulder at her, his pale blue eyes flooded with fatigue and pain. She opened her arms to him, crossed the room and wrapped them around his shoulders. He settled his head against her chest and she ran her fingers through his hair. “You need to rest.”
“I cannot… not while…” He turned and buried his face against her, and she tightened her grip on him, holding him close and dipping her head to press a kiss to his hair.
“He will be well,” she whispered and continued to stroke the shorter hair at the back of his head. “Give him time. You need to rest too… this has all been too much for you and I don’t want—”
Sera cut herself off.
She knew what the female vampire wanted to say but couldn’t. She feared that Antoine would follow his brother and lose himself to the bloodlust he fought to keep at bay if he didn’t keep his strength up, both physically and spiritually.
Sera stepped back and took hold of Antoine’s hands. He looked up at her and nodded, and she released him. He rose to his feet and then pressed one knee into the mattress and leaned over Snow. He pressed a kiss to his brother’s forehead.
“Don’t you dare give up.” His voice cracked and tears filled his eyes.
Antoine straightened, turned, and walked swiftly out of the room. Sera stroked Snow’s cheek and sighed.
“You’d better be listening to him, big guy. You know he can’t live without you. None of us can.” She brushed her knuckles along his straight jaw and then turned and followed her mate from the room, closing the door behind her.
Another door closed and she was alone with Snow again. His breathing quickened and she knew what was coming. He had been still for long enough, had regained some of his strength, and was now going to use it in an attempt to break free of his bonds.
It was always the same.
He would go in circles, a pattern she had learned by heart over the past few weeks. He would fight, and then rest, and then fight again, and then take a shorter rest as his frustration mounted, and then he would fight harder than ever, and fail to free himself.
The end result was always the same too. Exhaustion, leading to unconsciousness. Sometimes he was out for days. Other times it was only minutes before he began the cycle again.
Snow turned savage, the change between placid and violent swift and startling. The chains rattled and then groaned under the pressure of his harsh movements on the bed. He tugged at them, powerful body bowing off the mattress and his muscles bunching and tightening as he fought the restraints that kept him flat on his back. Helpless.
The cuffs bit into his ankles and wrists, and his flesh seeped droplets of blood that the thick restraints then smeared across his skin, renewing the stains. He snarled and fought, lashing out with his fists and feet, shaking the whole bed. The metal sliced deeper into his wrists, until rivulets spilled down his bloodied arms and soaked into the black sheets. Crimson tainted the overlong strands of his white hair and stained his shoulders and neck too. His eyes rolled open and then back again, a flash of scarlet irises and thin black vertical slits for pupils.
They had been red since the night he had first stirred after the incident on the stage, a sign that his bloodlust still had a strong hold over him.
They were red even when he was unconscious.
His lips parted, revealing enormous fangs.
She pitied him even as she despised him.
Her feelings had never been as muddled as they were now.
He sniffed and suddenly stilled, and a prickle of awareness ran down her spine. He had sensed her. How?
He bellowed in fury and thrashed violently against his restraints, causing the metal post that secured his left ankle to bend slightly. Fresh blood ran over his ankles, coating the steel cuffs. He fought harder and it pained her because she knew that after this time he would fall unconscious.
She should leave.
Her place wasn’t here.
She knew that in her heart, but that same heart had urged her to come to him when she had felt his pain and his distress. Now that she had seen how fiercely the bloodlust gripped him, she couldn’t turn her back on him. She needed to do something to help him.
She could calm him, but if anyone discovered what she had done, she would have damned herself.
She edged closer to him, her heart thumping crazily in her breast, her gaze locked on him and watching for an attack even though she knew he couldn’t break his bonds and reach her. He tried to lunge for her, his blunt claws scratching at the air. His red eyes shot to her, focused and sharp, locked on her like lasers.
Her stomach fluttered but her step didn’t falter.
She swallowed her trembling heart and reached out to him, afraid that he would somehow manage to injure her but strengthened by the knowledge that she might be able to do something to crack the hold his bloodlust had on him and guide him back to his loved ones.
She stopped at his side and dared to lift her cloak so he could see her, hoping it would calm him and he would see she wasn’t a threat to him. She gently lowered her hand, intending to touch his face as the female, Sera, and his brother had.
Snow snapped at her fingers and tried to bite her, his sharp fangs gleaming in the low light from the lamps around the black room.
She changed course and settled her hand on his bare chest instead. His powerful heart thundered hard against her palm. A heavy tribal beat.
It accelerated as she stood over him and then she shifted her eyes to meet his and it began to slow to a more gentle sedate rhythm.
He blinked slowly, long dark lashes shuttering his crimson eyes before lifting again to reveal them to her.
She whispered to him, soft words in a tongue that was probably foreign to him now.
A song to soothe him.
She sung of soaring in a midnight sky, dancing over mountains, and reaching towards the horizon, beyond the snowy valley and the frozen waterfall.
Snow stilled, his expression turning docile, and she bravely moved her hand to his face, stroking his stubbly cheek as she softly sung to him of a prince and his love, his kingdom on earth while hers was in heaven.
Two worlds too far apart.
Two hearts too close to part.
Snow blinked languidly again and then his eyelids drooped and he settled heavily into the bed, his arms lax and hands hanging limply from the cuffs. She focused on his wrists, on the red lines that slashed across them, and willed them to heal.
She brushed her fingertips across his cheek and whispered, “Sleep… dream… remember who you were.”
 

 

Unleash
A powerful vampire lost deep in his bloodlust, Snow is a savage animal, mindless with rage and a thirst for violence, and trapped with no hope of awakening from an endless nightmare… until a song draws him up from the abyss, restoring his sanity but leaving him haunted by the sweet feminine scent of lilies and snow, and fragmented familiar lyrics.
When the mysterious and beautiful songstress reappears in Snow’s room at Vampirerotique, she awakens a fierce protective streak and stirs dark desires that drive him to claim her as his female, even when he knows his touch will destroy her innocence.
A single forbidden taste is all it takes to unleash emotions in Aurora that she shouldn’t possess, tearing her between duty and desire, and luring her into surrendering to her wildfire passion and embracing hungers that burn so hotly they threaten to consume them both.
One act of kindness can lead to one thousand acts of sin though, each a black mark against the bearer’s soul and another grain of sand that slips through an hourglass. The clock is ticking and time is almost up. Can beauty save the beast?
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Table of Contents for DARKNESS FALLS
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Lay Me Down - Preview Chapter
About the Author
Books by Erin Kellison



CHAPTER 1
“It’s not my first time, man.” Interview over, Rook shrugged into his trim black wool coat. “I know what to do if I spot a likely target.” It’d been a few years, but what to look for hadn’t changed.
Innocent, unsuspecting fools.
Yeah, he knew how to find them. And once down the rabbit hole, there was no coming back again. Just a screaming fall into a darkness as infinite and clutching as a nightmare. No waking up, either.
God, why couldn’t he just wake up?
“Only, it’s been a while since you went hunting,” Coll observed, that level gaze assessing, always measuring, but giving away nothing. “Why the sudden change?”
Rook kept his reasons for going to himself; he didn’t owe Coll explanations. Not anymore. What did he know, anyway? Coll had an easy life working behind a desk, occasionally flying out somewhere, and getting himself a swank room from which to monitor at a distance. It was hard not to stare at the wall-to-wall view of the San Diego Bay—and the ocean beyond, vast and calm, restful. Rook wasn’t one to give in to envy, but a little peace would go a long way right now.
“It’s a big step backward from the work you’ve been doing,” Coll pressed.
Rook exchanged his wallet for the one waiting on the tray that Coll had provided—time to become, let’s see, Michael Reese; at least they’d kept his initials—and slid it in the back pocket of his jeans.
Of course, he could’ve explained to Coll that he’d been on the inside too long. That he had to get a taste of the virgin experience again to keep his edge. Any Chimera could relate.
But he was too far gone for easy lies.
Darkness lurked at the edges of his vision, crackling and dense with reproach—not that he could make out anything right now, or ever—but when he turned to confront it, the blind spot shifted, too. It was as if he had a fringe space in the back of his mind, one in which an intruder could hide, its presence hounding him like a constant uncertainty.
Rook had to go out or he’d lose his mind. He had to go out or Coll would have to put him down like a mad dog.
The alternate phone on the tray was a sleek little silver thing, the latest to hit the market, whereas his personal mobile was at least a year behind. Both were unnecessary. He had other ways of keeping current—other, more intimate ways to track his marks.
“You could shave, at least. Make yourself pretty.” Coll’s idea of a joke.
Since he’d decided to back off, Rook offered a dry one of his own. “Girls like me rough. Guys, too, actually.”
***
“Okay, but what if I show up to the party completely naked?” Jordan Lane hissed ahead to Maisie as they navigated down the dock to the water taxi that would take them out to the Envoi, their destination for the evening.
The naked thing had been a nightmare since childhood, most recently the night before her big sales pitch to get the Medea account. Account secured. Promotion pending. But the fear was alive and well. Thriving.
Maisie cocked her head over her shoulder. “Can you at least try to have fun?”
Fun was not crossing a picket line of vehement protesters for a simple girls’ night out. The rhythmic shouts—“Wake up to the truth!”—were audible this far down the pier. The protesters stayed behind the pylons, but Jordan carried their message with her nevertheless: Danger. And, um, what the hell are you doing?
And then there was the opposing throng, who’d come down to the docks in hopes of buying a ticket secondhand for ten times its value. Holy hell, she could really use that kind of money right now and would easily give up one night of girl bonding to get it.
But this wasn’t any old GNO. First, the girlfriend was her little sis (all grown up), and second, the activity was insane, hence the protesters and their waggling signs. But Maisie-Maze had to try everything, had to leap with all her heart into every new game that came along. Irresponsible was what her teachers and bosses called her. But really it was more like irrepressible. There was no stopping her, no reasoning with enthusiasm—what could a big sis do but go with her and make sure she came home all right?
Not that Jordan had any objection to Rêve in theory. She just didn’t want either of them to be part of the practice.
A gust of bitter coastal wind whipped at Jordan’s hair and clothes, and she wrapped her mini tuxedo jacket across her waist, folding her arms over it to keep the cold air off her skin. Didn’t help much; the bluster still stole up the skirt of her little black dress as she waited with the group on the pier, everybody outfitted for a night out and buzzing with excitement. Ages ranged from Maze’s bouncy twenty-one to—Jordan glanced at a wrinkled and shrunken little woman—what had to be close to a hundred. The age spread aligned with the cross-cutting demographics that characterized the Rêve enthusiasm overtaking the world.
Just ahead, Maze accepted the hand of some guy already inside the boat to help her navigate the big, awkward step into the taxi. He reached for Jordan next, and with equal parts reluctance and gratitude, she took his hand—strong, steady—to make sure she didn’t pitch herself ass-up into the ocean. The heels had been a mistake, too.
Who needed to be dressed up only to go to sleep?
“Thanks,” she breathed to him. No going back now.
Petrol-tinged air replaced the slightly funky smell of the water, with its ocean stew of salt, fish, and subtle rot. Taking the big step, she caught a flash of the guy’s dark eyes, dark hair. Strong jaw with a two-day shadow. Once in the boat, she discovered he was tall and built, too. Damn it.
Maze’s eyes were shining with glee, as if saying, See?
Little sis wanted to hook her up. Very sweet, but not happening. Timothy Oliphant from Justified was just fine for her—even if she did have to watch him through her TV screen.
But this guy?
Okay, Jordan argued silently back at her, but there are cute guys lotsa places. She didn’t need to go to such lengths to get a date.
“Nothing to worry about,” he said, noting her nerves.
Of course he had a good, low voice. Didn’t mean he wasn’t crazy. Rêve attracted all sorts. Cults were forming around it. Biggest thing since the Internet. Global phenomenon. Major paradigm shift. And all that.
The wind gusted again and Jordan shivered violently, but she didn’t want to pass up the opportunity to ask questions. She had about a thousand of them. “You’ve done this before, then?”
She’d scoured message boards online for info, but the reactions varied from ecstatic testimonials of transcendent experiences to claims of migraines, sleeplessness, fatigue, and impotence, all basically leading to an inability to return to normal life. Then there were the posts—both academic and hysterical—that warned people not to make gods of themselves. Heh. Too late.
The bottom line? Studies demonstrated conclusively that Rêve itself was safe; whatever side effects did manifest reflected an individual’s psychology. Basically, if a person had issues, maybe they should pass.
At the moment, she had a lot of issues.
“I’ve done it a few times.” The guy glanced between her and her little sister. “Better than drugs. Not as good as sex.”
Hmm. “Anyone ever get hurt?”
“Not that I know of.” Damn if he didn’t seem to settle his interest on her baby sister, his gaze lingering, little wheels of thought turning in his eyes.
Umm…no. He was too…rough for Maze, so he’d just better step back.
Jordan poked his shoulder. Hard. “Did you have side effects?”
He shot her a quick, weird look to the effect of, Would I be back if I did?
“Right.” Jordan ducked her chin out of the wind and headed for Maze, who’d seated herself on the long bench on the far side of the boat. Maze had ironed her hair into a glossy straight sheet that looked like stretched fuchsia taffy. She was a junior at the U, but dressed like a cartoon character from when they’d been kids. She attracted friendly attention everywhere. Here, too.
Jordan joined her on the bench and cut a look back at the man. “Stay away from that one.”
Maze lit up and sang under her breath, “Ooooh?”
No. Jordan wasn’t interested in him, but she couldn’t bring herself to argue with Maze while the swaying of the boat was making her sick. She did manage to reiterate, “If I end up naked in public, I swear I’ll kill you.”
Maze took her hand. “You need this. You need this so bad.”
Her sister referred to the life Jordan spent in the office; what Maze didn’t seem to understand was that her big sis liked her job. Shocking, yes, but true. So this wasn’t about her. It was all Maisie, major still undeclared.
“People have gotten along just fine without Rêve thus far,” Jordan said. “All the way back to the dawn of man.”
Maze’s baby blues opened wide. “Beg to differ, Jor. Theories abound that it is not unique to our time.”
God, baby sis had been drinking the Rêve punch.
“Theories, not facts.” While Jordan had volunteered to go along for the ride, she wasn’t going to get conned into the hype. One of them had to stay grounded.
Her sister smiled and repeated by rote, as she had a thousand times today, “It’s safe. It’s legal.”
Jordan gave a derisive laugh. “Then why are we about to taxi twelve nautical miles into international waters to get on a Finnish ship in order to try it?”
***
Once aboard the Envoi, Rook kept his head low among the group of people following their guide, some chick in a Euro-spacey short skirt, down one of the ship’s corridors. The ship was already full, party chatter rising from behind the double doors of the ballrooms they passed. Their taxi had to have been one of the last to arrive for the night’s entertainment. A couple of prospects had been on board, but he wanted to get a look at the rest before he chose his target.
The vibe in the air was characteristic of Rêve: anxiety mixed with a daredevil anticipation. He could pick out the ones who’d been many times before, the Revelers—they had a quiet kind of patience, a desperation in their eyes. They’d found their drug of choice and were quickly going broke looking for their next fix.
For all the so-called safety assessments, yes, Rêve was addictive. The body might not hunger for a fix, but the soul?
He could never give it up. He’d tried.
“Just this way.” Spacey Skirt Girl had stopped outside a door, an arm open to direct them all inside an already full room where, presumably, they would be oriented, something along the lines of, “Blah, blah, limitless possibilities, blah, blah, blah.”
Coll had spouted the same shit to him years ago.
Rook glanced slightly away as he passed the Envoi escort. If discovered, he wouldn’t be detained, not exactly, but there were other ways to fetter guests, like a falcon’s tethering jesses, to restrain a dreamer’s flight.
And the whole point tonight was to hunt for prey.
***
Okay, so maybe the ship was nice.
The Envoi smelled new and clean, the color palette from the taxi’s ramp up the stairs to the wide, long hallway a combination of cobalt blue carpet and pale gold accents. Staff had divested the guests of their coats and had a slender flute of champagne at the ready for each person. A loudly murmuring crowd already filled a large, beautiful room full of jewel-toned light.
Jordan set her flute on a tall, narrow table, in the center of which stood a small blown-glass light fixture, an explosion of color—reminded her of Chihuly—creating a defied-gravity upward impact. The ceiling had similar stalactites of fluid glass illuminated with blues and greens, and hot splashes of red.
It was, in a word, dreamy. Also, high-end. And the design spoke to the surreal, exclusive experience the Envoi offered.
For a couple thousand dollars per night, it’d better be. Her savings had taken a direct and deadly blow to the heart when Maze had told her about what she’d just splurged on. Credit cards equaled free money to sis. There was no way Maze was going alone, so before the Rêve sold out, Jordan had hopped online and brought her balance down to pathetic double digits.
Speaking of Maze…she’d been right here a minute ago. Jordan looked around, then had to smile.
Moths to a flame. Less than twenty seconds and already Maze was chatting with a youngish guy, this one a little too buttoned up for her little sis’s pops and zaps of energy and adventure. But okay. Opposites and all that.
So much for sisterly bonding.
Jordan raised her glass and sipped. The champagne was doing nothing to settle her nerves. She wished the Envoi would move on to phase two already.
Movement brought Jordan’s attention to her right. A man approached—handsome, tall, sandy hair, green eyes—she recognized the face quickly enough to smile, though it took a sec to run down the contact list in her head to recall his name.
Blackman. Vince Blackman. Of the SpiderSly Company.
“It’s Jordan, right?” He held out his hand.
She shook it and went with his first name, too. “Vince. So good…and surprising to see you.”
He did not return her hand, but kept it lightly clasped between his. “I’ve been meaning to get in touch.”
A year ago her market strategy team had pitched to him, but then the project had stalled pending some foreign litigation. Maybe he was ready to reconsider her company’s services. She was so flattered that he remembered her. She hadn’t even been lead, just a helper.
Her heart rate increased. She put her shoulders back, affecting an air of confidence. Inside she was doing her happy little boogie that only Maze had ever seen. This was business. Good business. Potentially worth way more than the ticket had cost.
Playing it cool, she went with, “I’m so glad to hear it.” She’d have to prep tomorrow. Update the specs. “Is this your first Rêve?”
She sure as hell would follow up on Monday morning. Bringing her boss up to speed would feel so good. Like, I bumped into Vince Blackman Saturday night. We were attending the same Rêve and got to talking…
Hello, promotion.
“My first, yes.” His grin crinkled the outer corners of his eyes, creating fans just deep enough to signify a certain degree of life experience. Really, he was perfect. “I’ve been curious about the whole Rêve thing, and when I received the ticket as a gift, I decided to give it a try. You?”
Of course he would get a gift worth a couple thousand dollars. Must be nice.
She winced. “I am more cautious than curious, actually.”
Vince smiled. “Oh?”
“I came with my little sister.” Jordan turned back to find Maze, who’d attracted another male admirer. “Believe it or not, it’s our girls’ night.”
Vince let go of her hand to raise his flute. “To girls, then.”
Jordan dinged her glass against his. “What about Rêve interests you?”
She wished she didn’t sound so formal. She needed to flirt a little, but it wasn’t her forte under the best of circumstances, and with the scary event fast approaching, near impossible.
He tilted his head in a small shrug and settled into an easy table lean. “I’m looking for control, though it must make me sound like a jerk. I want to make sure that I can be lucid.”
She huffed a relieved laugh. “Believe me, I get it.” Wait. “Not everyone can?”
“From what I’ve heard, no. Takes some people a few tries. Others never achieve mastery.”
Jordan’s enjoyment faltered, replaced with the heavy drag of lead in her belly. None of her online searches had mentioned this. The point of this adventure was to stick close to Maisie, but if neither of them were in control, they’d be separated. She’d thought the lucidity thing was a given. Why else was everyone so excited about shared dreaming if it only worked for some? Yeah, she totally understood Vince’s interest in control.
Where was Maisie? Was there a taxi back to shore?
“Hello, everybody,” an accented female voice came over a speaker. “Welcome to the Envoi. I’m Serena and I’ll be telling you what to expect tonight.”
Jordan, like others near her, looked around to find the speaker. A woman stood on a small dais at the end of the room. She was a petite blonde in super high heels and a bright purple gown with a subtle sheen. A champagne flute in her hand, too.
“Sleep is an alteration in your brainwaves, and Rêve is simply getting everyone on the same frequency. It’s as easy and painless as that.”
Scientist-turned-hero, Didier Lambert had discovered the principles of Rêve, the French word for dream, working from some institute in Paris. It was he who had published the first academic papers on the discovery, though others from around the world, notably UCLA, published shortly behind him. That had been fifteen years ago. Today it was big business.
Jordan felt Maze join her, sidling up close. Lil’ sis caught her hand and squeezed her excitement into it. She’d been wanting to try this since Rêve had become legal in the U.S. two years ago, but supply simply could not meet the clamor of demand.
“We are going to a very exclusive island tonight,” Serena continued. “One that this beautiful ship could never reach, no matter how far it sailed. The island literally exists on a plane dominated by imagination. You may wander it at will—stroll the midnight beach, attend a party under the stars, strike off into the trees for some privacy, or climb an active volcano for an unparalleled view. It is a free place, a place where you are all-powerful, where you can push the limits of experience with no threat to yourself, no pain. While the dream is shared, your interactions with others are voluntary; and if you become agitated or disruptive, you will simply be awakened.”
The shared part was what made Jordan’s stomach cramp. She didn’t want all these people in her head. Truth be told, she didn’t really want to be in theirs, either.
“But of course you all want to be lucid and in control of yourselves.”
Uh-huh. Yep. Absolutely. Those were the key words.
“So you will not be able to enter the party unless, in the dream state, you are able to reach out and open a door to let yourselves in. Likewise, you can leave at any time and simply doze until the time has expired.”
Sounded a little too simple to Jordan.
“No one can read your mind. No one can make you do anything you don’t want to. No one can make you want to do things you otherwise wouldn’t. You are simply experiencing a fantasy constructed by our dreamscapers.”
Jordan gnawed on her bottom lip. Maybe she should forgo the Rêve, just in case. That way she’d be okay if something happened to Maisie and could fight/scream/demand help if something went wrong. That was the right thing to do.
Screw the money. Stand guard over your sister.
Then again, what if something happened to Maisie during the dream? Her sis was so impulsive, didn’t think before jumping, had zero presence of mind. What if someone tried to mess with her on this island, and she couldn’t call for help? What if… Hell. The what ifs became infinite in the dream scenario, each possibility more twisted than the last.
The best thing would be to go inside, to be there if her sister needed her.
This was insane.
“If you will move into the theater—” A wall slowly parted to reveal concentric circles of uber-simple, modern reclining chairs with attached headsets. “—we will make you all very comfortable.”
Oh Lordy.
Jordan squeezed Maze’s hand. She had to keep her sister close. Had to keep her safe. Taking care of her sister was all that mattered, all that had mattered for the last six years.
On Jordan’s left, Vince grazed her arm with the back of his hand. “Ready to make the leap?”
***
Rook had his first mark and he’d named her Wild Child.
Spotted her on the taxi over—the magenta hair was hard to miss—and he hadn’t found anyone more intriguing among the rest. She was young, the creative type who lacked inhibitions. Experience told him that she would embrace everything that Rêve offered…and she would lose herself in the process.
Happened every time.
Coll would hate her, which was Rook’s only consolation for bringing her in. She’d go down fighting and make Coll’s life hell.
Not that Wild Child was a sure thing. She was an educated guess based on more than eight years’ experience. Once inside the Rêve, he’d know for sure.
The trait often ran in families, but Rook didn’t get the same punch out of the sister. Beautiful woman, though, in that classic, creamy-skinned and minimalist kind of way—all polished up like a penny—and young as well, just too restrained and suspicious to let the magic happen.
Interesting, however, that Big Sis had connected with Mr. Millions, who also had the pulse of Rêve about him. Millions clearly wasn’t here for fun or curiosity. On the hunt for new talent as well? Coll would want to look into it.
Rook shifted his attention to the other side of the room. Blondie, another potential, was exchanging her empty champagne flute for a full one. She was almost too loose, as if she knew what was about to come and how futile it was to fight. Ten bucks said she’d have nightmares; no amount of alcohol could drown them.
Rook drained his own glass in one gulp.
No. Wild Child was the one.
With the exception of the experienced Revelers among the group, she’d be the first through the door. He’d bet his rep on it.
Then he’d mark her and he’d hold her under the dreamwaters until she became something else.
It’d happen anyway; might as well be him.



CHAPTER 2
Sleep came abnormally fast and hard.
Darkness. She wanted to open her eyes, but couldn’t.
And the sound of weeping, terrible in its familiarity.
The disorientation was like the constant sense of uncontrolled falling right after Mom died. The world just wasn’t as solid and safe without her in it.
And what about Maisie? Who was going to take care of Maisie? Where was Maisie?
Jordan couldn’t find her—vertigo had ripped the ground from her feet and scrambled her up-down orientation. She knew she wasn’t going about searching in a smart way. Mom would’ve known what to do, she always knew what to do—but not Jordan.
She ran toward the sound of tears, only for the cries to bounce in another direction like a thrown voice. Empty shadows pulsed with the red-blue whirl of an ambulance light. The atmosphere was rough, chafing her skin like sandpaper as she drove forward in her panic. She couldn’t breathe. Her lungs were on fire from her breathless run.
Ahead of her a red door appeared—home!—the front door to their old house before that really bad day. The worst day. Maybe her little sis was at home. Please God, let her be here.
Jordan reached out, reached as far as she could, reached for the only family she had left. She gripped the knob and burst inside, yelling, “Maisie!”
***
Rook wheeled around at the deep, gut-wrenching sound of panic. He knew that sound well; it echoed around his own hollow chest. Loss and loneliness.
Onto the midnight beach of the Rêve’s dream island a woman emerged, frantic with worry, and yet also luminous with pulsing feminine energy. The powdery sand lifted with each of her steps and was slow to settle again.
I’ll be damned.
Seemed Mr. Millions had picked the right sister after all.
And not only was she the first of the newbies, she was the second after him to enter the Rêve space, and he’d been plugged into shared dreaming since it was the illegal and preferred high on the street. Who wanted to live in the real world when a better one waited behind closed eyes? Of course, the dreams he’d shared back then had been much darker, some black enough that a mind never got clean. All these years later, the grit still clung to the walls inside his skull.
From the shadows of the jungle tree line he watched her acclimate.
Her energy settled into a low, sensual simmer as her gaze darted over the setting: the pristine, powder beach, empty but for her, with its rushing waves and an ocean as full of stars as the sky above. She stared briefly at the way the water struck out into dreamspace and flowed like an infinity pool into nothingness. The sense of vastness was part of the experience—proof that this was indeed located beyond anything where physics dominated. Her mouth parted when she got a load of the volcano, lazily erupting ruby lava. No danger there. And then her gaze scraped across the beach and settled on him.
Beautiful woman in a dream? The body ache that rushed him was natural, blood chug-chugging south. He’d be rock hard in the real world, where he slept. Luckily, in dreams he had more control.
Similarly, a forced composure came over her—the one that had fooled him into thinking it was her true nature. Turned out she was something else entirely, all her electricity condensed into the form of a beautiful woman. Nevertheless, it was there, zapping just under the surface.
She’d spotted him effortlessly.
Coll would say he was losing his touch, the hunter caught. But Rook was intrigued. He hadn’t been surprised in a good way in so long.
Her eyes narrowed—angry?—and he tried not to laugh as she strode fluidly toward him in spite of her high heels digging into the sand, all the normal, subtle hitches smoothed from her stride by the dream.
“Where is everyone else?” Her voice had the Rêve’s bell clarity over the rush and hiss of the waves on the shore and the boom-boom-boom of the dance music from deep within the jungle.
This close, he could enjoy her wide-set eyes, silver in the moonlight, like light on water. Her face cut in smooth and delicate planes, accented by the tip of her nose and a lush, full mouth. God, her mouth. She was long-limbed, like a dancer, but her figure flared in all the right places.
Maybe he should’ve shaved, like Coll had suggested. She was too…graceful to go for him.
Didn’t matter anyway. Chimera had rules about fraternizing with marks, though the organization turned a blind eye where other agents were concerned. The dream medium was inherently sexual.
Point was, he couldn’t touch her, but it was good to feel human again.
“Well done, you.” He raised his hands and applauded, and he meant it. “That was a very fast entry. Really. Not everyone can do it, even those with experience.” For example, no Mr. Millions yet, which meant her natural aptitude was greater than Millions’s clearly amateur skills.
“The others?” she demanded.
She meant her sister, Wild Child. “The others are most likely pondering their doors, trying to remember where they lead or how a doorknob works. A few people always bug out at the last second, scared they’ll arrive naked or something.”
Her nostrils flared for a sec. “So we wait?”
“We could dance.” The beat of the music beckoned. “We could fly.” And then there were other activities. For example, he was very curious to discover what Big Sis could do here, would dare to do here, if she let go.
He needed to feel the awe of Rêve again, needed to remember what it was like to wonder—and she had the perfect combination of freshness and natural ability.
Would she share?
A shift in his senses, and he looked up, beyond Big Sis.
Another Envoi guest arrived on the beach, one of the experienced Revelers, a sad sack of a man with a worn look, stumbling into the moonlight. To enter the Rêve this quickly, he had to have a reasonable degree of both punch and skill. In the early days, someone might have recruited him. But not now; he was clearly an addict, living in dreams more than the real world, his life reduced to glimpses of fantasy.
Proof positive: the man’s appearance altered—his expression smoothed, shoulders loosened. Since Rêve was artificial, most people arrived in the clothing they wore when they were put to sleep—like Big Sis and her classic black dress. It took skill to consciously alter your appearance, and more to hold it for the duration. This sad sack guy gained some faux muscle, lost the paunch in his belly, and erased a decade from his face. Yeah, he had some control, but one look at his stressed pre-Rêve self, and it was clear that the dream controlled him right back.
Not that Rook could judge. Even here, in this cheesy predesigned place—
A mere thought, and the darkness in the trees suddenly gathered into a dense wave, a weight that threatened to smother him. Breathing became difficult; good thing he didn’t need oxygen here.His monster hadn’t taken long to find him, like a shadow tied to its master. It was always there, waiting for a moment of weakness.
Shit.
Danger worked differently in dreams—sometimes, if he didn’t look at the nightmares, they couldn’t see him, either. A kid’s game, obviously, but then children had to have learned it from somewhere.
He gritted his teeth and concentrated on his mark. She was the one he wanted. “What’s your name?”
It’s not there. Not there. Not there.
She’d turned to look at the sad sack newcomer, too—had to have sensed him since he was behind her—and had taken a backward step toward Rook.
“Jordan,” she mumbled. “Nice to meet you.”
She was the real deal, all right. Twitchy, but if she’d come this far, she’d just have to be brave enough to go deeper. No going back.
What nightmares would she waken?
Didn’t matter to him. Couldn’t. He had a job to do.
He moved to her side so that he could talk to her without blocking her view—God forbid he should get in the way of her watching for her sister.
“Nice to meet you too, Jordan. I’m—” What was his fake name again?
She wasn’t listening anyway. Her attention was completely absorbed, but not by the surreal starry landscape or the tropical jungle behind him. Now Jordan was looking around before each new Envoi guest broke through the Rêve barrier, anticipating each eruption, though they came from all directions onto the beach.
Coll was going to wet his pants.
Rook smiled as charmingly as he could. “I’ll bet there’s a bar on the other side of the trees. Can I buy you a drink?”
She didn’t bother to turn her head, but her gaze slid over, a brow lifting at the irony of his offer.
Old, tired joke. Money didn’t matter here—not yet—and there were no real drinks to be had. The Rêve high was in the euphoria that came from pure creation, being liberated from the restrictions of the rules. For those in pain, release.
There were lows too, which was what Coll had led with when he’d originally scouted him from that filthy deserted warehouse where he’d been crashing with a bunch of other runaways.
Jordan suddenly smiled, so bright with emotion that it was near blinding to someone with darksight like him. The feeling was direct from her heart, intensified by the dream. He’d bet her sister was on the brink of arriving.
A Technicolor flash, and sure enough, Wild Child broke through the Rêve barrier.
Arms out, Jordan ran toward her and they met in a movie-style hug. The dream cheesing it up again? Or were they for real?
“I couldn’t grab the doorknob,” Wild Child said, pulling back. “It kept moving every time I reached for it.”
Jordan laughed out loud. “I couldn’t even find the door! I was searching and searching, but it was nowhere.”
Rook was pretty damn sure that Jordan had opened the door as soon as it appeared. She must’ve been looking for something else.
“Oh my God! Will you look at this place!” Wild Child was gawking at the starry infinity drop.
Rook was more overwhelmed by Jordan.
She’d put a protective arm around her sister’s shoulders and was keeping her close, as if at any moment a tiger would leap out of the dark, and she would fight it single-handedly, putting her sister behind her.
He felt himself grow darker in comparison, his chest tightening with shame.
The woman deserved a good life, not one filled with nightmare after nightmare.
And yet, it was too late. Even now she was changing, and it couldn’t be undone. And if he’d scouted her, and Mr. Millions had scouted her, then the gamers on the Envoi who were behind the beach Rêve had, as well.
She wouldn’t last a week before she disappeared from her life. It was her own damn fault. Her instincts had said no—he’d caught that much from her nervous questions on the water taxi. She should’ve listened to them. Instinct was everything where Rêve was concerned.
“I want to dance!” Wild Child was trying to drag Jordan toward the tall, dark trees, where deep within, the club music pounded.
Jordan held back and kept her sister close. “Is it safe?”
Wild Child pulled out of her grasp, singing, “Safe and legal!” as she dove by him and into darkness.
Jordan looked like she was about to follow, but Mr. Millions suddenly appeared on the beach behind her. By her shoulders he turned her around—Rook took an angry step forward into starlight and watched as the man kissed her full on the mouth.
Son of a bitch. This guy had to go, and Rook was just the one to boot him out into the void. The couple broke apart—shock on both their faces. Rook was sure Millions’s was fake. Interesting hunting technique, however.
“I don’t know what came over me,” he babbled. “Must be the dream. Not that I didn’t want to kiss you. I did, which is probably why it happened.”
Millions knew exactly what he was doing.
Jordan was shaking her head, basically saying it was okay. She was too damn trusting. She’d soon learn that the Rêve—pretty vacation beaches, gaming mazes, or even army war simulations—was full of liars. Rêve was made for liars.
“No no. It’s fine,” she said. “You just surprised me is all.”
“Surprised myself.” Millions did some bashful, aw-shucks crap, hand to the back of his neck. Might as well find an excuse to take off his shirt.
“Well, the place is surreal.” Jordan shrugged a little, bashful herself. “Interesting things are bound to happen.”
She liked him? It was the money, had to be.
Rook stepped back into the trees to watch.
The talent was there, but somebody had to clue her in fast that Rêve was the new hunting ground for predators who could do freaky shit for which there was no earthly explanation.
Rook was one of them, both by nature and by training.
“Hi,” said a female voice off to his right. The blonde from Envoi.
Rook set his teeth.
“Do you want to go for a walk?” She was looking for a fantasy hookup.
“No.” He was working.
He cast his gaze to the tacky sparkly steam far off to the right, where lava from the volcano met the water. He felt rather volcanic inside himself.
Gaze distracted, he sought through the miasma of energy for the concentration of intelligence that was Jordan. He touched her dream to get a taste of her distinctive essence, like a dog scenting before the hunt. A fingerprint. A hint of her soul.
If she had never entered the Rêve, he’d never have been able to find her.
And now he always would.
***
Jordan whipped around to glare at the guy in the trees. What was his name again?
He was staring at the volcano, of all things, but the dark stroke, definitively masculine, had come from him. Her nerve endings quivered still. He’d touched her somehow, though she could never prove it; the man was standing yards away from her.
Except—did distance really mean anything in a dream?
Vince had wheeled away momentarily to take in the amazingly clear sky. “I’ve never felt like this before. This is heaven.”
Jordan turned back to Vince. Who’d kissed her. Not that she minded, but she was still surprised. He hadn’t just been flirting before. Maybe he really liked her.
Wouldn’t take much to like him back, especially here.
The beach was perfect. Except for that one hot touch, she felt perfect. The air was warm and soft against her skin, the faintly salty ocean breeze gently stirring her hair. No part of her body hurt; she wasn’t tired at all for the first time in years. The stress of life had evaporated; her heart was light. If she breathed in deeply enough, then yes, she might just be able to fly. Why not?
“I understand now why the lines are so long to get in,” she said. And this was only one very commercial Rêve. A simple vacationy beach retreat, designed to appeal to the masses. What other places could she go?
Vince had his hands in his hair, gripping his head, as if to force belief. “We could climb the volcano. God! Want to climb a volcano? Explore?”
There was something for everyone here: a little adventure, the music for dancing, the ocean—someone was actually stripping down to their shiny butt to go for a swim. And a couple had just paired off and headed into the trees.
“I have to find Maze. Make sure she’s okay.”
“She’s a big girl. She can handle herself.”
Jordan didn’t want to tick him off, especially if he was interested in her, but… “It’s why I came, and I see things through.” As in, I’ll take care of your account just as well, should you bring your business to me. “Go on ahead and I’ll catch up.”
“No, I’ll go with you.”
She waved him off anyway. “It’s our girls’ night. Just give me a sec to check on her.”
Turning away, she looked for Maze’s tracks in the sand and followed them. She passed that guy in the trees again. He was hot, no denying the flush of her reaction, but he felt…wrong to her. Something…dark about him. And that strange touch, now gone…she knew it had to have been him.
Maisie’s footprints went several steps deep into the trees, where the white sand of the beach gave way to darker earth and low-winding growth, first thin, tangled-hair roots, then green brambles that laced and twisted together. The scent grew pungent with growing things. Strange birdcalls sounded from the high reaches of the trees, and she wouldn’t put it past the Envoi to make the animals tame, so that she might pet a panther.
Silly, but cool. She was happy. Inexplicably happy.
Likewise, whoops and laughter punctuated the dance party’s music. Bright light pierced through the trees and she knew that she only had to go a little farther and she could dance the night away—with no aching feet.
But it didn’t feel like Maze was there.
No, not there. Her tracks had disappeared, but Jordan could feel them anyway, and her sister’s steps led…
That way.
Everything was so easy here. A mere impulse and things happened.
As she followed the path, the trees seemed to open obediently before her. The shadows were spooky dark and deep, but that was okay, she wouldn’t hold a grudge against the night. Any moment now she’d see her sister. “Maze?”
Sure enough, Jordan heard her voice.
“I said I’m not going back there,” her little sister said.
“You will. It’s the job,” came an unkind response from a male. So mean. “It’s what you’re paid for.”
“Then I qu—” Maisie’s last word broke off into a squeak of a scream.
Jordan’s heart chugged, and the sense of wellbeing broke away like ice on a windshield. It slid right off her as she leaned into a run.
Danger. Maisie was in danger.
She ran forward through the trees, but she knew she was getting nowhere and would never reach her sister—how many times had she had this nightmare?—so for the first time in her life, Jordan changed it up and held on with her mind to the place she wanted to reach. At last she felt herself draw closer.
She broke through the trees to find her sister suspended five feet in the air, trembling in an unseen grip, her chest jerking as if she were attempting to inhale, but couldn’t. Her feet in her funky red heels hung limp.
“Maisie!” Jordan grabbed hold of her ankle and calf, but couldn’t bring her down.
And Maisie clearly couldn’t answer. She was suffocating.
“Help!” Jordan shouted, but her voice wouldn’t travel. “Help me!” she screamed. But no one could possibly hear.
The dark seemed to press in from all sides, now malevolent and cruel. This is a Rêve, Jordan told herself. No one can get hurt in a dream. They’d done studies. This was merely a manifestation of her own fears.
She wanted the Rêve to end now. “Envoi!”
Distress was supposed to wake them up. And both she and her sister were most definitely distressed.
Out of the corner of her eye she caught a rushing, dark blur. She heard fast breaths, not her own, not her sister’s, but definitely two, as if grappling.
A man’s voice cried out and Maisie fell abruptly to the ground, coughing and gagging.
Jordan wrapped her arms around her sister, while trying to scootch her back from whomever or whatever was scrambling in the dark. How to get out of here? How to wake up?
She wanted her money back.
The dark flashed, and this time she saw it had a human shape.
Blink. To the right.
Blink. Higher to the left.
Blink. That guy again!
Blink. Definitely fighting something.
Static roar filled her head and then in a sonic gulp—silence.
And that water taxi guy—the one from the beach—was left over.
He was a dark man-shape looming above her. “Is she okay?”
Right. Jordan wiped Maze’s dark pink hair from her face to check.
“I’m fine,” she croaked, pushing back, and wiping under her eyes.
“What’d he want?” the guy asked her sister.
Maze shook her head. A shudder ran through her. “I don’t know.”
Which lit Jordan’s fire. She’d heard Maze talking to the guy. She’d heard her say, “I quit” to him. Lil’ sis was lying. Oh, this was just classic. She knew, all right.
“Did you let him into the Rêve?” the beach man demanded. “He wasn’t an Envoi guest.”
“I—I went for a walk,” she said. “And he came out of nowhere.”
Typical Maisie bullshit. There was no knowing what to believe with her. If she hadn’t still been trembling, Jordan would’ve shaken her. This was exactly why Jordan had emptied her savings account so that her little sister wouldn’t go alone. She was always in some kind of trouble.
Jordan bit down on her anger, addressing the man before her. “Is he gone now?”
The hot water taxi guy—guess she’d have to like him now—nodded.
“I woke him in the waking world. He shouldn’t be able to find his way back without help.” He added a pointed look at Maisie.
Everyone knew she was lying, then.
“Thanks.” Jordan stood up. Left her sis in a ball on the ground. Reached out to shake his hand. “I thought Rêves were supposed to be safe.”
“Would’ve been,” he said. Then cursed. “Looks like I’m out, too.”
And his body caved, the color of him sucking out of a single point, like a minute black hole, right in front of her. Spectacularly bad special effects.
Jordan was left gaping at nothing. She guessed that meant he’d been awakened as well, and eventually—when the party was over—she and her sister would be, too.
Not what they’d signed up for.
She turned on her sister. “What the hell?”
“God, it’s nothing.”
“I also heard you say you’re not going ‘back there.’ Where’s there?”
“Nowhere.”
“You’ll tell me.”
“It’s none of your business.”
Jordan put her hands to her hips and bowed her head to cool off. Deep breath. Count to ten. Call her bluff. “Someone attacked my sister. Of course I’m going to have to report it.”
Maze stood, eyes wide, shaking her head. “No, you don’t.”
“Then start talking. Like now.”
Her sister fumed for a moment, then held out her hands as if to say, Don’t freak.
Too late. “I’m waiting.”
“It’s my job. And it pays well.”
This was getting worse and worse. “What’s your job?”
“I deliver packages across Rêve.” She dropped her hands, now saying, There. Totally okay.
“You deliver—?” Seemed someone had already found another way to monetize Rêve beyond the fantasy dreams that were so popular. Of course they had.
Jordan was going to be sick.
“It’s totally cool,” Maze said. “I get to cross dreamspace. I’m in the middle of it all.”
“What do you deliver?”
“It’s not my business what I deliver. Does a bike messenger open his packages?”
“You’re a bike messenger?” In Rêve?
“I am a courier. I get unlimited access, whenever I want. They paid for me to come here, and you had to shell out, like, thousands, right? I play in Rêve every night.”
Uh-huh. Maze had lied about this being the first time. Faked her reaction upon entry. But that was a secondary concern. “Do you know what you’re transporting? And for whom?”
Baby sis’s back went straight, chin up. “It’s proprietary information.”
Yeah, ’kay. Her little sis had been suspended in the air, choking and unable to move. That kind of violence— “How do you know you’re not a mule?”
Maze took offense. “Are you calling me an ass?”
Good God. “I mean, how do you know you’re not carrying something illegal?”
Maze folded her arms and looked off into the trees, refusing to answer because she didn’t have one to give.
“Right. You’re sticking with me for the rest of the dream,” Jordan said. Vince Blackman would just have to be a good sport about it. That, or find someone else to kiss.
“This is a fucking nightmare,” Maze grumbled.
“You don’t say. Follow me.” They were going to the damn volcano, and her sister would be very lucky if Jordan didn’t throw her in.



CHAPTER 3
Coll looked up from his tablet. “Sisters?”
“Don’t thank me yet. The younger one, Maisie Louise Lane, is a Reveler already, and she’s in trouble. She let someone into the Envoi’s dream, and—” Rook waved a hand. “—I had to intervene.”
The Envoi had pulled him from the Rêve for helping her and had not been happy to learn they had been hosting a Chimera agent and not his cover, Michael Reese. They’d have pitched him into the drink if they hadn’t feared repercussions. Instead, he’d gotten a courtesy look at their guest list, thank you very much, and a silent ride back to shore.
“Yes, I’ve been in contact with them already,” Coll said dryly.
Rook didn’t feel sorry for him. “Big Sis, Jordan Elizabeth Lane, was a first timer, but she has a clear and palpable aptitude. I marked her, but my guess is that she was identified by at least one other as well.”
Coll sat back in his chair. “Did you get a sense of the person the younger one, Maisie, let into the Rêve?”
“I could track him, if that’s what you’re asking,” Rook answered. Tracking was what he was best at, following trails through other people’s dreams, sometimes so deeply he didn’t remember the way back to himself.
“Then I’ll concentrate on Jordan,” Coll said. “She should be fairly easy to take under.”
Rook stalled mid-breath.
Coll’s gaze sharpened. “Oh?”
Sighing with disgust, Rook strode toward the window. From up here everything looked so serene and quiet. The waves were soft, seagulls silent. The younger sister would be a constant jangling clamor in his head—too much color, too much noise.
But Jordan?
She’d be quieter on his edges. And in turn he could make sure the transition went as smoothly as possible for her. She deserved that much, at least.
Chimera wanted recruits to join them willingly. To choose Chimera in spite of the upheaval it would bring to their lives. Which is why each recruit was assigned an agent responsible for mentoring him or her.
“You take the younger one,” Rook said. “Time you did some real work anyway.”
He didn’t check Coll’s reaction, just watched the waves far below lap against the moored boats and thought how each subtle ocean rise was a better measure of time than the harsh ticks of a clock.
“I guess I’ll take the younger one.” Coll’s tone had gone circumspect again. Couldn’t be helped; caution was warranted when it came to Rook. “What’s your first move?”
The usual. “Build a profile and wait for her to sleep.” He paused for a second, then gave in to the worst. “Use the sister as motivation.”
***
“I’ll see her again today,” Vince said into his mobile as he pulled his suit jacket off a hanger in the hotel room’s closet.
This was a fiasco. Unnecessary. Ego-driven. Bad business.
On the other line, his father grunted the approval Vince had long since stopped needing. “Used the Blackman charm, eh? Had her falling at your feet? You dog, you.”
Dad was desperate. They both knew it.
“I know how girls like her work,” Vince said.
Jordan Lane had been nice. Very pretty. In another life, Vince would have been happy to date her. It’d be a challenge to get her to unwind a little. Fun to do it in Rêve.
But he didn’t need her to unwind. He needed her cooperation. He needed her life. The sister they already had a line on. So said the very bad man with whom his father had gotten into business. Dad’s ego had made a deal, and it was the son who now had to deliver.
Vince hadn’t even remembered Jordan, though apparently she’d once pitched to him. How they had discovered the connection was impressive.
Win the girl over. Bring her in. If she had half the talent her sister supposedly had, she was well worth the trouble.
They were watching.
He hated putting Jordan in his father’s hot seat. Wasn’t right. Wasn’t fair. His dad should’ve chosen jail over a convenient bailout from them. When this was over, Vince was finished with him. This was the last time he would clean up one of his father’s messes.
“They treating you well?” Vince asked.
Dad rolled out his goodtime chuckle. “I get whatever I want.”
Sure he did. They’d been very clear about the stakes: His dad would get a bullet to the brain if Vince didn’t come through.
***
The phone on her desk rang, startling Jordan out of her reverie. While she’d been in a daze, her laptop screen had gone blank. She hit the pad to wake it, while reaching for the phone and squeezing her eyes to get her mind to focus. “Jordan here.”
Ten forty-five a.m. She’d been out of it for over an hour. Hadn’t slept since the Rêve Saturday night and didn’t even know if that kind of sleep counted.
Side effects, check: Distraction and insomnia, topped with fatigue.
And in spite of that, in spite of the mess Maze was in, she couldn’t wait to get back again. Rêve—how she felt there—was everything she’d never known she wanted. It was as if everything about her was alive and alert and clear. No second-guessing. She’d felt strong.
So, yeah, she might’ve already scoured the Web to find a mention of any available venue, first in California, then anywhere on the West Coast. Finding nothing—nothing?—she went onto the U.S. registry and put herself on the waiting list for the Agora, which comprised the network of legal American Rêve venues.
Could be months.
On the line, the receptionist said, “Your appointment is waiting in the conference room.”
What? She pawed her laptop to pull up her schedule. No, nothing today.
Except lunch with Vince Blackman. Ten forty-five was a little early in the day to be stepping out, but she was sure Maria would be fine with it. His account would be huge for the company. And now they were friends.
She remembered his arm snug around her shoulders, his other around Maze’s, as the three of them had stared out from the rim of the volcano into the forever stars. And then he’d called her on Sunday to set a lunch date for today. Couldn’t wait to see her again.
The feeling was gratifying. Another big client would be a step up here. Normally, she wouldn’t mix business with her private life, but that couldn’t be helped now. He’d kissed her. She’d just have to feel the relationship out as it progressed. Go slow. Think smart.
So what if Maze thought he’d been trying too hard and was boring at the same time?
“I’ll be right there.” Jordan hung up and opened her desk drawer to pull out her compact. Dark circles shadowed her eyes, but otherwise…same old Jordan. Gloss might help, though. She applied a little pink and smacked her lips. Okay.
Standing, she straightened her pencil skirt and walked down the hall. She had a smile ready when she turned the corner to the glass-walled conference room where a man waited, but it wasn’t Vince.
Oh. Him. The tall, black column of scary man.
Her hopes sank. This had to be about Maze.
She pushed through the glass door. “Um…hello again.”
“Jordan,” he said, hand outstretched. “I never got a chance to introduce myself the other night. I’m Michael Reese.”
His low voice vibrated something within her. But that wasn’t her only reaction. Every sense, every nerve was hyperaware and shouting alarm, as if she’d been hiding, which she wasn’t, and he’d pulled back a curtain and found her. She felt exposed, as if he could see right into her. See her clearly.
He’d shaved, so apparently he did own a razor, but it only made her want to stare stupidly at the strong lines of his face. It gave her small satisfaction that he had circles under his eyes, too, though they did nothing to lessen his impact. Rough. Potent. Overpowering.
Made her throat go dry and her heart race. She preferred men who were easy on her system, with whom she could keep her balance. Vince Blackman was a good example.
But because this Mr. Reese had helped her sister, she had to hear him out. Couldn’t very well refuse. She reached and shook his hand for the second time. Life kept conspiring to make them touch. “How do you know where I work?”
The Envoi had to have given out her private information. She’d lodge a complaint just as soon as he left.
“You told me your name and I looked you up online.” The darkness in his eyes unsettled her. The air seemed to hold him differently, as if it were hot and dry—electric—where it met his skin. And there was something haunted in his expression, as if he were on her doorstep, the bearer of grim news.
“Why are you here?” She could guess.
He smiled. “I thought we could help each other.”
Uh-huh. His smile didn’t touch those troubled eyes. This was going to be bad. Maisie bad.
He inclined his head toward the conference table. “Can we sit?”
Was there a choice? She took a step and lowered herself slowly into a seat. He chose one diagonally across from her, not directly across.
“You haven’t been sleeping,” he observed. “I’d guess the last time you closed your eyes was the Rêve Saturday night.”
She wanted him gone, so she cut to the chase. “How do think we can help each other?”
Who was he, anyway? He was dressed casually, but in expensive clothes. Not the average working Joe, that was for sure.
“I work in Rêve and have for many years,” he said.
Rêve had only been legal in the States for two. So he was shady. She’d pegged him right from the beginning.
“From what you witnessed with your sister,” he continued, “I’m sure you’ve gathered that there’s a lot more to shared dreaming than fantasy beaches.”
Maze had said she was a courier. “I gathered as much, yes.”
“In fact, it’s being exploited in new ways every day.”
Exploited, huh? Spoken from personal experience, no doubt.
He leaned forward, elbows on the table. “But to do anything in Rêve, you either have to have an aptitude or employ someone with an aptitude. Someone like your sister, who brought an unapproved party into a closed and carefully monitored dream.”
Jordan needed to get legal counsel immediately, especially if this bastard was working his way up to threatening her with knowledge of Maisie’s latest stupidity. Better her sister came clean with the authorities than be at the mercy of a stranger. Were there laws governing what happened in a dream? Jordan was going to find out.
“Universities are fertile grounds for Revelers,” he continued. “I bet some ingenious kid set up his own shop off campus. She tried it, was identified, and then eventually recruited by someone who needed things done by a young, talented person who was cheerful about breaking rules.”
Yeah, it probably had happened exactly like that.
“And now she’s in over her head,” he said. “For the most part, Rêve is all they say it is—safe and wonderful. For a special few, Rêve can be deadly, and your sister is one of them.”
Jordan didn’t like the word deadly in the same sentence with sister.
“What are you saying?” Was he threatening Maisie?
Jordan’s muscles engaged to rise; it was an act of will to keep her butt in the chair. She had to make a call. Maze would just have to stay at her place, defer her classes if necessary, until this blew over. Until Michael Reese and the people Maze couriered for forgot about her.
Reese had the audacity to continue. “You can help her.”
Suddenly, she got it. Someone had recruited her sister, and now this guy was—
“You’re recruiting me.” He’d applauded how quickly she’d entered into the Envoi’s Rêve. He’d started chatting her up, and then Maze had come, and after that, Vince.
He smiled. “Aptitude and intelligence. Yes.”
“So that’s how you think I can help you.” Make her a courier, too? “How do you propose to help me? Deal with my sister’s issues?”
“That’s exactly what I propose.”
And if she didn’t cooperate, what? He’d just let her sister hang? The offer was just shy of blackmail. What would he want her to do with her aptitude?
What a load of bullshit.
No. This guy couldn’t be her only recourse. She could call NIOD, the National Institute on Dreaming. They had to know what to do, or whom to speak to locally.
“And if I refuse?”
“You can’t. It’s too late.”
So he was a thug, just like that man choking her sister in Rêve, forcing a course of action.
“When next you fall asleep—and eventually you’ll have to—you’ll understand. There’s no going back to the way you were before. Wish to God there was, sweetheart.”
She wasn’t his sweetheart. Standing, she said, “Get out.”
He opened his hands, an asking gesture. “You have to experience it to believe.”
“Not happening. Leave, please.”
With a growling sigh, he stood, too. “I’ll be seeing you.”
“Unlikely.”
Two steps of a goddamned long stride and he was at the door, but before he pulled it open, he turned back. “I’m actually trying to help here. You don’t trust me, and all things considered, you shouldn’t.”
Finally, a little honesty.
“But wield that sharp common sense against everyone, please. Don’t trust anyone else, either.”
***
He’d have thought the woman would’ve taken his warning to heart at least a little, but she was even now leaning in to kiss Mr. Millions, aka Vincent Blackman, on the cheek.
“Highlight of my day,” she said to him. Mwah.
Rook stood in a dark alcove across the street from the outdoor café where the two had met for lunch. Millions was as shiny as he’d been in dreamland. Must be some damn expensive hair product.
Jordan sat back, opening the menu. “Mmm. What’s good here?”
The other night, she’d made herself a target with her brilliant entrance into Rêve. Her little sister’s rendezvous had compounded the issue. It would help if the woman would cooperate. Rook was bad, but there were worse.
The job was supposed to be simple: ID someone with talent. Usher them into Rêve, which Jordan had done of her own free will. Once a break had been made in that thin protective barrier of sleep, take her deeper into the dreamwaters to awaken her to the world of Darkside. She’d never dream the same, be the same, live the same. And there’d be no earthly refuge left to her but Chimera.
Would help if she’d gone to sleep last night. He could’ve met her there and demonstrated how dreaming would be for her now. But no, the stubborn woman had fought the pull hard. He’d had no choice but to join the surveillance team assigned to her building and watch over her, his darksight keen to anyone else approaching her apartment.
In fact, two suspicious persons had tried to approach her place last night. The first was a Seeker from the Envoi, but Rook had dropped him before he made it across her parking lot. The second one, however, had slipped away as soon as Rook had spotted him down the street.
Her life as she knew it had ended, but she still smiled up at the waitress and ordered—Rook waited—lemon water and a Sai salad. Girl food.
He’d love to get rid of Millions too, but Jordan was there of her own free will. Rook could do nothing but watch and wait. Unfortunately, patience wasn’t one of his virtues.
Millions was talking about some molten brownie, called it decadent, which for some reason Rook found irritating as hell.
Jordan was pale with exhaustion, but tonight he’d make sure she had the release of sleep. Too long without and someone like her—like him, too—would start seeing things. Not real things, but not imaginary, either.
Millions looked up at the waitress, and Rook heard the word brownie again.
“Really,” Jordan said, “I shouldn’t.”
Millions didn’t have Chimera-level skills, so he was using chocolate to get to her. Simple approach. Sensual. Provocative. But not what she needed.
Rook watched them hand the menus to the waitress and then chitchat, though he could only hear every other word. He strained for hers in particular. He liked her profile, the slope of her neck. Forgot all about the person across from her. Watched her smile. Watched her take her first bite.
He watched as, ever so slowly, she turned her head, her gaze penetrating the shadowy pocket in which he stood.
There was no way she could see him unless she had darksight, too—and she’d only had one dip in Rêve, not enough to waken all of her talents. Nevertheless, still she stared right at him.
So he smiled back. Hoped it would piss her off as much as he was. This was fun.
Her full mouth mashed into a line—she could see him—and she turned back to Millions. Stabbed at her plate. Took another bite.
For the first time in ages he thought, God, it’s good to be alive.



CHAPTER 4
Jordan turned the deadbolt on her apartment’s front door, then gave in to her mounting panic—exacerbated by skull-scraping exhaustion—and moved her narrow entry table to block the door. At the very least it would clatter over if someone tried to get in and she could call 911.
He’d been watching her at lunch.
When, speaking low, she’d told Vince about the meeting with Michael—she didn’t include the Maisie-related details, just that a guy from the Rêve had come to see her, wanted her to do work in Rêve for him, that she felt uneasy about him—Vince had been concerned, too. Had said he’d look into it personally.
So that was something, at least. Vince could tell the police who’d murdered her, if she didn’t get through the night.
Tomorrow she’d pursue a restraining order.
Jordan turned around and found Maze standing in her living room, toothbrush stuck in her mouth. She must have heard the loud scrape of the table against the floor and come to check out the racket. Lil’ sis was staying with her until they figured out all the angles.
Still frothing, Maze pulled the brush from her teeth and used it to point to the table blocking the door. “Really?”
Jordan didn’t care if barricading was stupid. “He came to see me at work. Followed me to lunch. What’s to stop him from coming here?”
“Better him than Mr. Blandman.”
Very funny. Vince Blackman was not coming, either.
Maze pointed to her head with the toothbrush. “Besides, he’s not going to break through the door. He’d going to break into your head.”
“You’re spraying.”
Maze jabbed the toothbrush back in her mouth, turned on her heel, and went back into the bathroom. Slammed the door.
Jordan dropped onto the sofa and flipped on the TV to distract herself. The screen flashed with action but the light only hurt her eyes.
“Jory,” Maze said from the hallway behind her. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t think you’d take to Rêve like I did. It’s supposed to be rare. I thought you’d just have a good time, maybe let yourself have a dream fling. God knows you need to unwind a little.”
Jordan hit the menu button to scroll through her viewing options, refusing to look around. “What do you courier? For whom?” She was accepting no apologies until her sister came clean.
“Ugh! It’s not your problem,” Maze said. “I’m handling it.”
Jordan snorted. “I witnessed how well you were handling it.”
Her sis came around the side of the sofa and dropped down next to her. “Yeah, well, I might’ve met someone who can help me. He’s with some sort of organization that polices Rêve. He’s legit.”
“And you know this how?”
“He seemed official. Was super uptight.”
Uptight? Jordan shook her head. It was impossible to know whom to trust. Rêve was ripe for opportunists and speculators. Maze certainly couldn’t tell the difference. Criminals could be uptight, too.
“I’d like to meet him.” And judge for herself.
“I’ll ask him tonight.”
“Hell no. You’re not going out.”
Maze gave her a patient look.
“What?”
“I don’t have to go out to meet with him.”
Jordan shook her head. Still didn’t get it.
Maze grabbed the remote out of her hand. “I’m meeting him eyes closed?”
“You have a headset?” The Envoi’s headsets had been artfully designed, more like a low, spirally crown. Dress-up.
“Some of us don’t need headsets. He said he’d find me.”
“A random man is going to find you in your dreams?”
“Yep,” Maze said. “It’s just like…meeting at a bar.”
She was meeting men at bars, too? Shit. “It’s not like meeting a man at a bar.”
“Yes, it is. It’s just like the Envoi’s Rêve on that beach. You go up to someone, you talk. Not freaky.”
It was an invasion of privacy beyond all others. “All of it is freaky.” Then Jordan stood up suddenly, horror flashing through her. “You mean Michael Reese can enter my dreams when I’m asleep?”
From her lounge, Maze frowned low, one of her deep-in-thought expressions. “I suppose it’s possible. Not likely, though.”
Jordan was never sleeping again. She’d binge watch TV all night—there were so many series she’d been planning to try. Now was a good time. Then she’d call in sick tomorrow, ’cause she would be. Hold out as long as she could on caffeine and panic.
She gulped. “During the Envoi’s Rêve, Michael Reese touched me somehow.”
Maze gave a deep chuckle. “Michael Reese is welcome to touch me however he likes.”
“No, he’s not. He’s dangerous.”
“Dangerously hot.”
Jordan wanted to shake her. “Potentially deadly.”
“No argument there.”
Call the police? Have them laugh off her complaint? Rêve is safe. Your sleep is safe.
“There’s no saving you, sister,” Jordan said. Lord, she’d tried. “You are totally screwed, and I’m not far behind.”
***
She was having trouble falling; he could feel her tension drawing out with each breath, each slow, desperate blink back to alertness. It was as if she hung off a cliff above the ocean, fingertips sliding toward the edge in grain-by-grain increments.
Wouldn’t take much to dislodge her, but she already didn’t trust him to catch her.
“Come on,” he urged.
Her nails clawed the edge, strength weakening.
And then: a sudden outward breath and the silent fall into the dark water below. Down she plunged, her exhaustion like stones tied around her feet. But the rest of her body, her mind, relished the swift sink.
God, she was beautiful, made of that silver and indigo light, with just the smallest hint of earthly coloring. She’d take on more definition the more lucid she became.
Yes, Rook thought. This was so much better than the psychopaths Chimera had had him hunting, their twisted dreams giving life to his own suffocating nightmares. It was time someone else went into that darkness, because if he did again, he wouldn’t come back the same.
Recruitment was a much better occupation. No wonder Coll stayed with it.
Beautiful and fearful, she hovered in the flotsam of an incomplete dream, its components—a crumbling wall, the strobe of an ambulance, skeleton trees—blurred and barely recognizable in the waters of sleep. She spotted him, and in a rush of color and minute detail—each strand of hair, the mini mole on her neck, the almost imperceptible vertical striations of her lips—she became herself. In light pink sweats.
For all her prickle, yeah, he liked her a lot.
“There you are,” he said. “I’ve been waiting.”
She backed away, but she could never lose him. And he’d watch over her until she conquered this plane and didn’t need him anymore.
“What do you want from me? Why won’t you just leave me alone?”
“I won’t hurt you—” Rook paced a circle around her, an uncomfortable compromise with the part of him that want to reach out and touch. “—but there are things here that can.”
“You followed me today.”
“I made sure no one hurt you, no one snatched you from the street.”
“You threatened me at my work.” She wrapped her arms around herself.
“I don’t need to threaten you. You’re already in danger, and you did it yourself.”
She nodded, went stoic. “I should never have tried Rêve.”
“Not if you had wanted a normal life, but that decision’s behind you now, because you’re here.” His circle had him at her back, and he paused there to feel the waves of her energy vibrate out of her. Felt like the sun shone solely on him.
“Who are you really?”
“I told you. I’m Reese.”
That didn’t sound right. “What are you?”
“I’m a Chimera. I help keep Rêve safe,” he said, “And I want you to join me.”
“You want to recruit me.”
“Yes. I want you badly.” In dreams, sometimes, the truth was hard to disguise. Hard to deny, too.
“And if I say no?”
“Eventually you’ll have to agree. Others are sure to find you soon, if they haven’t already. I’m your best option, such as I am.”
She looked over her shoulder to meet his eyes. “Is there a way to go back to the way things were?”
He’d answered this already, but he would again and again until she understood. She’d changed. “No. And you don’t want to, anyway. Admit it, you like lucid dreaming, and when you discover what you can do here, the real world will pale in comparison.”
She shook her head. “I don’t want it.”
Want? There was that word again, piercing through the conversation.
He wanted to put his hands low on her hips and feel her arch back into him. He could forget what haunted him with her. He knew he could.
“Are you making me feel like this?” she demanded. “Why do you make me feel like this?”
“Like what?” Did she feel it too, then? This atomic attraction, like molecular bonds straining to attach?
But her eyes just got wider, her glare accusatory.
“It’s your dream, Jordan,” he said. “I can find you within it, but I can’t make you feel anything.” Though there were some agents who had the knack. He was just a humble tracker.
“Well, you don’t have to stand so close.”
“Your dream,” he said again. “Push me away.”
He knew she could—it was well within her ability—and soon she’d be able to do so without thinking. Her dreams were her playground. It was only deeper into the waters of sleep, Darkside, that she’d have difficulty.
But she didn’t push him back.
Okay, still scared. Still disoriented. He needed her trust, so he’d give her the space she requested, and he would back off.
Except…his backward motion was met with stiff resistance. She wasn’t pushing him away; she was keeping him close. He could break her hold. However strong she was, he had considerably more experience. He could break the dream, but he didn’t.
A smile of deep satisfaction pulled at his mouth, an entirely foreign feeling to his face, to his soul. If he begged, would she let him stay here? He’d promise to keep the darkness at bay, because it would come. It always did.
“Michael?”
The false name was a reminder. There are rules. There are rules. There are rules.
She rose on tiptoe, drawing closer by the pull of attraction between them.
His hands found her hips, knew just the angle to his grip—she didn’t protest. He tugged her flush against him, and her back arched, just slightly, exactly as he’d hoped it would, her ass pressing—good God—into his groin.
Warmth coursed through his gut and spread out to his limbs and mind. It was part lust—no helping that—and part peace. It was a full-body sensation, burning out pain and loneliness, leaving only this feeling of want and connection.
She tilted her head back.
All her little adjustments meant yes, yes, and yes.
At the moment, hers was the only permission that mattered.
So he kissed her.
***
Michael Reese’s mouth on hers was like being struck by a prolonged bolt of lightning. Every nerve crackled, her blood heating and rushing faster, beating her mindless and throbbing at her core. She needed as if she’d never needed anything before, like oxygen in space or water in a desert. She needed him in order to survive, because she’d gone without feeling like this for so long, too long, since Mom had died. She’d starved herself of the pulse of being alive, of indulgence, of desire. Until now, she’d only chosen romantic fictions of men she could keep at a comfortable distance, and her soul was weaker for it.
But this senseless, crazy rush?
His hands shifted from her hips—she’d sob if he let her go—but he splayed one low on her belly, the other caressing none too gently up to cup a breast. She opened her mouth and their tongues rubbed and tangled. She wanted more, not caring any longer that he was basically a stranger, that she wasn’t being smart or safe. The electric shocks of awareness shook her so badly that she whimpered.
She grabbed his hands where they heated her body. How could she get him inside her, to be full of this incredible feeling, mindless of anything else?
His mouth ripped from hers, and she cried out. But he didn’t let her go. He found the crook of her neck where it met her shoulder and breathed there, panting hot and fast. His hands moved across her body, his arms banding her to him to control her shudders.
“Shhh,” he said against her skin.
The dream surroundings—shapes incomprehensible—gleamed so bright that her vision was dazzled.
“Is it always this intense in dreams?” She wondered who the hell she was, didn’t recognize herself. Or was the heat of the kiss a product of her essential self, too long confined?
“I’m pretty sure it’d be this way between us while awake, too,” he said. “We should experiment.”
The huskiness of his voice, proof that he was similarly affected, made her glow. And like him, she already knew what the outcome of said experiment would be. She’d been putting distance between them from the first moment they’d met for that very reason.
Not him. Dangerous. Bad.
God, who had she thought she was fooling? From her first glance at him, her whole body had become painfully, frighteningly aware. It was just that she couldn’t afford to lose her mind over anything or anyone right now. Maze needed her, always needed her. She was in trouble again.
“You think about it.” Didn’t seem like he’d accept an answer he didn’t like.
Yes, she wanted to try this awake. “You warned me about danger.”
He laughed, and it felt so good rumbling against her.
“I didn’t mean me,” he said.
“I’m pretty sure you’re the most dangerous thing in Rêve.”
“Will you let me show you around? You’ve really got to know how to operate here.”
She knew she was going to love it, no matter what might lurk in the dark. She felt amazing, all-powerful, as though anything and everything were possible.
But then, Michael’s arms were still around her, so that might have had something to do with it.
***
He had to release his hold—couldn’t very well travel holding her as tightly as he was—but he kept a grip on her hand. The hollow in his chest had lit with something. The sensation was so sharp and sweet it almost hurt, and he was scared that it might go out.
Fuck it. Girl was never getting away. Not after a kiss like that. He was near cross-eyed with the need to finish what they’d started—and he would in the waking world. It’d never been like that. Never. If he’d known it could be, he’d have tracked her down years ago. Brought flowers. Begged.
How weird that she was the kind of woman his mom would’ve liked. Pretty and sweet—a nice girl, a young lady. Next to her he was so rough.
But when Jordan looked up into his eyes and said, almost daring him, “Show me,” he forgot how rough he was. Didn’t really matter. They were the same in at least one way that mattered. Dreams were like that.
It’d been so long ago that he’d first tried Rêve, when he’d been plugged into a dirty dream cooked up by a street-corner dealer who’d shifted from selling silver to something even more psychedelic. The crash into sleep had been hard—dangerous by any standard—and the bootleg shared dream had been a twisted mindfuck with talking 2D animals doing bad things to Revelers.
Jordan, on the other hand, was just waking to the possibilities of shared dreaming.
She surveyed her surroundings, which were dimming and growing more detailed. The random crumbled walls became the red brick of a suburban house with windows so dark that they were empty, sad, and frightening. Where she’d grown up, maybe?
Protocol said to begin by walking through her dream and showing her how to take it apart. However, this particular house was so meticulously recreated and solid that it went beyond the mere suggestion of real that was so typical of dreams, to something iconic in her imagination. He was hesitant to move her toward it after they’d started out so well.
Didn’t feel right.
When she yanked her attention away, he took her cue and ignored the house, too. Another time. He had things in his dreams he wanted to ignore, too, and no one should be forced to reveal their darkest places to others or even investigate them themselves if they weren’t ready or didn’t want to.
Next up, the Agora, which she should know about anyway. That’s where she’d learn, crossing into Rêves and observing how they were created, until her talents became evident and she was sent out into dreamspace in whatever capacity Chimera saw fit.
That she would become one of them was a foregone conclusion. Free agents never lasted long. And after she signed up and took her vows, he’d casually break it to her that Michael wasn’t his real name. It was a security measure for anyone who went out in the field.
Rook turned away from the house and drew her down the street. “All the basic stuff to know you should feel, but I’ll go over it anyway.”
In a regular dream, the rest of this neighborhood might materialize out of her memory, but since he was leading, the street gradually deteriorated, more and more houses seeming empty, incomplete, with missing walls. Haunted. The pavement crumbled beneath their feet.
“The further you get from your own dreams, the less control you have,” he said. “Enter another Rêve, and whoever is in control there dictates the setting and what happens. You only control yourself.”
Simple settings—like the Envoi’s beach Rêve—were easiest to create and very commercial, appealing to the masses. But some Rêves were becoming more complex, even plot-driven, so that Revelers could enact stories, each with myriad outcomes. Even he, who’d seen everything, was impressed.
“When you opened that door into the Envoi’s beach Rêve, you broke through the barrier of your individual dreamwaters. Now that you know what it takes to get out, you can do it whenever you want. It’s a feeling, like learning to ride a bike.”
Jordan sent him a sharp look. “What about others getting in? My sister brought someone into the Envoi’s Rêve. And here you are in mine.”
Exactly. So smart. Like she knew what he was thinking. “Yes, some people have a knack for crossing boundaries.”
“Do I?”
The woman was a total wild card. “Don’t know yet. Give yourself time to acclimate before you try anything.”
The pavement crumbled at last into the boundary of a vast, empty plain, what agents called the Scrape, though who had initially found and named it, no one knew. Beyond the edge of her dream, the ground rippled like a desert or the ocean floor, grains pushed continually over each other by a constant harsh wind.
She gaped at the emptiness before her. Yeah, it had that effect.
“There are no rules in the Scrape. No one controls it. You can feel pain. You can die. You don’t go out here alone, not for a long time, you hear me?”
She shook her head like she didn’t want to in the first place.
“We’re going to cross into the Agora,” Rook said, which he could already sense as a wavering desert oasis of matte silver light, less vibrant and colorful than a real dream. It’d take only one step to get from here to there. “Agora is Greek for meeting place, and all legal shared dreaming that initiates in the United States occurs there. Agents come and go at will, and you’ve been granted temporary access with an escort.”
The fierce Scrape wind screamed in his ear as he stepped out of her dream, drawing Jordan with him.
“Oh God, oh God, oh God,” she chanted as her hair whipped crazily around her head.
People got lost in the desert, which is why he shifted from holding her hand to putting an arm around her shoulders. He appreciated any excuse to pull her close.
In one electric pulse, they crossed into the silence of an inactive Rêve in the Agora. They arrived in an area where no dream was in effect, so the space was vast and dark. The Agora’s characteristic Corinthian columns created an infinite grid on a horizontal plane within the darkness. In reality, there was only one pillar repeating over and over again, but that was the stuff of popular trivia.
Marshal Harlen Fawkes was leaning against a pillar, apparently waiting for their arrival. As a tracker, Rook rarely stayed in one Rêve for long, but the Agora was Fawkes’s territory. After someone like Jordan was scouted, she would usually be given to a specialist for orientation in the different venues.
Yeah, not this time. Rook had no intention of giving her up.
“Coll told me to expect a new Reveler,” Fawkes drawled, shifting his weight in his big boots. “He didn’t tell me she was beautiful.”
“Jordan Lane,” Rook said drily, “this is Marshal Harlen Fawkes.”
“Nice to meet you,” Jordan said. “I didn’t know there were marshals in Rêve. Isn’t it supposed to be safe already?”
Rook liked the implication of her statement, If Rêve is safe, what’s this guy good for?
“Well, I keep it that way.” Fawkes swaggered forward while simultaneously putting on at least two inches in height and bulking himself up noticeably with muscle under his shirt. He had stretched a big, white cartoon smile. Must think he was so damn charming.
Likewise, Jordan chuckled, a gorgeous low sound.
Introduction officially over, Rook thought. “You got any Rêves going today?”
“In fact I do.” But Fawkes kept his attention on Jordan. “High-end dating meet-and-greet. I had to throw out a scammer who got in without paying the twenty grand fee,” he bragged for her. “Seems the elite want to make sure they only dream-hump other elite.”
“How very classist,” Jordan responded.
It was true: the wealthy got access to Rêve. The poor waited on lists or found illegal hookups, like Jordan’s little sister. Like him, too, before Coll scammed him into joining Chimera.
“Yeah, and the Army’s got some freaky History of War going, but I’ll steer you clear of that shit.” Fawkes shrugged melodramatically. “I don’t like violence. I resort to it sometimes, but I don’t like it.”
Rook put a hand to Fawkes’s massive pectorals and pushed him away from her. “Anything else?”
Fawkes swiveled his eyeballs in their sockets to address Rook. “Just the usual. There’s a boardwalk full of retirees—” He flashed those bright whites again at Jordan. “—but she’d probably enjoy something a little more exciting. Hmmm…. Jungle?”
Jordan merely blinked.
“Alien adventure?”
Rook wanted to laugh when a little line of alarm appeared between her eyebrows.
“Or do you go in for symbolic, existentialist bullshit? We could preview the Rêve co-curated by the Museum of Modern Art and NYU. Been babysitting them all week.”
“The existentialist bullshit sounds very intriguing,” Jordan said with a friendly wink, “but whatever Michael has got planned is good for me, thanks.”
Rook didn’t hide his smile this time. His girl saw through all kinds of illusions. Maybe that’s how her talent would manifest.
Fawkes’s thumb jacked Rook’s way. “This guy? Now don’t get me wrong, he’s a good agent and all.”
“Gee, thanks,” Rook mumbled.
“But you don’t want to go where he goes, darlin’.” The marshal was talking now, not Fawkes, the ladies’ man. “It’ll mess with your head. You have to be a little psychotic to track psychotics. Have to have spilled blood to cross into the dreams of someone who does it for fun.”
Rook didn’t contradict him because the good marshal had barely touched the surface of the things Rook had seen and done, both in Rêve and in the waking world. On behalf of Chimera, he’d become the killers they wanted to catch. He’d gone so deep that the nightmares stalked him now.
A warning was warranted, and since Rook intended to be as greedy as possible where Jordan was concerned—he was no hero, never had been, had no aspirations to be—this was all the caution she was going to get.
Innocent Jordan lifted her face, that sharp sparkle in her eyes, and repeated, “I’m good with Michael, thanks.”
***
“What a character,” Jordan said as Michael led her away from the marshal and toward another massive pillar, where he was going to show her how Rêves were built and maintained.
The columns of the Agora were common knowledge. A sketch of one was the logo on the official Agora website. And regardless of what company was hosting the Rêve, all had the column somewhere at the bottom of their advertising. But staring up at the massive things, how they vanished into darkness beyond sight, was a wow kind of crick in the neck.
“Rêve’s full of characters,” Michael said, “but you get in trouble in the Agora, you call for a marshal or you get to one of the columns and a marshal will find you. The columns are like home base. You’re safe there.”
The massive things couldn’t be in every Rêve, though. It would mess up the theme of the dream. To that effect, she chuckled. “Are columns in the alien adventure he mentioned?” Spaceships whizzing around them in a laser fight. Right.
But Michael was serious. “Yes, if you look for them. If you want to see them. No columns, you’re not in the Agora. Means you’re lost in the dreamwaters. Means no one knows where you are. No one can help you.”
“Couldn’t you just wake up?”
Michael looked at her. “Try to wake up. Right now.”
She didn’t want this to end, wanted to stay with him longer, share the dream, but she was suddenly worried. “How?”
“Exactly. You don’t know yet. And there are people who can hold you under if you’re not strong enough. What would you do?”
She had no idea whatsoever. The thought that she couldn’t wake up when she wanted to was the most frightening thing she’d learned yet. “Point taken. I’ll stay in the Agora or in my own dreams. For now.”
He didn’t seem to like her answer. He hesitated, looking at her, then grabbed her shoulders and kissed her hard on the mouth. As soon as she tilted up into it—yes, more—he pulled away. “For now? God, Jordan. Don’t try anything without backup. Don’t cross anywhere.”
“But you do.” The marshal had said Michael followed psychotics and killers. “You cross dreams. You crossed into mine. Are you going to teach me how?”
“If I can, yeah. But you’re nowhere near ready. There are very bad people Darkside.”
“The ones you go after.”
“Used to go after. I’ve had enough.” He shrugged, the frustration easing out of his expression. “I like recruiting now.”
Hmm. She didn’t want him going into any other woman’s dream. Made her grumbly inside. “You could be a marshal like that other guy.” Just a suggestion.
“Well, technically, I am one already. I’m just assigned to a different task force. Usually I work alone.”
Oh. She looked away to cover her disappointment. She’d been thinking how awesome it would be to go to sleep every night and find him here waiting for her. There were lots of things she wanted to try, and the first thing on her list required his participation.
But this was his job. She was his job.
The memory of their kiss tingled on her lips.
Well, not just his job, she hoped. He’d felt something, too. She had to cool her jets, was all. Infatuation was what this was—the excitement of all these firsts. All of them amazing. Out of everything the Rêve had to offer, his kiss had definitely been the best. She was pretty sure seconds were going to be better. And thirds.
She wanted to hurry up and take it slow at the same time. She’d never been with anyone like him. For good reason, probably. The crash when this ended was going to be brutal. But she didn’t care. Nope, not one bit.
“Okay, so what would you like to start with?” Michael had called up a lightpanel in front of the column and was flicking though the screens. “Did any of the Rêves Fawkes mentioned appeal to you?”
But Jordan’s attention was caught elsewhere. There was someone else walking toward them in the dark space between the columns. Another marshal?
“You pick,” she said to Michael as she took a step away to get a better look.
It was a kid.
His torn jeans and dirty shirt said he was tough, but he still had that childlike, almost girly smoothness to his face. No hormones going on yet, so maybe ten?
What the heck was he doing out in the middle of the Agora? A person had to be eighteen to be able to participate in shared dreaming. Marshal Fawkes wasn’t doing his job.
She bent her knees and leaned forward as he came close. “Hey, are you lost?”
The kid’s eyes filled with tears—poor little guy—and he drew a breath to speak. Michael would know what to do. She almost turned to get him, but the longer she looked at the boy, the less kidlike he appeared. His eyes seemed old and sick. Very sick. So not a kid.
“Jordan!” Michael roared.
The kid leapt on her, rolled them both in mid-air, and brought her down in a dizzy drop, straddling her belly. He drew an arm back, as if to strike—
—but Michael grabbed his wrist and yanked him up and off her. Threw the kid a couple of yards away, where he hit another column with a bone-crack and collapsed on the floor.
Jordan was trying to sit up, when Rook reached forward, presumably to help her up.
But instead he pushed her hard on her chest. “Wake up!”
She fell backward into a stunned collapse, her vision momentarily blanking. When she opened her eyes again, the early pink of dawn illuminated her bedroom curtains.



CHAPTER 5
Vince Blackman clicked through the file he’d found in his morning email. “Yeah, Dad, tell them this should work well.”
The file detailed the history of the other guy who’d been following Jordan Lane. Hell of a childhood. He had to be Chimera, what with the way he’d disappeared from his life so long ago. There was no record of him past seventeen.
Chimera were supposed to be able to do strange things—both in Rêve and in real life. They were ghosts. They had powers. Or they had really good PR people making them into urban legends. The spin was smart, psychological. Would carry into dreams, where they were supposed to dominate.
“I’ll show it to her this morning,” Vince said.
“They think you should already have her,” his father growled. “Does it always take you this long to land a woman?”
“There are Chimera everywhere watching her.”
“We have people watching her, too.”
We? That was a laugh. His father wasn’t one of them, no matter how much he wanted to be.
“I can’t get close,” Vince said. “She has to come to me.”
“And here I thought you were a Blackman.”
His father had made his bed and was looking for anyone other than himself to lie in it. “Careful, Dad.” His own threat. Jordan Lane didn’t deserve a life of fear. Neither did Vince.
“Son, I’m sorry. I saw them hurt someone last night.”
Case in point. The only way to do business with people like that was to refuse to do so from the beginning. It was ego and greed that had driven his father to accept to so much money without the ability to repay.
“Please, son. For me. Bring the girl in.”
***
Rook glanced up at Jordan’s tall apartment building, a knife-twisting feeling in his gut. The kiss had been spontaneous—he didn’t regret it—but the nightmare that had followed him? Shit. That the kid would attack her? And in the Agora?
She’d had a very rude awakening.
Jordan seemed like someone who did a lot of hard thinking in the cool light of day, making decisions and coming to unshakeable, maddening conclusions. With every second that passed, it felt like she was moving farther and farther from him.
He’d know when he saw her.
Beside him, Coll sipped his coffee while they waited for a break in traffic to cross the street. Coll (aka Conner for the time being) had an appointment with the Lane sisters at 7 a.m. Maisie Lane had evidently told Jordan about Coll, and Jordan had asked to meet him herself. Jordan didn’t trust her little sister’s instincts where people were concerned.
Rook hoped she didn’t mind if he tagged along. All things considered, it wouldn’t hurt if she knew he and Coll worked together.
“Fawkes tells me there was a rogue incursion in the Agora last night.” Coll took another pull from his coffee.
The incursion in question was not a rogue. It was the nightmare that followed Rook around, and its name was Joshua. Joshua Kenneth Rook, little brother, deceased eleven years.
But Coll couldn’t know about that. He wouldn’t understand anyway, sticking as close to the surface of dreamspace as he did. To Rook’s knowledge, Coll had never gone deep Darkside. Never seen those kinds of nightmares or stirred them within himself. As far as Coll knew, some Reveler had simply broken into the Agora.
“I booted him,” Rook said.
“Did you track him?” Traffic broke and they both cut across the four lanes of the street.
No need to track. The signature of the rogue was his own, so Rook knew exactly where it came from. Himself. Which is why he’d switched from Special Cases to recruitment. If he stayed near the surface, in silly Rêves or orienting Jordan, then maybe the nightmare would fade away.
“Lost him at the Scrape,” Rook said, though he’d never lost anyone there, ever. Other trackers did. Not him.
Coll opened the glass door to take them inside the building. The agent posted in the atrium nodded good morning to both of them. Coll and Rook nodded back.
“All right. The Agora marshals have been warned to keep an eye out. We’ve got more and more people trying to sneak in. Had to shut down a website last week that gave step-by-step instructions on how to build a shared dreaming interface.”
“I’m glad that’s not my problem.” Rook hit the elevator button.
“Not mine either, but we are going to see more rogues. Did he bother Jordan?”
“Got a little too close. I woke her.”
Not the Rêve send-off he’d have preferred. He’d been going over and over the night in his mind, second-guessing himself.
The rules against fraternizing with marks, for example. He’d always been going to touch her eventually—that was a given—but maybe he should’ve waited, gone slow. She didn’t seem like the type to do things on impulse.
But the electricity between them—that was just how it was. She’d have to deal with it, accept it. Or, hell, he would, when she shook her head and said, I made a mistake. In the waking world she was so stubborn. So reserved.
The elevator dinged, the door slid open, and the guard posted on her floor murmured the okay into his throat mic.
Had she been scared? What if she was scared today? He just didn’t know any girls like her, so he couldn’t speculate on what her reaction might be.
The knife in Rook’s belly twisted again.
Guess he’d just have to find out.
***
Awake.
Michael had woken her up.
Which meant that super-creepy kid had to have been bad news.
But Michael could handle him, was handling him. He just didn’t want a newbie in the way, which kind of disappointed her—she wanted to see the man in action so badly—but she understood. Another time.
Please, pretty please, let there be another time. It was going to kill her if she had to wait a whole day until she could see him again.
Jordan rolled over in bed and put her face into her pillow to stifle a squeal. All of her was smiling as if she were sixteen years old again and contemplating going all the way.
Michael Reese, the sexy bad boy of her dreams. He was the opposite of her type—the type she’d carefully weighed and decided upon a couple of years ago. She still had her Must List of qualities around here somewhere, now totally irrelevant.
She wiped the happy smile from her face. Time to get real. Set some parameters.
Rule number one: She wasn’t sleeping with him until they’d shared at least one meal together.
Smart decision. She felt good about it. Solid.
Rule number two:
Nothing else came to mind, and she was in no mood to strain herself. She’d had a very busy night.
She bounced out of bed and into the bathroom. She had a half hour to get ready for work. Had to choose clothes that were equal parts flirty, in case she saw Michael, and serious, for the first meeting with Vince Blackman’s SpiderSly team, the appointment set yesterday at lunch.
She’d grab a banana and some granola and eat while she got ready.
She burst out of her bedroom door and into the front room, where Maze sat cross-legged on the sofa, chowing on a bowl of cereal while staring at her laptop screen. Her magenta hair was in a messy bun on top of her head, no makeup. Wearing her bunny pajama top with slouchy fuzzy socks.
“He’s coming over soon.”
Jordan froze in her tracks. “Who is?”
Belligerently, Maze lifted her gaze. “The total prick who’s helping me. I told him that he had to pass the Jordan test, so will you be a good sister and give him Jordan-style hell?”
Jordan blinked. “One more time?”
Maze groaned. Put her bowl on the coffee table to grab for a soda can. In the morning. “You know, the ‘official’ guy I told you about who was going to help me with my Rêve issues?”
Oh. “He’s coming here now?” Jordan looked at the barricaded door. Who set meetings so early in the morning?
Michael had said that others would want to recruit her, too, maybe even by making her disappear from her life.
So, no.
“Call your guy and reschedule,” Jordan said. Maybe Michael could help her assess him. “I have to work. Real people go to work in the morning.”
Sis rolled her eyes. “That’s why he’s coming so early. To catch you.”
“Maisie, I’m not opening the door to a stranger.”
“He’s not a stranger. He’s an asshole. There’s a difference.”
Sure enough, the doorbell rang, bing-bong. Jordan looked at the door, then back at Maisie, then down at her own pink pajamas. “No.”
Maze threw her hands up. “Fine. Actually, I’m glad. I didn’t want to work with him anyway. We’ll go with your guy, Michael. I like him a lot.”
“I like him, too,” Jordan said, returning her attention to the door.
“Oh-ho-ho,” sang her sister. “So the night went well, did it?”
The doorbell rang again. There was no way she was opening the door, but she could look through the peephole.
“Get 9-1-1 ready on your phone,” Jordan commanded. If what Michael said was true, this guy might try to force his way in.
She tiptoed, breathing fast, and put an eye to the little circular glass. Spotted a man in a suit and tie. Clean cut. Shaven. Could be a missionary, for all she knew, since they came in pairs, and there were two of them. The first guy shifted, so she could glimpse the one behind him.
Then she pulled back. “Oh, God. I’m gonna die.”
Behind her, Maze said urgently, “Police, please. We have an intruder.”
Jordan whipped around. “No. It’s fine.” It was so not fine. “I didn’t tell you to call them.”
Maze still held the phone to her ear. “You sounded scared.”
A loud knock rattled the skinny console table blocking the door.
Jordan started back a few feet. “Michael Reese is out there with another man, who I guess is your asshole.”
Maze ended the call to EMS and dropped her phone in her lap. “Hmm. I didn’t see that coming.”
“And I look like this.” Jordan gestured from her head down.
They stared at each other in silence.
“All right,” Maze said, standing. “I’ll get the door and buy you five minutes.”
Little sis was in a sleep shirt herself, but at the moment, Jordan didn’t care. “You should’ve warned me someone was coming. Woken me up!”
“I didn’t know it would be your lov-er,” Maze shot back. “Now get.”
Jordan dashed back into her room, and closed and locked the door. She heard the loud scrape of the console table moving. A pause, then the low murmur of male voices.
This was not happening.
She peeled off her sweats and tore into the plastic of her dry cleaning. Slacks were easy, but she’d have to wear heels. Nude bra and blouse. She didn’t have time to do much with her face. A little tinted lotion and mascara. She yanked a brush through her hair a couple of times and fashioned a quick low ponytail.
When she opened her bedroom door, she tried to appear cool, but a hot drip of sweat burned down her spine.
The men turned to look—Michael’s gaze meeting her own like a plug in a socket. She felt a buzzing current in places he hadn’t yet touched. Which, come to think of it, was all of her.
The silk blouse had been a mistake. Her skin was warming. It was going to cling.
And then there was the other guy—tall, sort of good-looking in a less dynamic way. Not like Michael, who drew her gaze again. Behind them Maze was nodding and mouthing oh yeah in the most exaggerated way possible.
Jordan ignored her and held out her hand. “Mr. Reese, so good to see you again.”
He shook hers, laughter in his eyes, but his voice was steady when he said, “Likewise.”
She was crushing so hard. The man was going to break her heart. She had that Must List for a reason.
Jordan shifted her attention, holding out her hand again. “And Maze has mentioned you, Mister—”
Warm, dry shake. “Steven Conner. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Lane. Michael says he’s never seen someone be so lucid and in control so quickly.”
What else had Michael said?
“I didn’t know the two of you worked together.” Jordan gestured toward the sofa, where—fabulous—Maze’s cocoon of covers still lay.
Maze jumped to help gather them up and toss them to the side so the men could sit. Then she dived for her breakfast dishes too, which clattered, spoon flying. Slammed her laptop shut.
Jordan lowered herself into the only chair. She could feel the back of her blouse sticking to her skin. She sucked in her belly so the same wouldn’t happen to the front. She should’ve gone with a knit. Note to self: Silk was not sexy when sweaty.
Mr. Conner took the seat nearest her on the sofa. “I scouted Michael ages ago, when he was a teenager. He was in my first batch of recruitments, actually. I was just a couple years older. Was supposed to win them over with swagger and promises of unlimited Rêve.”
“Oh?” Jordan would not, absolutely not, look at Michael again. But the tall, hot man stood near her side, within reaching distance. She could feel the heat coming off him from where she sat.
“He went on to Special Cases,” Mr. Conner continued, occasionally glancing at Maze to include her, “but I’ve mostly stuck with recruiting.” He focused again on Jordan. “Now I’ve got my own special case in your sister, who refuses to divulge her contacts. I’m hoping you’ll help me convince her.”
Maze folded her arms and glared meaningfully at Jordan. She’d wanted Jordan-style hell unleashed on this guy. Okay, fine. But Jordan had to be quick, because she had to change her blouse and get to her SpiderSly meeting. She had a half hour max. Michael could follow, if he wanted. She really hoped he wanted.
She put her hands together calmly. “And why would she do that?”
Mr. Conner slanted a look back at Maze. “Perhaps because she’s working with dangerous criminals?”
“Wouldn’t it be in her best interests not to inform against them until she is certain of her safety?”
Maze, happy with the point Jordan had just made, raised her eyebrows gleefully at Mr. Conner.
“What about the safety of Rêve?” he shot back. “Of the people in Rêve?” Also directed at Maze, who now narrowed her eyes at him, daring him to do his worst.
“I don’t care about them,” Jordan said. “I care about my sister. And if Rêve is dangerous, then the public should know.”
“They will come after her,” he said to Maze.
“They will regardless.” It’s the cold hard truth, sister. Hear it. “She doesn’t have to piss them off first.”
Mr. Conner’s attention shifted over and up. “Reese, since you’re clearly in bed with Jordan, do you think you might also persuade her to see reason?”
Jordan flushed, hot and fast, but that’s what the bastard wanted: to throw her off balance. No such luck. Not when her little sister was in the mix.
She restrained herself from peeking at Michael—which was like fighting the pull of gravity—and smiled warmly instead, disregarding Mr. Conner, and looked with pride—faked, of course—at troublemaking, judgment-challenged Maze Lane.
“My sister has gone into business for herself. She has a rare and marketable skillset—” No matter how stupidly employed. “—and a ready clientele, regardless of what you think of them.”
Jordan looked back at Mr. Conner. “Instead of attempting to embarrass me, which will only backfire, why don’t you simply make her a better offer?”
***
Rook wanted to kiss her smart mouth. He liked her better in the pink sweats she’d worn in the dream. She was softer, more touchable.
But give him ten seconds and he’d have her out of her work clothes, so aloof and professional. Or not out completely—he wanted to use his mouth against that silk, make it as damp and clingy on her breasts as it was on her graceful spine.
He should’ve warned Coll he didn’t have a chance against her. Not his Jordan.
She didn’t seem scared about the nightmare in the Agora last night. And she hadn’t even flinched when Coll had been a jackass and tried to mess with her by mentioning that they’d been intimate.
They hadn’t. Yet.
“Now, really,” she said as she stood, “I’ve got to go. I have a meeting in twenty minutes.”
She must have been kicking Coll out of her apartment, because Rook wasn’t going anywhere. He was sticking close from now until she was resettled, and even then, he didn’t plan to go far.
He liked her current place, knew it would be hard to leave. It’d been lived in, made homey. The walls were a pale shade of sunshine yellow, with smiling faces grinning out of picture frames. Books were stacked and forgotten on the shelves. A pile of mail was held down by a kitty statuette. She had a comfortable rather than stylish sofa, and struggling plants in the pots by the window. She could make this elsewhere. She’d have to.
She’d have to move and modify how she kept in contact with family or friends. Her current place just wasn’t safe enough.
There were dangers in Rêve, and yes, she could be trained to avoid or successfully confront them. But a Rêve danger could sometimes be solved easily by simply taking out the Chimera in the waking world. While they were sleeping, even. Too many people already knew about her, and her sister’s thriving biz was going to turn curious eyes Jordan’s way for lots of reasons.
But he wasn’t fool enough to think she’d drastically alter her life without a fight.
“Do you have to go in? There are some important things we need to discuss.”
“Yes. I’m pitching this morning. Big account.”
Coll chuckled at Rook. “Tough, isn’t she?”
“And I’ve got classes,” Maisie said. “I’d better run, too.”
Coll sent a cutting look Maisie’s way. “You haven’t attended classes in over six weeks. I checked.”
“It’s been that long?” Maisie said innocently. “Then I better make sure I’m there today. I’ve got a lot of catch-up work to do.”
Coll and Jordan’s little sister bickered while Jordan stepped back toward what had to be her bedroom.
Rook followed her to the door, and before she closed it, slipped in behind her.
“I need a moment of priv—”
He shut her up with a kiss. Got his hands on that silk and was rucking it up as he shut the door with his boot.
She didn’t push him off, just gave a startled gasp, then melted into him. Her hands found their way inside his jacket, gripping his shirt at his back. His found the cup of her bra, but he didn’t have the patience to work a clasp, so he pushed it up over her breast and thumbed the peaking nipple he discovered there.
She was so soft, so perfect. He wanted to touch her everywhere, kiss her everywhere.
She tilted her head back to breathe, and he raked her ear, her jawline, her slender collarbone with his mouth and teeth, and accidentally popped a tiny top button on her blouse in his enthusiasm. Everything about her was too delicate for his handling, but he couldn’t help himself. What was it about her?
“Your boss is right outside,” she said, but her hands were now gripping his hair at the roots.
“He’s not my boss. And he obviously already knows something is going on.”
His mouth had found its target.
She gave that throaty laugh, the one that he now knew was real. No pretenses. “Michael. I’m going to be late as it is.”
The Michael was bucket of cold water over his head. Damned if she’d be calling out a fake name when he pushed inside her.
“We need to talk,” he said again, regretfully pulling away. “Get some things out in the open.”
“Yes, I agree.” Her fingers nimbly undid the rest of her blouse’s buttons.
He smiled wolfishly as she whipped it off.
“Stay back,” she warned. Then sent him a sly smile. “Later?”
“Uh-huh,” he growled.
She went with a blue top of sorts. Still pretty, just not as much fun.
Flushing, she asked, “When will I see you?”
“All the time.”
She grinned. “I mean tonight.”
The explaining would have to start now. “I’m not letting you out of my sight. I can’t. You are still at risk.” And would be until she started a new life.
With a finger comb through her hair, she adjusted her ponytail. “You can’t follow me around every minute of every day.”
He didn’t say anything, but her good brain was already working.
“You can’t follow me around all the time.” She said it like a conclusion.
“We’ll talk about it after work.” Rook gave her a quick once-over. “You ready yet? You’re really running very late.”
His joke didn’t make her laugh. Trouble was brewing in her eyes, the implications compounding. Finally she said, “Right. Let’s go.”
She kissed her sister, warned her on pain of death to be safe, and made certain that Mr. Conner—Coll—would see that she didn’t get into trouble. But Jordan was quiet on the drive over to her office—they took Rook’s car—quiet through the parking garage, and quiet up the elevator.
The elevator door dinged open, but before she stepped out, she asked, “Is there a point to my going into work today?”
Rook didn’t lie. “A show of normalcy until other arrangements are made.”
“Hmm,” she said, and strode out.
The meeting in question, of course, was with none other than Millions himself, who was waiting in the same glass-and-chrome conference room where Rook had met her yesterday.
“No, you can’t go in with me,” Jordan said before he even asked.
“He could have a weapon,” Rook countered.
“He doesn’t have a weapon,” she replied irritably, “and what could you possibly do if he did?”
Rook didn’t want to answer that—it was a little too far down the rabbit hole even for Alice—but he settled for watching the conference room door from the discreet vantage point of an empty office.
He didn’t want to scare Jordan with all the things he could do, but he made damn sure Millions got a look at him before he angled out of direct sight.
***
“You should call the police,” Vince said immediately after the door shut behind her.
Jordan really wished she hadn’t asked for help and allowed him to look into Michael Reese yesterday. “He hasn’t done anything,” she said. “I’m sorry I bothered you with it. We should get on with my presentation for SpiderSly.”
“Forget SpiderSly. That man has harassed you. Stalked you. How did he get you to let him accompany you to work?”
Putting a hand to her head, she searched for a plausible explanation. Sighed. Went with a version of the truth. “Apparently, it’s his job to watch me. He was hired to follow me to make sure I’m safe. And that’s all I’m at liberty to say.”
Vince wasn’t buying it. “Hired by whom?”
Jordan had no answer for that. It was a crap story and she knew it, but better that than talk about Chimera.
Vince grabbed his tablet. Lit the screen. “Because I did look into him as you asked. Broke one or two laws to make it quick.”
Oh no. She should’ve skipped work today and let someone else present to Vince. She could be in bed right now, skewered by Michael, not Vince’s information.
“And Michael Reese isn’t even his real name.”
Quite suddenly, Vince had her full attention.
Likewise, he made a sound of satisfaction. “I bribed the Envoi for their security tapes, then did a facial recognition search, which brought up sealed records—don’t ask how I got into those.”
Jordan felt Michael watching her from the other side of the glass. She could just make out the hulk of his shadow.
“His real name is Malcolm Rook, and he’s got a violent history, starting with the death of his little brother Joshua some eleven years ago.”
Malcolm Rook. Yeah, that suited him better.
Vince showed her a black and white picture of a young boy. A boy that Jordan recognized. Just last night he’d flipped her on her back, straddled her, and had been about to strike before Mich— no, Malcolm Rook yanked him off her.
The boy was his little brother.
Had Rook been involved in his death somehow? Because he hadn’t been responsible. That much she was sure of.
Michael or Malcolm, whoever the hell he was, might have killed people in his line of work, like that marshal had suggested, but he was not a killer. Not like that.
“It was written up as an accident,” Vince continued, “but the situation was sketchy. Lots of questions. After that your friend there, Mal—” Yeah, she got it, mal meaning bad. “—ran away from home and survived on the streets by stealing and dealing silver. And then two years later he’s connected to another mysterious death, that of another street kid, this time dealing in bootlegged Rêve. After that, nothing. He has no record, not so much as a driver’s license. He drops off the face of the planet, until now, when he drops into your lap. My investigator suggests organized crime.”
Not organized crime, Jordan thought. Chimera.
And Malcolm Rook dropped off the face of the planet because he wasn’t permitted to live openly. It’s what had been worrying her all morning because it’d suddenly dawned on her that she wouldn’t be able to live openly, either. It’s why he was sticking close, because people knew where she lived and worked. Why they had to “talk”—he had yet to drop the bomb that she had to pack up and disappear. Mr. Conner, if that was his real name, would probably be suggesting the same thing to Maze, who was not going to cooperate no matter what threats he threw at her.
Vince touched her arm to catch her attention again. “Get away from him and stay away. In fact, I’d feel more comfortable if you came and stayed at my place for a little while. Separate rooms, of course. A little vacation.”
Huh. Vince actually was a reasonable option. He made sense.
Michael, or Malcolm, had lied to her, which made her tighten with anxiety, but the more she thought about it…she didn’t blame him. Either she trusted him or she didn’t. And if he had wanted to harm her or Maze, he’d had the opportunity several times.
“That’s a generous offer,” she said. “I need a little time to think about it.”
She didn’t need time—the answer was no—but putting Vince off seemed easier than refusing, which would beg other questions and concerns.
And if she was correct about what Rêve had done to her life, then it was pointless to come in to work tomorrow anyway. Messieurs Conner and Rook could deal with the local authorities when Vince put in his missing persons report about her.
Served them right.
“You don’t have the luxury of time, Jordan,” Vince pressed. “Malcolm Rook, a known criminal, sits a few yards from this room.”
She smiled reassuringly. “And as far as he knows, you’re just a client. Not a friend who’s helping me out.”
The friend thing seemed to work, because Vince relaxed. “I’d like to be more than a friend. Leave with me now. We’ll work out the rest as we go. You can even bring your sister. I know you don’t do anything without her.”
Jordan cooled at the mention of Maisie. “I’m not prepared to make a decision right now.”
“Well, I can’t very well let you leave with Malcolm Rook.”
Vince was smooth. Vince was polite and articulate. But for the first time, she heard the subtle break of a threat.
“There’s a simple way to resolve this.” Jordan stepped to the corner of the conference room, where she could signal Malcolm to join them so he could explain why he was there himself. Put him on the spot.
“The way to resolve this is to get the hell out of here, then call the police.”
Jordan wasn’t listening. She’d caught Malcolm’s eye—he straightened in his chair when he noticed her.
He didn’t seem to realize that his creepy little brother was back, this time in the waking world, standing with malevolent patience at his shoulder.
Oh dear God.
“Jordan, let’s leave together right now,” Vince was saying behind her. “I have people who can protect you.”
Aggravated, she half-turned, not taking her gaze from the boy, and waved Vince silent.
It was Vince’s body dropping to the floor that brought her attention all the way around.



CHAPTER 6
“I told you we needed to talk,” Rook said. The elevator wasn’t coming quickly enough, so he directed Jordan to the stairs. She’d go even faster without those damn shoes.
“I’m freaking out here,” Jordan snapped. “You tell me what just happened right now.”
“You drowned him, is all.” Rook was reeling. Holy hell, she drowned him. “He’ll float back up to the surface sooner or later.”
Rook had propped him in a chair to sleep off the effects. With his head bobbing forward like that, Millions looked like he was reading something on his tablet. Not the file on Malcolm Rook, however. That had been deleted.
Aptitude didn’t begin to describe the talent Jordan had. Brilliance got a little closer. Genius?
“Drowning sounds like he’s dead.” Panic laced her every word.
Technically, she probably could kill if she wanted to.
Rook paused on the fourth floor landing. Looked her right in the eyes. “Drowning is Darkside lingo, that’s all. When we go under, it’s like going under water. Drowning someone means you shoved them deep into their dreams.”
“So he’s okay?”
Rook dodged. “He might move into a Rêve if he has access, and a guy like that probably does.”
She was on to him, because she asked again, “You’re sure he’s okay?”
“Yes.” He hoped. He’d have Coll follow up. Backup was probably already in the conference room. Rook had no idea where they’d take the unconscious body or what they’d tell Jordan’s office.
“Think about it, Jordan. I woke you up last night from inside a dream.” Hadn’t worked on Vince just now, though. “I can also put someone to sleep.”
The skill was tricky to master and it usually took a lot of experience. She’d basically pulled the carpet right out from under Millions with no effort.
“We can do things,” Rook said. “All Chimera can. Shared dreaming brings the abilities out.”
Her frown grew truly tragic.
“It’s going to be all right,” he promised. “I’ll make sure you’re all right.”
She shook her head.
If that wasn’t what was bothering her, then— “What? Tell me.”
She went steely. “I saw your brother again.”
Joshua. She’d seen him. “While you were awake?”
“Just before I…drowned Vince, but then Joshua disappeared right after. He was there, beside you, and now he’s gone again.”
Okay. “That’d be darksight. I already knew you had that.” More complicated was that she’d learned that the boy was his brother Joshua. Rook’s nightmare was not going away. It was manifesting for others to see. “I have darksight, too. It’s what allows me to track my Special Cases. It’s a good thing.”
“Seeing that boy is a good thing?”
“Good for you, yes. The fact that he’s there in the first place? No.” He gestured for them to continue down the stairs. “But Joshua is my problem. My bad history catching up with me. You might not be able to see him at the moment, but my guess is he’s still there and will be waiting next time I go Darkside. I’ll deal with him.”
It was an empty promise. He’d already tried, but nothing was working. Joshua was getting worse. Rook was going to have to at least tell Coll, now that Jordan knew. And Coll would understand Rook’s sudden shift to recruitment. He might question his stability. Might take him off handling Jordan.
And damn it, maybe that was a good thing. He didn’t want his past messing with her. He had no business screwing up her transition. It was hard enough.
Jordan descended the steps next to him. A couple of photographs nudged out of her purse. She’d taken what personal effects she could grab in thirty seconds. Another kitty, too. Must be a thing with her. Apparently she’d deduced that she wouldn’t be coming back to her office.
“I saw Blackman’s file on me,” Rook said. Better to have it out in the open.
Took a few steps, but finally, she began, “Did you—?”
When she didn’t finish, he turned to her again. “Did I what?”
“Nothing. Never mind. Let’s go.”
He didn’t know what exactly she’d intended to ask, but he went with the worst question that came to mind. The one that haunted him.
“Yes, Jordan,” he said. “I killed Joshua. He was nine. I was fourteen. I shoved him into the road, and he got hit by a car.”
“You didn’t mean to.”
“In that moment I was angry enough at him not to care, not to look both ways. It didn’t occur to me that anything could hurt him. I had no idea that he could actually die. Thought we were both fucking immortal.”
She’d frozen. Wasn’t breathing. Just looked at him with that expression of dismay, tears threatening to spill.
“Any more questions?”
She shook her head, and it sent one tear skating down her cheek. She quickly wiped it away.
Yeah, they were both having a shitty day. “Then let’s go.”
They descended the last floors in a silence made of her heels clumping and his occasional shuffling, and he pushed out the exit on P1.
When they were on the road, he called Coll to follow up.
Vince had been taken to the hospital, where he would be kept until he awoke. Doctors had been told to call it a stroke. Officially, Vincent Blackman was in a coma. Worst case, someone—a tracker—would have to go Darkside and find him. Bring him back to the waking world.
“I’ve got my own epic problems,” Coll continued. “Crazy Maisie has tried to lose me twice. At least yours does what you say. Jordan could drown your ass just as easily as she did Blackman, but she doesn’t.”
He and Jordan had other issues. “Maybe if you took a less hardline approach.”
“Yeah, I know all about your kind of approach.”
The chemistry between him and Jordan hadn’t been deliberate, but he hadn’t fought it, either. “There are worse ways to fail.”
Coll gave a hard laugh. “I’ll take it under consideration. Maisie Lane is enjoying my pursuit way too much. Keep her sister safe, or I’m a dead man.”
When Rook ended the call, Jordan finally spoke. “Where are we going?”
“Your place, so you can pick up some things. Coll is taking care of Blackman. You’ve nothing to worry about there.”
If he didn’t wake up soon, Rook would go after him himself.
“Coll?”
Mistake. “The Chimera agent watching your sister. We use aliases while recruiting in case our mark decides against us, or worse, turns against us. Are you going to decide against Chimera?”
Because she now knew their real names. He really didn’t want to bring in a picker to remove them from her memory. He’d done so in the past, but the thought was foul when it came to her.
That silent, steely composure came over her again. No tears now.
He didn’t blame her for not answering. She’d known him all of thirty-six hours, and for most of that, she’d feared him. Probably still did.
But it would do neither him nor Chimera any good if she felt backed into a corner. He liked her too much to lie by omission, then try to kiss her later. He’d done that already with mixed results. Maybe the full truth was better.
“You do have other choices,” he said. “The private sector has a few good Rêve shops, all expanding beyond entertainment to commerce and communication. I’m sure someone like Vince Blackman would spend a lot to protect you and keep you happy. You’re a hot commodity.”
Her resume need only say Darksight and drowning.
Rook took the ramp onto the freeway. “In fact, he probably went to the Envoi to look for you specifically.”
“How could he possibly have known that I’d be there that night?”
Rook shrugged. “A couple of scenarios would account for it, your sister being the most likely connection. Rêve aptitude runs in families. It makes perfect sense that someone who might know of her activities would see whether she had a sibling and be ready when that sib was going to try Rêve.” He pushed a little harder, sure that Jordan would make the connection. “They may have even made a venue conveniently available.”
“That’s why I could simply charge a spot on the Envoi when there were thousands who wanted the same ticket. Who’d pay more.”
“Probably, yes. It was rigged. Helped that there was no Agora oversight as well.”
“Was Maze in on it, do you think?” The tone of her voice slipped upward with feeling.
Rook had seen the sisters together, and they were loyal, each different, but with a protective hold on the other. “No. I think she was just supposed to meet her contact.”
“But Vince knew.”
She missed nothing. “I don’t see how he couldn’t. He made straight for you. Doesn’t mean he’s a bad guy. He might just be expanding his business and had a previous acquaintance with you.”
“And you?” she asked. “What about you?”
“I was hunting for recruits, sure, but I didn’t know about you in particular. Struck fucking gold. My point is that Blackman or others might have a good Rêve shop. And a swimming pool, too.”
“Chimera doesn’t have a pool?”
Rook frowned. “No pool, sweetheart.”
They each lived on their own. Quietly, but independent of direct oversight.
“Does it have any amenities at all?”
If she wanted amenities—
He looked over because he couldn’t believe his ears, only to find she had that ironic smirk on her mouth. Dark humor he understood.
Jordan was joking. At a time like this, she could joke.
He’d thought he was being gallant by letting her know she had options, but that smirk sealed it. She was a Chimera, whether she wanted a goddamn pool or not.
***
Jordan remembered this feeling—the sense of her life breaking open and the tailspin of disorientation that came with sudden change. The first time it happened was when her mom died, and Jordan had had to change herself most dramatically of all.
Her home had been ripped away, but no matter how prominently it still figured in her dreams, she’d learned that a place wasn’t important. The people associated with it were.
Change had come again, except this time no one was hurt, and she was stronger.
Like a roller coaster just whipping around a hairpin turn, she had no choice but to hold on for the ride. She had every right to freak out, to start shrieking, but she also had the experience to conserve her energy for when she really needed it. For now, she’d do what everyone else did on roller coasters during the steady bits—laugh. The big drops would happen soon enough.
“Malcolm Rook.” Jordan rolled the sounds around her mouth.
“Yeah?”
“Just saying it. Catching up, so to speak.” She had a lot of catching up to do. Darksight? Drowning? She couldn’t begin to process what that would mean for her life, except…change.
“You’re not angry I used the alias.”
“Well, I had covered my binder with Michael Reese and little hearts, so Maze will probably make fun of me.”
He grinned, ears going pink. Tough, scary Mr. Rook was blushing. “Nobody ever covered a binder with my name,” he said. “I dropped out of school early. Ran away.”
After his brother died, he must have been crazy with guilt. Grieving, too. He still carried the nightmare with him wherever he went.
Jordan had almost given in to tears earlier when he’d told her what happened. Almost, but hadn’t. He hadn’t wanted her tears. But she was going to bawl for him at some point when she was alone and had a couple of hours for the swelling in her eyes to go down. She’d suck the threatening tears back into her skull until that time, but yeah, she’d bawl. She might even let Maze join her.
She could piece together Malcolm Rook’s story. The accident with his brother. Running away. The cold, hard life thereafter with drugs and Rêve. Then at some point, Mr. Conner—or Coll—had found him.
For that, Coll would get one break from her, one benefit of the doubt. Because of him, Malcolm Rook had turned out okay. Well, mostly. With any luck, maybe Mr. Coll could do the same for wild Maisie.
“I grew up early myself,” Jordan said. “My second year at art school, my mom fell asleep at the wheel, crashed, and died before she reached the hospital. Maze was sixteen, but the courts let me take care of her through high school.”
“You’re a good sister.”
Well… “Honestly, I’m scared to be alone. If I don’t take good care of her, I will be.” She would never take her family for granted again. Not for a second. “She’s okay, so everything else will be too.”
“Maisie Lane is more resourceful than you think,” Rook said. “Coll has a file.”
Did he now? “I don’t think I ever want to see it,” Jordan mused aloud.
Rook chuckled. “That’s probably for the best.”
They were a couple of blocks from her place, near the park, when Rook slowed.
Suddenly he tucked into a parking spot along the street, just down from her favorite Chinese place, and leaned his arms on the top of the steering wheel. “Do you think you could dunk someone else? Dunk, not drown? I’d do it myself, but he’s a bit out of my range. I have a feeling he’s not out of yours.”
“What’s going on?”
One of those steep roller-coaster drops was coming, Jordan knew it. She looked around to find the source of Rook’s concern, but only saw a guy with his dog, some action at the cleaners, a couple of teens skipping school. Normal traffic for midmorning.
“Word is officially out on you. Had to be your stunt with Blackman.” Rook jerked his chin toward the park. “There’s a Reveler up ahead, one I know. He usually hangs out in the Rêves in Vegas. I can think of only one reason why he’d be here, and that’s if Vince Blackman failed.”
“I don’t think—”
“They’re another of your options, actually. Lots of money. Of course, these guys are a little more ruthless in their approach. Dumped the body of one of my friends in the Scrape. Person never opened their eyes in the waking world again.”
The whoosh of the roller coaster’s drop had a voice screaming in her head. She, however, was surprisingly calm. “I like Chimera, thanks.”
“We can’t go forward without his spotting us. He’s obviously posted as a lookout, which means that there are probably others waiting at your apartment. I think he’ll recognize me if I get any closer. One way street—we can’t go back, unless it’s on foot.”
“Who do I dunk, again?” Any idea how?
Rook leaned toward her, put an arm around her shoulders. “Relax your sight. Let your vision blur a little. Don’tconcentrate.”
Of course she was concentrating. No part of her was going to relax, especially with Rook leaning in like that, his breath on her neck, his scent—dark and sweet—swimming in her head. The temperature had hiked ten degrees with his nearness. He was totally distracting and at a very inconvenient time.
Nevertheless, up ahead, through passing cars and the corner of an obscuring building, she got the sense of a blurry person. It was as if he’d been drawn in charcoal and pastels, but the heel of the artist’s hand had accidentally smudged him.
Had to be that guy. “So I just dunk him?”
Beside her, Rook exhaled. “Lightly.”
Heart hammering, she mentally reached out—the smudged person came alert, stood—but before he could do anything, she pushed.
He collapsed backward, sucked out of sight. Fell out of the waking world.
Rook was already pulling into traffic, but once down the one-way street, he turned up the next block, doubling back to head away from her apartment building.
“Good job, sweetheart.”
She’d been trying to take today’s rapid shifts in stride. It was getting more difficult.
“Sorry we won’t be able to pick up your things,” Rook said. “But don’t worry. I’ve got you covered.”
Oh, so he was going to take her shopping?
“You have your pick of my T-shirts to sleep in.”
No such luck.
***
“Not even Coll knows where I live,” Rook told her as he unlocked the door with its peeling paint in the old factory. Worn, narrow stairs led up to the second floor.
Following him, she moved more slowly, pale, eyes wide, taking in where he lived. He knew he had beer in the fridge, but she looked like she could use a glass of orange juice or something. Low blood sugar.
“It’s not much.” He unlocked the door at the top of the stairs. “But it’s safe. No one will come here.”
His place made up the entire second floor. It was utilitarian at best, with airy, high ceilings, but zero renovation to make it cool or comfortable. He had basic furniture in scarred black leather. A good bed, though he fell asleep just as often in his desk chair.
It was only now, though, that he noticed the dust bunnies cartwheeling across the floor from the draft from the door. “I’m planning to fix it up.”
She was gingerly stepping over his free weights. “You work out a lot?”
“Things like strength, fitness, and general health transfer into Rêve if they’re true in real life. Most Chimera stay in decent shape so that they aren’t tempted to spend energy and concentration trying to look strong.”
“All the Rêve ads say you can be anything you want.” She was looking around, taking in the stained walls, the exposed pipes where the kitchen sink was, and the cheap-ass folding table that served as his counter.
He didn’t know how to live differently. He’d saved all his money, invested it, but he still hadn’t figured out what to spend it on. He didn’t know how to do to his place what she’d done to hers.
“A weak person will still flinch,” he said. “A scared person will lose the fight. You can’t face a serial killer while worrying if you’re tough enough.”
She threw him a weak smile. “Does that mean I have to start working out?”
“I could help you,” he said. “If you wanted.”
“Not scared I’d drown you?”
“Jordan, I know my way around Darkside. I’ve been deeper than most. You don’t scare me.”
“I scare me. What am I going to do now? Where do I go?”
He almost offered to let her crash here, but it was too raw for someone pretty like her. It reminded him of how different they were. “Coll will have loads of options. You can live a normal life, just carefully. You’ll need a good security system.”
She cast her gaze around again. “FYI, this isn’t a normal life.”
“Don’t use me as an example.” His place was a decade short of the kind of warehouses he’d crashed in on the streets. In fact, this was exactly the kind of building he’d lived in after running away from home. Eleven years, and he was in the same spot: alone, living cold, using Rêve to get away from his life.
“Chimera will give you whatever you want to set yourself up.”
“So I’m starting over?”
“It won’t be like this, I promise. This is just me and my shit. You will have a good life. Good pay. Hours can be weird, but you get used to that.”
“I was in art school, you know, before I had to earn a real paycheck to provide for Maisie. Got a job as a receptionist, took business classes at night, worked my way up into marketing.”
See, there. “You could paint again.”
“I can’t go back to my apartment, right?”
“Not for a while.” He’d see what he could do to get her stuff.
She dropped her purse on his messy desk. “I think I’ll take over yours.”
“Huh?”
“Your apartment. I want it,” she said. “The light is perfect.”
He looked around at his empty shithole.
“You can stay, if you want. Or move,” she said, shrugging. “But if this is okay for a Chimera, then I’ll take it.”
“You want my place?”
She smiled that too-bright, excited smile, the one only Maisie got out of her. “Yeah. I love it. And you obviously don’t care about it.”
“You love my place?”
“My place.” She seemed to get a bright idea, because she dived into her purse and pulled out the kitty statue and one of her picture frames. Removed an old pizza box from his desk, put her things in its spot. “Voila.”
He scratched his head. “Uh. This loft is already occupado.”
Maybe it wasn’t as bad as he’d thought. The light was kind of…glowy.
“It’s occupied by me now. Betcha ten bucks Mr. Coll will agree with me. It’s the condition of my joining. I get to paint! And work in my sleep. Who’d complain about that?”
“The neighborhood’s not so good.”
“Yeah, but I can drown whoever messes with me. You’ll have to move the bed, though. That’s where my easel is going.”
“That’s the best spot.”
“Exactly.”
“You think you can just take over?” Pushy much?
“Not take over. Start over. Shit happens. Happened today for me. What you have to do is start over. No use complaining or crying or huddling in a ball waiting for someone to save the day.” He heard a note of old pain in her voice. “I started over once before, six years ago when my mom died. Maze and I had to live in a tiny studio with a roach problem for two years. This is straight out of a magazine! The before picture of course, but God, wait for the after!”
Still looked like a shithole to him.
“Do you own it? I’ll rent it from you.”
He owned the building, had considered opening a bike shop downstairs. But, come on, he’d met her a couple of days ago. They weren’t moving in together. He wasn’t that kind of man. He lived alone. He’d always lived alone. Clearly, she was the move-in kind of woman.
“I don’t know if we can both live here,” he said. The promise of frequent sex was tempting, but all the other stuff that women did…or were rumored to do, since he had no experience living with them personally? No. “I like you and all…”
“No problem. And no hard feelings. Since you were instrumental in breaking up my old life, you can stay at my old place until you find another.”
That wasn’t what he meant.
She’d moved to one of the long, wide windows and was fiddling with the latch. “Maze will help me clean and paint. Oh! She can live here, too.”
“No, she can’t.”
Jordan smiled over her shoulder. “Mr. Coll will arbitrate.”
Coll would do nothing. “It’s my place, woman!”
Her smile grew.
The sick feeling he’d had upon entering had been replaced with bewildered outrage. The sudden return of the cold desperation that had clutched at him during those years he was on his own had dissipated; he was warmer now.
He almost felt good.
Standing in his own goddamn place, he looked around again, disoriented. Didn’t see any of the ratholes he used to live in anymore. It was full of light.
But a little paint wouldn’t hurt. On top of some minor construction.
And she wasn’t likely to bother him if she was doing art. Not to mention the other obvious perks of having her beautiful body within reach. The girl had nowhere else to go, unless Coll got her a room somewhere, and that would just mean that Rook would have to go there to watch over her until she was truly settled.
He approached and put his hands at the flare of her hips. “How about you stay here, and we just see how it goes?”
“I stay here,” she repeated. “Isn’t that what I’ve been saying?”
No. He didn’t think it was, but because she felt so right in his grip, he wasn’t about to argue.
She seemed to catch his train of thought. “I can’t sleep with you until we’ve shared a meal.” She turned in his hands to face him and made a worried, sorry expression, upper teeth scoring her bottom lip. “It’s a Rule thing I have so I don’t get myself in trouble.”
Damn if he didn’t break a sweat.
Rule thing. Okay. His fridge was empty, he knew that much. There was a drugstore on the corner, but there was nothing there he could reasonably call a meal.
Warm laughter bubbled up from inside her. “The look on your face.”
“I’ve got to touch you,” he confessed. Touch was just the beginning, the most polite word he had for what he wanted to do to her.
“I said I couldn’t sleep with you, not have sex.” That bright smile. “We can have sex whenever.”
Smartass.
“Food later. Promise.” They were going to need their sleep when they were done.
His vision blurred a little as his hands slid up under her shirt to find warm, soft skin. Again, that strange ache overcame him, a need born of long deprivation—and it wasn’t necessarily for sex.
Something about her… What was it about her...?
He didn’t know and couldn’t care with the rush and pound of heat burning out all coherent thought. It was her doing, her hands under his shirt, light fingertips fluttering up his stomach, thumb brushing the ridge between his pecs. She arched in the grip of his palms, and trembled too, breath short and fast under his ear.
“Nervous?” he murmured against her temple, to tease her.
“Just ignore the shakes. I’m good. This happens to me all the time.”
“All the time?” He dipped his head to kiss, brushed his mouth against her lips.
“Oh yeah. Sex with strange men in the middle of the workday. People after me. You bet.”
He dipped again, this time to pick her up. One of her shoes clattered to the floor. She toed off the other one.
“Good,” he said. “We’ll put that experience to use. You can be on top.”



CHAPTER 7
Jordan’s shakes only got stronger.
The button on her nice pants popped and went pinging on the floor. He had no respect for the longevity of her clothes. No respect at all. She was on top, straddling his lap, but he was sitting up, too, peeling off her layers with hands so hot she thought they’d brand her. She didn’t care if they did. She barely managed to get his shirt over his head, and then gulped at the raw beauty of what had to be the most finely tuned male body she’d had the privilege to touch.
Every inch was ridged with taut muscle, and the way it moved under his skin—holy hell—she was in trouble. He was as dangerous in the waking world as he was in dreams.
Truth was, it’d been a few months—like, twelve—since she’d been with anyone. The guys she’d dated in the meantime had been easy to shrug off for one reason or another. She wasn’t going to go to bed with anybody who was just cute or funny—he had to be boyfriend material at least.
Malcolm Rook defied categorization.
He made her clothes feel hot and tight, her heart and breath go out of sync, and her awareness shift to the ache high up between her thighs. She was liquid with want, and clumsy going about satisfying it, as if she hadn’t known her own body could feel like this. Actually, she hadn’t. This was the stuff of novels with—yeah—men like him on the cover.
“You’re right about the light,” he said, stroking the column of her neck down to her cleavage. “Your skin’s like rose gold. Perfect. “
“We should keep the bed here.” Where the light would serve her better than shining on her paintings.
He chuckled as he managed the clasp of her bra. She felt the release of her breasts as the lace was pulled and thrown away, then a higher, harsher lift as his mouth and hand took over its job.
For the love of—
The rough scrape of his teeth on her nipple blinded her. She had only his shoulders to grab, his back to score, since his mouth was busy. She had no way to give back except to rock her hips against his erection, which she was sure was perfect like the rest of him.
It was desperately wrong and sad that they both still wore pants. He should be locked into her already, deep, like a lightning rod directing all the energy buzzing around them to one primal connection. She didn’t care if she died from the shocks. The lack was so strong that she tightened her arms around him and leaned to the side to bring him down.
He cooperated and ended up on top, dragging the pants and panties from her hips, again with no regard for her ever wearing them again. She used her feet to peel his jeans down his legs. His boxers got caught on the huge thing reaching toward her, so he had to unhook and discard those himself. He grabbed a foil packet from his wallet.
When he settled on top of her, she was trembling hard again.
“So, um—” She had to arch against him; her body demanded it. His weight, the heat of his skin on her belly, her breasts, her leg twining around his as if it had a mind of its own—all of it was exquisite beyond anything she had ever known. She’d dreamed about feeling like this, yes, and he had a way of making dreams and life merge together.
“Yeah?” He’d braced one arm above her, arm muscle flexing. God, he had great shoulders. His other hand stroked around her waist to her ass, reached a secret spot just inside her thigh and adjusted her hips so that—
“Malcolm?” She wanted him so badly she hurt.
The long slow slide of his thrust brought both her knees up and open to take him as deeply as she could. Yes, this was how she wanted to die. Right here. Like this. A dark tingle rushed through her blood and all the shakes ceased, her mind going dark. She became both tight and boneless. She was insensible to the world around her, yet knew exactly what she wanted.
Locking her ankles at his hips and pinned under his weight, she gave herself up to the waves of the storm. If they drowned, it would be together, a shattered vessel on the sea, a collision of longing and desire.
***
She was soft and limp beneath him, pink and pale and pretty, but he could still feel the tremors at her core where he was still embedded within her.
“You were supposed to be on top,” he growled, nuzzling her.
She patted his shoulder, minimal movement, and said sleepily, “Next time.”
He pushed up with his arms on both sides of her head to admire his catch. The light played across her skin. Her dark hair curled and spread in abandon. Her breasts were full and rosy, rising gently and falling with each contented breath. She was a spoiled goddess and he was utterly smitten with her.
This was serious. She was becoming something to him so quickly, like a second nature he hadn’t known existed.
Yeah, she could live here. She sure as hell wasn’t living anywhere else.
She was his. He was keeping her. He’d waited so long to feel like this. Easy. Happy. Relaxed.
He wanted more Jordan.
Dragging her up—she pouted—he simultaneously rolled under her, onto his back. She seemed grumpy to be moved, but she braced her knees on either side of him, a light of awareness and power sparking in her eyes.
“Is this what you wanted?” A hint of her smirk twitched at her mouth.
Not quite. Hands to her waist, he lifted again. Positioned more carefully. Deep, deep, to darkest heaven. “There.”
She wasn’t shaking anymore. There was no nervousness left as she rolled her hips, tested the motion. He groaned mercy at the tight, hot sensation gathering around his cock. His hands went to her breasts, couldn’t stop touching them. She let her head drop back as she rode him. Over the drumbeat of his pulse, their ragged breaths broke the quiet of the loft.
He thumbed her clit when the sheen of sweat dampened her chest, drops skating down the valley between her breasts, and she cried out and came, quivering on his shaft above him. The tight lock she had on him made him come, too. He ground himself deep inside, gripping her hips, until the last spasm faded.
He had to help her down next to him on the bed, whispering, “Gimme one minute, and we’ll go again.”
Not done, not nearly.
“I really do need to start working out,” she said, drawing his arm around her so that her ass tucked close to his crotch, bodies nestled like spoons.
He already knew how he wanted her next. The evidence was rising, seeking already.
It’d never been like this. Not with anyone.
In his arms, she giggled. “You can’t be serious.”
“You have no idea.”
She wiggled. “Pretty sure I do.”
That wiggle was a flirt and she knew it.
No, they weren’t done. Not yet. Not ever.
***
Jordan tapped on Rook’s very nice shoulder. “You promised me food.”
The sun was on the other side of the building now. They’d missed lunch for sure. It might not be dinnertime yet, but clearly all norms for the day had been discarded.
Except for the growling in her belly, she didn’t mind at all.
She was sore in the best way possible. Sensitive and buzzing and aware.
And she was craving something…
“I want a hamburger.” She’d earned it. He had, too. Yes, he had definitely done his share, and then some. She couldn’t stop smiling.
He’d given her fair warning. If she planned on living here, she’d be spending a lot of time dressed in loft light and little else.
Okay. Good deal. Because that meant his body belonged to her, too.
Rook had rolled up on to his side, head propped on his hand. “How about I run out, get food, and bring it back here? Won’t be gone more than a half hour.”
“I could take a quick shower.” She needed the hot water on her, steaming out her pores.
“You’re just going to get sweaty later.”
“I’ll risk it.”
“We could shower together.”
The man was insatiable. If they kept at it, she wasn’t going to be able to walk. Not that she minded. She could stay nestled right here in his bed for the foreseeable future. It was a revelation that her body could crave this way, respond this way, feel so deliciously used and new at the same time.
“You get food,” she said. “I’ll get clean. I can take two showers in a day.” She was sure the second one would be more like a water sport anyway.
She really did need to get in better shape. Cardio first.
He rolled out of bed, and she was treated to a view of the best male ass ever. She was hoping for a little full frontal, but only got a side view as he pulled on his boxers and jeans. Still, those chiseled abs and defined chest were pure pleasure to look at.
Maybe he shouldn’t go, after all. Maybe that joint shower was a better idea.
She knelt up in the bed to proposition him when she noticed his brother Joshua was back. The child stood in the loft in roughed-up jeans and T-shirt, darkness hazing around him.
Really bad timing.
This time she wasn’t afraid, not really. It was her darksight that let her see Malcolm’s personal nightmare. He was haunted by his past. He just couldn’t let go of what had happened. It was his penance to carry his brother everywhere—part of why she was falling for him, that he cared so much. One day, Malcolm needed to find a way to put this behind him and look toward the future, but it was way too early in their relationship for her to suggest anything.
“Malcolm,” she murmured, leading him with her gaze to where Joshua watched and waited.
He turned. Cursed. Looked back at her. “Jordan, I’m sorry. I don’t know why he keeps coming back like this.”
“It’s okay. I get it. You loved him.”
“But he can’t keep showing up.”
“I’m sure you’re not the only one who carries around a nightmare. I just happen to be able to see it.” Her version of It’s not you, it’s me. “Maybe Darkside he’d be more frightening, but not here. He’ll disappear in a sec.” Like he had before, at the office.
She climbed out of bed, dragging the top sheet with her. She walked barefoot over to her man, went on tiptoe, kissed him. “Go get our food.” The boy would go with him. She was purposely ignoring him, and showing Malcolm that she could. “Do you have towels in the bathroom?”
“Just did laundry.” Worry haunted his eyes.
“Well, then.” She went on tiptoe again for another kiss. “Any idea when we’re going to hear from Coll or Maze?” She wanted an update on Vince Blackman, too. “Where’s Coll going to take her tonight, do you know?”
See, we can talk normally with the kid around.
She turned a little to gather up more sheet—and started.
Joshua now stood right beside them, preternaturally silent, uncomfortably close.
“Shit.” Malcolm cursed again, an arm going around her, stepping her back.
Okay, so maybe they couldn’t just ignore him.
“I’m going to have to go back home, aren’t I?” Malcolm’s voice was a rasp. “See my mom again. Face it.”
His mom was still alive, then. And yes, going back would be a start.
Malcolm looked at her. Looked long. Looked lost. “I don’t want him to ruin this.”
This meaning them.
“He won’t,” she said. “Do what you need to do. I’m good. I’ll just be decorating my new place. Unless you want me with you.”
The darkness in his eyes lightened. “Your place?”
She was smiling when Joshua’s arm shot out, punching her in the stomach.
She doubled over, shocked both because it hurt and because he did in fact have the power to hurt her. His little fist was still embedded at her core.
Roughly, Malcolm pushed Joshua away from her, but the kid held on. As he stumbled back, he drew something of her with him. She crashed to her knees, the color in the room going negative, which on any other day she might think was cool.
Her mind darkened, waves crashing over her.
She knew she had the ability to push someone into sleep. She’d done it twice now.
Seemed pulling worked just as well.
One second she was falling, then the next, she was Darkside.
***
A nightmare could not hurt someone in the waking world. Rook had logged years upon years in Rêve—enough to know this was true.
Chimera agents could hurt or kill dreamers inside Rêve. Some Revelers could as well. But the fragments of dreams, even ones that looked human like his brother, could not physically harm anyone. Nightmares might drive a person insane, but they couldn’t do anything. It was Rêve 101—the reason it had been deemed safe.
Except, Joshua just had.
Jordan lay collapsed in Rook’s arms, body slack and unconscious. He tried to wake her, even shook her, but she would not stir.
The only thing to do was to go in after her. Tracking was what he was best at, anyway.
On his mobile he typed out a quick message to Coll.
I’ve been pursued by the nightmare of my brother Joshua. Hoped to make him go away by switching jobs. But the nightmare is real. REAL. He just drowned Jordan. I’m going after them.
He finished with the address of the warehouse, and then dropped himself out of the waking world and into the dreamwaters.
Of course, his dreams would manifest the worst day of his life—curbside, where he’d pushed his brother. The moment his mom came running out of the house, her outstretched arms, the sound of her scream. The driver of the car, Mrs. Kennedy, shaking her head and pointing at Malcolm. He pushed him! He pushed him! And his mom glancing over, her expression stricken, as she fell to her knees on the pavement.
He was still so sorry, but that word meant nothing compared to what he’d done.
Funny how the mind could recall details long forgotten. His shoelaces on one sneaker had been undone. Un-Break My Heart had been playing on Mrs. Kennedy’s car stereo. He hated that song so much.
Joshua himself wasn’t here. The spot where he usually lay was empty.
Malcolm didn’t have time for this. He’d lived it over and over again already.
He’d marked Jordan not two days past so that he might find her again in her dreams. He ignored the music tumbling from Mrs. Kennedy’s car, seeking a wisp—that’s all he needed—of Jordan’s brightness.
His darksight compounded his vision with a spectrum of light, multidimensional, yet with heat and texture. He sought through the dreamwaters until, yes, there she was.
Jordan was a soft burn on his skin, an indigo shift of light.
That way.
He crossed a Rêve boundary to discover the white Corinthian columns braced against darkness above and below, creating a space for dreamers to play.
The Agora.
It meant that when Joshua had submerged Jordan, he’d taken her here, a place that was supposed to be safe and monitored, Chimera marshals at the ready.
Coll had warned against rogues getting in.
But a rogue nightmare? It made no sense.
Jordan’s wake guided him through the Agora, but wide of any of the columns where she could’ve called for aid. She hadn’t entered any of the ongoing Rêves either, wherein she might have been able to find refuge, other Revelers acting as witnesses. Safety in numbers.
No, the waves of her passage led right up to the howling boundary of the Scrape.
Rook had had occasion in the past to set out into the shifting sands of that desert, so he knew intimately how easy it was to get lost. Now he crossed without hesitation. The essence of Jordan was so much better than others he’d tracked out here. Of course, all of them he’d left in pools of their own blood, never to rouse again.
He trudged against the wind, the grains of sand nicking and eroding his skin as he pushed forward. The Scrape was a trial of endurance, him against whatever psychotic he was tracking, and Rook, Chimera tracker, always won.
But how could he match his strength against a nightmare of his own creation? There was no way to overtake…himself.
And yet, the shape of a bent human figure, arms across the face, was just ahead.
Rook’s heart double-beat, then stalled as he realized that the figure was a male, not a female, not his girl. Even closer, Rook could identify the man.
Vincent Blackman.
Seemed Jordan had pushed him very, very deep. If he wasn’t led back to dreamwaters, he’d never wake up again, either.
Blackman fell back on the ever-shifting desert floor. “Don’t hurt me! Don’t hurt me!”
“I’m not here for you, man,” Rook called to him. “Have you seen Jordan?”
“What?” Blackman yelled against the wail of the wind.
“Jordan Lane. Have you seen her? Which way did she go?”
Blackman shook his head. “I don’t know where she is. I don’t know where I am. Where is this? What is this place?”
“You’re in the Scrape, beyond all the Rêves,” Rook yelled back. “You’re lost Darkside.”
“Help me get back, get out of here! I’ll give you anything. I have money.”
Rook waved his arms to cut him off. No. “I have to find Jordan.”
If he brought Vince Blackman back, Jordan would be lost, he knew it. If she was this far into the Scrape, she might be lost already.
“Please,” Blackman begged. “There are…things…out here. Monsters.”
Nightmares, Rook thought. Or more than nightmares, like Joshua?
This was very bad. Further confirmation of bad things lurking in the dreamwaters.
“I’ll come back for you,” Rook said.
“You won’t.”
“It’s my job.” He was Chimera. “I will. Hold out as long as you can.”
Vince looked as if he knew the hopelessness of his situation—that he was going to die. “Can you get a message to my father? Jordan’s sister works for the men who are holding him for ransom. She’ll know who to contact.”
And so Rook’s suspicions were confirmed about the Envoi Rêve. The way Jordan had originally been targeted made perfect sense now. Maisie was indeed the connection, though he still thought it wasn’t intentional. She was just living too fast for caution. This was her wake-up call.
“If Jordan Lane is lost in this, then my father is as good as dead.” Millions peered out into the unending void. “Tell my father I’m sorry.”
“You were supposed to bring Jordan to the people who have your father?”
Vince nodded “Not going to happen now.”
Rook would never have let that happen. Blackman had been destined to fail. Nice try, though.
“Hold out as long as you can,” Rook repeated.
“There are things out here,” Blackman said, looking around at the empty space.
He was going insane, and yet Rook didn’t doubt him. Not after Joshua, a nightmare with a mind of its own. There were indeed monsters Darkside. Joshua had infiltrated the Agora twice now. And infinitely worse, the nightmare had infiltrated the waking world.
And right now it had Jordan in its grasp.
***
Jordan was naked in a dream, exactly the reason she hadn’t wanted to try Rêve in the first place. She’d known this would happen, and if she ever got back to the waking world, she’d have the satisfaction of telling Maze, I told you so.
She would not, however, waste energy attempting to cover herself. Malcolm Rook had taught her that. She had darksight, a rare talent. And could drown people, scary. And she was tough as nails—she’d had to be to finish raising Maze. So she was not going to whimper and scream. And she was not going down without a fight.
Joshua was not what he seemed.
Where was he taking her? Damned if she knew.
The farther he dragged her, the less he appeared to be a little boy. She’d glimpsed it before, the first time she’d seen him. Her darksight had shown her true. This was not Malcolm’s brother. It was a thing in the shape of a boy. It had climbed into Malcolm’s nightmare, taken it over, and used the kid’s appearance to skulk around, wearing Joshua’s memory as a disguise.
In retribution for the torture this Joshua had put Malcolm through, Jordan struck at it again. But the boy, unfazed, jerked her forward.
She didn’t care when she fell. Didn’t care that he kicked her in the guts or that her knees were bloody and scabby with grains of sand. She was so pissed off, she didn’t feel pain.
The little fucker was going to die.
Just as soon as she figured out how to kill him.
***
A dark skid in the sand, wet with blood.
Rook could guess whose.
He sniffed, and smelled her. In spite of the wind, he felt a hint of her warmth again, brushing against his skin. The wan light was tinted blue-violet, bright with anger.
How did a man catch up with his own nightmare?
He had the answer now: when his woman was fighting it every step of the way.
***
Joshua attempted to drag her forward by her hair.
The sand had become less deep, the ground harder, like bedrock. The wind howled louder and louder, overriding all other senses. She resisted forward movement with all her strength. She grabbed at her hair, tried to yank it out of the child’s hands.
Much farther, and she’d be dead. He wasn’t taking her home for a tea party. He’d been lying in wait.
Well. He’d picked the wrong Chimera. She was going to drown his ass. Drown him for real, as in, until he stopped twitching. Malcolm had shown her how to reach out with a part of herself—the darksight—and push.
Joshua’s stance twisted, and she knew he was about to strike her again. Her scalp burned at the roots where he yanked her along.
With all the willpower in her body, she walloped him with her mind.
Joshua flew back, taking a fistful of dark strands with him. His body thumped, skidding on his back over the wavering grains of sand.
Jordan crab-crawled away, then scrambled to her feet to run, though she had no idea which way to go. She put muscle into her speed, dived into the howling monsoon, praying it would cover her tracks. The wind pushed against her, but she fought it. And crashed headlong into a wall.
The wall was Malcolm Rook’s chest. He’d found her; she’d never doubted he would. Now they had to go the fuck the other way.
“It’s not your brother,” she warned breathlessly.
“No, not Joshua.” Malcolm’s arm came around her bare waist.
With a shriek, Joshua dropped out of the sky on top of them. He gouged long, bloody lines across Malcolm’s face.
In panic and fury, Jordan pushed again. Harder. With a distorted moan, not-Joshua jackknifed into darkness and wind.
“This way,” Malcolm stretched his arm forward.
She didn’t understand how he knew where to go, but she trusted it and they jogged, arms around each other, into the storm.
Another inhuman shriek, and Jordan was jerked by her ankle. Fell right out of Malcolm’s grasp and was dragged, belly down, away into the dark, her fingers making tracks in the sand.
Malcolm was suddenly there, standing over her, while Joshua the creature ripped at and tore him.
She pushed, tears blinding her.
Joshua was flung back again.
Malcolm helped her back up, but staggered as they tried to move forward. She put herself under his shoulder to take some of his weight. “Where do I go?”
Blood flowed down his chest, sticky-slick on skin, darkening his jeans. He was clumsy and weak, but he lifted his head, gaze seeking left-right, then finding and fixed: That way.
Again they drove forward together until she felt the shimmer of a boundary. Thank God.
And they stumbled into some fantasy Rêve, a surreal medieval dungeon. Revelers were decked in costume—sexy warrior girl with a huge hammer, cloaked man with hood and staff, some Orc-faced dude with a fat sword.
The players all stopped and stared at her, too stunned to help.
Malcolm said the columns of the Agora were always there. She lost no momentum as she reached forward, seeking. Malcolm dropped onto the stone floor. And sure enough, the great column appeared before her. Her palm made contact just as Joshua shrieked again behind her.
Marshal Harlen Fawkes stepped into view, though smaller than she remembered him.
He took in their ravaged, blood-soaked appearance: she, naked; Malcolm, a heap.
“What the—?” Fawkes said.
“Help!” Jordan pointed toward the boundary, a castle wall, where Joshua had followed them into the Rêve.
“It’s not a boy. It’s not a boy!” She knew she wasn’t making sense.
All the Revelers fixed their gazes upon him. Witnesses.
Then Joshua looked at them all, turned, and walked out once more into the Scrape.



CHAPTER 8
“Chimera is behind you, and that’s what matters.” Coll sat in Rook’s desk chair, elbows to knees, gaze up and steady. Maisie munched a thumbnail behind him by the windows. “If Malcolm Rook says there’s something in the Scrape, then there is.”
Rook understood the subtext beneath the compliment. The Rêves weren’t going to close. They weren’t even going to slow attendance. It had too powerful a hold on people’s imaginations. It was a panacea for all the ills of the waking world. No pain, just release. Unless they were dragged out into the Scrape, that is.
Jordan scoffed, which meant she got Coll’s meaning, too.
“The testimony of the Rêvelers was inconsistent,” Coll continued. “Marshal Fawkes, however, not only corroborates everything you said, Jordan, but he shares your outrage as well.”
“It’s going to take time,” Rook said to her.
“I have a bald patch on my head.”
Her hair had fallen out where not-Joshua had grabbed it. Rook didn’t think it was noticeable, but Jordan was touchy about it. Though he was beyond exhaustion, his injuries hadn’t transferred to the waking world.
“Everyone has been warned to be more vigilant.” Coll cut a quick, sharp glance to Rook. “We will report anything unusual, like personal nightmares in pursuit.”
Rook took the jab. They’d already been through the Joshua thing at length: when the nightmare had begun; when the boy had first crossed what boundaries; what made Rook choose to keep it secret. It had been a mistake.
Coll groaned as he stood. “You both still planning to go back in after Vince Blackman?”
This was yet another fight between them. He was adamant that a new Chimera should not go out into the Scrape. And Jordan refused to let a man suffer because of her actions. Rook swore that this would be his fastest tracking ever. In and out.
Coll was working with Maisie on Vince Blackman’s father.
“I have something to do first this morning,” Rook said, “But yeah, we’ll track him down once it’s done.”
“Good enough. Maisie, with me.” Coll’s tone was hard.
She made a face at him. “Yeah, I got to talk to Jordan first.”
“I’ll be in the car.” He walked to the door, then paused and looked back. “Jordan, the stuff from your apartment will be moved to storage. We’ll work out the details of your life among us later.”
“Take your time,” Jordan said. “It’s up to Malcolm whether he wants to move or not.”
Rook felt himself smiling, the bolts of tension in his shoulders releasing, even when he was keyed up and angry. How did she do that?
He finally noticed Coll staring at his face, and sent him a questioning glance. But Coll just smiled back and said, “I’ll be in touch,” and left.
***
“You’ve got to get me away from him,” Maze murmured low. “He thinks he’s taking me to Vegas to find Blandman’s dad.”
They were huddled in a corner of what could only generously be called a kitchen.
“Blackman,” Jordan corrected. “And Vince is in serious danger at the moment.” She had put him there personally. The urgency to go back and find him bordered on panic. She would not be responsible for the death of another human being. No matter what Vince had planned for her, he didn’t deserve to be left out in the Scrape. No one did.
What if not-Joshua found him?
“I just need a little money,” Maze said with a sly smile, “and I’ll slip out the back. Steve can sit in his fucking car all day long waiting, for all I care.”
More games. “No, Maisie. You go to Vegas. You take care of this. Steve is your chance to get everything straight. To take your life back. Don’t screw this up for yourself. I can’t be there to clean up after you.”
“I never asked you to.”
Ha. “You just did.” Jordan grabbed her sister and hugged her close. “Don’t blow this. Go to Vegas and see it through. Try something different.”
It was time to let her go. Fall or fly, it was up to her. This had been coming for a while, and they both knew it.
When Jordan pulled back, Maze had a miserable look on her face. “I don’t wanna.”
“You will. Do it for me.”
Maze made her pouty face, and Jordan knew that her sister couldn’t do what was expected of her for long. She was driven to break out of every box she’d ever been put in.
So Jordan tried a little subterfuge. The idea had been kicking around in her brain since yesterday.
“Go to Vegas to solve the problem, but whatever you do…” She paused for drama. “…don’t get involved with Steve.”
Maze looked alarmed.
“He’s too old for you. It will only lead to disaster. So don’t even try.”
“I would never.”
“Good. Don’t.”
“I can’t believe you’d think I would.”
“Then there’s no problem. I shouldn’t have mentioned it.”
Jordan swatted her on her butt to get her moving out the door and down the stairs. At the last minute she yelled, “Call when you get there.”
She was going to worry. She couldn’t help herself.
***
Maze sat herself down in the front passenger seat of Steve Coll’s very boring silver sedan and slammed the door. “My sister just tried to reverse-psychology me into having sex with you.”
He started the car. Checked his goddamn mirrors. Slowly pulled out onto a street with no traffic. She was sure he was doing it on purpose. He couldn’t be this anal.
She expected a reaction. Got nothing.
He was making her crazy. She had to do something to piss him off, or this trip was going to be awful. She was tempted to jab him in the arm or ribs. Or be truly disgusting and grab his junk.
The thought made her laugh. She might have done it if Jory hadn’t made a little sense upstairs just now. Steve—what an irritating name—was her last chance to straighten out. The people she’d been working for had stopped being fun a long time ago. She needed out, which meant cooperating.
She settled for a mild rebellion. Music. Loud music would at least give him a headache. She reached forward, but before her fingertips could hit the On button, his hand tightened around her wrist. She tried to jerk free, but he was stronger.
“It doesn’t work,” he said in that mild tone of his. Yet his hand on her arm was not mild at all. It almost burned.
She didn’t believe him, but was startled enough to draw back. To frown.
To give him a second look.
***
The drive took more than three hours, but it felt like five minutes. The dread in Jordan’s belly was cold and oily by the time he finally pulled into a neighborhood.
This could make or ruin everything.
Rook had been mostly silent on the drive. Once or twice he’d attempted to start a conversation, mostly about Chimera and what her next steps were. She’d responded when he asked her something, and she had let the dialogue dissolve when his thoughts distracted him again.
She understood why he wanted to do this. Joshua had nearly killed them both. Malcolm had to take away whatever power the kid still had over him. And then they could go after Vince Blackman.
He pulled to a stop on the side of a suburban street with brick ranch houses widely spaced on both sides. His attention was on one particular house. She could guess where he’d grown up.
“You’ll come with me?” His voice was husky.
Jordan wasn’t going to cry. She was too terrified. But she jerked a nod. Let out a shuddering breath as she opened her car door and got out.
Had it been this street, or another?
She wasn’t going to ask.
He held her hand as they crossed and started up a long sidewalk, but he let her go a pace from the steps that led to the front door. She wrapped her arms tightly around her chest to stop her galloping heart.
His footsteps were heavy as he climbed.
Jordan hung back, hoping, hoping… If there’s a God in heaven. Please.
Maybe they should’ve called first. Gauged the response before the reunion, but Malcolm wasn’t one to do things halfway. He’d left home suddenly. Seemed he was coming back in the same brash style.
He knocked on the door with his knuckles. Didn’t use the bell.
Seconds ticked by like eons. Jordan almost hoped no one was home, but then heard the unmistakable sound of a deadbolt turning. A squeak as the door opened.
A woman past middle age, a little heavy, stood in the doorway. “Yes?”
Malcolm said, “Um…” so low and gravelly and full of feeling that Jordan could no longer breathe.
Turned out he didn’t need to say more.
The sound that broke from his mother’s throat as she flung her arms around his shoulders answered everything.
They trembled there while tears burned down Jordan’s cheeks. When finally they broke apart, Malcolm opened an arm toward Jordan.
She gave the shocked and clearly overcome woman in the doorway a watery smile.
“I want you to meet my girl,” Malcolm said. “Mom, this is Jordan.”
The End
 

 

Thank you!
Thank you for reading Darkness Falls and I hope you enjoyed it.
 

Newsletter: Want to know when my next book is available? Sign up for my newsletter at http://erinkellison.com/signup.aspx, or follow me on Twitter at http://www.twitter.com/ekellison or like me on Facebook at http://www.facebook.com/erinkellisonauthor.
 

Reviews: Please consider leaving a review for Dark and Deadly, Darkness Falls or any of my other books. Reviews help other readers make decisions about books and I really appreciate every review my books receive.
 

Try my other books: You can find out more about all of my books at http://www.ErinKellison.com.
 




Keep reading for a preview of Lay Me Down.



Lay Me Down - Chapter 1
Steve Coll hit his left turn signal and checked for traffic, but most of his attention was focused on the woman half sitting, half kneeling on the forward passenger seat beside him. She hadn’t yet decided if she was going to cooperate (the least likely), stage a get-away (her usual way of coping), or try to kill him (on direct orders from her boss).
Her predicament was the most fun he’d had in a long time, especially because it was the woman herself who was gnawing her thumbnail in suspense. Even she didn’t know what she was going to do.
What a way to live.
Maisie Louise Lane wasn’t just another Reveler who Chimera wanted to recruit. She was the ultimate recruit, the critical talent. And it was Steve's job to secure her cooperation and loyalty.
Which meant she was probably going to try to kill him. 
At least he’d get a kick out of watching her work up to it. She might just pull it off, too. Maisie could do anything; it was potentially deadly to think otherwise.
“If we’re going to Vegas,” she said, “I need to pick up some things from my place.”
Steve checked his rearview mirror. Still clear. “Not an option. It was ransacked after you left. Nothing much remains but the scum waiting to grab you.”
“Well, I’ve got some clothes at my sister’s and my laptop is there, too.”
“Your associates have that place covered as well, and since your sister had to drown one of them so that she could get to safety, it’s not an option either.”
Maisie was standing on the only bridge she hadn’t burned, an empty gallon of gas in one hand, lit match in the other.
He flicked a gaze her way for a quick assessment. Her magenta-dyed hair was showing blonde roots. The black make-up around her big gray eyes was smudged. And yeah, she was wearing the same outfit—tight dark green jeans with a slouchy black tank on top—that she’d been wearing when she’d escaped his companionship on the UCSD campus yesterday. The several narrow leather bands around her wrist hid scars from wounds she’d inflicted herself.
She had her sister to thank for keeping her alive this long, but the company Maisie kept was now more dangerous. Big sis had done as much as she could. Time for someone who didn’t love Maisie to take over.
“Well, I have to shower and change. I stink,” she said.
Strangely, he really didn’t mind the sharp edge to her usual feminine scent. And at the moment, he wouldn’t put it past her to crawl out a bathroom window dripping and naked to escape him. So she could just wait.
“When we get settled, you can have first dibs on the shower.”
Another glance in the rearview. A black car edged into their lane, some five car-lengths behind them.
“You mean in Vegas? That’s like an eight hour drive.”
“Five,” he corrected. “And new clothes will be waiting there as well.”
“I choose my own clothes, thanks.”
“Your call.” 
“This is torture,” she said.
“Agreed.”
The black car kept its distance, which Steve didn’t like. It should’ve pulled up a bit by now. Its front window reflected a bright glaring spot of the sun, whiting out the rest, so no driver was visible, even if Steve could make him out from this far away.
He debated letting the car continue to follow to find out for certain if it was deliberately tailing them. He’d been eluding her business associates for the past few days while attempting to win Maisie’s cooperation. That her sister Jordan had become a Chimera was helpful. That those same associates had gone after Jordan had forced the choice on Maisie. Family or wealth and power?
Family had won, which was how Maisie came to be sitting next to him, regardless of her mood.
Steve cruised through a late yellow light; the black car ran the red that followed.
Damn. Better to lose them now than to chance an incident on the road before he and Maisie reached their destination.
He hated to do it while driving, but fine.
Steve let his vision blur slightly so that his darksight could sharpen, and he imposed a simple waking dream on the real world. He showed the occupants of the black car that his car was turning to the right, down an intersecting street, while in reality he continued straight ahead. 
The black car turned down the street, following the dream.
Which meant that yes, the car had probably been following them, and the driver didn’t have the darksight to recognize a waking dream for the illusion it was.
Steve glanced at Maisie again, the other immediate threat to his life.
She was staring at him, unblinking and wary. “What was that?”
Maisie, however, did have darksight, though still undeveloped.
Chimera agents each had talents, most of which were awakened during lucid dreaming, the revolution taking over the world. Maisie, should she prove loyal enough to join them, could also cross between one dream and another effortlessly.
Steve gave her a friendly smile. It was the only answer she was going to get. He didn’t even share what he could do, what he really was, with people he trusted. They’d be afraid.
“Fine. Whatever.” She folded her arms and hunkered down in her seat. “Wake me when we get there.”
Steve had to stop himself from laughing out loud. The humor felt good, though, lodged in his throat and warm across his chest.
As if he would to let her escape him that way—into the dreamwaters where she could easily meet with her partners and warn them that he was taking her to Vegas.
No. Not happening. She had no idea who she was dealing with.
Maisie Lane was about to be afflicted with an extreme case of insomnia.
He was keeping her high and dry until it suited him for her to sleep, yet another one of his abilities. She’d sleep when he did.
Beside him she sighed and modulated her breathing so that it was deep and slow. Eyes closed, the tension dropped out of her. She went quiet, studiously so, as she sought refuge.
It was cute really.
Steve banked onto the I-15 exit and climbed onto the freeway, heading north. Traffic mid-morning moved fast along the ten-lane stretch. If they made good time, maybe they could get there before rush hour.
A colorful billboard advertising a new Rêve—the term used for commercial shared dreams—rose above the graying buildings below. The billboard depicted a black door, with a fanlight above and a knob in the middle. The number 221B gleamed in brass above a subtly ornate knocker. Doors lead the way into Rêves, and this door led the dreamer to 221B Baker Street, Sherlock’s home. Stories and adventures were the rage, far exceeding the thrills a theme park could offer. Rêve was a fully immersive experience, for which people would pay anything.
Of course, just as Rêves offered unlimited worlds to explore, so did they also offer innumerable ways to exploit and/or threaten dreamers. It was Chimera’s job to police Rêves and to venture (or track) beyond Rêve into the waters where natural dreaming occurred. A certain kind of talent was required, and it was Steve’s job to recruit the personnel who had it. 
Like Maisie here, who’d been playing in illegal Rêves for at least a year now and had gotten in a little too deep with the criminal element.
The minutes ticked by. He changed to the far left lane and accelerated.
Any second now she’d realize she was trapped in the waking world.
She huffed a little. Squirmed.
He restrained a grin, but glanced her way to see if she’d figured it out yet.
He found her looking back at him, a bad mood wrinkling her forehead. Then her forehead smoothed as understanding dawned. A glimmer of horror darkened her eyes. She’s got it now. The realization finished with a steady glare of hate.
“You bastard.”
Steve looked back at the road ahead. “Just as long as we understand each other.”
***
See, now she wanted to kill him.
Before she’d just wanted to escape and disappear for a while. She’d been thinking Phoenix sounded good. Crash on her friend Lola’s couch, but hide in her own dreamspace for a while, where she could be in control and keep unfriendlies out until they lost interest in her. An excellent plan.
It was Steve’s fault she was happily contemplating ways she could make him suffer, and five hours’ worth of traveling time—no sleep, no music, no decent conversation—had been bound to make her think up the worst possible. 
Death by rat bucket was the top contender. She’d need a feral rat, a bucket, and a blowtorch.
At least her murderous thoughts kept her from contemplating how royally screwed she was. To head directly to Mr. Graeme, her ex-boss, was insanity. They should be heading any other place but Vegas. 
Desert turned into dirty metropolis turned into high-rise splash and glitter off the freeway.
Apparently, they were staying at a hotel on the strip because they were creeping along Flamingo trying to merge into the turn lane. They finally pulled into the traffic-jammed, sweeping roundabout that was valet parking at The Wake. 
Frustration zapped along her nerves. This was so stupid. Steve-o had a death wish, and she was going to have to stay by his side or one of her former business associates would do the deed and get bragging rights for his murder. And she really wanted to do the honors herself.
She got out of the car and stretched, yawning hugely, dead center of the hotel’s elaborate entrance while Steve came around the car. Hand on her elbow—so going to die—he led her into an opulently designed, massive foyer. 
She’d heard about The Wake, the hotel known for round-the-clock Rêves. Very exclusive. The décor evoked the surreal sensibility of the dreamwaters—proportions all larger than life, yet slightly warped, colors vivid red and purple. Erotic shadows of figures lurked in corners, shifting depending on the position of the patron, to beckon a dreamer deeper. Even though the foyer was enormous and grand, it swallowed sound rather than make it echo and overlap. 
The registration desk banked an entire wall far off to one side and was manned by no less than twenty uniformed smiley people. The place was supposed to be booked solid for a couple years.
“This way,” Steve said, tugging her toward the slightly bigger desk with gold V.I.P. emblazoned on the front. He was such a cop.
Scowling, she allowed him to lead and then folded her arms on the high desk and put her head down. 
“My wife and I would like to check in.”
Maisie snorted and lifted her head again to address the clerk. “Do I look like his wife?”
The ruse was ridiculous. Just look at him.
During the drive, Steve had taken off his tie and grey suit jacket, and he’d opened the top button on his white dress shirt, but that’s about as chill as she’d ever seen him. She guessed the rest of him might be attractive to some women, if they could get past what a jerk he was. He had a good body, and his green eyes were sort of pretty, if they weren’t always looking right into her, trying to find out her secrets. Good voice, too. Altogether he was a decent enough package to make someone’s parents happy, just too ordinary and uptight for her. 
The clerk paused, glancing back and forth between them, expression blank.
“We’re deeply in love,” Steve said. “The King Suite, please.”
The clerk’s expression warmed. “Mr. and Mrs. Coll?”
Steve nodded. “Yes.”
Maisie groaned. Maybe she was in a nightmare. That’s what it was. She was trapped in a nightmare, sleeping soundly on her sister’s sofa. 
“We were expecting you. Thank you for selecting The Wake for your stay. Walk with me to your private elevator. I’ll take you up personally.” The clerk held a large black portfolio in one arm.
Private elevator? Maisie pressed her lips together, considering.
Steve dared to take her elbow again, but she allowed it. Seemed Chimera had sprung for a good room.
They walked to an inconspicuous tuck in the wall, which turned out to be a short hallway terminating in an elevator. An attendant waiting outside straightened at their approach. He used a key in the wall, and the elevator doors slid open immediately. The interior was a deep gray velvet-and-leather box, spacious, but clearly intended for private use.
Maisie stared at herself in the mirrored panel that flanked the closing doors. She looked like hell. Sleep would’ve helped, but it wouldn’t erase the fear in her own eyes. No amount of effort, no drug, no silly joke would. 
She’d seen evil. Her instinct was to run away, not toward, though really nowhere in the waking world was safe. At least Jordan would be okay. Graeme would simply have to cut his losses where Big Sis was concerned, because she was off limits and safe among the Chimera. 
Maisie had no such luck. He’d said she knew too much, had seen too much. And she had.
She glanced at Steve, the Chimera who’d said he’d wanted to help her, and found him blandly watching her looking at herself in the glass. 
Rat bucket. Definitely.
The elevator opened into a large room with a sweeping view of the dirty blue, late-afternoon Vegas skyline. 
Maisie stepped inside, glancing around to note the stainless-steel kitchen, the lux sunken living room, and the spiral stairs to the second floor.
Okay. Maybe she could be Mrs. Steve for a day before killing him.
The clerk put the big black portfolio on a circular table in the middle of the atrium and opened it to display menus, spa brochures, and tickets. “Our personal shopper has filled the closet. The dedicated Rêve room is on the second floor of your suite. If you need assistance, aRêvellier is always available to assist you. There’s a private poker game at midnight tonight, but I can secure an invitation, if you’re interested. Your reserve covers the minimum. Per your request, I’ve made reservations for dinner at seven at Coquin. If there is anything else you need, feel free to call down.”
Maisie wandered deeper into the suite to find a glass wall that separated the living space from a roof pool. She loved swimming. Had been on the high school team before Mom died. 
When she turned around, Steve was standing a pace behind her. The clerk had gone.
Maisie lifted her eyebrows high to show the how impressed she was. “You sure know how to show a girl a good time.”
“We may need a dedicated Rêve, and this one is hardlined into the Agora.” 
Maisie’s eyebrows dropped and she made a face. The Agora was the aggregation of all the Rêves, the commercial shared dreams, under the purview of Chimera, who policed them. Kept people from misbehaving. But really, weren’t dreams meant for mischief?
“So what now?” she asked.
“Now you make contact with your people.”
“They’re not my people. And no.” Graeme was very unhappy with her at the moment.
“It’s the reason we are here: to unequivocally extricate you from their company.”
“I can take care of that on my own. I had been. I don’t need you to do it for me. I never asked for your help.”
His lips parted in silent surprise, a small victory for her. But, shit, he recovered. “Yeah, you did. You even said those words. Can you help me?”
Ugh. She hated people with good memories. “I meant with information, not taking over my life.”
“Maisie, they’re never going to let you go. You’re too valuable.” 
The man was misinformed. “I was a courier. I delivered shit, that’s all.”
His green eyes went hard. “Maisie, one in five million people can cross from Rêve to Rêve on their own. Maybe one in ten million can cross into someone’s personal dreamspace without being invited or brought in by that individual.”
He made her stomach hurt with his statistics. 
“You did it,” she said. He’d infiltrated her dreams to find her once before.
“I’m special, too,” he said, deadpan.
“And Rook.”
“I recruited him, just like I’m trying to do with you.”
“Jordan?” Her sister.
“I imagine, once trained, she’ll be able to as well.”
Maisie opened her arms wide. “Then there’s got to be even more.”
Because Steve’s odds—one in ten million?—meant, yeah, Graeme would have a hard time replacing her. And the man liked his packages delivered on time, or else he got a little…unstable. 
The money had been good though.
“Aptitude like yours is very difficult to come by,” Steve said. “Chimera can offer you refuge from those who would force your cooperation.”
God, not the pitch again.
She rolled her eyes. “I don’t want to be one of you, man.” 
The dream police. The very concept was offensive. Dreams were free space. Happy space. Dreams were where she could be herself. And herself wasn’t some anal marshal telling people what they could and couldn’t do in wonderland.
She had other plans, had just made a small misstep, that’s all. But she could figure it out. She would. She had her dream on the line, too.
“Well, it’s not even an option if you’re still involved with these people.”
“I don’t get what’s in it for you if you know I won’t join up.” Because she was being perfectly honest here. Her sister was the rule follower. The joiner. Not her.
“For starters, your current bosses will be out one very important component of their efforts to set up business in the dreamwaters. They’ll be limited to Rêves, where Chimera can manage them, not spreading like a suffocating oil slick.” He cocked his head. “Unless you plan to go back to them?”
“No,” she said defensively. No amount of money was worth the horror of that last delivery. It was, to borrow Steve’s word, oily. Nothing would wash it away. The memory made her heart beat faster, the drive to run almost compulsive.
Except now she was trapped. Graeme wouldn’t cut her loose because he had no one else to do her job.
The suite’s phone rang, and Steve stepped to the side of the sofa to pick up the receiver. “Yes?”
Damnit. She wrapped her arms around herself to keep from shaking. She didn’t know what to do anymore. Graeme was going to kill both of them. Two rat buckets to go, please.
“Who is this?”
Maisie zeroed in on the call. Steve was looking at her again with his trademark serioso intensity that made her skin crawl. 
“You can speak to me,” he said. “Ms. Lane is under new management.”
Incredulous, she turned away. Her eyes were welling and she didn’t want him to see. Steve just didn’t get it. Evil that big and bad would squash him—and her—like a bug. 
They should run. Or since they just happened to be in Vegas, they should party hard, because this was the last day they’d be alive.
“No, that’s not what’s going to happen,” he said.
A harsh laugh escaped her. Either Steve had a really big package down his trousers or he had zero clue who he was dealing with. She had to come up with a plan. Her brain just wasn’t working so well at the moment. Again, sleep deprivation. Asshole.
“We’ll meet you at six in front of the Bellagio fountains. We have dinner reservations tonight so we can’t be long.”
Zero clue. As in zilch.
Steve listened for a last second, said, “We’ll see,” and then hung up.
When he didn’t immediately offer information, Maisie turned, uncrossed an arm, and made an impatient gesture. “Well?”
“We’re meeting a Mr. Graeme at six. You have just enough time to shower and change. Coquin has four stars, so I’d recommend you wear something nice.”
Steve was insane. “Graeme’s going to kills us. You know that, right?”
“Not tonight he won’t,” he told her. “Definitely not before we eat.”
 

 

Lay Me Down
Able to navigate sleep’s vast dreamwaters, wild child Maisie Lane makes easy money as a courier delivering packages from one dream to another. So what if her employers are on the shadier side of the law? Her sister thinks she’s living for the pleasure of the moment. Pleasure is involved—why shouldn’t it be?—but every step Maisie takes is part of a meticulous plan. That is, until she crosses into a dream so evil, she has no choice but to run.
Special Agent Steve Coll is tasked to recruit Maisie for Chimera, the organization that polices shared dreams. At first he’s taken with her funny and carefree spirit, then brought to his knees by her tough and passionate soul. Touching her is forbidden ecstasy, but Steve can’t resist breaking the rules with Maisie. A darkness is gathering, evil preparing to strike, and only Maisie stands between it and innocent lives. No matter what happens, Steve won’t let her stand alone—he’ll die before he leaves her side.



ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Erin Kellison is the USA Today bestselling and award-winning author of the Shadow series and Shadow Kissed series, which share the same world, where dark fantasy meets modern fairy tale. RT calls her latest, Soul Kissed, “a dark fairy tale with a twist, perfect for readers who love passion with their fantasy.” Delve into dreamscapes in her new Reveler series, releasing Spring 2014.
 

Find out more about Erin at:
Website: www.ErinKellison.com
Facebook: www.facebook.com/erinkellisonauthor
Twitter: www.twitter.com/ekellison
Pinterest: www.Pinterest.com/ErinKellison
Goodreads: www.Goodreads.com/ErinKellison
For the latest news on upcoming releases, subscribe to Erin’s newsletter.
Read more excerpts at ErinKellison.com
 

 






BOOKS BY ERIN KELLISON
Reveler Series
DARKNESS FALLS
LAY ME DOWN
UNTITLED (May 2014)
 

 

Shadow Series
SHADOW BOUND
SHADOW FALL
SHADOWMAN
 

 

Shadow Kissed Series
A spin-off novel series set in the Shadow world
FIRE KISSED
SOUL KISSED
NIGHT KISSED (Fall 2014)
 

 

Shadow Touch Novella Series
A novella series set in the Shadow world
SHADOW TOUCH
SHADOW PLAY
SHADOW HUNT
SHADOW BURN (Fall 2014)
 

 

Hotter On The Edge Anthologies
Anthologies of science fiction romance novellas
HOTTER ON THE EDGE
HOTTER ON THE EDGE 2










Rogue's Passion
by Laurie London
Hidden within the rugged mountains of the Pacific Northwest, Iron Portals separate the modern and ancient worlds. Only a chosen few, Warriors of the Iron Guild, know their locations.
For years, Olivia Crawford has kept a low profile in order keep her para-ability a secret. If the army finds out she’s a Healer-Talent, they’ll force her to work for them—just like her twin brother who was taken as a boy and never seen again. When a terrible explosion rocks New Seattle, she risks everything to save the injured, including a handsome stranger with secrets of his own.
Blaming himself for the death of a friend, Iron Guild warrior Asher Kane vows to bring those responsible to justice. After being hurt on a mission and nursed back to health by a beautiful yet mysterious woman, this no-strings-attached bad-boy finds himself falling for her…even as he struggles to stay away.
But stalking Olivia on the streets of New Seattle is a cruel and vengeful evil—one that threatens to destroy them both…



Table of Contents for ROGUE'S PASSION
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Assassin's Touch - Preview Chapter
About the Author
Books by Laurie London



CHAPTER 1
“Asher, hold up,” Toryn whispered through clenched teeth. “You can’t do this. You know you’re not—”
His friend’s words faded behind him as Asher Kane jumped off the fire escape, landing on the wet pavement like a wild animal ready to pounce.
The man in the dingy alley sputtered and staggered backwards.
Asher lunged and grabbed him by the collar, shoving him against the brick wall and toppling a few empty garbage cans in the process.
The bloke had a thin mustache, dark, greasy hair, and breath that smelled like cigarettes and cheap whiskey. A squirrelly sonofabitch, all right. Just like Fallon had described. Couldn’t weigh more than eight or nine stone, he thought, as he jammed his forearm against the guy’s windpipe.
“Don’t hurt me,” the man choked. “I swear I don’t have any money. Check my pockets if you don’t believe me.”
“I don’t want your bloody money,” Asher growled.
“Then what do you want?”
For my friend to be alive. “Information. You have it. I want it.”
The man’s beady eyes brightened like a rat’s at the smell of peanut butter. “It’ll cost you.”
Asher laughed bitterly and shoved him again. The guy was either greedy or stupid. Or both. “You’re not in a position to bargain with anything other than your life.”
“I’ve got friends, you know. Guys who will beat the shit out of you if something happens to me.”
“Is that right?” He opened his motorcycle jacket, exposing a few of the weapons strapped to his body. “Well, guess what? I knew someone with a friend like that. And that someone is dead now, thanks to you.” He leaned in close, trying not to inhale. “Although when something happens to one of my best mates, I prefer killing the one responsible rather than simply beating the shit out of him.”
With his free hand, Asher pulled out a razor-sharp dagger and held it up. The blade flashed in the dim light from the streetlamp at the end of the alley, and the guy’s eyes went full-moon wide. Struggling to get free, he made a high-pitched mewling sound.
People always went a little crazy when they saw the knife. Like many warriors of the Iron Guild, Asher favored weapons made from cold-forged Balkirk steel. It was said they held the memories of those whose blood they had spilled, making them even more fearsome to the enemy. He’d been sicker than a dog after he brought the thing through the portal, but it was moments like these that made it all worthwhile.
“What the fuck, dude?” The man’s bulging eyes darted left and right as if he were looking for support in the empty alleyway. He wasn’t going to get it, however. Asher and Toryn had followed him for a while to make sure he was completely alone. “I didn’t kill anyone.”
“Word is, you turned my friend over to the army. And they killed him.” Asher’s tone was as deadly as the edge of his blade.
“Dude, I have no idea who or what you’re talking about. I think you have the wrong man.” The tip of the guy’s tongue darted out and ran nervously along the bottom edge of his mustache.
The distant wail of sirens pierced the night air. Asher glanced to where his dog, a deerhound named Conry, was standing guard at the mouth of the alley. If the authorities were coming here, they were still a ways off.
“Come on,” Toryn said from behind. “Let’s go. The bloke doesn’t know anything. Look, he just pissed his knickers.”
Asher ignored his friend’s plea, although he did smell the urine. He’d thought it was the natural aroma of the alley mixed with the smell of beer and rotting garbage. It better not have fucked up his boots. He’d won them fair and square down at Reckless Motor Sports, his home away from home on this side of the portal. The former owner of the lug-soled ass kickers had not been happy, but that was too damn bad. They fit his feet as though they’d been custom made by one of the cobblers back home.
“Need me to refresh your memory?” Asher asked. “Not long ago you met a guy you suspected was from Cascadia, so you turned him in. And for what? A couple of bucks?” Asher poked the tip of the blade upward into the soft spot under the guy’s chin. Nothing like a little gentle persuasion to get a bloke talking.
“Okay, okay,” the man said, standing on his toes and cranking his chin up in an attempt to get away from the blade. “I’m not saying I did or didn’t, but the army does offer rewards.”
“So you have turned people in?” His fingers itched to push the blade again. How many of his people had died because of this guy?
“What was I supposed to do? Let someone else get the money? I’ve got an ex-wife and three kids to support, and they ain’t cheap.”
“And it was easy money to offer up a guy for the army to kill.”
“Kill? What are you talking about? They interrogate them. You know, find out what targets they’re planning on bombing next.”
Asher and Toryn both bristled. The Pacifican army liked to spread the rumor that Cascadians were responsible for terrorist activities in New Seattle, but it wasn’t true. Iron Guild warriors did not kill innocent people. They only killed army soldiers searching for portal locations into Cascadia.
“They did interrogate him,” Asher replied. “Right before they forced him to take weapons through the Iron Portal to be used against my people. He died from iron sickness on the other side.”
“That’s too bad,” the man said flatly. His utter lack of conviction made Asher seethe with anger. “But how do you know it was me? Most people I know wouldn’t hesitate to turn in a Cascadian.”
“How stupid do you think I am? You’re Eddie, right? And—” He twisted the guy’s arm, making him howl in agony. “You’ve got a broken wrist that hasn’t healed yet, right?”
“Fuckin’ A.” The guy jerked his arm away.
“My friend wasn’t quite dead when I found him.”
Asher tried to keep the memory of Fallon curled up on the cold floor of the antechamber out of his head, but it was no use. After Fallon hadn’t shown up at the rendezvous point, he’d known something was wrong, so he stepped through the portal and that’s when he found him. He’d held his friend’s hand as he slowly died. Having suffered minor bouts of iron sickness himself, he knew Fallon was in terrible pain, but there was nothing he could do about it. He’d felt so helpless.
“He told me he broke your arm, when he realized it was a setup. So you do the math. Chances are, I’d say you’re exactly the person I’m looking for.”
The guy’s mustache twitched and resignation dawned in his expression. “So what if I am? What are you going to do about it?”
Asher counted to three under his breath in an attempt to keep his anger in check. At least for a few more minutes. “Who’s your army contact?”
“I don’t know his name,” Eddie replied.
In one motion, Asher sliced through the buttons on the man’s shirt, exposing a hairy chest ready to be splayed open.
“Eeaahh! Hold on. I…I remember. They call him the Fixer. Hangs out at the Apocalypse Tonight Club. He’s one scary motherfucker, though. Half his face is scarred.”
The sirens were louder. Someone in this crappy neighborhood had called the Night Patrol.
Toryn cleared his throat. “Hey, man, we got to go.”
Asher twisted the knife point. Just one little shove was all it would take.
“Please, mister.” The guy’s voice went all high-pitched and whiny again. “I didn’t know they were going to kill him. I swear. You gotta believe me. Like I said, I got kids who depend on me.”
Fuck. Seriously?
Asher’s conscience began to kick in. If he did what he wanted to do and wasted this bloke, he’d leave some kids fatherless.
What poor luck to have this weasel as a father. But would it be worse if the guy died? And where would that leave the ex-wife? She probably had the kids—he couldn’t imagine this loser being responsible enough to have custody. Asher’s life was definitely worse because his father had died and his mother had remarried. His father, a former Iron Guild warrior, hadn’t been perfect, but his stepfather had turned out to be the asshole of all assholes.
As much as he’d love to drive this thing home now, he just couldn’t. He’d killed many men, and some were probably fathers. But that was in battle and they were soldiers.
“If your name comes up or I even hear you mentioning Cascadia again, you’re going to wish I’d ended your life today. The agony I’ll put you through will make your broken wrist feel like a fucking splinter.”
Conry gave two quick warning barks.
Fine. He had what he’d come for. He’d save his wrath for the scar-faced army sonofabitch.
Asher gave the guy one last shove, then he and Toryn sprinted down the alley toward Conry. They hadn’t gone more than a few steps when gunshots rang out, hitting the nearby garbage cans.
He dove behind a Dumpster. “What the fuck?”
“That little shit,” Toryn said, scrambling after him. “Didn’t you check him for weapons?”
In his haste to find out what had happened to Fallon, he hadn’t thought about it. He pulled out his crossbow and peered around the corner. The asshole was fumbling with the clip on his gun. Asher took aim and released an arrow. It caught the guy in the throat, dropping him to his knees.
The two Iron Guild warriors stepped back out into the open. Gurgling sounds came from the guy as they approached. He was clutching his neck as blood dripped over his fingers to the wet pavement.
“Sorry, asshole.” Asher pulled out the pencil-sized arrow and wiped it on his sleeve. “That’s gotta hurt.”
The man collapsed to the ground in the fetal position, not unlike the way Fallon had looked when he died.
The sirens were louder now. Only a block or two away.
“Ash, come on.”
He tucked the arrow under his coat and strode down the alley. “That will teach him not to fuck with a Cascadian assassin.”
***
“Happy anniversary, beautiful.”
Olivia Crawford poured the wine, taking care not to drip any down the neck of the bottle. The man in the Elvis Costello glasses waited until she was done, then leaned over the table and kissed his date seated on the opposite side.
“Aw, baby, thank you. Here’s to many more.” The woman had a small gap between her front teeth, just wide enough to be noticeable and draw attention to the fact that she was smiling and happy.
Olivia grabbed a rag and began wiping down tables. She could get used to working around people who were in love. Sure, it was corny and maybe it would get old, but angry, aggressive people with something to prove could make your life a miserable mess.
Except for the owner and this couple, the Grape and Bean Wine Bar was empty now. Not that the place had been busy to begin with. In an attempt to take advantage of the late-night club goers in this part of New Seattle, Marco had recently extended the hours, which was how Olivia got the job. But it hadn’t caught on yet. People seemed more interested in dancing and getting drunk across the street than sipping on fine wine here. Marco was an optimist, though, saying it was only a matter of time before the place was packed.
Olivia liked that about the man. In the three weeks she’d been here, she hadn’t once seen him lose his temper. Quite unlike her last employer. And unlike many of the other places where she’d applied since she moved here, he hadn’t insisted on a detailed employment history, either. He’d taken her at her word that she was a hard worker and reliable, and for that she was grateful. He might be too trusting to be a savvy businessperson, but it was perfect for her situation.
The neon sign of the Apocalypse Tonight Club across the street flashed a cheery pink and blue. Seemed the whole city was filled with optimists—or at least people with a twisted sense of humor. Businesses with names like The Big One, Richter 9.0, and The Shimmy Shake were everywhere. The city had embraced its cataclysmic history and turned it into something positive.
Many years ago, Seattle survived a devastating earthquake that had killed thousands and destroyed the infrastructure. Looters and petty criminals rushed into the city like herds of sewer rats, followed later by organized crime. To restore peace, the military was called in. The crime rate dropped as the city got back on its feet, but the army never left. The earthquake had opened up new, secret portals, and Cascadians, they said, were to blame for the majority of the crime. Because their world was poor and backward, these barbarians would slip through the portals to steal and rape and kill. It was only the heavy presence of the Pacifican Army that prevented things from turning into chaos again.
She was bending to pick up an empty wine glass that someone had left near the window when movement outside caught her eye. A large, wiry-haired dog sat in the middle of the sidewalk and stared across the street. He glanced at her when she opened the door.
“Hey buddy, what are you doing here?” He sniffed her hand, gave it a little lick, then turned his attention back to the flashing lights of the club. “Don’t tell me your owner is over there?”
She looked up and down both sides of the street. Who would take their dog out partying in the city and leave him sitting here all by himself? An irresponsible person, that’s who.
She returned a few minutes later with a bowl of water and a few dog biscuits that Marco kept behind the counter for the people who liked to bring their dogs wine tasting with them. Apparently, it was the thing to do, so he liked to be accommodating.
“Are you hungry?” She held out a biscuit and the dog carefully took it from her. “What a good boy,” she said, stroking his coat as he ate. His tail thumped on the ground. When he finished, she bent down and scratched his ears. Although he had no collar, he smelled good, like herbal shampoo. He edged closer, his muzzle tickling her neck, and she laughed. “Someone definitely loves you, even if they are irresponsible. If you’re still here when we close, I’m leaving a note on the door and taking you home with me. Deal?” She gave him one last pat, then headed back inside.
As she washed her hands behind the bar, she watched Marco on the top of a rickety ladder on the far side of the tasting room. The beautiful wine rack he was polishing was from an old villa in Italy and had arrived just this afternoon. Given that he was buffing the very top, she could tell he didn’t want to miss a spot.
“Guess how long we’ve been together?” the woman asked when she topped off their wine glasses a few moments later.
Olivia pursed her lips. The woman looked a little older than she was, but not by much. Maybe twenty-nine or thirty. “Five years?”
The man laughed. “Try ten. We met during our junior year in college.”
“Wow, congratulations.”
The woman grabbed the man’s hand, and Olivia noticed her sparkly ring. A Tiffany blue box sat on the table between them. “It was the happiest day of my life the day David walked into it.”
David. She cringed. That was the name of her ex. Boyfriend and boss. But her David wasn’t nearly as nice as this one. In fact, the last time she’d seen him, he’d been furious with her.
“It was love at first sight,” this David said, pushing up his glasses. “Rhonda was sitting on the other side of the bar with a group of her girlfriends. And the minute I saw her, I knew she was the one.”
Rhonda punched him playfully on the arm. “You did not. You and your friends were drinking and playing pool. You got up and we thought you were leaving, so we took your table.” She looked at Olivia as if she were in on the conspiracy. “Turns out he and his friends weren’t leaving. They were all going to the bathroom together.”
Olivia laughed. “Like a bunch of girlfriends?”
“Yes,” Rhonda said, her eyes twinkling with amusement. “Can you believe it? Turns out they were having an actual pissing contest.”
“What can I say?” A sheepish grin spread across David’s face. “It was a frat brother thing. Whoever peed the longest didn’t have to pay. We were all poor, so this was a big deal.”
“Did I hear someone say anniversary a few minutes ago?” Marco said, coming up from behind. He had a pencil tucked behind his ear and a bar rag hanging over one shoulder.
“Ten years,” David said proudly.
“Holy cow! That calls for a celebration. Olivia, do you remember where I put that bottle of reserve Cab the distributor wanted us to try? She says it’s fantastic.”
“I think it’s down in the cellar,” she replied. “Do you want me to get it?”
“That would be stellar.”
She got a kick out of the way he enunciated his words, as though he’d done voice-over work or been a stage actor. “Hold on. I’ll be right back.”
As she headed down the narrow steps, she thought about how much she liked this place. And who wouldn’t? She got to pour and taste great wine, chat with friendly people, and work for a decent man. The pay and the hours weren’t half bad, either.
Her only hope was that she’d be able to stay awhile this time. It would be a shame if she had to go on the run again.
 




CHAPTER 2
To the casual observer at the Apocalypse Tonight Club, Asher looked like he belonged. Two women sat beside him in the high-backed booth, laughing animatedly at jokes that weren’t all that funny. With a pitcher of beer and a collection of empties, he seemed no different from any other guy in the place hoping to score some action tonight.
But on the inside, he was ready to kill.
He scanned the crowd again. New Seattle’s soccer team had just won an important match that qualified them for the World Games, and the city’s residents were well on their way to getting collectively drunk. Young men clustered around the video screens near the bar, singing an off-key version of what he assumed was the team’s theme song. Several females with red-stained lips, black lacy dresses, and spike-heeled boots pulled a businessman out of his seat and hauled him to the dance floor. An unlikely combination, but the man seemed more than eager. An androgynous couple sat at a nearby table, drinking identical purple cocktails in long-stemmed glasses as they looked at the screen of a handheld. Game highlights, he guessed, when they said, “Yes!” in unison and gave each other a subdued high-five.
Normally he enjoyed places like this because it reminded him of the things he liked best about home, even though he didn’t spend much time there anymore. The music, the drinking, the women just as eager as he was for a roll in the sack or the occasional hook-up in the back that wasn’t quite out of sight. But tonight, it made him sick.
When you lose someone you care about, it’s hard to accept that the universe doesn’t notice the huge void. That people don’t look around, confused, wondering what had suddenly gone missing. But no. They still laugh. They still party with their friends. They still watch a black and white ball being kicked up and down a field by grown men and use it as an excuse to get blottered. Like a stone plunked into a moving river, Fallon’s death hadn’t even made a ripple.
And if that person’s death was partially your fault, it made things even worse.
When Toryn had left a few days ago, he’d tried to get Asher to head back with him. “You going after Scar Face isn’t an official mission,” he said. “We need to run it past Rickert first.”
How was tracking down the killer of an Iron Guild warrior not official when they had taken an oath of justice and honor? And if by some screwed-up interpretation it wasn’t sanctioned, well then, too bad. It was a rogue mission already and he wasn’t about to stop.
“By the time I do that,” he’d told Toryn, “the trail will be cold. Besides, Rickert is facing sanctions. Who knows if and when he’ll be put in charge again? Right now, we’re on our own here.”
Their leader had brought an enemy soldier through the portal and lied about it. Even though Rickert had fallen in love with her, her presence had caused all sorts of trouble. He’d been ordered to destroy the Crestenfahl portal and was temporarily banished. He and Neyla planned to open a secret safe house for warriors on this side, but as far as Asher knew, they hadn’t found a suitable location yet.
Asher, however, did have a place to stay and he wasn’t about to wait for justice. Reckless Motor Sports was a legit garage with a not-so-legit chop shop on the side, employing ex-cons, misfits, and losers who hated the army almost as much as he did. He often stayed there when many of his fellow warriors headed back home to Cascadia.
He gripped his glass with white-knuckled fingers. Unfortunately, he’d been here for several hours now and there was still no sign of his target. Fine. He was a patient man. He’d come back night after night if he had to. He owed Fallon that much.
Careful of his hidden weapons, he grabbed the pitcher, refilled his glass, and downed the contents in a couple of gulps. Compared to the ogappa ale he’d grown up on, this stuff was like water.
The redhead on his left ran a manicured finger around the rim of her glass. “You haven’t told us where you’re from.” Her eyes were framed by unrealistically long lashes with tiny rhinestones on the ends, and the careful way she smiled gave him the distinct impression that she was trying hard not to disturb her lipstick. She was attractive, but in a deliberate sort of way.
“Out of town. Just here for a few days on business.” Not wanting to deal with a shitload of questions, he changed the topic back to them, taking care to cover up his accent. “Since you’re from the area, maybe you can recommend a good gym,” he lied. Reckless had a room with a few weights, but it was all he could come up with.
“A gym?” The blonde looked confused.
“You both work out, right? You’re in great shape.” They were. He wasn’t just saying that. It was a lame-ass pick-up line, but his goal was to keep the conversation steered away from him. “I figured you could tell me the location of a good one nearby.”
The women argued whether the best facility was the one near the old Space Needle or the one adjacent to the Elliott Bay High-Occupancy Tunnel, known as the HOT, which joined the mainland and the peninsula. One gym had state-of-the-art aerial rowing machines, while the one near the HOT employed a former mixed martial arts champion as the head fitness trainer. “God, he’s hotter than hell, Monique. I’m serious.”
Asher tried to look engaged in their conversation even though his mind was wandering.
“Look after my sister,” Fallon had said from the cold stone floor. “And tell her…I’m sorry to miss the birth of her wee one.” 
It wasn’t as though Fallon hadn’t known the risks. All Iron Guild warriors who came through the portals to fight the enemy here on their own soil knew it was dangerous. They were wanted men with a price on their heads should their cover be blown. Asher had been in charge over here. Which meant he was responsible for any casualties suffered by his men. Fallon was the newest warrior, eager to prove himself…and much too young to die.
They’d won the battle, but at what price? The Crestenfahl portal had been destroyed and his friend was dead.
He absently rubbed a hand over his knee, which hadn’t fully healed yet.
He glanced at the time on the blonde’s glittery cell phone lying face up on the table. Almost midnight. To hell with it, then. The guy wasn’t going to show tonight, either. He plucked a few bills from his wallet and threw them next to the empty glasses. What he needed now was to lose himself inside a soft body or two. He’d come back again tomorrow night.
One of the women gasped.
He frowned. What?
“Were there gold flecks in that beer?” the other one said, a mixture of confusion and awe on her face. “Or is that just an extremely generous tip?”
Shit. He’d put down too much. Way to draw attention to yourself, asshole.
Grabbing one of the bills, he laughed as he stuffed it back in his wallet. He tried tabulating the exact amount he’d thrown down, but came up empty. Numbers and letters often became a jumbled mess in his head, especially when he was under pressure.
“Never been much good at counting.” He hated to admit this weakness to anyone, but better they thought he was stupid than not from their world. He nodded toward the video screens. “Still jacked from the game, I guess. When Crosby scored at the end, I lost it. Partied a little too hard.”
“Me too,” the redhead said. “I totally freaked out and accidentally spilled my drink on the guy next to me. He was so pissed that we ended up leaving and coming over here.”
Thank the Fates he’d been paying enough attention to the game to rattle off that detail. The women seemed to buy the explanation for his screwup. They continued talking about the match and the upcoming championship games, which sounded much more civilized than the Warrior Games back home, where some participants actually died.
“Ready, ladies?” he asked a few minutes later.
The blonde pursed her lips into a pouty frown. “So soon?”
Clearly she wasn’t surprised by his assumption that they were going to be leaving with him. She was expecting to hook up…just maybe not this fast.
“Both of us? Together?” The redhead placed a hand on his thigh and slid it north.
That would be a big fat yes. “Only if you want to.”
He leaned over and kissed her—Monique? Mindy?—then the other one—Cindy? Susan? They scooted a little closer until their breasts were pressed against his biceps.
Although he’d been told their names a few times, he’d forgotten them already. A twinge of guilt lodged in his throat like a dry cracker. He prided himself on always remembering the names of the women he slept with. As an Iron Guild warrior, honor and respect, even in the smallest ways, were not taken lightly.
“And only if you like dogs,” he said, smiling, though he was serious. Conry was his touchstone. If a woman didn’t like dogs, Asher moved on.
“Dogs?” they asked in unison.
“Wherever I go, he goes. But he’s quiet. You’ll never know he’s there.”
Through the window, he could just make out the lanky, wiry-coated animal in the shadows across the street. Although Conry could fend for himself, Asher had picked this precise spot in the club because he could keep an eye on him from here.
Interesting. A woman was with him.
He sat up straighter. He couldn’t make out her face, but she wore a short green dress and cowboy boots. There was a dish of water that hadn’t been there before, and as Conry drank, she stroked his head. Was she talking to him? What was she saying? She stood, turned quickly enough that her skirt twirled up, exposing the backs of her thighs, and went back inside the building.
A smile crept to his lips. He liked it when people were kind to his dog. Especially pretty girls.
“You bring him out clubbing?” Cindy asked, turning to look. “I love dogs.”
The deerhound had retreated into the shadow of the awning, just the tip of his tail showing now. He was looking in the direction the woman had gone and not here, where he knew Asher was.
How strange. Conry wasn’t overly affectionate with people he didn’t know. Most of the time, he stood off to the side, watching and taking in everything. He wasn’t the type of dog who lay at your feet, rolled over to his back, and wanted you to scratch his belly. He had more dignity than that.
Hell, was he wagging his tail?
“I don’t see him,” she said.
He suddenly didn’t want to point him out. What if she wanted to go over there and pet him? Conry would let her, of course, but there was something about the way he was acting with the woman in the cowboy boots that Asher found intriguing. He didn’t want to spoil it.
In fact, now that he thought about it, he wanted to check her out, too. He fired off some lame excuse about forgetting a prior engagement.
“But what about our plans?” Monique asked. She frowned, and he noticed that tiny lines of makeup had gathered in the creases of her face.
“Yeah, I thought we were leaving together,” Cindy chimed in.
“I’m sorry, ladies.” And he really did feel bad. He didn’t like to lead women on. He was a man of his word in and out of the bedroom. For a brief moment, he considered taking them to the dark hallway near the restrooms that he’d spotted earlier. Ten, fifteen minutes tops was all he’d need to satisfy the two of them as well as himself. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d made two women come simultaneously.
There was Conry, wagging his tail again. What was going on?
He stood up. “Another time, ladies. I’ll be here tomorrow night.”
A moment later, he was extracting himself from the booth and making his way through the crowd. Once outside, he took a deep breath. The night air was cool and damp, holding a hint of rain. Compared to the stuffy atmosphere inside, it was invigorating. Instead of whistling to Conry like he normally did, he started across the street, checking out his surroundings as he went.
Movement near the front of the club drew his attention. A dark figure darted from the shadows and crouched near a parked car. Given the way he carried himself, Asher knew he was military.
Shit. Had someone tipped them off? If he were recognized as a warrior of the Iron Guild, they’d come after him, and if captured, he’d meet the same fate as Fallon.
He scanned the streets. Just a few groups of late-night partygoers laughing and staggering down the sidewalks on both sides of the road. There weren’t any Night Patrol units either, which was a little unusual for this part of town. Usually they were everywhere.
The man near the parked car didn’t seem to have noticed him, so Asher crept along the far side of the street to get a closer look. The guy was shrugging a backpack from his shoulders. Unease prickled down Asher’s spine, making the little hairs on the back of his neck stand up.
The guy huddled over the pack for a moment, then turned and ran.
“Holy Fates,” Asher hissed, as the realization hit him.
He ran, his arms and legs pumping.
He flew through the air as the front of the club exploded.
 




CHAPTER 3
Down in the wine cellar of the Grape and Bean, Olivia struggled to get her bearings straight.
The wooden ladder she’d used to reach the top shelf now lay at an awkward angle over one of the standup tables. Dozens of bottles had fallen from their slots and shattered on the floor. Broken glass and red wine was everywhere. One tall rack that obviously hadn’t been bolted to the wall had tipped over, taking with it several boxes of unopened Reidel wine glasses. The overhead pendant lights were swinging precariously, casting grotesque shadows on the stone walls.
The sound had been deafening. Like a Metro comm-train crashing into the building, only the nearest line was more than a mile away. It had to have been an earthquake. Though she’d only been five years old when the Big One hit, this had to be right up there. She’d done a report in school once about a man pinned under the rubble for almost a week. Recalling the photo on the book cover showing the twisted stairwell that had been his home, she prayed she’d be able to get up the narrow flight of stairs to the tasting room.
“Marco,” she called out, gingerly stepping over a case of wine that now sat between her and the door. “Are you okay?”
She pushed the handle. It didn’t budge. Panic bloomed in her chest, making it hard to breathe. She sucked in a few raspy gulps of air as blood pounded loudly behind her eardrums. The room suddenly shrank to half its size. Claustrophobic. Had something fallen in front of the door on the other side, blocking her in?
“Calm down,” she said aloud. “A freak-out isn’t going to help.” She tried the door again. It still didn’t move. She pounded for a good five or ten minutes, pausing only to yell for Marco. Her fist hurt. Her voice became hoarse. Each time she stopped, she held her breath, waiting for an answer, but all she could hear was the far-off sound of sirens. Damn these stone walls. 
Using her shoulder, she pushed with all her strength, but nothing happened.
Where was he? Where was that couple celebrating their anniversary?
If only she had her cell phone, but it was in the back office.
Hitching up her skirt, she planned to kick at the door with the heel of her cowboy boot, but right before she did, she noticed the frame had shifted near the bottom. Maybe that’s what was jamming the door.
She searched the room for something to use as a crowbar and spotted one of the wrought-iron chairs. Perfect. That just might work. She grabbed the closest one—damn, it was heavy—and shoved the flat metal foot against the frame, trying to wedge it into the crack between the jamb and the door. Now, if she could get the angle right. Using the seat as a lever, she wrenched with all her strength. Not expecting it to work, she was shocked when the wood suddenly gave way. She lost her balance and nearly fell to the floor.
She exited the cellar and darted for the stairs, absently stepping over more broken stemware on her way up. When she got to the top, she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. The plate glass window had shattered and the street outside was a war zone. Several emergency vehicles were parked at crazy angles in the middle of the road, their lights flashing. People were shouting orders. Others were crying. Running.
Despite a light drizzle, a thick layer of smoke and dust hung in the air. The Grape and Bean awning was tattered and hanging by just a corner. It appeared as though all the businesses on both sides of the street had been affected, with the club across the street suffering the most damage. The whole front facade was gone, reduced to rubble.
God, how long had she been stuck down there? On one hand, it had seemed like hours, but in reality, it couldn’t have been more than a few minutes. Had Marco and the customers gone outside to see what had happened?
She was dimly aware that her phone was ringing from somewhere behind her. It was her mother’s distinctive ringtone. With shaking hands, she found her purse. It took three tries to hit the Talk button.
“Mom?”
“Liv! Are you all right? Oh my God, I’ve been trying to reach you.”
At the sound of her mother’s voice, Olivia choked. Rather than anchoring her and giving her strength, it reminded her that she was barely holding herself together. Struggling to get herself under control, she wished she’d have thought to answer her mother via text instead. That would’ve been much easier. The urge to get outside and see if anyone needed her was almost unbearable.
“A little shaken up. What about you?”
“Me? I’m fine.” Her mother sounded confused as well. “What are you talking about?”
“Aren’t you home? Didn’t you feel it?”
Just then, a man stumbled on the sidewalk in front of the Grape and Bean, his face covered in soot. “Mom, I’ve got to go. It’s chaos around here.”
“Wait. Don’t go do anything foolish. I’ve seen the video feeds. There are people injured everywhere. Leave things to the first responders.”
It shouldn’t surprise her that this would be her mother’s reaction. Olivia usually kept a low profile, but she’d messed up when David had discovered her secret. After that, her mother’s admonitions had become routine. Don’t do this. Watch out for that. Like she’d screw up again if her mother weren’t there to remind her. Well, she wouldn’t. A lesson learned the hard way made a bigger dent in future behavior than a lifetime of nagging ever could.
“But—”
“I’m serious, Liv. Let them handle things. That’s what they do. You cannot jeopardize yourself and risk them finding out about you.”
Given that she was twenty-seven years old, she didn’t need her mother to worry about her. “Mom, I’ll be careful.”
“Careful? Well, you weren’t careful with that fighter guy.” She never called David by name. It was always that fighter guy. “Whatever you’re planning to do, don’t do it, Liv. I’m serious. You can’t ever forget what happened to your brother.”
Her mother’s voice faded in her ear as Olivia eyed an overturned wine rack on the far side of the tasting room. Was that a shoe lying next to it? Dread soured her stomach like a shot of vinegar. It was Marco’s. At some point, she must’ve ended the call because her phone was now in her pocket as she ran over.
The heavy wooden wine rack, the one he’d just imported, lay over the upper half of his body, a large pool of blood spreading out from underneath. She couldn’t see his face, but she’d seen enough. She didn’t have to take his hand to tell that he was dead. His essence was gone, untethered from his body, his life energy too far dissipated for her to pull it back together again. No wonder she’d assumed he’d left the store.
Clapping a hand over her mouth, she scrambled away until she tripped over something and fell to her knees. Marco was a good man. What would his family do without him? Faded images of her father crashed into her head. He hadn’t been ready to die, either, on that fateful day when the army showed up and took her brother.
Run. She had to run. As far away from the death and destruction as possible. She couldn’t bear to be around it without being able to do anything. If she tried, people would see her and know what she was. Her brother’s fate would be her own.
A soft scraping noise, different from the pandemonium outside, sounded behind her. She spun on her toes, instinctively getting into a defensive position, legs shoulder-width apart and slightly scissored, the heel of her hand cocked back.
“Didn’t mean…to startle you.” A man in a leather coat stood in what used to be the doorway. He was tall. And big. At least six-three or four, with broad, powerful shoulders. A once-black T-shirt, now covered in dust, stretched tightly across his well-defined chest. Low-slung jeans with a studded leather belt and chain accentuated his narrow hips. He was dressed like an outlaw from a motorcycle gang.
He was also favoring one leg and cradling his arm.
Without thinking of the consequences, she flew to his side and righted an overturned chair. “Here. Sit.”
When she helped him into the seat, her hand inadvertently brushed his. Before she jerked it away, a visual list of his injuries rolled like movie credits in her head. Concussion but no head trauma, broken clavicle and leg, cracked ribs, torn meniscus, multiple contusions.
“No. I…can’t.” He had a strange accent. One she’d never heard before. “Need to…find my dog.”
She blinked once, confused, and then she remembered the dog outside. “He’s yours?”
The man brightened. “Is he here?”
“No, I saw him a few minutes before all this happened.”
His face fell and he started to push himself up.
“Hold on,” she said. “What are you doing?”
“Got…to…find…him.”
It was strange to see such a man looking so vulnerable. Because his injuries weren’t life-threatening, she’d be able to heal them fairly quickly, though. “You’re not going anywhere like this. Not until I can—”
As soon as she bent down to kneel in front of him, her mother’s admonitions rang in her head. What the hell am I doing? She pulled her hands back as if she’d just burned them. She couldn’t let anyone, especially a stranger, know what she was capable of. It wasn’t like he was dying, she reasoned. It would be a different story if he were. “I’m sure he’ll turn up.”
He was studying her a little too intently, and she got the distinct impression it wasn’t because he didn’t believe what she’d said about his dog.
“Wait here,” she ordered, standing up quickly. “I’ll let someone know you need an ambulance.”
“No,” he said vehemently. “No ambulances.” He sure didn’t sound confused anymore.
Unruly dark hair, which included a few thin braids, hung over his brow, reminding her of the wild stallions in the horse books she’d read as a kid. His features were chiseled, his jaw square and strong. His nose, though straight, had a bump on the bridge as if it had been broken once or twice. Not tonight, but earlier. And his eyes…God, those eyes.
They were almost otherworldly.
Framed with thick lashes a girl would kill for, the steely-gray of his irises glimmered in the glare of the aid cars’ lights as if they were backlit. Even though he was hurt, she found him rugged, powerful, and utterly beautiful.
“I saw you here…earlier.”
He had to be confused, because if he’d been in, she’d have remembered him. He wasn’t the sort of man she’d ever forget. “Oh really?” she asked, humoring him.
“You gave him…water. Thank you.”
“You did see me,” she said, a little startled. She narrowed her eyes, trying to think of where he could’ve been. “Were you…?”
“Across the street,” he finished. “At the club.” His voice had a rough, hardened edge, which she found oddly soothing. “Are you okay?” he asked, looking around the rubble of the wine shop.
No, she wasn’t okay. She was shaken up, freaked out, and really, really scared. But she was alive. And unlike him, she wasn’t hurt.
“I was trapped downstairs in the wine cellar when it happened. I just got out. The only thing I saw was—” She pointed to Marco. “That’s the owner. He’s dead.”
He glanced over and his expression hardened. He cursed in a language she didn’t recognize. “And you? You’re not injured, lass?”
Lass? Is he visiting from Scotland or something? 
His concern for her despite the fact that he was in much worse shape struck an unexpected chord. “I’m…I’m fine. Really. Please, let me get you some help.”
“No. No help for me,” he repeated. “But my dog…”
She glanced around the destroyed tasting room as if the animal would magically walk out from under the debris. “Dogs have a sense for these things. He probably took off right before it happened. I’m sure he’ll turn up. Maybe he’s nearby and looking for you.”
“Yes, you’re right.” He grabbed the back of the chair and tried to push himself to a standing position.
“Hold on.” She held up her hands but didn’t touch him. She didn’t want to see another laundry list of his injuries again. And once she made contact with an injured person, it was hard not to heal them. “You’re in no shape to go anywhere. What’s your name?” she asked, trying to distract him.
“Asher,” he groaned. “But I really must leave.”
“Well, Asher, I’m Olivia, and you really need to take it easy. You’ve got a list of injuries a mile long. And…I mean…” She tried to backpedal. “You seem like you’re hurt pretty badly. You know, just from how you look.” Oh man, she needed to just stop talking or she was going to dig herself into a deeper hole. Of course he looked injured. Any regular person without a Talent could see that. She didn’t need to be acting so guilty.
He opened his mouth, probably to protest, but just then, a man in a reflective orange vest appeared in the doorway.
“Hey, if you’re not hurt, I could really use your help out here.”
She looked at Asher. “I’m not, but he needs—”
Asher’s eyes turned concrete gray. There was a tiny, yet deliberate shake of his head. I’m fine, he mouthed.
Okay. That’s bizarre.
He clearly didn’t want any medical treatment, but given how hurt she knew he was, it didn’t make sense. Maybe he had an aversion to needles or something. If the tables were turned and she was the one with all those injuries, she’d totally go and— No, wait. She wouldn’t be excited to go to the hospital, either. The authorities might find out about her.
She chewed on her bottom lip. Part of her wanted to go out and help, but the rest of her wanted to get as far away as possible. Out there, she’d be surrounded by injured and suffering people. She didn’t know if she’d be able to resist using her abilities. And if someone were dying…
The aid worker clapped his hands. “Come on. Let’s go. You’re wasting time.”
Asher looked at her, a curious expression on his face. “If you’re concerned about me, I’m fine. Just a little shaken up.”
She had no idea why he was lying about being hurt or why he didn’t want any help, but one thing was certain. This handsome stranger was hiding a few secrets of his own.
***
When Asher had stumbled to the wine shop a few minutes ago, his only goal had been to find his dog and get the hell out of the city. But that was before he’d realized just how messed up he was. Every inch of his body felt bruised. Broken.
From where he sat, he looked out through the shattered window and scanned the mayhem for any sign of Conry. Huge, portable spotlights had been erected at the intersections, illuminating much of the area. How strange. He must’ve been unconscious longer than he’d thought. Vehicles, aid cars, and fire trucks, their flashing lights reflecting off the buildings, were everywhere. Uniformed first responders were pushing stretchers toward waiting ambulances while others were covering bodies with sheets. People sat on the curbs in groups of two and three, crying and comforting each other.
He tried whistling for Conry, but when he did, a sharp pain speared through his torso and stopped him cold. Bloody hell. He couldn’t even call his dog without feeling like he was falling apart.
A crew from one of the media outlets was interviewing a distraught man, their camera and microphone just inches from his face.
What would they do if he marched out there and told them that their own military had done this to them? They so desperately wanted to perpetuate the lie that Cascadians were the bad guys because it served their interests if everyone feared them. Had people over here forgotten about the Obsidian Wars, in which the worlds had been divided in the first place? Did they not teach this history to their children, tell them these old stories when they tucked them into bed at night?
He shifted slightly and grimaced, but when he spotted Olivia leaning over someone on a nearby stretcher, he forgot about his pain for a moment. Her reddish-brown hair fell like a curtain between them. The aid worker must’ve left her, because she was tending to the injured person on her own.
As he watched, she gently brushed something from her patient’s face. The woman’s skirt had ridden up, baring her skimpy undergarments to the world. Olivia thoughtfully covered her legs with a sheet.  
He found himself mesmerized by the way she moved. Almost like a butterfly. Soft. Fleeting. Gentle. He wouldn’t have been able to tear his gaze from her even if he’d wanted to.
She tucked her hair behind an ear, exposing the side of her face to him. Her nose turned up slightly at the end, her neck long and graceful. Her lips were moving, and at first, he thought she and her patient were talking. Although she wasn’t far away, there was too much commotion around them to hear what they were saying. But then he noticed the woman’s arm dangling bonelessly off the edge of the stretcher and the slack in her jaw. What could Olivia be saying to an unconscious woman who looked as though she were dead?
A strange knot formed in his gut as he imagined what it would be like if she were paying that much attention to him. He recalled the sensation her fingers had made on his skin when she’d helped him into the chair. Her touch, though brief, had sent a soothing shot of energy through his body, numbing his pain and easing his discomfort for just a moment. He’d wanted more, hadn’t wanted her to stop.
Could she have a bit of the Healer’s Talent? Back home on the far side of the portal, those gifted with such Talents generally became village healers, midwives, and herbalists. But this beautiful young woman worked in a coffee and wine shop. Which were healing agents to some, he supposed.
Closing his eyes, he could almost smell a faint floral scent lingering in the air around him. It reminded him of the clusters of delicate white flowers that grew wild in the Cascadia forests.
He cradled his bad arm to his chest and tried to keep his breathing shallow. Even though he desperately wanted to fill his lungs with her scent to replace the chalky, sooty cloud he’d inhaled, it hurt too much. Every breath was painful and every cough felt as though his insides were being ripped apart.
Damn the Fates. He didn’t need this.
What he did need was to report back to the others. The Iron Guild had long suspected the army was behind the bombings in New Seattle, and now he’d seen it with his own eyes. But he was going to have trouble walking five steps, let alone getting back to his car parked several blocks away. Broken ribs notwithstanding, given how screwed up his knee was and the fact that he must’ve broken his collarbone too, driving a car was going to be next to impossible.
Opening his eyes, he noticed it had started raining again. Everyone on the street was getting drenched. Bloody hell. On top of everything else, he was going to have to deal with the weather now, too. Could his predicament get any worse?
Then he remembered Olivia’s employer near the back wall. Yes, things could be worse. Much worse.
Someone had draped an oversized jacket over Olivia’s shoulders. It fell to her knees, almost to the tops of her cowboy boots. The woman on the stretcher was moving and from where he sat, Asher had a better view of her now.
Bloody hell. Was Olivia’s patient the woman from the club? Monique? He narrowed his eyes and saw her red hair and blue sequined top. Yes, it had to be her. But hadn’t she been in the back when the explosion happened? She must’ve followed him outside, hoping to change his mind about leaving. An all-too-familiar feeling clawed and twisted at his insides that he might be responsible for the woman being in the wrong place at the wrong time.
“Don’t stop.” Monique’s voice carried through the din. He strained to hear more, but as soon as he shifted forward in his seat, he was again met by a sharp, stabbing pain.
Chewing on her bottom lip, Olivia glanced up and seemed to be searching the chaos around her. Looking for what? She turned back to the stretcher, rubbed her fingertips with her thumbs and touched the woman’s arm. With closed eyes, Monique smiled thinly. If the setting were different, he would’ve thought she was getting the world’s best massage. Olivia kept her fingertips on the woman’s forearm, and every few seconds, she’d slant a glance to the left and right, reminding him of a prey animal on the lookout for predators.
Why was she so nervous? Clearly, she was helping the injured woman. Healing her. Unless… And then it dawned on him.
She didn’t want anyone to know what she was doing.
It wasn’t just nerves he was reading in her expression. It was fear. Like she was afraid of being caught.
Suddenly, an aid worker in an orange vest appeared and Olivia jerked her hands away, confirming his suspicions. She’d done that when she’d touched him, too.
The man shouted into the walkie-talkie attached to his shoulder as he unlocked the brakes on the stretcher. “I don’t know,” he said. “Someone triaged her wrong, thinking her sitch was hopeless.” He paused for a moment, holding the device to his ear. “Well, she’s not dead, so get me a fucking ambulance.”
The aid worker quickly pushed Monique’s stretcher away, disappearing behind a parked car. Olivia rolled up the sleeves of the coat. Was she going to look for someone else who needed her help?
He was the one who needed her.
A plan began to form in his mind—a cruel one, yes, but honorable men, particularly those who were desperate, often had to make difficult choices.
Olivia turned just as he pushed himself up to a standing position, and their eyes met. She had a wild desperation to her expression, and for a moment, he thought she might shrug out of that huge coat and run like hell.
He held his breath. If she bolted, he was as good as dead. He didn’t know how long he could continue to refuse medical treatment, but he sure as hell couldn’t get out of here under his own power. At some point, someone would take pity and force him to go to the hospital. And if that happened, they’d do a background check and discover his papers were bogus. It would be only a matter of time until they discovered he wasn’t from this world.
Come, lass. Come to me. I promise not to hurt you.
He was a predator, trying to seduce his prey.
After a moment’s hesitation, she headed straight toward him.
Relief raced through his body.
He would get her to heal him. And if she refused or tried to deny that she could, he’d threaten to expose her.



CHAPTER 4
Olivia’s cowboy boots turned to lead as she slogged her way back to what was left of the Grape and Bean. Though it couldn’t be more than ten or twelve steps, it felt like a mile. She was so exhausted she could hardly see straight. Healing the woman who was almost dead had drained her of all her energy. She hardly had anything left. She needed to grab her things and get out of here as quickly as possible.
The man—Asher—stood in what used to be the doorway, staring at her with an intensity that made her stomach do a couple of backflips. Gorgeous guys came into the wine shop all the time, so what was the big deal about this one? Well, for one thing, she told herself as she noted his scuffed motorcycle boots and the skull ring on his pinkie, he wasn’t pretty-boy good-looking. He had an untamed quality about him that suggested an uncontrollable side. She wouldn’t be surprised if he had a few tattoos and a piercing or two.
Oh God, why do I always seem to find the bad boys so attractive? She seriously needed to employ the trick she played on herself in order not to eat fattening food.
Rough, rugged, badass guys with swagger are unhealthy for my well-being.
No. Wait. Who the hell cares if something is unhealthy if it’s tasty? She needed to frame it up differently.
Rough, rugged, badass guys with swagger make me nauseous and sick to my stomach. 
There. Maybe if she said it enough times, she’d start to believe it.
“What are you still doing here?” She honestly thought he’d be gone by now. Hurt or not, he seemed like a take-charge kind of guy. The kind who made things happen, who didn’t wait around for things to happen to him.
“What did you just do?” His eyebrows were two fierce slashes above his eyes.
“Excuse me?”
“To that woman?”
She looked at him warily. What was he getting at? He couldn’t possibly know what she had done. She tried to swallow, but her mouth was bone dry. “I did what they told me to do. That’s all. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” She took a step forward, hoping he’d move out of her way, but he didn’t. He just stood there like a brick wall in front of her. A big, huge, muscle-y one.
Thankfully, the plate glass window next to the door had been completely blown out. Taking care not to cut herself, she stepped up and over the sill. There. She was going to get her things and get the hell out of here.
But before she could move toward the office in the back, he grabbed her arm. Even through the heavy fireman’s coat she still wore, she felt the strength of his hand.
“I saw you,” he said, his voice low and menacing, “so don’t try to deny what you did.”
Her heart banged around in her chest like a jarred moth looking for a way to escape. This was not good. “Let go of me.” She tried to pull away from his grasp, but his hand was like an iron wrench.Two seconds ago, she thought she would die from exhaustion, but now she felt as if she could run a marathon.
“Weren’t you watching?” she asked. “I helped stop an injured woman’s bleeding until an ambulance became available and took her to the hospital. That’s all.” One quick jerk and she was free of him. She had a feeling she wouldn’t have been able to do that if he hadn’t been hurt.
His gray eyes bore into her as she took a few steps back. She could tell he didn’t believe her. “Don’t bullshit me. You healed that woman.”
She wanted to clamp a hand over his mouth. Despite the chill in the night air, a bead of sweat trickled down the middle of her back.
Think, Olivia! Think!
As he stood there, waiting for a reply, her brain finally came up with a few options:
(1) Laugh. Make it seem as if what he’d said was the funniest, most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard. But given what was going on around them and the fact that her employer’s dead body wasn’t very far away, laughing would be a terrible response. Scratch that.
(2) Beg. With tears. Lots of them. Even though she was truly freaked out and could probably cry without too much effort, it wasn’t her style. Next.
(3) Run. Grab her things and run like the devil was chasing her. She was an expert at it—she’d been doing it all her life. But she was too exhausted. Just the thought of sprinting out of here made her want to curl up in a ball and go to sleep. Scratch that, too, for now.
(4) Barter. Tell him she’d heal him if he promised not to say anything. But she wasn’t sure she had enough energy left to help him. If she didn’t, she’d have exposed her secret for nothing. He’d be pissed and would go to the authorities. Nope. That wouldn’t work, either.
(5) Lie. BS her way through it.
She settled on number five, the only reasonable choice. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
He frowned. A muscle in his jaw flexed. “You expect me to believe that horseshit? She was almost dead until you got to her. Even the aid workers thought so.”
“That’s ridiculous. The EMT came over here and asked for my help. You heard him. You were here.”
“Yeah, probably because he felt bad that he wasn’t going to be able to help that woman. He didn’t want to leave her there to die on that stretcher by herself.”
“You’re wrong. What kind of aid worker would do that?”
“It’s battlefield medicine. In a crisis situation, you have limited resources and sometimes you have to make a choice to help others who have a better chance of surviving. Admit it, Olivia. Her situation was hopeless until you came along.” She opened her mouth to say something, but he cut her off. “It’s pointless to argue. I know what I saw.”
Why would the guy know about battlefield medicine? Was he a former soldier? If he was, then he probably still had connections in the army, which meant this was worse than she thought.
The BS route wasn’t going to fly, not in the face of this new revelation. She really did need to get out of here. If a stranger could guess her secret, then others could as well. What an idiot she’d been to expose herself like that. She should’ve been more careful. Who knew how many others had noticed what she’d done?
She decided to change her mind and go with number three, no matter how exhausted and drained she was.
Shrugging out of the fireman’s jacket and tossing it in the direction of what used to be the register counter, she stepped over a few broken bottles and trudged toward the office where she kept her things, exhaustion weighing down each step.
“You’re wrong,” she called over her shoulder. “I’m nothing special. If what you say is true, then why wouldn’t I be out there helping other people? Think about it.” She grabbed her jean jacket and messenger bag from a hook just inside the door and turned to go.
Suddenly, he was there in front of her, all six foot whatever of him, blocking her from going anywhere. Holy crap. If the guy wasn’t a bouncer, he really should think about becoming one. He was supporting most of his weight on one booted foot while holding onto his bad arm. Although he was injured, there was something really strong and commanding about the way he was looking at her.
“I think it’s because you’re hiding your ability.” His pupils were two little pinpricks surrounded by gray. “You don’t want them to know.”
Them? So he wasn’t with the army, but the fact that he knew her secret made him just as dangerous.
She took a step backward, the broken Reidel stemware making a crisp, crunching sound beneath her cowboy boots. He moved with her.
“What do you want from me?” she rasped.
“It’s my turn now,” he said, his voice almost a whisper as he towered over her. “You’re going to heal me.”
All of the oxygen disappeared from her lungs as if she’d been punched. Her ligaments turned to rubber.
He was trying to intimidate her into using her abilities for his gain. Just like David. A slow burn of indignation ignited in her belly. She would not let it happen again. “Excuse me?”
“Don’t act stupid,” he growled. “Like you don’t know what I’m talking about. If you did it for her, you sure as hell are going to do it for me.”
Déjà vu with déjà dick.
How the hell had she found herself in another situation like this? Did she give off a vibe that said, “I have a secret that needs to be exploited?” Was she some kind of jerk magnet? She flexed her hands and wished she had the nerve to punch him right in the face. She’d hit him on the left side of that chiseled jaw and knock him flat on his ass.
Ding ding ding. And the winner by TKO is—
“Whoa,” he said, holding up a palm. “You need to relax.”
She choked out a bitter laugh. Few things pissed her off more than someone who told her to relax. It was condescending and rude. Other than her gynecologist or a masseuse, no one else had the right to say that, otherwise they got lumped into the category of Total Asshole. And right now, this guy was at the top of the pile.
“I don’t appreciate being called stupid.”
He looked confused and took a step backward. She wasn’t expecting that.
“I didn’t.”
“Oh really?”
“But I apologize for giving you that impression.”
She exhaled and slowly unclenched her fists. She wasn’t expecting that reaction from him, either. It was possible she’d spent too much time recently in a world where insults and intimidation were the fuel you needed to beat the crap out of someone. Maybe she’d heard him wrong and overreacted.
He cast a furtive glance behind him. “You do need to heal me, however. How long is it going to take?”
How long?
Another injured man had asked her the same question in the makeshift training room of an underground fight club. They hadn’t known she was a Healer-Talent and just assumed she was going to apply a few bandages. Why she’d let David drag her there in the first place was beyond her, because they’d only dated a few times. But he was charming, had money, and she was an idiot.
David hadn’t wanted to spend the money to hire a trained cutman, so when his best fighter split open his eyebrow in the locker room five minutes before the main event, Olivia had idiotically offered to help. The compulsion to heal every little injury was something she’d learned to control, but when the injured fighter told her he’d been thinking of joining the army in order to provide for his family, that was the last straw. She should’ve fought the urge to heal him, but she didn’t, and then David put two and two together.
You’re working for me, sugar, and if you refuse, I’m sure the army will be very interested to hear about an unregistered Healer-Talent.
It had taken her a month to set up a new identity, but as soon as she had, she’d left and never looked back.
“Come on,” Asher said, jolting her away from her thoughts. “What are you waiting for?” He stared at her with that penetrating, astute gaze he’d used on her before. There was no way she was going to get around him. He was ready for her this time.
Her shoulders slumped in defeat. “I…I can’t. At least not right away. Healing that woman took too much of my energy. I don’t have much left.”
His gaze ran over her body. “I’m guessing you have enough.”
Enough for him, maybe, but it’d leave her with nothing. She’d be stuck until her energy levels built back up enough for her to walk out, but who knew if she had the time? “And if I refuse?”
He didn’t even hesitate. “Then I’m telling the authorities I saw you bring a woman back from the dead.”
It felt as if she’d been slapped. “You can’t,” she choked.
“I can and I will unless you help me.”
Her blood ran ice cold. Just like David, this guy was going to use her to get what he wanted. Fine. It wasn’t as if she had much choice. She’d do what he wanted and when it was over, she’d pray that no one came for her before she could run again. “I won’t be able to heal you completely.”
“I need to walk out under my own power. That’s all I’m asking.”
She slipped on her jean jacket and slung the strap of her messenger bag over her head to free her hands. She must’ve moved too quickly because the room started spinning. Healing another human so soon was going to be hard work, she thought, placing a palm on the wall to steady herself.
In a flash, a strong, muscular arm was around her waist, steadying her. “What the hell?” His breath was warm on her cheek.
“Did you think I was lying?” she asked. “That woman was in really bad shape. She was almost dead, so it took everything I had to bring her back. Healing energy is finite and needs to be replenished. I don’t have an unlimited power source.” She tried to wriggle out of his grasp, but he held her tight.
“Stop all your movin’ around, lass,” he said, a shadow of pain darkening his features. “You’re killing me.”
Since when had she given him permission to give her a nickname? To her surprise, though, she didn’t hate it. It reminded her of something a conquering Scottish hero would say.
The side of his muscular body pressed into her. God, he smelled fantastic. Not perfumey or cologne-ish, but rugged, working-man good. Along with the touch of alcohol on his breath, she detected soot and ash, motor oil, soap, and a subtle yet musky, all-male scent. She started to take another long inhale of him.
“There you go,” he said, his voice gravelly, his lips inches from her ear. “Breathe. That’s it. Do you need to sit down?” The vibration of his voice hummed through her body like a finely tuned motor.
“No, I’m…I’m feeling a little better. You should sit. You’re the one who was almost killed.” She placed her hands gently on his chest to push him away. He was warm, his muscles well defined and very hard. Although she was barely touching him, healing energy rushed unbidden from her fingertips, mending his broken leg and the torn cartilage in his knee. But it was too much, too fast. The room spun around her and her knees buckled.
“What the bloody hell are you doing?” He grabbed her wrists and held them away as if they were covered in mud.
Somehow she found herself lying on the floor with Mr. Tall, Dark, and Deadly leaning over her, a look of worry plastered to his handsome face. She must’ve passed out because she had the distinct impression that she’d been in his arms a moment ago.
“What happened?” Asher asked, his brows furrowed with concern.
“I…I don’t know. It’s never been…that easy before. I wasn’t expecting…the pull was so strong.” She normally had better control. Once the connection was made, she could best describe it as a push of energy that took a bit of effort, like forcing honey through a thin needle. Expecting the room to still be spinning, she slowly sat up. But the room wasn’t spinning and neither was her head. She felt almost back to where she had been before she healed him, which was odd because she used a lot of energy. “Here, let me finish.”
“No,” he said, his eyes hooded and dark.
“Isn’t that what you want?”
“Yes, woman, but not if it’s going to do this to you.”
A man had never addressed her as woman before, either. She couldn’t decide if she liked the dominating way it sounded or not.
Maybe a barbarian from Cascadia would speak like that, but not—
Wait. She narrowed her eyes and examined him more closely. Dark hair. Check. Slight accent. Check. Hiding some secrets, which you would expect if you were a Cascadian in New Seattle. Big check.
Was he…?
No. He couldn’t be. He was just your run-of-the-mill, normal, everyday bad boy that she always found so damned attractive but had sworn to stay away from.
A sound near the door—a cough—interrupted her thoughts. She turned her head and every muscle went rigid.
Right there under the torn Grape and Bean awning were the man and woman from the army vehicle. When she was healing Monique, she’d been startled half to death when they pulled up. She’d assumed they had figured out what she was doing and had come to bring her in. But they hadn’t. They disappeared into the crowd of people and she’d shrugged it off as paranoia.
Never underestimate your intuition, she recalled her mother saying. It’s rarely wrong. 
“We’re from the AIU and we need to ask you some questions.” The woman’s voice was deep, almost masculine.
“The AIU?” Olivia asked.
“Army Investigative Unit.” The woman skirted around an overturned chair. “Since we were on the scene, the Institute for Army Affairs asked us to look into something.”
Panic shot through her veins like a drug from a needle. It was all she could do to remain outwardly calm. Officials from the Institute were the ones who’d taken her brother away.
“Your papers, please.”
“Don’t have them,” Asher said, looking down at his tattered clothes. “They were destroyed.”
“Same with mine.” She hoped to God they wouldn’t see her messenger bag on the floor. She shoved her hands in her pockets to keep them from shaking.
Whenever she was nervous about something, she often visualized things down to the smallest detail. It was an imagery technique her father had taught her once.
“After you step through something in your mind,” he had told her, “the real thing doesn’t seem so daunting anymore.”
He also said to consider the worst that could happen and know things rarely turned out that way.
Now, inside the ruined wine shop, she pictured the woman cuffing her, the cold metal closing around her wrists. They’d explain how they’d seen her heal the woman and that she needed to come with them.
The man would grab her upper arm and escort her to a waiting vehicle, where the woman would open the back door for her. The man would put his hand on her head as she climbed in, because they do that on the reality cop shows. Was it to force someone inside when they didn’t want to go or was it a courtesy thing so you didn’t hit your head?
All she knew was that everyone would be watching, including the media, and within minutes, her picture would be posted on countless news blogs. Her life would no longer be her own. The army would own her. She’d never see her mother again.
“Okay then,” the woman said. “Let’s start with your names.”
Olivia opened her mouth to speak, but Asher spoke first. “Listen. I fucking… need…an ambulance. When will…another one…be available?”
She cut him a sidelong glance. He wasn’t serious, was he, or had he changed his mind about getting conventional medical treatment? Didn’t he know these people weren’t aid workers?
He jerked his chin to the right. “There’s also a poor soul over there…who wasn’t as lucky as we were. Will someone be coming by…to pick him up? Who notifies his wife?”
She was struck by how he made it sound as if they were a team. She decided to chime in and see where he was going with this. “I work here and that’s—I mean, that was my boss.”
The AIU woman unbuttoned her navy wool coat, then pulled a stylus and a digital tablet from an inner pocket. She consulted something on the screen, then closed the cover with an efficient snap. Looking up, she smiled warmly, as if they were all on the same side. Olivia wasn’t fooled. This had to be an interrogation technique.
“You’ll need to talk to someone out there,” she told Asher. “They’ll tag the body and get you some medical attention.” She turned back to Olivia. “Getting back to why we came here in the first place, are you the one who helped that female out there?”
Olivia swallowed nervously. “Me?” She looked back and forth between the two of them. She noticed Asher subtly kicking the fireman’s coat further behind the counter.
The woman appeared to be in her forties or fifties, with salt-and-pepper hair pulled off her face by two plain bobby pins. A few strands had slipped free and she kept pushing them away with the tip of her stylus. She must be growing her bangs out, Olivia thought. They were that awkward, in-between length, long enough to hang in your face but too short to tuck behind an ear.
The man, on the other hand, wore a black suit, skinny black tie, and shoes that, despite the soot and ash outside, somehow still held a shine. He studied her, his face devoid of emotion, making her feel like a one-celled organism on a glass slide. At least when someone showed a little emotion, you could pretend it was as bad as it would get. But when there was nothing, it made you think anything, even the most awful, was possible.
“Yes,” the woman said, a touch of impatience in her tone. “The redhead on the gurney. Was that you who helped her?”
Asher cleared his throat and answered for her. “No. Olivia was with me. We were here, inside the Grape and Bean when everything happened.”
She tried not to act surprised. Why was he covering for her?
“Is that so?” The woman didn’t sound convinced. “Because we have witnesses—three of them—who said a female individual matching her description had been attending to the injured woman.”
“Why are you looking for her?” Olivia said, referring to herself in the third person and trying to sound more curious than guilty. “Did she do something wrong?”
“We think she might be an unregistered Healer-Talent. The victim had been dying until she came along and saved her.”
Olivia’s bladder squeezed down to the size of a peanut.
Oh God, they know!
Asher let out an exasperated sigh. “Look at me.” He gently rolled up his shirt, exposing his bruised and bloodied torso.
Her hand flew up to her mouth. “Oh my God, Ash. You’re hurt.” Ash? Where did that come from? Her quick healing assessment earlier had told her he’d cracked some ribs, but seeing it in the flesh was shocking. How was he even able to move? She had an overwhelming urge to lay her healing hands on him to ease his suffering. Instead, she crossed her arms and tried to ignore it.
Then he gingerly pulled down the collar of his shirt, showing them his fractured clavicle. “If I noticed a Healer-Talent hanging around, you can bet your ass I’d be begging that person for help. God knows, I can’t seem to find anyone else around here to help me.”
It occurred to her that he’d lost the accent she detected earlier. He sounded just like anyone else in New Seattle.
The AIU guy kept staring at Olivia with those emotionless eyes. Had he guessed they were lying and was waiting for her to mess up? She hadn’t yawned just now, had she? If they knew anything about Healer-Talents, they had to know it took a lot out of you. There were probably dark circles of fatigue under her eyes. Had they seen Asher holding her up?
Frowning, the woman tapped the stylus against her lips. “Explain something to me then, because I’m confused. If the two of you have been here this whole time and together, why is it that you—” She pointed the stylus at Olivia. “—didn’t know he was injured?”
Crap. Good point. “Um…”
Asher answered for her again. “She was trapped in the wine cellar. And in this condition, I wasn’t able to get to her. She escaped on her own, but it took awhile.”
Yes, perfect. “When I got out, I knew he’d been injured, I just didn’t know it was this bad. Ash, why didn’t you tell me?” She scowled at him in order to sell the ruse, then turned back to the army woman, giving her a woman-to-woman look that said men can be so frustrating sometimes. The woman didn’t smile.
A fresh round of fatigue washed over her. She tried not to fidget or yawn, but she was so damn tired.
Suddenly, Asher’s large hand enclosed hers, his thumb caressing her skin in a non-stranger-ish, almost intimate way. Twinges of electricity shot up her arm, making all the little hairs stand on end. She stiffened, expecting to feel a sudden loss of energy again, but there seemed to be a barrier there now. His fingers and palm were warm and callused. And very reassuring. It made her feel stronger, not weaker, like they might actually make it through this as long as they stayed together.
With their heads close, the man and woman were whisper-arguing. Maybe some small talk would convince them that she knew nothing, and they’d move on. “Any idea how big it was on the Richter scale? Do they know yet?”
The woman looked slightly amused and tapped the stylus on her lips. She and her partner made eye contact again and something silent passed between them. “You think that was an earthquake?”
She took from her response that it wasn’t.
Before she could answer, the man interjected, speaking for the first time. “It was a bomb. The fucking Cascadians again.”
Now it was Asher’s turn to stiffen. His nostrils flared slightly and his pupils were pinprick small.
“A bomb?” When she’d felt the rumble down in the wine cellar and heard the noise, she’d assumed earthquake. It hadn’t crossed her mind that it was a bomb.
“Witnesses saw a man running from the scene less than thirty seconds before the explosion.” The man stared at Asher as if he suspected him. “He wouldn’t have gotten far. May even be hurt.”
Was it possible that he had set the bomb? Could he be a Cascadian terrorist? Olivia considered the possibility, rolled it around in her head. If he was her enemy, then that meant these two were her allies. That assessment didn’t make sense, either. It felt as if she and Asher were on the same side. Of the same mindset. He could’ve thrown her under the bus and told these two the truth about her in order to get away, but he hadn’t.
As much as she distrusted this stranger, her intuition told her he wasn’t responsible. What it did tell her was that these army people were dangerous. Not Asher.
The woman asked Olivia for her name and address. Since they already knew her first name, she gave them a fake last name and address. If they went so far as to cross-check it with Marco’s records later, she’d be long gone. As soon as she got home, she was packing up her things and leaving again.
“Okay, got it. And your name?”
“Asher.”
“Is that your first or last name?”
“First.”
Her stylus was poised over her screen. “Last name.”
“Smith,” he said.
“Spell that, please.”
Panic flashed in his eyes so quickly that when it was gone, Olivia couldn’t be sure it was ever there in the first place. Must not be his real last name either. That was another thing they had in common.
She gave his hand two little squeezes for encouragement.
“It’s just like it sounds,” he told the woman.
She looked up from her screen. Her partner leaned slightly forward at the waist as if he were ready to pounce. “There are several spellings.”
Could he really not know how this common last name was spelled?
Olivia debated jumping in and answering for him, but she’d done that once already and worried it would look fishy.
Maybe if she got him started, he could figure it out himself. She moved their clasped hands out of sight of the army interrogators. With her pointer finger, she traced out the letter S on his palm.
“S.” She could almost hear the relief in his voice.
When he didn’t continue, she scratched out an M, holding her breath that he wouldn’t think it was a W.
“M,” he said.
The woman turned her attention back to her handheld. Olivia gave him two little squeezes. He squeezed back, which she interpreted as needing more help. She traced the rest of the letters, thankful that he’d picked a short name, and he slowly recited them aloud.
“And your address?” the woman asked.
When he hesitated again, Olivia had enough. “Can’t you see he needs medical attention? He’s lost a lot of blood and is obviously lightheaded and having trouble concentrating.”
The woman was not impressed. She held her ground and repeated her question.
Olivia sighed loudly. “It’s the same as mine. We live together.”
Draping his arm over her shoulder, she ignored her own exhaustion and rose from the stool. She was going to walk Asher out of here, and these AIU agents were going to let her.
The woman reluctantly stepped out of the way.
“Come on, honey,” Olivia said, smiling up into Asher’s face. “Let’s go find you a doctor.”



CHAPTER 5
“Okay, I’m fine now,” Asher said as they made their way slowly down the sidewalk. He tried to shrug her arm away but she was having none of it.
“Like hell you are,” Olivia replied.
The further they got from the explosion site, the more the chaos and noise faded behind them. The walk to his car was taking longer than Asher would’ve liked, but his ribs and collarbone still hurt every time he took a step. He tried whistling for Conry, but because he was using his opposite hand, it came out more like a forceful exhale.
“Here. Let me try.” Olivia made a C with her thumb and ring finger and lifted it to her mouth. The sharp burst rang through his head like a gunshot.
“Bloody hell, woman,” he said, giving her an are-you-kidding-me glare. He would never have guessed she could whistle like that.
She looked pleased and a little mischievous. “What?”
“On top of all my other injuries, now have to deal with pierced eardrums, too? ”
She groaned. “Such a baby.”
It hadn’t been his idea that Olivia come with him, though he hadn’t protested too much when she insisted on helping him find Conry, but he’d refused to let her fix the rest of his injuries. The healing she’d done for him in addition to healing Monique had taken a lot out of her already. He was good enough. He’d heal the rest of the way on his own.
“I can’t get my car out of the garage now, anyway,” had been her argument. “So you’re going to drive me home. Besides, we’re living together, right? Shouldn’t we at least make it look like we’re going to the same place in case anyone’s watching?”
“Thanks for what you did back there. Not only for the healing, but for telling them we lived together.” He’d been trying to give them the information on his false identification papers, but with the added pressure of needing to keep Olivia’s secret hidden as well, everything kept getting mixed up in his head. It was pathetic, really, given how many times he’d had to produce it before. It should’ve been easy.
“Under the circumstances, being your fake girlfriend was the least I could do.”
They walked along in silence for a few minutes, pausing only to call for Conry. Olivia had a smudge on her cheek, bloodstains on her dress, and her hair was tangled and messy, and yet he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so completely captivated by a woman.
“Why do you hide your ability to heal?” he asked. Could she be afraid to use them? And then it occurred to him. “Or is it them you’re afraid of?”
Her breath hitched and she turned to face him. With the light reflecting in her eyes like this, he noticed for the first time that they were mismatched. One a greenish hazel and the other brown. It wasn’t very noticeable, but with the light just right, you could tell they were different colors.
“You’re not from around here, are you?” she asked.
So she’d guessed he was Cascadian. Telling her a lie would make sense right now, but he owed her the truth. Or at least as much of it as he could share. “Not really.”
“But you didn’t have anything to do with the bomb.”
“No,” he said simply, treating her statement as a question.
“I didn’t think so.”
He debated telling her more about himself, like who he was and why he was here. Part of him craved a deeper connection with her. It felt good—really good—to have shared secrets with her already. Back at the explosion site, it had been the two of them against the world and he liked it. They’d made a good team, playing off each other so easily. But another part of him didn’t see a good reason for taking this any further than he already had. He couldn’t afford to build any relationships here. At least, not the romantic kind.
The streets in this part of town were deserted. Few cars and hardly any people. It was as if the explosion site were a black hole and all normal city activity had been sucked into it.
She kicked a small stone off the curb and watched it roll into a grate. “So you want to know why I hide my ability?”
“Yes,” he said, surprised that she was willing to tell him now.
“Let’s just say that if the army finds out what I’m capable of doing, my life will not be my own anymore. And that’s putting it mildly.”
“What will they do?”
“Anything they want.” She pretended to be examining her nails. “They’d rip me away from my life and force me to work for them, just like they did with my brother.”
He knew the Army used those with Talents, but he hadn’t realized they were given no choice.
On his side of the portal, people looked up to the warriors of the Iron Guild. They were protectors, risking their lives to keep people safe. He considered it an honor—all of them did—to be one of a chosen few. Didn’t she consider their army the same way?
He thought about how little time he’d spent on the other side of the portal, but there wasn’t much for him there. His job was over here.
“Is there no honor in that?” he asked.
“Honor?” She laughed. “Honor is something you earn through your actions. No, there is no honor in working for the army. Not according to my family.”
She started to walk away, but he reached out, slid his hand down her arm, and stopped her from going any further. She looked at him, her gaze starting from where he was touching her then trailing up to his face. Behind her strength, he saw a great sorrow in her eyes.
“Wait,” he said softly. “Tell me what happened.”
She turned away. He’d pushed her too hard.
“Are we getting close to your car?” she asked, changing the subject again. She was good at that.
Dropping his hand from her arm, he cursed himself for asking so many questions. He, of all people, should understand the need to keep secrets.
“It’s parked on the next block.”
Clearly, it was too hurtful a memory for her to tell a virtual stranger. He wasn’t good at deep stuff. Should’ve just kept the conversation light. As soon as they found Conry, he’d drop her off at her house, thank her for helping him, and that would be it.
They walked to the next intersection in silence. When they stepped off the curb and into the crosswalk, she surprised him when she started talking again.
“Vince was an amazing artist. Amazing. And I’m not just saying that because we’re brother and sister. Several top art schools had been wooing him when he was only a sophomore in high school.” She told him about a big art contest her brother had won that drew him national attention. It was clear she was very proud of him. “After…afterward…when I was going through his things, I found a series of charcoal drawings of a young woman that were so achingly beautiful. I have them framed in my apartment.”
After what, he wanted to ask, but didn’t. “His girlfriend?”
“I…I don’t know. I never saw her before.”
The sudden wail of a siren came from the next intersection. A Night Patrol vehicle screeched around the corner, its flashing lights illuminating both of them. Olivia sucked in a breath and her eyes went wide.
He rested his hand on her shoulder. “Keep walking. They’re heading to the explosion site, and we’re just two people trying to get back to our car.”
The patrol zoomed past and Olivia exhaled. “You’re used to it, aren’t you?”
He shrugged but didn’t answer. He liked hearing her talk. There was a melodious quality to her voice and a slight lisp when she said certain sounds. He’d wait to hear it, and then, when he did, it was like tiny reward. He found it more than a little charming. He could see why Conry had been so smitten by her. He was feeling the same way.
“I take it Vince didn’t go on to art school?” He wanted to know more about her before he took her home and exited her life.
She shook her head. “His Talent manifested itself when we were teenagers. We’re twins,” she added, evidently sensing his raised eyebrows.
A strand of hair stuck to her lips. Without thinking, he ran the back of his finger down the side of her face to release it. “And then what happened?”
She took a deep breath that came out ragged. He thought for a moment that she might be crying, but he didn’t notice any tears. “The army found out about him somehow and came to the house. We never saw him after…after that night. We did get letters from him at first. Poetry, mostly, but it was clear that they were being monitored. Words and blocks of text were blacked out. Then one day, they just stopped coming. It’s been ten years now and I still miss him.”
He couldn’t imagine how hard that must’ve been. The army was very good at tearing loved ones apart and destroying lives. “Where did they take him?”
She shrugged. “To a top-secret training facility, but we never heard where.”
“Wasn’t there anything your mother and father could do?”
“My father?” The small noise in her throat was either a stifled laugh or a choke. “There wasn’t anything he could do. They killed him the night my brother was taken.”
***
As soon as they got to the grey Mustang parked on Olive Street, they checked the news stations and heard that the HOT was going to be closed for a few days. Olivia wasn’t getting back to her apartment any time soon.
“Good.” Asher groaned as he carefully shifted his bruised body. “Guess that means you can drive me around to look for my dog.”
“I don’t mind healing you, Ash. Really. It’s no trouble.”
“No.” He’d seen how much it had taken out of her to help the woman from the club. He’d heal fine on his own.
For several hours, they drove down every street and into every neighborhood within a five-mile radius of the explosion and still didn’t find Conry. Asher was trying not to lose hope, but things weren’t looking good. He hadn’t wanted to consider it before, but maybe something had happened to Conry in the blast.
“We’re stopping?” He looked over at Olivia as she pulled the grey Mustang to the side of the road near the circular entrance to Volunteer Park.
She turned in the driver’s seat to face him. Was she planning to give him a reality check? Turning away, he braced himself to hear her say they should stop searching.
Of course she couldn’t know what that dog meant to him. Not only had Conry saved his life a few times on this side of the portal, but he was there for Asher on the other side when no one else was. No, he would not give up. Ever. That dog was his best friend and meant more to him than most people.
“Do you mind if I say a little prayer?” she asked softly.
His head snapped up. “A prayer?”
“I didn’t know if that would make you uncomfortable. That’s why I’m asking.”
He wasn’t a religious man, but it didn’t bother him. “Yeah, that’s fine.”
Folding her hands in her lap, she bowed her head. “Dear Saint Anthony, please come ’round. Conry’s been lost and can’t be found. He’s a very special dog, so please return him to us.” She opened her eyes.
Asher snorted. “That’s a prayer?”
She raised an eyebrow. “I know it had some rhyming issues, but I think my point was clear. Trust me.”
He liked how her mismatched eyes lit up when he teased her. “So who is this Saint Anthony?”
“He’s the patron saint of lost things,” she explained. “When you ask for his help, he’s supposed to find what’s lost. Or at least that’s what my Catholic mom always says. Can’t find your keys, your cell phone, your glasses? You ask him for help.” She reached behind her neck, unclasped a necklace he hadn’t noticed she’d been wearing and held it up. A small, round medallion swung from the thin gold chain. “This is my Saint Anthony pendant. I want you to have it till we find him.”
What if he didn’t find Conry right away? How would he get it back to her? “But—”
“No arguing,” she said, as if she had been expecting this. “I insist.” She leaned over the console and held it out. The pendant dangled from her hand like a hypnotist’s necklace, flashing in the light from a nearby streetlamp. He was struck by the fact that by accepting it, he was crossing an unseen threshold with her. No longer would she be a beautiful stranger who had briefly helped him. He would have something of hers that he’d need to return, thus ensuring they’d see each other again.
With his good hand, he reached for it, but she shook her head. “No, let me.”
“Okay.”
Her lips were parted and her breath fluttered over his jaw as she put the chain around his neck. It was all he could do to keep from kissing her, to cup the back of her head and pull her mouth to his. He held back. There was a vulnerability about her that made him want to protect her. But the last time he’d brought a woman into his life for more than just a quick roll in the sack, it had ended in disaster. He’d vowed never to let it happen again.
“Sorry,” she said. “This lobster clasp is really small.”
“No problem,” he said as he stared at the tiny pulse at the base of her throat. “Where did you get it?”
“My mom gave it to me so that I would never get lost.” She gave a little shrug of one shoulder. “She worries about me a lot.”
He was touched that she would lend it to him. A piece of her hair tickled his cheek, but he didn’t want to brush it away. What he really wanted to do was to run his fingers over her jaw to see if her skin was as velvety smooth as it looked. He would kiss her there, then on that little hollow below her ear.
When she finished, she tucked the chain into the neck of his shirt, taking care not to jar him too much. As if he would’ve cared if she had.
She lightly patted his chest where the pendant lay against his heart. “There. That should do it.” Then she sat back in her seat as if she did this sort of thing every day.
He had the urge to ignore his pain, pull her onto his lap, and kiss the hell out of her. But she wasn’t like the women he usually surrounded himself with—women who would expect him to do something like that.
He cleared his throat, his voice tight and raspy. “And does it work?”
“Yeah, you’d be surprised. I’ll be at my wits end, looking for something, then after praying for Saint Anthony’s help, I suddenly find it.”
“Thanks. For everything.” He turned away, staring silently into the darkness through the open windows. He hoped she was right.  
“If the situation were reversed, I would like to think someone would help me, too.”
She shifted in her seat and reached for her phone.
“What are you doing?”
“Just for the heck of it, I’m going to call the Animal Control hotline again. See if the message has been updated yet.” She hit redial and held the cell phone up to her ear. “Oh. Oh,” she said, sitting up straighter. “The recorded message was updated twenty minutes ago. A dude is reading off all the dogs that have been picked up recently. Get me a piece of paper.”
He opened the glove box but didn’t see anything to write on.
“Ahhhh. Hurry.” She snapped her fingers. “I’ve got a notepad in my bag.”
He grabbed the messenger bag from the backseat, found the pad of paper and shoved it at her. With the phone in the crook of her neck, she listened. A minute or two passed, but it felt like an eternity. He prayed to the Fates that there was news of Conry. Good news.
She let out a gasp and started scribbling. “I think they have him.”
“Are you sure?” His heart pounded in his chest.
She referred to her notes. “A long-haired male greyhound was picked up in the 700 block of downtown a half hour after the blast. Ash, that’s less than a mile away from the site.”
He slumped into the seat and felt every ache and pain again. “Conry isn’t a greyhound. He’s a deerhound.”
“Greyhound. Deerhound. They’ve got a similar body shape, right? How many dogs like that do you think they picked up near explosion?”
He still wasn’t convinced. “Yes, but—”
She reached over, wrapped her cool hand around his wrist, and gave a little squeeze. “They’re just guessing at what kind of dog he is. Some of the people at the shelter are just volunteers and accurately pinpointing the breed of a stray dog can be a crapshoot. They could easily have it wrong.”
“But—”
She threaded her fingers through his. He was suddenly grateful that his right shoulder was the injured one, not his left. Her thumb stroked his hand as she talked. She was probably unaware that she was doing it, but he wasn’t.
“When I was a kid, our German shepherd got picked up by Animal Control. They had her listed as being a Husky mix. We almost missed going down there because we didn’t think it could be her. Come on. A Husky and a German shepherd?” She rolled her eyes. “They’re completely different dogs, but thank God we did. It turned out to be her.”
“So what does this mean?”
“It means they have Conry. And first thing in the morning when they open, we’ll be there to pick him up.”
As she angled the car onto the road, it occurred to him that she’d used the word we.



CHAPTER 6
Reckless Motor Sports was located about an hour outside of the city, surrounded by a huge off-road park with dirt trails and jumps, not far from one of the main roads leading into the mountains. If Olivia were into dirt bikes, loud engines, extreme sports, and didn’t mind a few broken bones now and then, this place would be heaven. Maybe in the daytime the perspective would be different, but illuminated by only a flash of the Mustang’s headlights, some of the jumps looked freaking treacherous.
At Asher’s direction, she drove the car around the side of a large, nondescript metal building. Several nice motorcycles—Harleys, she thought—were parked near the back entrance next to a tricked-out black muscle car, an old Honda sedan, and a dented Dodge Charger. At the loading dock on the far end, a forklift was unloading a pallet of boxes from a large container truck. She could hear the beep beep beep through the rolled-up windows.
They must do a lot of business to have a night crew, she thought, yawning.
Given that it was after three in the morning, the events of the day had finally caught up to her. She couldn’t wait to tumble into bed, but that was another hour away still. Asher was going to see if one of the guys here could take her to a nearby motel. It’d be much simpler if she healed him the rest of the way, then he could take her himself. She tried telling him that using her Talent on him earlier had taken much less out of her than normal, but he wouldn’t have it.
“This place must do a lot of business to run a twenty-four-hour shop.”
Asher nodded. “Yeah, Rand does pretty well.”
A man came through the unmarked steel door with a bag of trash. He stared at them, an unwelcoming scowl plastered to his face, as he tossed the bag into the green Dumpster. Without an acknowledgement, he turned and re-entered the building.
“Is that him?” she asked warily.
“Who?”
“Rand.”
Asher shook his head. “No, that’s his cousin James.”
“Is he the one you think will give me a ride?” She certainly hoped not—she hated grumpy people—but she wanted to know now in order to get into the right frame of mind. If so, she’d listen to music and tune him out completely.
“Him?” His laugh was harsh and humorless. “I wouldn’t let him near you.”
Let him? A little thrill ran unbidden down her spine. As a rule, she didn’t like domineering and controlling men. And yet, although she was perfectly capable of taking care of herself, she liked the idea that Asher was looking out for her.
“You wouldn’t? Why not?”
“Hell, no. He’s a scary sonofabitch.”
That piqued her interest. It wasn’t that she was necessarily curious about James, but she wanted to know why Asher felt that way about the guy. One’s weaknesses and fears often told you more about a person than their strengths.
“The army fucked with his head. I don’t trust him around you.”
There was that protectiveness again. She exhaled slowly to keep this man from getting a hold on her.
“What did they do to him?” Had Vince been screwed up like this, too? Could that be why they hadn’t heard from him? No. She quickly shut down that glimmer of home. They hadn’t heard from him because he was most likely dead.
Asher pressed his lips into a hard line. “Won’t talk about it and we don’t ask. Just stay clear of him.” He groaned as he reached for the door handle.
“Here,” she said, climbing out of the car, “let me help you with that.” She jogged around to the passenger side. Half expecting him to decline any aid, she was pleasantly surprised when he let her help him. She could easily push some of her healing energy into him right now, but since he’d refused earlier, she didn’t want to force it on him without his permission.
“Holy Fates,” he grumbled. “Is every muscle tied to my ribs?”
“Not every muscle.” The moment the words left her mouth, she realized how suggestive that sounded, and her cheeks heated. She tried her best to cover up the gaffe. “Remember that old song?” She hummed a few bars, then glanced up to get his reaction. He had a strange, almost confused expression. “What? I take it you’ve never heard it before.”
“Can’t say that I have.” He shut the car door behind him.
“The point is that everything in our bodies is connected. Broken ribs are really painful, but if you’d let me heal you further—”
“No,” he growled.
“Why not? Back in the city you were going to force me to heal you. Why have you suddenly changed your mind?”
With his good hand, he reached out and lifted her chin, and whatever she was going to say slipped from her mind.
Her heart raced, her breath caught in her throat, and her vision narrowed until it was only the two of them in the entire world. She was ready to throw out her self-imposed moratorium on bad boys and let him kiss the hell out of her.
But instead of a smoldering expression, heavy with promise, Asher just looked pissed. Almost dangerous. Eyes blazing with anger, nostrils slightly flared, he glared at her. “I don’t want this, Olivia.”
What was he talking about? Her healing him? She wouldn’t bring it up again, if it bothered him so much. “Want what?” she asked, just to make sure that was what he meant.
“You.” His hard gaze darted to her mouth.
“Me?” That little thrill shot through her again, and this time it was accompanied by a warm, tingling sensation between her legs.
Then his fingers were in her hair, pulling her head back. A tiny sound escaped her throat as his mouth came down over hers.
Asher overpowered all her senses. Every single one. All she could breathe and taste and feel was him. His tongue pressed against the seam of her lips and her mouth parted. As he plunged inside, his good hand slipped down to the small of her back, then lower still to cup her ass. She responded by arching her hips closer and wrapping her arms around his neck, careful of his injuries. He groaned in response—or it could’ve been the pain—and kissed her harder.
With her defenses lowered, her healing energy trickled into him. She attempted to put up her mental barriers again, but with this close, intimate contact, it was hard to stem the flow completely. She could sense that his cracked ribs were knitting back together. “Asher, I—”
“I can’t want you,” he said, interrupting her, his lips skimming the sensitive skin along her jaw. Goosebumps sprang up all over her arms and legs in response and she forgot that she was healing him. “You’re not my type. Not even close.”
He’d already told her he’d been at the club with a few women, including Monique, so she knew his type. Tall, voluptuous, flashy, and very beautiful. And he was right. She was none of those things.
“And you’re not mine, either.”
At least the type she needed: a calm, stable man with an even temper and a predictable future. Being from the other side of an Iron Portal, Asher was about as far from that description as any man could be. But did that matter right now?
Her fingers threaded into his hair as her mouth found his again. She pushed her tongue past his lips, her turn to explore him. That caused a rumble to vibrate in his chest. He tasted like vanilla and mint and he smelled like soot and ash. One hundred and ten percent male.
“That’s good,” he said, as if he could read her thoughts, his voice as rough as the gravel beneath their feet. “But I want you to stay with me. Just for tonight.”
Her heart pounded. “Stay with you? Here?”
He trailed a string of kisses along her breastbone, just above the neckline of her dress, and his hair tickled her nose and chin. “The apartment isn’t fancy, but it’s clean and no one will bother us. Besides, it’s too late for you to go anywhere else tonight.”
It was a tempting proposition—he was so damned hot. If she stayed with him tonight, maybe she could get this bad boy out of her system and move on. And he did have a point. It was late. Or early, rather. It made sense for her to stay the night and deal with getting home in the morning.
“I want you with me to get Conry,” he said, sensing that she was caving. His hand was at her breast now, his thumb caressing her pebble-hard nipple beneath layers of fabric. “And then I’ll take you home myself.”
He drew her earlobe between his teeth and nipped at the delicate skin. Hardly able to think straight anymore, she sucked in a ragged breath. The last of her common sense was evaporating, but she gave one last try. “Unless you let me heal you, you really should go straight to sleep.”
“Trust me, Olivia,” he whispered, his breath hot against her ear, his tone seductively mesmerizing. “Not every part of me was hurt. The most important parts are still fully functioning.”
“But—”
“Let’s worry about everything else in the morning.”
***
Being injured did have its advantages. Especially when a gorgeous nurse was involved.
Except for the delivery at the far end of the garage that James was dealing with, Reckless had been quiet when they walked through the offices and up the metal stairs to the small suite of rooms that were always ready for him. Asher planned to waste no time getting down to business, but Olivia headed straight to the adjoining bathroom, where he heard the toilet flush, then water running in the tub.
“I’m getting a bath started for you,” she called.
After the night he’d had, he had to admit that a soak in a tub did sound pretty damn good. He entered the bathroom, stripped off his shirt, and tossed it in the corner.
Olivia made a little noise of surprise at the sound and spun around. “I didn’t hear you…come in.” Her gaze dropped to his bare chest then went lower, and the tip of her tongue darted out. “I thought a hot soak in the tub might feel good, with all your aches and pains.”
Leaning against the bathroom counter, he absently twisted his pinkie ring as she filled the tub. God, he loved indoor plumbing. They didn’t have running water on the other side of the portal, so he never took it for granted over here.
The hem of her wispy dress brushed against the backs of her bare thighs, daring him to keep looking. His erection grew as he thought about those smooth, toned legs wrapped around his waist. Noticing a tiny mole on the inside of her left knee, he made a vow to kiss it the first chance he got.
She reached for her bag and fished out a small glass bottle. Unscrewing the lid, she poured a few drops of a thick amber-colored liquid under the running faucet.
“Do you always carry bubble bath with you?” he asked.
“It’s not bubble bath.” She swirled a hand in the water to mix it.
“Then what is it?” The lavender-and-rosemary scent reminded him of the healing ointments and tinctures sold in the open-air markets back home.
“It’s an organic body oil that my mother makes. My skin gets dry in the winter and this really helps. It’s got soothing and healing properties, too. I thought it might be good on all your cuts and scrapes.” She reached for his good hand, removed his ring and leather bracelets, then rubbed the warm oil from the water into his skin. As he imagined her applying that kind of attention and friction to his cock, he grew even harder. And when she started massaging his palm with both of her thumbs, he closed his eyes and thought he surely had to be in heaven.
He groaned with pleasure. “Holy Fates, woman. That feels so good.”
“And a soak will feel even better.” She released his hand and turned off the faucet. “Do you need help getting undressed the rest of the way?”
He blinked. “I…uh…”
“Of course you do,” she said, as if she had been arguing with herself. “How can you do that with a broken collarbone?”
Before he could protest or warn her that he wasn’t wearing underwear, she began to unbutton his jeans. Call him an ass, but once she got started, he didn’t want her to stop, even though he could manage it himself. Wisps of messy hair hung in her eyes and there was the tip of that tongue again as she struggled with the second button.
“There,” she said. “Got it.”
He started to tell her thanks, that he could take it from here, but she hooked her thumbs under the waistband and slipped the jeans down over his hips.
Just like that, his erection sprang free.
And because she’d been bent over him, it was only inches from her face.
“Oh!” she cried, rocking backward. Somehow, she lost her balance, and before he knew what had happened, she was on her knees in front of him, lips parted, staring right at his cock.
***
Olivia was no prude and had her share of lovers, but she’d never been with a man who looked like this. Fully clothed, Asher was gorgeous. But naked and aroused, the man was utterly beautiful.
His thick erection jutted toward her, a tiny bead of semen glistening on the end. She had the sudden urge to sweep her tongue over that broad, smooth tip. His pubic hair was trimmed short and above it, golden skin stretched tightly over washboard abs. Well-defined V-line muscles curved over his hips, drawing the eye downward. As if a woman would need directions to find what was below. If all male models looked like Asher, digital airbrush experts and photomanipulators would be out of work.
“Told you I liked the hand massage,” he teased. “Didn’t you believe me?” He reached down to help her up. She ignored him.
How would it feel to have that inside her? Heat pooled low in her belly and she felt a surge of silky dampness inside her panties. She’d never been intimate with a man this well endowed before, so she had nothing to compare it to, but it was bound to be amazing.
He’d have to take it easy, though, at least in the beginning. The only problem was, Asher didn’t strike her as a patient man.
She licked her lips. “I came here knowing we were going to sleep together. I just wasn’t expecting—” She stopped herself before she sounded like a sheltered virgin who’d never seen a naked man or given oral before. Besides, he probably heard the omigod-you’re-so-big comment from all the women he slept with. “You don’t wear boxers. Or briefs.”
Now wasn’t she the master of the obvious. She wanted to roll her eyes at herself.
“Never could get used to them,” he said. “Where I come from, most of the fighting men wear kilts.”
Where he came from. She wanted to know all about his world and all about him, but that would have to be later. Right now, there were more pressing matters. “If I lived over there and you wore a kilt where all this was easily accessible to me, I’m afraid I wouldn’t be able to keep my hands off you.”
Asher’s voice was low, almost a growl. “Believe me, I wouldn’t have a problem with that.”
Her breasts felt suddenly heavy and her sex tingled. Imagine reaching under a kilt and encountering this.
He leaned against the counter, making no move to cover himself, clearly very comfortable with his body. And with her. On the floor. At his feet.
It occurred to her then why she was drawn to the bad boys. She was turned on by the thought of being sexually submissive and dominated. And Asher, with his bold swagger and sinful body, was the ultimate bad boy.
She grabbed the base of his penis and took him into her mouth.
***
Asher groaned and gripped the edge of the counter, removing his hand only to brush the hair from her face. He wanted to watch everything. He kept his hips as still as he could to let Olivia control how deeply she could take him. But, damn, it was hard. Her mouth felt amazing.
Glancing at the full-length mirror on the back of the door, he was able to see her full profile as she worked him over. He watched as a cool hand slid over his hip and belly and up to his chest. There was a slight twinge of pain as she teased his nipple between her finger and thumb.
His release was coming fast and hard. But before that happened, he felt a strange, almost uncomfortable sensation. She’d slipped the tip of a finger into his anus. With that realization, his whole body tightened.
“Shhh,” she whispered as she continued to work his length with her other hand. “Relax for me. This is as far as I need to go.”
Threading his fingers in her long silky locks, he gave in to her.
Almost instantly, the pressure intensified and what was once uncomfortable was now extremely stimulating. His fingers and toes went numb and a roaring sound rang in his head. She was saying something else, but her words were lost to him as a ferocious wave of pleasure, unlike anything he’d felt before, slammed into his body.
When it was finally over, he drew in a ragged breath, almost surprised to find that he was still leaning against the tile counter. He helped Olivia to her feet and pulled her close.
“Incredible,” he murmured into her hair. “What you did with… I never would’ve thought…” Hell, he couldn’t even formulate a complete sentence.
Her laughter was lighthearted and sweet. “You liked it, then?”
He answered by pressing his mouth to her swollen lips.
The little death. And now he understood exactly what that meant. He was pretty sure that in this small bathroom above Reckless Motor Sports, she’d stopped his heart.



CHAPTER 7
“I am not sitting in this tub alone.” Asher checked the temperature and turned on the hot water again.
“It’s not big enough for both of us,” Olivia protested, one hand on the bathroom door. “I’ll take a quick shower after you’re done.” She had planned to give him his privacy as he soaked. It would give her a chance to check her messages. She’d missed a few calls from her mom. It was too late to call her back, but she’d send another text to say she was fine and should be home in the morning.
“It’s plenty big enough. We’ll make it work.”
She eyed the confined space. “But—”
“Olivia, you’re bathing. With me. Now.” Without waiting for a further response from her, he grabbed the hem of her dress and lifted it over her head, tossing it into the corner along with his T-shirt and jeans. A moment later, her bra and panties joined the pile.
His eyes were hooded as he looked at her. One of the tiny braids hidden in his hair had fallen forward and a black bead at the end caressed his cheek. Her skin heated in response to the possessive way he stared at her, and she felt her nipples tighten.
“Holy Fates, Liv.”
He did it again. Used another nickname. It was surprisingly intimate, as if he’d been saying it for years and knew everything about her. Something warm blossomed in her chest.
His fingers curved around her hipbone and with his thumb, he caressed the skin of her stomach. “Soft, delicate, and yet so strong. I don’t imagine either of us will get much sleep tonight.”
Her inner muscles clenched a few times at the promise of his words, and a trickle of heat slickened her sex. His nostrils flared slightly as if he could sense her arousal.
The water was hot, but not too hot. Once they were inside, she settled between his bent legs, her back to his front.
“You see, lass? It’s a perfect fit. I can reach everything I need.” One hand came around and cupped her breast.
“But I’ll jostle you. You’re still healing.”
He didn’t answer. She looked over her shoulder at him.
He was frowning and rubbing his collarbone.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“Not anymore.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I’m…fully healed.”
Back at the car, before they came into the garage, she was certain he still had multiple injuries. She hadn’t inadvertently healed them all, had she? Was he trying to convince her he was feeling better and could manage a whole night of sex? “That’s impossible. I didn’t heal you.”
He splayed his palms out in front of him. “See for yourself.”
Water sloshed over the edge of the tub and she turned, placed her hands on his chest and concentrated. Her Talent detected no broken bones, no cuts or bruises, no sprains or torn cartilage.
“I don’t understand. How could that have happened?”
“You had to have done it, Olivia. Against my wishes.”
She couldn’t tell if he was really angry or if he was teasing. There was nothing in his expression either way.
“I swear, I didn’t do it on purpose. I knew you didn’t want me to heal you and I honored your wishes. When you kissed me, I remember thinking how easily my energy was moving into you, but then I lost my train of thought after that.” She also recalled how quickly she’d healed him back in the city with hardly any effort. While focused on his pleasure, she could very well have let her guard down. But why wasn’t she feeling more tired?
He smiled, but it was a devilish smirk. He reached for a bar of soap, turned her around and began to lather her back and arms. “Do you know what happens when someone defies my orders?”
She licked her lips and swallowed hard. “What?”
“They get punished.”
Images of Asher paddling her bare butt with a leather riding crop flashed in her head. Even though her sexual experiences had never gone in that direction before, she was more than a little intrigued. “Punished? What do you mean?”
“I’m not talking about a simple spanking,” he said as if reading her thoughts. She was glad he was behind her and couldn’t see her face. It had to be beet red right now. “Although that can be arranged. What you did was very serious. I told you specifically not to do something and you defied me. When I give orders, I expect that they’ll be followed.”
“Okay.” Her heart quickened. “Then what is a fitting punishment?”
“Hmmm.” His sudsy hands slipped along her belly and breasts, and she became acutely aware of the hard length of his shaft at her back. “I was thinking more along the lines of teaching you by example. That really is the best way to learn.”
She chewed on her lip, trying to control her growing excitement. “Which means…”
“Lean back,” he ordered. “I’m going to wash your hair.”
She did as she was told, laying her head back against his stomach. He adjusted his position so that her ears were just above the level of the water. Squirting some shampoo into the palm of his hand, he began to wash her hair. She closed her eyes, concentrating on his fingers massaging her scalp and sudsing each strand. A girl could get used to such pampering.
What sort of punishment was he dreaming up? If it involves more of this, then sign me up. 
Soon he was helping her from the tub. When they were both wrapped in towels, he put his hands on her shoulders and turned her to face him. The glint in his eyes was pure wickedness. Her breath caught in her throat.
“I’ve decided on your punishment, Olivia.” He’d gone all formal on her again.
“You have?”
He brushed a thumb over her lower lip, leaving a trail of sparks. “For the next week, you’re going to be staying here with me.”
Her gaze snapped up to his. “What? Here? With you?” He stared at her with that ruggedly handsome face, gauging her reaction. She had heard him correctly. “I can’t stay for that long.”
“I don’t see why not,” he said matter-of-factly. “The HOT isn’t expected to reopen for days, your car is still trapped in the garage, and you don’t have a job anymore.”
Yes, all that was true. But still. She’d just met him. He couldn’t really be serious about her staying the week with him, could he? She needed to hide out for a while, wait until things calmed down…but with him? “What if I have other plans?”
“Cancel them.”
His arrogance should’ve pissed her off. Instead, she was secretly thrilled. “Why would I want to do that?” she asked, feigning indifference.
“Because I’d like to spend the next few days fucking you, Olivia, and I want you all to myself.”
Her mouth dropped open. She was pretty sure she would’ve staggered backward if he hadn’t been holding onto her. She was both shocked and turned on by his brazen vulgarity. Molten heat burned between her legs and her inner muscles tightened in response. “And that’s my punishment?”
Without asking permission, he pulled down her towel and lazily circled her areola with a long finger, causing her nipples to peak even further. “No, because I’ll make sure you enjoy it as much as I will.”
She had no doubt he would, because she was on the verge of coming and he hadn’t even slipped a finger inside her yet.
“So if that’s not my punishment, what is?” she asked, huskily.
He pursed his lips and frowned as if he were thinking, all the while teasing her breasts. She knew damn well that he already knew the answer. “During your time with me, you must submit to everything I ask of you.”
She swallowed nervously and thrills of pleasure ran down her spine. “You mean like…be your slave?”
“That’s exactly what I’m saying, Liv. You will be my slave for the week.”
She’d always been completely in control of her own life, moving around, never letting anyone in too close. But Asher knew her secret and he’d proved he could keep it. It might be interesting—and fun—to relinquish control just this once.
“Will there be any limits?” she asked. “Because I’m not doing anything illegal or disgusting.”
“Nothing like that. I promise.” His eyes twinkled with mischief.
She considered her options and decided that waiting until next week to look for another job wouldn’t be a big deal. “And at the end of seven days?”
“We go our separate ways. I’m not looking for a courtship, Olivia. This is just for fun.”
After her last relationship fiasco, she wasn’t interested in anything long-term, either. She was just looking for a good time with no strings attached. Glancing at his motorcycle boots thrown carelessly on the tile floor, she remembered her vow to stay away from the bad boys.
That could start next week, too.
***
Before she could get used to their new arrangement, he was giving her his first order.
“Go to the bed,” he said, pointing. “I want you on all fours, facing the headboard. And lose the towels.” She started to gather up her things from the floor of the bathroom, but he stopped her. “I said now.”
“But they’re the only clothes I have and they’re filthy. Let me wash them out in the sink.” Hopefully, they’d be dry enough by the time they left to pick up Conry.
He cupped her chin and lifted it. A fiery light sparkled in his eyes. “Rule Number One this week: You’ll do as I tell you. Rule Number Two: No talking back.”
“But—”
“Olivia,” he warned, his expression darkening. “I’m not going to ask again. If I do, there will be consequences.”
A little thrill shot through her. Just what would those consequences be? In a show of quiet defiance, she raised an eyebrow at him and tossed the towels to the floor. Finger-combing her hair so it wouldn’t dry weird, she strode into the bedroom and climbed onto the bed.
“Excellent,” he said from behind.
She heard the squeak of wood. Turning around, she saw him rummage through the top drawer of his dresser and pull out what looked to be an unopened box of condoms and a plaid scarf. Was he going to tie her up? But instead of reaching for her wrist, he slipped the scarf over her eyes and her world went black.
She started to protest, to tell him that she was a visual person and wanted to watch his body slide into hers, but he reminded her of Rules Number One and Two again.
The mattress sagged as he climbed onto the bed behind her. Warm, calloused hands caressed her butt, then ran up the small of her back to her ribcage. He mumbled something in a language she didn’t understand, then feathery light kisses trailed down the skin of her neck and back. She was expecting to hear the sound of the condom package ripping open. Slick heat gathered in her sex as she waited to feel him there. He was big. She hoped he’d go slow.
But instead, he grabbed her wrists and placed each hand on the metal headboard in front of her. “Hold on here,” he told her. “And spread your legs a little wider.”
She did as she was told with no arguing. He noticed, too. “Good job,” he said, chuckling. “You’re a quick study.”
“My teacher is very demanding.”
She heard a lamp click on and suddenly the darkness inside the blindfold didn’t seem quite as black.
Given what she’d done to him earlier, maybe he planned to do the same to her. She had to admit, she’d surprised even herself when she’d slipped her pinkie inside him. She’d never done something like that before and wasn’t sure how the idea had even occurred to her. Maybe she’d read about it in a women’s magazine or something. Five Surefire Ways To Satisfy Your Man. A Good Girl’s Guide to Being Naughty in Bed. Give Head Like a Hooker. Or maybe, subconsciously, she just knew it’d rock his world.
God, was there ever a man who looked as beautiful as Asher did when he came? She thought about how his muscles had gone all tight and hard, the cords in his neck straining. Another reason why having this blindfold on sucked. She wanted to see what he looked like as he moved inside of her.
It occurred to her that she should’ve told him she wasn’t a fan of backdoor sex, that she’d tried it once and it wasn’t for her, but then she remembered Rule Number Two and stayed quiet for now. For all she knew, this might be regular old doggie style.
She felt something brush against her leg and the mattress shifted again. She was preparing to feel one or two of his fingers sliding into her from behind, but instead, his hands were on her inner thighs, spreading her wider.
Wait. Something about the way his palms were positioned did not seem conducive to doggie style.
“Sit down a little more, lass.” His voice came from beneath her, his breath hot on her sex. “I can’t quite reach you.”
Blood pounded in her temples as she realized what was going on now. She gripped the headboard tighter and did as she was told.
“Yes, that’s it,” he said as she lowered herself. His voice was husky and low. “God, you’re beautiful, Liv. So silky and wet. I can’t wait to taste you.”
With firm but gentle fingers, he parted her folds. His sinful tongue slid along her center and a jarring shock of heat surged through her. He’d barely started and she was already close to climaxing. She hissed in a breath and arched her back brazenly, but a hand on her butt held her firmly in place. His tongue probed her deeper, causing nerve endings on top of nerve endings to tingle with pleasure. Her hips moved and he moved with her.
He slipped one finger inside her. Then a second. When her inner muscles clenched around him, he began to suckle on her swollen, tender flesh, driving her completely mad with desire. She was coming. Oh God, she was coming. The strength of her climax was shocking.
One of her hands slipped off the headboard and grabbed a handful of his hair. She cried out as she exploded from the inside out. Surely, she must be breaking apart. Into a million tiny pieces.
The ripples of pleasure hadn’t even stopped when he pushed her onto her back and made more demands.
“Spread your legs for me.” She numbly did as she was told. Then there was the rip of the condom package. “Wider,” he ordered.
She bent one knee and let it fall open. He grabbed her leg and propped it on his shoulder.
“Yes,” he said in a low, sexy voice. “That’s much better.”
With one hand, he held her wrists above her head while with the other, he guided himself into place. The broad smooth tip of him slid confidently along her inner thigh, seeking its target. The fact that she was completely powerless and unable to see him made her rely on her other senses. His skin and hair smelled freshly washed from the bath, but beneath that was the faint musky smell of a powerful male. An aching, almost painful desire coursed through her body. She was empty and needed him to fill her.
She shifted her hips and the head of his penis slipped into her folds.
His voice was a growl in her ear. “Holy Fates, woman, you’re so wet.”
With steady pressure, his thick shaft filled her body. He was big—almost too big, and she hovered on the edge between pleasure and pain. If she hadn’t already had a mind-blowing orgasm, which had prepared her body, she doubted she’d have been able to accommodate his size.
“You feel bloody amazing.” His accent was more pronounced now, his words skimming along her skin and sinking into her pores. “So tight. So warm. So perfect.”
She wished she could see his expression. If her hands were free, she’d pull off this damn blindfold. “So do you,” she whispered, hardly daring to breathe.
Power simmered behind his movements. He was taking it slowly, giving her body the time it needed to acclimate to his girth. It was all she could do to keep from coming again.
He stilled himself and kissed her, his tongue delving into her mouth, exploring, prodding, coaxing. She could taste herself on him, and her inner muscles began to soften even more.
“Ah, yes, that’s it. Just a little farther.” His hand went to her breast and he rolled the peaked nipple between his finger and thumb. She felt a new surge of wetness. “Mmmm.” He’d felt it too.
He withdrew a few inches, then pushed in again. Withdrew and pushed in, each time sinking a little deeper. The man was persistent and the friction was incredible.
“There we go,” he said into her hair. God, his voice was so sexy. Without being able to see him, she felt him everywhere. He was consuming her. Pressure was building in every corner of her body, her release just a heartbeat away.
He adjusted her legs, grabbed her hips, and with one hard thrust, he pushed in all the way to the hilt. The pleasure and pain were almost too much as her inner muscles tightened around him.
“You okay, Liv?”
“Yes,” she managed to say.
Suddenly her blindfold was gone. She blinked a few times as her pupils adjusted to the dim light. A few thin braids were dangling in his gorgeous face, making him look more like the wild barbarian she imaged he was.
Using long, powerful strokes, he thrust into her, all of his earlier caution gone. He felt so. Damn. Good. She slid her hands over his butt, felt his muscles working beneath her palms, and dug her nails in deeper.
Her world began to spin. “Oh my God, Asher.”
Another orgasm came crashing through her, this one much stronger than the last…if that was even possible.
He moaned with deep satisfaction and continued those same fluid movements, driving her to the brink of insanity. She clung to him as her muscles spasmed around his steel length, the stars and moon colliding into an ocean of sparks behind her eyelids.
He sucked in a sharp breath and his shaft pulsed. He was coming, too. Throwing back his head, he cried out his release and they rode out their waves of pleasure together.
He lay on top of her for a while, neither saying a word as they spiraled back to reality. One of his braids stretched across her face but she had no energy left to move it away. Her arms and legs were boneless. She just lay there beneath him, breathing in his musky scent as her heart rate slowed and he gradually softened inside her.
“Are you for real, Liv? Or are you my wildest fantasy?” His voice was barely above a whisper as he rolled off her. “Because that was fucking incredible.”
Her whole body shivered involuntarily at his words. He was a skilled and practiced lover and had obviously been with a number of women, so for him to say that was surprising. She was no saint by any stretch of the imagination, but she’d never felt particularly skilled when it came to the bedroom. However, Asher made it sound as if she’d totally rocked his world. And that made her feel pretty damn awesome.
“I should be asking you that,” she replied.
A few minutes later, he cradled her in his arms and was soon fast asleep. Tears stung her eyes, so she was glad he couldn’t see them. Overwhelmed by the intensity of their lovemaking, she didn’t want him to think he had hurt her. It was just that she’d never been with anyone who knew all her secrets and still cherished her as if she were someone special.
 




CHAPTER 8
Asher and Olivia got to the Animal Control offices almost an hour before they opened.
“Bloody hell,” he said, trying the door anyway but finding it locked. They could hear the dogs barking from outside. “What kind of a place opens at noon? They should’ve opened hours ago.”
“That’s okay,” she said. “We can wait.”
“I just want to get my damn dog back.” Asher paced back and forth, his boots stomping loudly on the concrete, the chain that hung from his belt loop to his pocket swaying with each step. “He’s been locked up long enough.”
“Yeah, I know.” She put a comforting hand on his shoulder. “It sucks that he was in there all night.”
In a move she hadn’t been expecting, he yanked her close and buried his nose in her hair. “I’m glad you’re here with me.”
With her ear pressed to his chest, she could hear the steady thump thump of his heart as if it were her own. She liked that this incredibly powerful and sexy man found her presence comforting. “Me too.”
“God, you smell good.”
She lifted her chin and smiled up into his gray eyes. “It’s your soap and your shampoo, silly.”
“Yeah, it smells like you have me all over you.”
A shiver of delight raced through her. Before they got too carried away in public, she kissed him quickly and grabbed his hand. “Let’s see if we can spot him through a window.”
They walked around the side of the cement-block building. Even though Asher was tall, the windows were set too high for him to see inside.
“Boost me up,” she said.
She placed a foot into his threaded fingers and grabbed his shoulder. In one effortless move, he lifted her to the windowsill a few feet above them.
“See?” she called down to him. “Aren’t you glad I accidentally healed you last night? Otherwise you wouldn’t have been able to do that.”
“You meant to heal me, Liv,” he growled.
If he wanted to hang onto that claim because it served his purpose, it was perfectly fine with her. She was more than happy with this little sham.
She grasped the narrow overhang. The window was filthy and the way the sun was angled made it even harder to see inside. Squinting, she could make out a few shapes in the kennels but nothing in great detail.
“Can you see him?” Asher asked.
“The window’s too dirty.” She rubbed the glass to clean off the grime, but it didn’t help, so she told him to bring her down.
The disappointment etched on his face mirrored her own. She looked around for other options, wanting to go the extra mile for something he really cared about. Sure, she could follow him back to the car, where they could wait around for an hour, but it felt better to be doing something about it.
She noticed that one of the other windows was cracked open. “Look,” she said, grabbing his arm and pointing.
A moment later, he was boosting her up again. She tried to angle herself to see through the narrow opening, but this window wasn’t much better. A few of the dogs had either seen or heard her and started to bark.
“Better?” he called from below. “Can you see anything?”
She heard the hope in his voice.
“Uhhh, there’s a standard poodle in the first kennel and…I think there’s a German shepherd in the next one.” She tried to pull the window wider, but the old hinges wouldn’t budge. “Damn. I can’t see him. Conry?” she called. “Are you there, boy?”
She was about to tell Asher to lower her down, when a deep bark, separate from the rest, sounded from inside.
“That’s him!” Asher cried, jostling her legs.
She made a shriek that sounded like a sick duck on steroids and clutched at the windowsill to keep from falling. “Are you sure?” she asked, laughing.
“Yes. Yes.” He whistled and the dog barked again. Asher let out a whoop of excitement and a huge sense of relief rushed through her.
“Hey boy,” she said through the open window. “We’re coming for you soon, okay, so just hang in there.”
The instant Olivia’s feet hit the ground, she did a fist pump and her version of the we’re-going-to-the-World-Games victory dance. Asher copied her with a goofy shake-your-booty dance of his own, then pulled her into his arms and twirled her around.
“Thank the Fates, he’s here,” Asher said, breathlessly, setting her back down. “And it’s all because of you. I wouldn’t have been able to find him without you.”
“Or St. Anthony, depending on how you look at it. Come on,” she said, pulling him toward the car. “I saw a little coffee shop down the street. Let’s hang out there until this place opens.”
He made a face. “I don’t drink coffee.”
Other than the fact that she and Asher were extremely sexually compatible, she realized how little else she knew about him. And she only had six days to find out more.
“What?” She swept the back of her hand to her forehead and adopted a deep fake-announcer’s voice. “How. Is. That. Possible?” Asher’s happiness was making her giddy and silly.
He chuckled at her dramatic antics. Egged on by his response, she jumped onto his back, piggyback style. Hooking his arms under her knees, he jogged back to the car.
Soon they were sitting in a corner table at Lou’s Coffee Shop, near the windows so that Asher could see out. Olivia was sipping on a double tall caramel macchiato with extra foam (that got an are you kidding me? stare from Asher) and he was drinking a cup of black tea with a splash of milk (to which she’d responded with a you’re so unimaginative roll of her eyes).
Classical music played low in the background, but not loudly enough to drown out the sounds of the espresso machine. Because it was after the early rush, but before the caffeine addicts came in to get a second cup, the place was almost empty. Several college students sat engrossed near the gas fireplace, where one of them, a young man in a wheelchair, was showing them some sort of yarn project he was working on. A woman wearing trendy workout clothes and neon-pink running shoes stood at the counter and flirted with the barista, who was refilling the machine with espresso beans. On the opposite side of the door sat a humorless gray-haired woman who was clearly pissed off at her husband, a bald man with reading glasses low on his bulbous nose. She huffed a few times as she thumbed through one of those freebie papers that advertises garage sales and used cars.
Without warning, Asher leaned over the table and gave Olivia a slow, delicious kiss. That drew a few stares from the older couple.
“What was that for?” she asked when he sat down again.
“Because I felt like it.”
Who was she to argue with logic like that? All things considered, she should feel anything but carefree and happy right now. Her Talent had almost been revealed yesterday. She was jobless and careless and virtually homeless. But she was enjoying this adventure with Asher.
Then she remembered Marco and her mood darkened. And the cute couple celebrating their anniversary. They’d sat at a table similar to this one, and the man had leaned over to kiss the woman. After the explosion, Olivia had never seen them again. She hoped they made it out okay.
She stared into her cup at the heart pattern the barista had made in the foam. What was Asher’s part in all of this? She knew he didn’t have anything to do with the explosion, but he knew more than he had shared with her. As a Cascadian, what was he doing in New Seattle anyway? The portals were hidden, so how had he found one and crossed over? He’d mentioned fighting men and kilts. Were there more of his people here?
Resting an arm on the chair beside him, Asher tapped his ring on the wooden seatback and scanned the parking lot. He was always on the lookout for trouble. Just like she was. Although he seemed much less frazzled now that they’d located Conry, he still had a hard edge about him—an edge that she unfortunately found attractive.
“Why are you here?” she asked. “On this side of the portal, I mean?”
A muscle in his jaw tensed. “You as in me? Or you as in us in general?”
Ah. So there were more of them here. She’d had a feeling Asher wasn’t just some rogue Cascadian who’d found a portal and slipped through on his own. “Both.”
His long fingers dwarfed the ceramic cup he held. With his pinkie extended slightly—the one with the skull ring—he took a sip of his tea. He seemed to be mulling over exactly what, if anything, he was going to tell her. “It’s a long story,” he said finally.
“And I’ve got six more days.”



CHAPTER 9
The RMI Group was located near the fishing terminal just north of downtown, but due to the heavy traffic this morning, it had taken a good thirty minutes to drive here from InnerBay Hospital. The region’s fastest growing digital image service was located in a two-story, glass and concrete building on Pier B. Various media outlets bought their photos and video clips to add visual realism to online content, but unlike paparazzi photo services, RMI was well respected in the industry. Which was why Carl Sanchez, known to many as the Fixer, had decided to start here.
He entered the airy lobby through the revolving glass doors and adjusted his sunglasses.
The receptionist’s desk lay straight ahead, in front of a half wall that sported a mini-waterfall and the company logo. On either side were two long corridors, their walls painted a variety of bright colors. Some designer probably said it would inspire worker productivity and workplace satisfaction, but to him, the wall made it look like a bunch of highly paid children worked here. The Ping Pong table, Nerf hoop, and what looked to be a wall of jellybeans in the atrium confirmed his suspicions.
Rather than some washed-up security guard behind the desk monitoring the comings and goings, it was a plump young woman. He was going to enjoy this. He pulled off his knit cap and rubbed his bald head, but he left the dark glasses in place.
“Thank you for calling Real Media Images. Can you hold, please?” She tapped her earpiece and looked up to greet him. “Welcome to—” Her canned smile faded into disbelief—then shock—then horror.
Just as he expected.
Her full cheeks reddened, almost to the color of the company polo shirt stretched tightly across her tits. She reminded him of an overripe tomato, where the touch of a knife point would make her skin burst wide open. He tried not to laugh, but she looked hilarious.
“Uh…um…can I help you?” she stammered.
He considered taking off the glasses and leaning in close to really give her something to stare at. He loved people’s reactions when they saw the entirety of his face for the first time. Long ago, he’d learned to use negativity as the fuel he needed to push himself further. Now, he fed off it, like a drug.
But he’d wait a little longer. He might need the leverage later.
“Andy Carroll. I need to speak to him.” He grabbed a hard candy from the crystal bowl on the counter and popped it into his mouth. Butterscotch. He spit it back into the wrapper and tossed it on the desk, where it lodged under her keyboard. “I fucking hate butterscotch.”
Frowning, she blinked a few times and tried to collect herself, unsure how she should respond. Finally, she managed to ask, “Is he expecting you?”
“No.”
She turned her attention to a few colored sticky notes on her desk and pulled off a red one.
Jesus. Even their office stationery looked like it belonged in an elementary school.
“I…uh… I’m afraid he’s out on assignment right now.”
“When will he be back?”
“Probably tomorrow. He’s shooting footage again today. Would you like to make an appointment?”
He didn’t make appointments. “Who’s the producer, then?”
“Excuse me?”
“The editor,” he said, waving his hand impatiently. She looked at him with a blank expression that mirrored her intelligence. How dumbed down did he have to make this? “You know, whoever takes his images and video clips, cleans them up, and loads them onto your site in all the various sizes and formats for people to download. That’s who I want to talk to.”
She visibly bristled, her cheeks reddening even more. “We don’t clean up our images, sir, or doctor them in any way. They’re on the site in their raw state, just as they appeared through the lens of a camera at the time they were taken.”
He was beginning to lose patience. His bad hand started to ache like it always did when he wanted to resolve a situation with violence. If what the woman at the hospital told him was true, and he had no reason to doubt her, he needed to see all the footage taken at the scene of the explosion. The news blogs with the best pictures listed Andy Carroll from RMI in the photo credits. He wanted to see them all.
“Let’s try this again,” he said in a singsong voice with exaggerated slowness. “Who hooks the fancy camera to the computer and presses the little button, so that, wow, all the pretty pictures go onto the web thingie?”
Her eyes narrowed at his condescending tone. “Are you referring to the image processing manager or the director of digital systems?”
He gripped the edge of the counter until his knuckles went white. His anger was never far away, but stupid people seemed to have a knack for bringing it out. He was done being nice. “I don’t care what the hell the job title is. I want to speak to the person who handled the fucking images that Andy shot yesterday.”
The woman’s glare went even icier. “I don’t accept your speaking to me that way. Would you like me to call security or would you like to leave now?”
He reached into his pocket and withdrew the documents from Institute. They gave him complete authority to use whatever means necessary, but he hadn’t wanted to use them because it meant he’d failed to persuade her on his own. However, he couldn’t afford to waste any more time. With a flick, he tossed them carelessly toward her. They skidded across the shiny surface of her desk.
“What’s this?” She stared at the folded papers as if they contained the plague.
“Go ahead. Look. I’ll wait.” He pulled a toothpick from his pocket, unwrapped it, and popped the thing in his mouth.
“I don’t care what that is,” she said. “Our director of digital systems is in the editing room and wouldn’t be able to meet with you anyway. You’ll have to come back another time or make an appointment. But next time, I suggest you bring your manners.”
Editing room? Hadn’t she just told him they didn’t fuck with their images?
God, he hated gatekeepers. He shouldn’t have to explain every little thing to some little twit who had no talent other than sitting in a chair and knowing how to use the phone. Each minute spent dancing around like this widened the gap between him and his quarry.
Time to put an end to this. Glancing at the nameplate on her desk, he removed his handheld device and opened a note-taking app. Brenda, receptionist at RMI. When he had some free time, he’d be sure to pay her a little visit after she left work.
He leaned closer and pulled off his sunglasses, giving her a good long look at his ruined face and milky, unseeing eye. After glancing at him once, she squirmed in her desk chair and blinked uncomfortably, refusing to meet his stare.
“I don’t care how busy anyone is,” he seethed through his teeth. “This is an urgent matter. Did you even read those papers?”
She grabbed the document—probably as an excuse not to look at him—then swallowed nervously as she read it. He put his sunglasses back on. Without saying another word, she punched a few buttons on her phone.
The left side of the counter was desk height, so he moved over and rested a butt cheek on the edge while he waited. Two men with RMI badges were crossing the lobby. Although they glanced in his direction, they didn’t stop, just kept walking and talking. God, they looked young enough to still be in high school. Privileged prep school brats who probably had everything handed to them. Daddy paid for college and helped them get internships and now they’re working at an Internet company owned by Daddy’s frat brother.
That could’ve been his life, he thought with disgust. Everything handed to him, the world as his oyster—that kind of bullshit. He had been brilliant once, and creative, and he’d had the support of Mommy and Daddy, too. But the accident changed all that. No longer was he the perfect, pretty son that could be proudly paraded in front of their country club friends. They even shipped him off to a remote boarding school, saying he needed to “be with others just like you” to learn “life skills.” He’d developed skills, all right. Caught the attention of some very powerful people. Now, he quietly fixed problems the government couldn’t afford to fix on its own.
The receptionist cleared her throat as she stood, making a point of looking at his ass planted on her desk. “Ms. Hart will see you now. Right this way.”



CHAPTER 10
After a quick check to see that no one was within earshot, Asher began, “I’m a member of an elite group of warriors who, for generations, have been tasked to protect our people from those who would harm them. We’ve been coming here for centuries for that very reason.”
“Harm? But who would—” Olivia’s confused expression quickly changed to a knowing one. “Our army, right?”
He nodded.
She let out a long breath. “I can’t say that I’m surprised. I’ve never quite believed the propaganda they spew about the quote unquote evil barbarians who come through the portals to rape women and blow up cities.”
“They are good at spreading false truths.”
“Since the army controls many of the information outlets,” she said, “they can say whatever they want.”
“And many of your people believe them. Righteousness, even when misguided, is a powerful motivator.”
“But you can’t deny that the explosion was very real. It wasn’t a made-up story or a minor incident fluffed up to look worse.”
He set down his cup. “One thing I want to make clear to you, Liv, is that an Iron Guild warrior would never do the things they claim that we do. Yes, we kill soldiers and destroy army property, but it’s only to keep them from finding the portals. We never kill innocent people.”
“Then who was it?”
He stared out the window as he recalled seeing the dark figure with the backpack right before the explosion. He shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said, although he had his theories.
“Well, I’ll tell you who I think it is,” she said, putting down her cup. “The army. They make it appear as if it’s the work of our enemy in order to further their own ends. It’s the ultimate justification to start or continue a war.”
“What kind of government would do that to its own people?”
She gave a harsh laugh. “The kind that kills a father in front of his family and kidnaps the son.”
He let out a low curse.
When he met up with Rickert, Toryn, and the other warriors at the next rendezvous, he’d tell them what he’d witnessed at the club and relay Olivia’s story about her father and brother. Maybe it was time for another raid on one of their military bases just for the hell of it.
“Why are you here now?” she asked. “Are you alone?”
He told her about the army finding the Crestenfahl portal and the death of his friend Fallon.
“Shit, Asher. That’s horrible. I’m so sorry.”
“I’m seeking out the one responsible.”
“What I wouldn’t do to seek out my own revenge.” She set down her cup. “You said our army harms your people. What…do they do exactly?”
The group near the fireplace stood, gathered their things, and headed toward the door. Asher waited until they passed. “Those in power here have always been jealous of what we have in Cascadia. Not our technology or our way of life, of course. Things over there are somewhat medieval. No electricity or running water. We use horses for transportation and live simply in villages and castles. What they’re looking for over there are those with fata-blood.”
She frowned. “Fata-blood?”
He rapped his knuckles on his chest. “The magical blood of the Fates. Those who have it flowing in their veins have special abilities that others don’t have.”
“You mean Talents?”
He nodded.
“I’ve never heard it described that way. Are people like me common where you’re from?”
“I would never describe you as common, Liv. But yes, there are more people over there who are Talents.”
Children in Cascadia were told these stories about their birthright from the time they were born, so he was surprised Olivia didn’t know this. The fact that he had no special abilities didn’t matter. These oral histories were passed down to all Cascadians, whether they developed Talents or not. It was part of their heritage.
“Descendants of the Fates sometimes develop special abilities. The Pacifican Army wants to use those with Talents in order to gain power. Not only over my world, but to grow their influence in yours. Imagine what an army of Talents could do.”
She nodded in agreement.
He told her about the Obsidian Wars and the story of the three brothers. “Two were born with powers and one without, and together they controlled the three kingdoms. But eventually, there was a power struggle that stemmed from jealousy and greed. The one brother wanted what the other two had and war broke out between them. It lasted for many years and many people died, until finally the Fates stepped in and created the separate worlds, joined only by a few secret portals.”
She rubbed her forehead. “That story sounds vaguely familiar, but I’m not sure why. It makes sense, though. The army coerces those of us who develop Talents over here to work for them.”
“Yes.”
“Like my brother.”
“And you, too,” he said. “You’re wise to lie low and not draw unwanted attention to yourself. You don’t want to be drawn into this war.”
“There’s one thing I don’t understand. How did Vince and I grow up to have Talents? We’re Pacificans, not Cascadians.”
He gazed out the window, unsure of how much he should divulge. Some family secrets were best kept hidden. Especially tragic ones. And who was he to expose them? A stranger from another world. Although he had to admit, they weren’t exactly strangers, given how they’d spent the past twelve hours.
She must’ve sensed his reluctance, because her hand came down over his. “Tell me, Asher, I deserve to know why.”
“Yes, you do.” For thousands of years, people had been doing terrible things to each other, but it was often the children who suffered most. “It’s the army, Liv. They’ve been coming to our side for centuries. They come because…they steal our children.”
She gripped the edge of the table, her knuckles going albino white, horror and disbelief reflected in her eyes. “That’s impossible. I—we were born here. We’ve got baby pictures taken in the hospital. I’ve got our mother’s mismatched eyes. Vince has—had my father’s nose.”
He thought about that for a moment. “But what about your parents? Or their parents? Is it possible that one of them was born in Cascadia and stolen as a child? You could’ve inherited the fata-blood that way.”
Olivia’s hand flew to her mouth as the realization hit her. “Oh my God. My mother. She was adopted by my grandparents when she was two years old. She’d been told her birth mother didn’t want her anymore and had given her up for adoption. Her parents had been unable to have children of their own, but because they were older, they were not able to get an infant. My mom was already walking and talking when they got her.”
He exhaled slowly. “Of course, it’s possible that story is true, and your abilities came from an earlier relative, but if I were a betting man, I’d say they told your mother a lie.”
Olivia’s face fell. “A lie?”
It felt like he’d just thrown a brick through a window. He was shattering the beliefs she had about her heritage and family. You can’t undo a revelation like that.
“But my mother doesn’t have any special abilities. It’s just me and Vince.”
“Look at me,” he said, holding out his hands. “I don’t have any special abilities either, but it’s possible I could pass them along to my children someday. It’s very common for Talents to skip generations.” Neither of his parents had been Talents either, but his grandmother, with whom he’d lived for a short time after he’d left home, had been very gifted.
Olivia wiped a tear away with the heel of her hand. This was clearly very difficult for her to accept. How could it not be? Not only was it a lot to take in, he was probably botching the whole thing up. He was sure there were better, more sensitive ways to tell her what he just had. Let me buy you a fancy coffee and tell you how your whole life is based on a lie. He excelled more at action, not words.
“Hey,” he said quietly. When she didn’t look up, he moved his chair closer. Without saying another word, he pulled her onto him, so that she was straddling his lap. He needed to offer what comfort he could and this was the best way he knew how.
“Ash,” she whispered, glancing around. “We’re in public and this isn’t really…appropriate.” But her eyes lit up and a smile ghosted on her lips. That was enough to show him he was on the right track.
“It is where I come from.” She started to protest, but he held a finger to her lips. “I need you close to show you how much I care,” he said. “I’m not good with words. Sorry I’m the one to tell you about your family.”
Her eyes glistened brightly before she lowered her head until they were touching forehead to forehead. She cupped his face in her hands, and he breathed in her air. “I’m glad you told me. I wouldn’t have wanted to hear it from anyone else.” Then those luscious lips of hers came down over his mouth and her tongue found its way inside. She tasted like that coffee drink she’d ordered. Sweet and unpredictably complex.
He moved one hand to the back of her head and the other grabbed her ass to scoot her closer. Despite the fact that he’d gotten the best blow job of his life less than twelve hours ago, followed by two—no, three—more incredible orgasms, he was rock hard now and would be ready to do it all over again in a heartbeat.
The gray-haired woman seated on the other side of the door clucked her disapproval like a broody old hen. Two teenage girls coming in stopped and stared for a moment before giggling and heading to the front to order their drinks.
Olivia stiffened in his arms. “I don’t think we should be—”
“Do I need to remind you of Rules One and Two?”
“That applies in public?”
“Yes.”
That was all he needed to say and she was wrapping her arms around his neck again.
Whatever had possessed him to come up with this slave idea was beyond him. He’d always been dominant in and out of the bedroom, but he’d never done anything quite like this. But whatever it was, it was brilliant, because the rest of the week was going to be incredible.
***
Springing Conry from doggie jail was a simple process. After paying a fine for having an unlicensed, unneutered huge male dog running wild on the streets of New Seattle, the three of them climbed into the Mustang and were soon speeding down the road back to Reckless.
“Did you miss me, buddy?” Asher asked, reaching back to scratch him for the millionth time.
“Of course he did,” Olivia said. “If I were him, I’d never let you out of my sight. I wouldn’t be surprised if he shadows you everywhere for a while.”
Conry was panting with his eyes closed. Poor guy. He would probably sleep the rest of the day and night.
When she saw a shopping area coming up on the right, the sad state of her clothing came to mind. “Do you mind swinging in? I really don’t want to wear this dress again tomorrow.” She appreciated that Asher had done a small load of laundry for her at Reckless, but she needed a change of clothes. If the HOT weren’t still closed, she’d have had him take her home to pick up a few things. “Plus, I miss my favorite toothpaste, the mascara I keep in my bag is all dried out, and I need a few personal items.”
He lifted an eyebrow. “What kind of personal items?”
Why did men always seem so perplexed and confused about a woman’s personal care routines? “None of your beeswax.”
From the corner of her eye, she could see him rubbing the top of his thigh and chewing on the inside of his lip. She laughed inwardly. He was probably getting all hot and bothered by what she meant by personal items. She’d let him stew on that for a while. He didn’t need to know that she needed a razor, clean panties, a tube of zit cream, and a bottle of lube. Things weren’t too uncomfortable down there right now, but a few more days and nights like the one they’d just had and she would need the extra help, otherwise she might not be able to walk toward the end of the week. Her cheeks burned at the thought.
“How much time do you need?” he asked.
“Give me a half hour.”
“I’ll take Conry for a walk, then. Be outside in thirty minutes.”
Once inside the store, she quickly filled her shopping basket with various items both on and off her list.
“There,” she said to herself a few minutes later as she sorted through all of the items in her cart. “I think I’ve got everything.”
Wait. Dog treats.
She meandered down several aisles before she found the pet section, clear in the back. Not knowing what Conry liked, she scanned the shelves and grabbed a box of organic biscuits. But as she was reading the ingredient list, she became aware of a slight shift in the air. Someone was behind her.
Tiny hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. It could be a shopper or it could be— The years she’d spent constantly looking over her shoulder had made her edgy and paranoid.
Someone—definitely male—cleared his throat. She turned slightly and—
Asher. Her shoulders slumped in relief.
“You’re not done yet?” he asked.
She poked a finger at his chest. “Damn it! Do not sneak up on me like that.”
He held up his hands in surrender. “Well, if you were where you said you’d be, I wouldn’t have had to come looking for you.”
“What?” She looked at her cell phone. “Oh.” It had been forty minutes. Well, she wasn’t that late. “I must’ve lost track of time.” Of course the lube was lying there right on the top of her things. She reached into the cart and covered it up.
He had that gleam in his eye again. Great. He’d seen it. An item like that wasn’t exactly something she was comfortable flaunting around a man she barely knew…even if she planned to use it with him.
“I distinctly remember telling you to be outside in thirty minutes.”
She shook the box of dog treats. “Yes, but—”
He held up two fingers.
She groaned. Not the game. “Come on. Be reasonable.”
He raised an eyebrow and, instantly, she knew a punishment was coming. “Come with me, please.” He grabbed her by the hand and soon they were in the family planning aisle.
“What are you doing?” she asked, not sure she really wanted to know the answer.
He scanned the shelves and pulled down an economy-sized box of condoms. “Extra, extra large,” he said with a flair.
Rolling her eyes, she was surprised he didn’t add a few more extras. Then he threw four boxes into her cart.
“Ash!” She lowered her voice when a mother and her teenage daughter walked past them and stopped to look at the tampons. “That’s like two hundred condoms,” she hissed. “Sorry to break the news to you, but we are not doing it two hundred times this week.”
He said nothing, just went down the next few aisles, grabbing other items off the shelves. Wart medicine, toenail fungus cream, feminine deodorant, jock itch spray, a nose trimmer and a large package of gummy bears.
Gummy bears? “Stop. Stop.” She laughed, trying to grab the shopping cart away from him. “You’re killing me. I am not buying all that…stuff.”
He grabbed an empty cart and proceeded to transfer all of her things to it, leaving just the embarrassing products in hers. When he came to the lube, he hesitated and ended up leaving it in her cart. He peeled off some bills and handed them to her. “You pay for your stuff separately.”
“Asher, no.” Her cheeks heated. Her stomach ached from laughing so much. “The clerk and everyone in line are going to think I’m a pervie weirdo.”
He mumbled something about Rule Number Two and threw in a package of stick-on vampire bite tattoos in her cart as well. “Every time you complain, a new item gets thrown in.”
She was about to say something else, but when she looked at all the ridiculously embarrassing things in the cart already, she changed her mind and sighed. A deal was a deal.
Of course, he picked the line with the grandma-aged checker and chose a different line for himself so he could watch. When the young man in line behind her saw all the items she was unloading onto the conveyor belt, his jaw dropped. He reached for his phone and she was pretty sure he took a picture. He was probably uploading it to his profile now. And of course, the cashier had to call for a price check on the condoms.
Olivia wanted to melt into the floor. She was seriously going to kill Asher for this. She glared at him in the next lane. He’d just finished up and had the biggest, stupidest grin on his face.
She cleared her throat and took a deep breath. “Thanks for checking the price on those condoms,” she said to the checker. “My boyfriend over there hates it when I overpay for something you only use once. Don’t you, honey?” She liked calling him her boyfriend, even if it was for a joke.
The old woman looked up at her in shock, two spots of color on her cheeks. Then she and the guy in line craned their necks to look in Asher’s direction. He quickly turned away.
“See? He’s really embarrassed, but I said to him that if he’s so worried about the cost, then he should pay for his things himself.” She gave the woman her sweetest smile as she handed over the cash.
When she got to the car, Ash was leaning against the side, clapping his hands. “Bravo,” he said, pulling her to his chest and kissing her. “I like a girl who can think on her feet.”
“You’re horrible, you know that?” She pushed against the hard muscles of his chest, but got nowhere.
“Hey, the condoms might come in handy, no?” He patted her on the bottom as she climbed into the car.
She tried to keep up the pretense of being mad at him, but that was hard to do when being with him was so much fun. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had such a good time doing something as simple as a shopping trip.
“How do you put up with your master?” she asked Conry, petting his wiry coat. “He’s incorrigible.”
Ash’s grin lit up his whole face, making her heart do that little hitch again. He was like a naughty little boy who could get away with anything because he knew he was cute. “I am sometimes, aren’t I? You should’ve seen the lady’s face when she was ringing you up.”
“Yeah, I’m sure it was hilarious. Just you wait.” She settled into her seat and thought about ways to get back at him. “Six days is a long time. I’m sure I’ll think of some way to make it up to you.”
He drove out of the parking lot and back onto the highway. Reckless wasn’t too far away now. “Don’t get so cocky. I bought a few items of my own.”
He slipped on a pair of aviators, then adjusted the rearview mirror. He looked cool and confident. His jaw was square and chiseled, with just the right amount of scruff. A little abrasive on sensitive skin, though, she recalled, and recrossed her legs.
Wearing a black T-shirt, leather jacket, and those motorcycle boots of his, he had the kind of cool, badass vibe that made her strong, independent self want to wear nothing but an apron and high heels and have his babies.
She pretended not to be impressed. “Very funny, but I saw what you bought, Ash. It was all my stuff.”
He turned his head slowly and looked over the top of his sunglasses at her. “I wasn’t in that store the whole time.”



CHAPTER 11
When Asher and Olivia arrived back at Reckless, the outside door had hardly closed behind them before an attractive, dark-haired man came sailing in from the garage area. He wore jeans, a Carhartt jacket and boots, and he was holding an oily rag.
Asher slid a hand under her hair and rested it at the base of her neck between her shoulders. It was subtle guy-speak for she’s mine.
“Hell yeah,” the man said, spotting Conry. “You got ’im.” The dog wagged his tail but stayed obediently by Asher’s side. “What a relief. I’d be one pissed-off asshole if someone picked up Edward or Bella and hauled them off to the pound. Caitlyn would be heartbroken.”
Olivia snickered at the names.
“My daughter named those dogs,” he said, holding up his palms as if to say don’t blame me. “I’m Rand. You must be Olivia.”
She nodded and smiled. “Thanks for…ah…letting me stay here with Ash. I really appreciate it.”
“My pleasure. Anytime.”
A look passed between the two men that she couldn’t read. Did Ash bring women here all the time? Was that why it was no big deal?
She held up her plastic shopping bags. “Hopefully, I’ll be able to make it home soon. Living like this can get expensive.”
“You guys were lucky to get out alive,” Rand said, shaking his head. “I saw some of the pictures online. God, what a fucking mess. That whole area is one big disaster.”
“Yeah, no kidding.” She didn’t want to think about all the people she hadn’t been able to help. “I hope I still have a car.”
“Did you park it on the street or in a garage?”
“It’s in the Fifth Avenue garage.”
“We tried to get to it,” Asher said, “but they had everything blocked off.”
Rand rubbed a hand over his jaw. “Doesn’t surprise me. According to the news blogs, several nearby buildings sustained a lot of damage.”
She shifted the bags to her other hand. “What’s frustrating is that I hadn’t parked there before. I was running late for work and missed the bus, so I had to drive. Have you heard if they opened the HOT yet?” She hated feeling dependent on Asher for everything. At least if she’d taken the bus, her car would be safe at home, and she’d be free to pack up and leave town when her week with him was over.
“Haven’t heard,” Rand replied, shaking his head. “But it could be awhile. From what I understand, they’ve got the city locked down tight while they look for those responsible.” Asher mumbled something under his breath that she didn’t quite catch, and Rand seemed to agree. “If you’re worried about staying here, don’t be. You’re welcome to stay as long as you want.”
She flashed him a grateful smile. “Thanks.”
Rand scanned the empty office. “Melinda talk to you yet, Asher?”
“No.” His thumb absently stroked the back of her neck, making it a little hard for her to concentrate. “She wasn’t here when we walked in.”
“One of your—” Rand interrupted himself by clearing his throat and strode to the tidy desk located to the left of the door. “You got a call earlier. She took a message.”
“It’s okay,” Asher said. “Olivia knows about me.”
Rand turned to stare at her, his eyes narrowing slightly. She couldn’t tell if he was just surprised or if it pissed him off.
“If it hadn’t been for Ash, I’d have been…” She struggled for the right words without telling him too much. Asher may trust the man, but she hardly knew him. “In a very bad situation.”
“And I can say the same thing about you,” Asher said.
Rand scowled at them, then rummaged around for something on the desk. “Mel took down the number, but fuck if I can find it. Hold on. Let me get her.” He disappeared around a corner.
“He seems angry about us,” Olivia said once he was out of earshot.
Asher shrugged it off. “Nah. That’s just Rand. Like most of the guys here, he’s a little rough around the edges.”
Olivia wasn’t sure if that was the case or not. “Does anyone else here know about you or is it just him?”
“Just him, although I think a few of the guys have their suspicions. But they all have their own reasons for hating the army, so no one asks too many questions.”
She could appreciate being around people like that. Fewer questions meant fewer lies had to be told. “Was it one of the men you work with—another Iron Guild warrior—calling for you?”
“This is one of the places where they know they can reach me.”
There was a lot about his world she didn’t understand. “Why don’t you have cell phones? I mean, I know you don’t have them over there, but wouldn’t they make your lives easier over here?”
“Sure would,” he agreed.
He moved toward a glass trophy case mounted on the far wall and stared inside, but she had a feeling he wasn’t really looking. He’d probably seen these photos and awards many times. They showed a younger Rand in motocross gear, standing and grinning in front of mud-covered bikes and holding up various trophies. “But we didn’t grow up with technology like you have here, so things like cell phones and computers—even cars—aren’t things many of the men are comfortable with.”
“But you are.”
“Unlike the majority of them, I spend most of my time here.”
“Why is that?” she asked.
He shrugged. “Not much for me over there.”
“You don’t have family?”
“I haven’t spoken to them in years. Let’s just say my stepfather and I aren’t very close and don’t see eye to eye on many things. My little sister left home shortly after I did. Heard she joined a convent and I haven’t seen her since.”
“And your friends?”
“My friends are my fellow warriors.”
She wondered what had caused the rift in his family, but decided not to probe further. “Modern technology would make your lives easier. And you could, you know, coordinate your efforts better.”
“True. But most of us don’t stay on this side as long as I do or have a place to keep more than just a few meager belongings.”
“Why don’t you just take it back with you?”
He turned and put his hands on her shoulders. “Because you can’t take objects through the portals. Everything disintegrates. If you need to use something here, it needs to stay here.”
“Oh,” she said, finally understanding.
Rand came around the corner just then with an extremely pregnant woman leaning heavily on him.
“Asher, grab a chair,” he barked. “Mel’s gone into labor and needs to get off her feet.”
“No,” the woman protested, trying to stiff-arm him away. “Jeff will be here any minute.” She closed her eyes and grimaced in pain. “It hurts too much to sit in one place. Let me…walk around till then.”
“What can I get you?” Olivia asked, springing into action. “A sip of water? A cold rag for your forehead?” She used that opportunity to touch the woman’s shoulder. All her vitals looked good and Olivia didn’t pick up on anything abnormal. She wished she could do something to help with the pain, but since Mel’s body was functioning normally, no healing was needed. It was all just a natural process. She marveled at the way the muscles were contracting around the baby, getting ready to deliver a new life into this world.
Mel flashed her a grateful smile. “A cold rag sounds wonderful.”
“Ash?” That was all Olivia needed to say and he was dashing off to find one.
“This baby isn’t due for another week,” Mel said, “but I guess no one told her that.”
“When it’s time, it’s time,” Olivia agreed.
Rand was pacing over by the desk now, running his hands through his hair.
Mel glanced over at him and rolled her eyes. “Childbirth makes them so uncomfortable, when we’re the ones doing all the work. Well, except for their contribution nine months before, which I wouldn’t exactly classify as work.”
Olivia smiled. “I think they want to be able to do something. Take action and solve a problem. For once in their lives, they’re completely helpless. I’m sure it’s disconcerting.”
Mel laughed.
Ash returned with the cold rag. Olivia folded it and placed it on the back of the woman’s neck. “Better?”
She sighed. “Much.”
“Is this your first?” Olivia asked.
Mel shook her head. “My third. I’m an old pro at—” She stopped walking and clutched her belly, her pretty face twisted in pain.
Olivia sensed a lot of the discomfort was coming from her lower back, so she rubbed it as the woman focused on her contraction. Eyes closed and concentrating, Mel inhaled through her nose and exhaled through her mouth.
“There you go,” Olivia said in a soothing tone. “You’re doing great.”
After the contraction was over, Mel looked up. “Thanks. Um, Olivia, right?”
“Bloody hell,” Ash said, looking almost as uncomfortable as Rand. “I’m sorry. I should’ve introduced you.”
Mel gave him a sidelong look. “It’s okay, hon. We’ve been a little preoccupied.”
“Yeah, I’d say so,” Olivia agreed. “It’s nice to meet you.”
“I don’t know what I was thinking when I came in today. I had a feeling this baby would be coming soon, but I had a few more things to take care of here before I left on maternity leave.”
“Jesus, Mel,” Rand called from the other side of the room. “We’d have been able to figure things out. We’re not completely helpless when you’re not around.”
Mel rolled her eyes at Olivia. “No, they wouldn’t. Trust me.” Then she turned back to Rand and started reeling off a list of instructions. “Payroll’s done and ready to go out on Friday. Don’t forget that the Atlas rep is coming early in the morning. The cake and balloons can be picked up in town tomorrow after three o’clock and the bouncy house is being delivered at four.”
“Shit,” Rand said, eyes wide. “I completely forgot about the party.”
“No, he didn’t,” Mel said in a low voice to Olivia. “We talked about it yesterday.”
“Party?” Asher looked at Mel for more explanation.
Rand’s expression was one of pure terror. It was the same look you’d imagine he’d have if a doctor came into the shop and said they were ready to do his vasectomy now. “Caitlyn’s birthday party is tomorrow. She wanted to have it here, so of course I said yes.”
“Sorry, hon, that I won’t be here to help,” Mel said. “But everything’s organized and ready to go. All the presents are wrapped. You’ll be fine.”
“Is Caitlyn’s mom not around?” Olivia whispered.
Mel shook her head. “She died a few years ago, when Caitlyn was little.”
Olivia’s heart wrenched for the loss he and his daughter had suffered.
“I’d be fine if it was just her and a friend or two and they wanted to ride dirt bikes,” Rand was telling Ash. “But a bunch of nine-year-old girls running around screaming?” He looked shell-shocked.
“What if Ash and I were here?” Olivia said. “Would that help?”
Rand’s head jerked up. “You’d do that?”
“Of course, man.” Ash clapped a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “We’ll be happy to stick around.”
“It’d be a huge fucking help, thanks.” Rand’s shoulders, which had been up around his ears, relaxed a little.
“Where’s your purse?” Olivia asked, turning her attention back to Mel. “Anything else you need to take with you?
“My purse is in the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet. Oh, and Asher, the number of your friend who called earlier is posted on the yellow sticky on my monitor.”
Rand jumped as if someone had snapped him with a whip and grabbed her purse. Asher removed the note and tucked it in his pocket.
“I’ve got the rest of my things packed and in the car already,” Mel said.
“In your car here or the one Jeff’s driving?” Asher asked for clarification.
“The one here. I was afraid it would get lost in his.”
“Let me get it for you, then.” He took a step toward the door.
“I’ll help.” Rand was right behind him.
“I hope the hospital isn’t far away,” Olivia said. Things seemed to be moving along quickly.
Mel braced her hands on her knees. “Ten. Minutes. Tops.”
“Good.” Olivia continued massaging her lower back.
“Man, that was a big one,” Mel said breathlessly a moment later. “If you’re around, you and Ash are welcome to come visit us in the hospital. You can meet our new little peanut…who doesn’t feel like a peanut right now.”
“I’m not sure what Ash has planned, but I’d love to. I’ll definitely be with him the rest of the week.”
Mel looked up, a confused expression on her face. Olivia was sure she was going to ask her more about what she meant, but instead she said, “I had an interesting conversation with him this morning when he came down to get the laundry. He was going on and on about you. I can’t imagine what you two went through downtown, but he kept saying how amazing you were. And I’m pretty sure he wasn’t just talking about in the bedroom.” Her eyes sparkled with amusement. “Men are crazy when they’re in love.”
Panic bloomed in her chest. “I don’t know about that,” she said, trying to laugh it off. “We just met.”
Asher wasn’t falling for her and she wasn’t falling for him. She might be his pseudoslave for a week, but that was it.
Mel shrugged. “Jeff and I met at a friend’s wedding. We knew right away that we were meant to be together. Sure enough, two months later, we were engaged. Six months after that, we were married. That was ten years ago.”
Since no one at Reckless besides Rand knew who Asher was and what he was doing over here, Mel couldn’t know that a relationship between the two of them would never work.
“He’s a man with secrets,” Mel continued, almost as if she was following Olivia’s train of thought. “Many of the guys who work here have them. But he’s a good man and I’ve never seen him like this before.”
“We do seem to click,” Olivia admitted. “And he makes me laugh.” Her heart did a little somersault at the truth of those words. They did have an awful lot of fun together, and she wasn’t just thinking about in the bedroom. But things were too new. Too shiny. It was silly to let herself think there was anything more between them than a short-term good time.
Mel gave her a knowing look from a woman who’d been there, done that. “And that’s how all good relationships start. A passionate friendship, if you will. I know a man would never admit this, but there’s more to it than awesome sex. Sure, that’s important, but when you’re changing diapers at two in the morning or worried about bills, that fact that you can both orgasm together really doesn’t matter.”
Just then, a breathless man came crashing through the door. “Melly, are you okay?” His eyes were wide as he rushed over. He gave his wife the sweetest kiss Olivia had ever seen, with one hand cupping her chin and the other on her belly. It was as if he were kissing both mother and child at the same time.
“Yeah, hon, I’m fine,” Mel said softly, touching his face.
“And the baby?”
“She’s fine, too.”
Her husband straightened. The look of panic and terror was gone, replaced now by steely determination. “The guys have all your things, right? Anything else?”
“Nope. I’m ready to go.” She turned to Olivia. “Thanks for your help, doll.”
Olivia smiled. “Good luck.”
Despite Mel’s protests that she was capable of walking on her own, her husband swept her into his arms and carried her out to the waiting car. A moment later, gravel was flying everywhere, pinging off the side of the metal building like shrapnel, as their car disappeared around the corner.



CHAPTER 12
David Fuller was many things to many people. Former MMA champion, ruthless businessman, ladies’ man. But among his associates, both professional and private, he was best known for being true to his word. After all, when you ran an illegal fight club not governed by signed contracts drawn up by fancy lawyers, your word—and your might—was your bond.
The man who’d introduced himself as simply Carl the Fixer sat next to him ringside just as the bell sounded. David had seen some pretty fucked up looking dudes in this business, but this guy took the cake. Although he wore a knit cap and dark sunglasses, it didn’t completely cover the sinewy ropes of puckered scars that ran along one side of his head and neck.
Two fighters came together and began a bare-knuckle brawl while their supporters yelled and cheered. It was no holds barred in this underground fight club and David loved every minute.
“The last man standing will be included on next month’s fight card,” he explained to his guest. “Just to be on it is worth a grand, and what guy couldn’t use that kind of money regardless of whether he wins or loses?”
Viper Jones took a hard blow to the face and blood spurted everywhere, including on the white tank of the ring girl, Britney. The crowd cheered as he staggered backward. His opponent, who called himself the Kingslayer, was on him like a bad smell. Pressing Viper against the ropes, Kingslayer threw punch after punch, trying to score a knockout. Blood continued to pump from a gaping gash above Viper’s left eye. The mat would soon look like the floor of a trauma center. Somehow, Viper managed to remain on his feet at the end of the round and stumbled back to his corner when the bell sounded.
David turned to his guest, keeping his voice low. “Now if Olivia were still working for me, that bleeder would be healed. That is, if I wanted him to win or draw out the fight longer. My customers hate paying for fights that end in the first round. I want to keep them happy and coming back, so it’s in my best interest that the fights don’t end prematurely.”
The guy didn’t seem impressed, but then maybe his ruined face made it difficult to show any emotion. “And you’ve seen her do this?”
“Of course. Many times.”
“I see,” the man said, nodding. “And how long did she work for you?”
“A month or so. I’d been fucking her for a couple of weeks before I figured out she was a Healer-Talent. After that, she healed a number of fighters for me.”
His guest stared at him through his dark glasses. “Do you need to be reminded that it’s an offense to knowingly harbor an unregistered Talent? It’s punishable by ten years in prison.”
Was that a threat? David glared back. Taking a few pointers from his fighters during the stare down, he hoped to intimidate the ugly sonofabitch, but the guy’s ruined face remained impassive. “What do you thinking I’m doing now? Confessing to my priest?”
“How did you meet her?” the Fixer asked.
“She was the new girl at the front desk of the gym where I work out.”
“Any pictures?”
David shook his head. “She was camera-shy. Hated having her picture taken.”
“And you knew her as Olivia Hoffman, right?”
“Yep.”
The man handed him a folded sheet of paper. “Is this her?”
David grabbed it and opened it up. The picture was grainy and pixelated, but there was no mistake. “Where did you get this?”
“News crews took the photo at the explosion site.”
Olivia had been in New Seattle? “Sure as hell looks like her.”
Although the man remained expressionless, there was a smugness in his tone that hadn’t been there before. “I’ll need to know everything you can tell me about her. Any and all mention of family and friends, no matter how small or insignificant it may seem. Previous places of employment, schools she may have attended, cities she lived in, et cetera. Think you’re capable of doing that?”
David bristled. What a patronizing asshole. “The chick wasn’t the talkative type, you know?”
“Maybe she wasn’t into you. Is there someone else in your employ she may have opened up to?”
What the fuck? If this bastard didn’t outweigh him by fifty pounds, he’d clock him. “Try the other way around. Wasn’t good in the sack. Too vanilla. I’d have shown her the door if it hadn’t been for her ability. So you think you can find her and bring her back?”
The Fixer smiled. “Oh, I can find her, all right.”



CHAPTER 13
At the birthday party the next day, Ash was interacting more with the nine-year-old girls than he was helping. Olivia and Rand agreed it was like having one more kid to deal with. A big one.
He bounced in the jumpy house set up in Reckless’s parking lot as the girls shrieked with laughter. With his hood pulled up and his aviators on at a crazy angle, he chased them through the garage as Motorcycle Zombie, ignoring Rand’s plea to pour juice into the cups on the table.
“I can do it,” Olivia told Rand, wiping the frosting from her fingers after cutting the last piece of cake. She took the juice from him and began pouring. “Is he always this good with kids?”
“Good? Jesus.” Rand rolled his eyes and shook his head. “It’s like he’s one of them.”
“No kidding,” she said, laughing. “How long have you guys known each other?”
Rand paused. When he spoke, his voice was soft. “Since Caitlyn was four.”
According to what Mel had said, that was right around the time his wife died. She wondered if there was a connection. “How did you meet?”
With a faraway look, Rand watched as Caitlyn and her friends ran from Asher then circled back around to push him from behind. “She looks a lot like her mother. Same eyes. Same hair color. She even has some of the same facial expressions, which catches me off-guard sometimes. You’d think something like that would be learned, but Caitlyn was so little when…when Amanda died. She doesn’t remember her very well anymore.”
“I’m sorry, Rand. That must’ve been so hard.”
He nodded, his eyes still tracking his daughter. “He saved her, you know.”
“Ash saved Caitlyn?”
“There was an incident at a checkpoint—that’s what the army likes to call it. They tried to claim that Cascadians were firing on innocent civilians, but I saw the whole thing and it was the other way around. Some young army punk yanked an older civilian from a truck and pistol-whipped him right there on the pavement. A woman in the passenger seat came out screaming. Then there were shots.” Rand pinched the bridge of his nose as he recalled what happened. “Suddenly, a huge fireball exploded in front of us, sending our car backwards, over the guard rail and into the river below. I must’ve blacked out because when I came to, Amanda was gone and a man—” He pointed to Asher. “—was pulling Caitlyn from her car seat in the back.”
“I’m so sorry.” Olivia was at a loss at what else she could say. She couldn’t imagine what he’d gone through.
“I can still see those army soldiers standing at the bridge railing, looking down at us and not doing a damn thing to help.”
“Asher jumped in the water to rescue strangers,” she said, almost to herself.
“Without him, I’d have lost both Amanda and Caitlyn that day.”
“He’s a hero.”
“Yes, but he doesn’t think so, because he hadn’t been able to save all of us.”  
After singing Happy Birthday, the girls sat at the table eating cake and drinking punch for maybe a total of ten minutes before Caitlyn wanted to do the piñata. As she and her friends took turns hitting the candy-filled pink motorcycle, Ash crawled on the floor like a horse or big dog (Olivia couldn’t figure out which—one moment he was neighing and the next he was barking) and the kids in line climbed all over him.
Stacking the paper plates smeared with half-eaten cake, she laughed as she watched him. He had such crazy ideas and did things a normal person just wouldn’t think of. But she liked that about him. He was unpredictable and creative.
“Caitlyn adores him. Always has.” Rand looked a little less harried now than he had before the party started, probably because it was almost over. “She’s going to be sad when he leaves again.”
She wouldn’t be the only one.
Olivia swallowed around the lump forming in her throat as she continued to clear the table. Just a few more days and it would be over. Not that she was looking for something more with him. Logically, she knew that a relationship between the two of them wouldn’t work. Sure, it was sad that something this good, this magical, was coming to an end, but that was the thing about reality—it was soberingly real, and what was happening between them right now was pure fantasy. A fun, sex-filled fantasy. And by definition, fantasies were not real.
“What are your plans after this week?” Rand asked.
She felt her cheeks heating. Did he know she was Ash’s sex slave?
“I don’t know how much Ash has told you about my…situation,” she began tentatively.
Rand shook his head. “He keeps things pretty close to the vest and I don’t ask. Your business is your business. Not mine.”
Her shoulders slumped in relief. So he didn’t know about her Talent. Or their arrangement. Not that she thought Ash would say anything, but she wondered what Rand had guessed.
“I’m going to be moving soon,” she said. “New Seattle wasn’t what I thought it would be.”
It had been a mistake to move to the city. She’d thought she’d be able to hide better amongst all the people, that it would make her feel more anonymous, but in reality, the opposite was true. There were too many people who could notice that she wasn’t quite the same. First, there was the disaster with David and his fight club, and now the explosion. She felt like there was a big red arrow pointing at her head for all to see, announcing that she was different.
“I’m glad I asked,” he said, opening a plastic garbage bag for her. She stuffed in the used paper plates she’d collected. “Any interest in working here?”
She frowned, unsure if she’d heard him correctly. “At Reckless?”
“I really need someone to fill in for Mel until she comes back from maternity leave. I was going to call a temp service, but I’d rather not bring in someone I don’t know or trust. I ran it past Asher and he’s fine with it. If you’re interested, the job is yours.”
She looked around and thought about what it would be like to work here. From here she could see various parts and tools stacked neatly on shelves and hanging from wall hooks. Although the place seemed pretty clean and neat for a garage, it was still, well, a garage. She’d always worked in offices or restaurants and had once dreamed of working in a medical clinic, but never had she thought about working in a place like this. Vince would’ve loved it, and her father as well. They were always tinkering with small engines out in their garage when she was growing up. But not her.
“I know nothing about dirt bikes, motorcycles, or cars, for that matter. And if I’m being perfectly honest, loud engine noises kind of freak me out.” Vince used to chase her around the backyard with the leaf blower.
Rand smiled. “I’m not asking you to be a mechanic or take a bike for a test ride, darlin’, just do some office work. Answer the phone, schedule hours, make appointments, some light bookkeeping. It would really help me out. If Asher trusts you enough to bring you here, that’s good enough for me.”
Trust was something she hadn’t had much experience with in her relationships lately.
Rand rubbed the back of his neck, looking almost sheepish, like a kid who’d just been caught stealing cookies. “There is one thing you need to understand, though.”
Okay, here it was. The bombshell to blow up an otherwise perfect situation.
“My side business is parting out vehicles that have...uh…come into my possession.”
“You mean a chop shop?”
He shrugged, a hint of a smile on his lips. “More or less.”
She tried not to look disappointed, but she couldn’t work for an outfit doing something so blatantly illegal. “Do you steal them, too?”
“Not exactly. We acquire them from those who steal them from the army. Although that’s not to say I wouldn’t, if given the opportunity.”
The vehicles he was parting out had been stolen from the army? She brightened. Now that might be something she’d be willing to discard her moral compass for.
She considered her options. It would be awesome not to worry about finding a job right away. Reckless was far from the city and rent shouldn’t be any more expensive here than at her apartment on the peninsula, maybe even a little less. By the time Mel came back, Olivia would hopefully have found a new apartment and job. Besides, actively foiling the army, rather than being on the run from them, sounded pretty damn appealing.
“Would I be able to look for another, more permanent job situation while I’m working here?”
“Of course. In fact, if you want, you can stay in the RV out back till you find a new place.” He pointed over his shoulder with a frosting-coated plastic fork. She remembered seeing a white RV, the kind with slide-outs, parked near the dirt road into the motocross park. “Except for food, it’s pretty much ready to go. And just so you know, the guys who work here are tough but decent. I wouldn’t allow them to step foot on the premises and be around my daughter if they weren’t.”
As she consolidated the leftover juice from all the cups, she thought about the guys she’d met so far. There was Shane and his unruly black hair. Tall Paul who had terrible posture, making it clear he didn’t like being so tall. Arlo chewed bubblegum like a waitress working in a fifties dinner, so she guessed he was probably trying to quit smoking. And then there was Camps, who’d shown her pictures of his grandkids. Except for James, who hadn’t said more than two words to her, they all seemed decent. Rough, sure, but that was okay. The fact that they didn’t ask prying questions was a plus.
“They’ll leave you alone. They know you’re off-limits.”
“Just so we’re clear, there is no us between Asher and me, but I can understand why they’d make that assumption. After this week is over, that’s it.” She tried to keep her tone even and unemotional, even though it was painful to say the words. “I just need to make sure he won’t think it’s weird if I’m working here.”
“Weird? It’s obvious he’s crazy about you.” He turned away abruptly and shoved a paper plate into the garbage bag.
A thrill ran down her spine at his assessment, but why did it seem as if he wasn’t happy about it. Had she missed something?
She twirled her finger in front of her like she was stirring a bowl. “This thing going on between Ash and me? It’s just temporary. You know, for fun.”
Rand shrugged and picked up a cup that had fallen under the table. “All I know is that he’s never brought a woman here before.”
Never? “That doesn’t mean anything.”
“Listen, Olivia. You know he’s not…from around here, right?” She nodded. “Did you know that where he’s from, just the act of living together—you know, as a couple—can be taken as a betrothal?”
She nearly dropped the cups she was holding. “You can’t be serious.” Ash must’ve been laughing inside when she’d made that offhand comment to the army interrogators about living together.
“In his culture, sharing the same living quarters means a lot more than it does to us here. He wouldn’t have invited you to stay for the week if he didn’t have feelings for you that were more than just—” He looked around to make sure there were no little ears listening in. “Sexual. He’d have found a motel. Gone to your place. That’s all I’m saying.”
No way. They’d only just met when he offered up his proposal. How could it have meant anything more? “He didn’t tell me that.”
He jammed a few more plates into the bag. It definitely seemed as if something about the situation was bothering him. “Maybe it hasn’t occurred to him yet.”
“But it has to you?” she asked skeptically.
“I don’t mean to get all up in your business, it’s just that I’m an observant sonofabitch and a damn good judge of character. Not much gets past me. How else could I run all this, employing the kind of people I do—the kind of people that society has thrown away—and succeed?”
Obviously, there was something more going on here. Why wouldn’t he just come out and say it? He didn’t strike her as the kind of man who tiptoed around anything, and yet…
She narrowed her eyes and looked at him again. Was his odd reaction because he was in love with Ash? She hadn’t gotten that vibe from him before, but then she hadn’t been looking.
“If you want to know the truth,” she said, “we’re just doing it for the sex. There’s nothing emotional going on.” If only she believed that. “So if you…uh…have feelings for him, I won’t stand in your way.”
Rand had just taken a drink and was now spitting it all over the table in a fine mist.
“Daddy!” Caitlyn shrieked from across the room. “That was sick.” All the girls in the piñata line turned to look.
“Sorry, honey,” he called. “Olivia just told me a funny joke.” He turned back to Olivia, his eyes sparkling with amusement. “You think I’m…that we’re…” He had to put his hands on his knees to keep from falling over as he laughed. “That is fucking hilarious.”
“I take it I’m wrong.”
Wiping his eyes, he straightened to his full height. “Hey, he’s a good-looking dude, I’ll give you that, especially when he’s wearing the boots he stole from me in a poker game. But I don’t roll that way. The only cock and balls going into this mouth are the ones from Voodoo Donuts.”
Okay, she really had read him wrong, then.
As she finished cleaning up, she still couldn’t figure out why he was bothered by the fact that Asher might have deeper feelings for her.



CHAPTER 14
Asher made love to Olivia slow and easy that night, every movement fluid and rhythmic. Again, he was amazed at how well they fit together. Until Olivia, he’d always held back a little—a fact that was just dawning on him now. With her, he could lose himself without worrying that he was hurting her. It was carefree. Liberating. And addictive as hell. As her muscles tightened around him, increasing the friction to mind-blowing levels, he drove in deeper and joined her in ecstasy.
When it was over, he rolled to his back and tossed the condom in a nearby trashcan. She snuggled into the crook of his arm, throwing one knee over his leg.
What would it be like to make love to her without any barrier between them? For her body to receive his seed rather than the latex sheath? What would it be like to have a child…with Olivia? To hold in his arms a human being that they’d created together. A piece of the two of them, and yet completely different.
Playing with those girls today, imagining having a family of his own, had really messed with his head. He silently berated himself for daring to imagine such a thing. He’d made that mistake once before and vowed never to do it again.
“That was wonderful,” she said, interrupting his thoughts.
“Yes, it was.” Asher stared at the ceiling and thought about the last few days, trying not to think about the distant past. He’d learned the hard way not to get involved with a woman over here. But, damn, he and Olivia really clicked. Even though they hadn’t known each other for long, it felt as if they belonged together.
He could make love to her over and over, night after night, and never grow tired. Given that they had only a few more days together, he’d have to take full advantage of it. They should probably lie low and not risk going out. But then, when should he give her that item he’d bought at the specialty shop? It wouldn’t be nearly as fun if they weren’t out in public.
“Is…is there something wrong?” She propped her chin on his chest, two tiny lines of worry creasing her forehead.
“Wrong? Do I look as though something’s wrong? I’m wallowing in the afterglow of us.”
“You’re quiet, that’s all. Introspective. And normally you’re a little…you know…”
He lifted an eyebrow. “What?”
“Louder. You weren’t quite as…boisterous.”
He lay back against the pillow and laughed. “I can be louder next time, if that’s what you want. In fact, where I come from, most couples keep the bedroom windows open to let others hear what they’re doing. A healthy set of lungs on a woman is something to be desired.”
She gave him a playful slap on his chest and rolled her eyes. “You can’t be serious.”
“I’m totally serious. It signifies that her lover is well-endowed and skillful in the bedroom—traits all men want.”
Now it was her turn to be quiet. Was she picturing what it would be like on his side of the portal? He’d love to see her face when they strolled through one of the open-air markets and heard the sounds of a couple’s lovemaking coming from the castle keep. Would it make her uncomfortable? Or would she pull him into a corner and reach under his kilt?
“Hmmm. That’s…unusual.” She traced her finger around the edge of his nipple, then along a couple of long-forgotten scars. He grew hard again, even though he should be completely sated.
“Not only that, but on a couple’s wedding night, people gather beneath the windows of the bridal chamber to hear the marriage being consummated. They want to know that the new husband is pleasing his wife and that she is pleasing him. As you can imagine, it’s a right festive atmosphere, with much drinking and shouts of encouragement.”
She hiccupped with laughter. “Everyone listens? Don’t they…you know…have performance anxiety?”
“Haven’t you ever had sex out in public?”
“Oh my God, no,” she choked.
“How about a place where you thought someone else could hear you?”
She shook her head.
He was going to have to remedy that, he thought, as the seed of an idea began to take hold.
Running his thumb along the underside of her jaw, he marveled at how soft her skin was. Like crushed velvet. Her lips were plump and luscious, still flushed from his earlier kisses. “That’s the way it’s always been over there, Olivia. It’s part of our culture. In fact, it’s not unusual for couples in the gathered crowd to find a secluded corner in the shadows and partake in some of the same activities as they’re listening.”
“Like an orgy?” she rasped.
“Not quite. It’s a little more discreet than that, but it is public.”
He recalled the first wedding he’d attended after becoming a warrior of the Iron Guild. The warriors were always the most popular men in town. As they feasted in the courtyard, a pretty young woman from the bridal party drew his attention. She grabbed him and led him a few feet away from the crowd. Still holding his tankard of ogappa ale, he’d leaned against the stone wall as she’d taken him into her mouth.
“The thing is,” he continued, “my people are much more open about sex than you are over here. And our clothing makes it easier, too. A lift of a skirt and kilt, and all the important bits are right there.”
Olivia gave a little snort. “I can see how tempting that must be.”
“But because birth control isn’t what it is here and because it’s not good luck on a wedding night to pull out early anyway, there are always a few wee ones born in the village nine months later. Truth is, that’s how I was conceived. My mother got pregnant with me the night my father’s best friend in the Guild got married.”
With her face pressed to his chest, he could feel her silently giggling.
“What?” he asked. “Think that’s strange?” When she didn’t answer right away, he poked her in the ribs.
Her body jerked and a shriek of laughter burst from her mouth. Despite her efforts to push his hand away, he continued tickling her, his fingers prodding the sensitive spot next to her hipbone.
Twisting around him, she flung her head back, still laughing. “Oh my God, Ash! Stop.”
“Not till you answer my question.”
He kept tickling her until somehow, she ended up on top, straddling him. With her lips parted, she was breathing heavily, her beautiful breasts just inches from his face. He lifted his head and drew a perfect pink nipple into his mouth.
She arched her back and moaned in pleasure. “You are so maddening.”
“And you seem to have forgotten Rule Number One.” He let his teeth graze her sensitive flesh. “I asked you a question.”
She hissed in a breath. “I haven’t forgotten.”
“What? You enjoy breaking the rules, then?” He placed his hand on her hip, poised to tickle her again.
“No. Yes. Stop.”
“Make up your mind, lass.”
“Okay,” she said breathlessly, an evil smile ghosting on her lips. “I do think it’s weird that you know how you were conceived. I mean, seriously? Who thinks of their parents that way?”
“If we were the parents, I’d think of us that way. A lot.”
She grabbed another condom from the nightstand and tore open the foil packet with her teeth. “Yeah, I would, too.”
***
The next morning, fresh from the shower and wrapped in a towel, Olivia stared at the clear plastic package that Asher had just given her, and couldn’t figure out what it was.
He sat on the edge of the bed and pulled on his boots. “There’s a motorcycle rally today that we’re going to attend. I need to talk to a few of the vendors, plus, one of the top AMA money earners, a twenty-year-old kid, is making an appearance. I hear his bike is pretty tricked out, so I want to see it.”
The package showed a suggestive picture of a woman in her underwear. “What is this for?”
“Hold on. You’ll see.” He rummaged through her clothes and picked out a purple polka dot bra with matching panties, a flowery skirt, a T-shirt, a hoodie, and her cowboy boots. “Here. Put these on.”
“So, you’re dressing me now?”
“Yep.”
She took the clothes from him and put them on as he sat there and watched. When she was done, she turned a little circle so he could inspect her. She hadn’t worn this particular combination before, but she liked it. “Look okay?”
“Almost perfect.” He opened the plastic packaging and pulled out a small pink object. “Now this.”
She took it from him and turned it over in her hands. The object fit into the palm of her hand. It was smooth and rubbery and shaped like a squished letter C with nubby ridges on each end. “What is it?”
“You’re going to wear this, too.”
“Uh, how?” she asked. It wasn’t jewelry.
“It goes inside you.” He showed her the instructional guide from the package.
One of the ends was designed to slip into the vagina while the other end pressed against the clit.
She swallowed nervously and her mouth went dry. “You want me to have it in…when we’re walking around…at a motorcycle rally?”
“It’s designed to stimulate you with every movement. And when that happens, I want you to think of me.”
It was a male-dominated environment. There’d be men everywhere. She ran the tips of her fingers over the rubbery ridges on one end. Wearing this in private was one thing, but out in public? She’d feel so…naughty. She’d probably want to jump Ash the first chance she got.
Which I guess is the point. “I’ll do it on one condition.”
“And what’s that?” he said, cocking an eyebrow and probably getting ready to invoke Rule Number One.
“That you can’t leave me at any time. I don’t want to suddenly find myself standing next to some old guy if I’m having a mini-orgasm.”
He chuckled. “I wouldn’t dream of leaving you alone, so that’s not a problem. I want to be there to experience every pleasurable sensation you have.”
A tiny surge of moisture dampened the panties she’d just put on. Part of her couldn’t believe she’d just agreed to such craziness. But another part of her was thrilled.
“Won’t it, you know, fall out?”
“The woman at the store said you’re to squeeze your muscles to keep it tight and that your panties will keep it in place.”
“The woman at the store?”
“Remember when you were shopping for clothes? I did a little shopping at the Lover’s Pantry next door.”
He led her into the bathroom, where he washed it with soap and water. “Here, let me put it in for you.”
Before she could protest, he was pushing her panties down and kneeling in front of her. In this dominant position, she felt nothing but vulnerable.
He sucked in a breath. “Holy Fates, woman, you’re already wet down here.”
“I…I know,” she said sheepishly.
Even though he’d rolled her over first thing this morning and they’d made love already, she felt as if she could go again in a heartbeat.
He slipped part of the toy inside her, spread her open with his thumb and forefinger, and positioned the other end against her clit. Jolts of pleasure coursed through her and her inner walls tightened instantly around the intrusion. The toy and its little nubs knew exactly where she was the most sensitive. She had to grip the edge of the counter to keep from collapsing to the floor.
“You okay, lass?” he asked, an impish grin on his face. “How does that feel?”
“Don’t move,” she said. “I think I’m…I’m going to have an orgasm.”
“Is that so? Then I guess I have it on right.”
He applied a little more pressure to the toy and she just about lost it. Every nerve ending sizzled and bright points of light flashed like stars behind her eyelids. She gripped his forearm, right below where his hand was touching her.
“Oh God, Ash. I’m seriously coming.”
He mumbled something about the fact that the toy could be used during intercourse and suddenly she felt several of his fingers slipping inside. Powerful waves of pleasure crashed over her, one right after the other. She wasn’t sure when one stopped and another started or maybe it was all just one long, continuous orgasm. The world seriously could’ve ended and she wouldn’t have noticed.
Leaving the toy in place, he stood, adjusted her panties and skirt, and pressed his lips to hers. “I take it my little gift works?”
“It was pretty amazing,” Olivia breathed against his mouth, clutching his shoulders.
He gave her one final peck. “Now, come on. I want to get there when it opens and it’s a long drive.”



CHAPTER 15
“Does Reckless ever have events like this?” Olivia bit into an ear of roasted corn.
Asher noticed a drip of butter on her chin, so he wiped it away with his finger. “This is just a demonstration, but Rand does host a qualifying race in the summer where the top finishers advance to the semifinals.”
A rider from Spokane was on the dirt course right now. One of the biggest jumps was directly in front of where they were sitting in the bleachers. At the apex, the kid did a superman, kicking his legs straight out behind him.
“Holy shit,” Olivia said, laughing as the crowd erupted in cheers.
When the rider in blue and white gear landed his bike safely on the other side of the jump, he touched a glove to his helmet, thanking the audience. They cheered even louder and the bleachers vibrated with their pounding feet. Someone had clearly taught that kid some manners.
Later, as Asher spoke to a sales rep from Samson Brothers, Olivia’s hand tightened around his. He cast a quick glance in her direction as the heavyset guy was telling him about their new line of volt meters. She was biting her lips and her delicate nostrils were slightly flared. Was she having another orgasm or trying to control one? That little toy was turning out to be worth its weight in gold.
“Doing okay, lass?” he asked after they left the sales tent. He brushed a thumb over her lips.
“That was number seven.” She threaded her fingers through his, subtly moving them in and out in a slow rhythm that would match the pace of lovemaking.
He groaned, his cock thickening at the thought of making love to her again. She was undoubtedly primed for him right now, coated in a luxurious silkiness. He’d be able to push himself into her warmth with no foreplay. Hell, the whole day had been foreplay. He’d been walking around at half-mast much of the time thanks to her. At every stop, she stroked the back of his hand with feather-light touches. As they walked, she tucked her fingers into the waistband of his jeans and kneaded the top of his butt cheek. When they waited in line for cotton candy, she’d whispered in his ear that she wanted to “fuck you so bad right now.”
Another group of vendors was located on the other side of the exhibitor parking lot. It was starting to get dark, so they took a shortcut through the sea of trailers and tents to get there before all the booths were closed. As he started across an open area, she suddenly grabbed his hand and shoved him against the back of a trailer. Her lips were against his and her hands were unzipping his fly.
“Olivia—”
“Don’t you even,” she said, nipping his lower lip. “You started this. I haven’t been able to concentrate on hardly anything. All I can think about is having you inside me.”
“A good problem to have,” he growled.
She produced a condom from somewhere and he was quickly sheathed. Jumping up, she wrapped her legs around his waist and lowered herself onto him. He’d been expecting to feel the toy, but didn’t.
“Where…is…it?” he asked as he drove into her heat.
“My purse. Didn’t want the condom to rip.”
He kept one palm braced on the trailer next to her head while the other cupped her ass. She made these breathy little sounds in his ear with every thrust of his hips, driving him mad with desire. He grunted, and the toe-curling friction around his cock had him almost ready to—
Laughter came from the other side of the trailer and they heard the door opening.
Olivia’s whole body froze.
“Potential discovery is one of the hazards of having sex in public.”
“Shhh.” And then another sexy sound, quieter this time, came from her lips. Her nails dug into his shoulders. “I’m…I’m coming.”
Her inner walls clenched him even tighter. The friction was unbearable and the dam of pressure broke. Holding onto her perfect ass to keep himself seated deep inside her, he groaned into her hair as he came.



CHAPTER 16
It was late when they arrived back at Reckless. When Olivia checked her messages, their plans to stay in the next day and play with their new toy changed, but it got plenty of use that night.
“I’d say we’ve gotten our money’s worth already,” Asher said as he pulled her close and fell asleep.
The iron arch of Grass Lawn Cemetery stretched above them as they drove through the entryway the next day. Olivia shivered, but not because she was cold. These places always reminded her of the day her father died and of her failure to save him.
Marco’s wife had left a message on her cell, letting her know about the funeral services this afternoon. She didn’t want to go, but Marco had been a great guy and taken a chance on her. It wouldn’t have been right to skip it.
Asher parked behind a long string of cars. “Doing okay?” he asked, squeezing her hand.
She smiled. “Thanks for coming with me.”
He’d been in the garage that morning, working on some kid’s motocross bike, when she’d asked if she could borrow his car for a few hours to attend the funeral. She was surprised when he told her he wanted to come with her.
She wasn’t sure what it was, but she felt better around him, as if she were more capable of handling things that would normally drain her mentally. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that, unlike when she healed others, doing the same for Asher hadn’t exhausted her. He took nothing away from her, thereby leaving her strong.
“You bet,” he said, smiling.
She glanced down when her cell phone buzzed. It was a reminder that she had a voicemail message she hadn’t listened to yet. And she wasn’t going to, either. She tucked the phone back in her purse.
Along with Sandy’s message, there had been several from David, saying he needed her forwarding address to send her last paycheck. No way in hell was she returning that call or telling him where she lived, even though she was moving soon. He didn’t owe her any money. The message was a ploy to get her to call him, and when she did, he’d threaten to expose her if she didn’t come back to work for him and his underground fighting ring.
She and Asher stood near the back, just barely under the awning. Rows of chairs filled with Marco’s family and friends surrounded a gleaming walnut coffin in the middle. She smelled the soil of the freshly dug grave underneath the square of AstroTurf, but couldn’t see any dirt. Guess it made death more palatable not to see the gaping hole that would soon contain the body of their loved one.
After the pastor talked about Marco’s life and read a few passages of scripture, he opened up the podium for family and friends to say what was on their hearts. Almost every person mentioned something about the brutal barbarians being brought to justice. Asher remained stiff and she slipped her hand into his, squeezing it slightly.
If only they knew the truth.
A man next to them leaned over, interrupting her thoughts. “And to think that some people don’t believe there’s another world beyond the portals. Ha.”
After he faced forward again, Asher looked at her quizzically.
She cupped her hand over his ear. “There’s a whole movement of people who say the other world is a figment dreamed up by the nonreligious over here to explain their fixation on the supernatural. They’re conspiracy theorists who believe the government is behind the attacks in order to perpetuate a secular lie to keep people scared.”
“They got a couple of things right,” he growled.
A lump formed in her throat when an older man, who she assumed was Sandy’s father, put his arm protectively around the young woman. After most of the people had filed past to pay their respects, Olivia made her way to the front, planning to make it short and sweet. She hadn’t known Marco for very long, but she wanted Sandy to know she had come.
“I’m so sorry.” She didn’t think she was going to cry, but she felt tears stinging the backs of her eyes anyway. Then the words just gushed out of her. “I wish I could have done something. Anything. If only I hadn’t been locked in the cellar, I might have been able to…help him.”
“Of course there was nothing you could’ve done,” Sandy said. “At least you were downstairs when the blast hit. I only wish Marco had been with you. They told me that he…that it happened instantly. There wouldn’t have been anything you could’ve done anyway.”
Not true. There was plenty that I could’ve done if I’d gotten out in time. He didn’t have to die.
A spark of indignation flared in her gut. Maybe she couldn’t expose the truth. That would be too dangerous. But she could damn well help those the army chose to hurt. A vigilante healer. She pictured herself continuing her self-defense training and learning the skills necessary to stay out of the army’s reach. If Asher could do it all these years, then so could she.
“I’m sorry,” Sandy said to her, “but it looks like I’ll be closing the store.”
Olivia wasn’t surprised. “Don’t be sorry. I completely understand. I’d do the same thing, I’m sure.”
“It means you’ll be out of a job, though, and I feel terrible.” Sandy’s black dress had an empire waist, cap sleeves, and decorative stitching around the simple scoop neckline. It was the kind of dress that should’ve been worn to the opera or symphony, not to a husband’s funeral.
The lump in her throat was painful now. Olivia wanted to tell her she’d already found another job, but since this was the first time she’d heard the store wasn’t reopening, she didn’t want Sandy to think she’d gone out instantly after the explosion and looked for work.
She was touched by the woman’s selfless concern at a time when she’d lost so much. “Please don’t worry. I’ll be just fine.”
“Even if everything gets rebuilt, I just can’t bear to keep it open. It was Marco’s dream. I know nothing about wine. God, he loved that place.”
Olivia thought about the time he’d spent polishing that imported wine rack. He’d been so proud of it. “Yeah, he sure did.”
“Oh,” Sandy said, putting a hand up to her forehead. “I almost forgot. Your uncle came by asking about you.”
“My…my uncle?” She didn’t have an uncle.
“He said you hadn’t called in after the explosion and that the family was worried about you. He wanted to know if I knew where you were or where he could find you.”
Oh my God. David? Had he found her? But she’d been so careful. Or maybe the man had stopped at the wrong business, which would be easy to do with all the chaos. Given that all the storefronts on Fifth Avenue had been blown out and most of the signage gone, one business was probably indistinguishable from the next. Maybe he thought he was at the card and souvenir shop next door. Or the map store. Or the quirky place down the street that sold organic hemp-blend fragrances.
“It’s fine,” Olivia said quickly, not wanting to burden Sandy with such a mundane issue. It was the last thing the woman needed to be concerned about. “I talked to my mom and she knows I’m okay.”
She became aware of Asher’s hand on her shoulder. Yes, it was time to go. She didn’t need to monopolize any more of Sandy’s time.
“You’ve got to understand,” the woman said. “I wasn’t thinking clearly. I couldn’t remember where you lived even though I handle the books.”
Olivia didn’t understand. Why was she so distraught? Maybe little things turned into big things when one’s husband suddenly died.
“I told him I didn’t have your contact info. All that information was at the store, if it hadn’t been destroyed in the explosion.”
“Wait,” Asher said, speaking for the first time. “This man…he came to your house asking about Olivia? Not to the wine shop?”
Sandy shook her head furiously and held up her hands like a barricade. “I haven’t been there. I don’t think I can bear to set foot near where…” She began to cry and her father put his arm around her.
“I think it’s time to go,” he said.
“Okay, Daddy, hold on.” Sandy wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand. “Yes, he came to the house.”
Her father shook his head, a look of disgust on his face. “He actually wanted my daughter to go through Marco’s things looking for it.”
“I only found your number when I was planning…this.”
Olivia felt as if someone had just punched her in the gut. All the air disappeared from her lungs and she could hardly breathe. Why would a man claiming to be her uncle come to Marco and Sandy’s house looking for her? How would he even know where they lived?
“He didn’t leave his name?” Olivia asked, her voice thin and reedy.
Confused, Sandy blinked. “His name? No. He just said he was your uncle.”
“She’s got several uncles.” Asher’s sidelong glance told Olivia to just go with it.
“Then it’s got to be my Uncle Ray,” she blurted out. “He used to be in the army and hasn’t been the same after the accident. So sorry he came to you at such a difficult time.” She was surprised at how easily the lies always came.
“That makes sense, then,” Sandy said, shaking her head slowly. “All those terrible scars.”
***
“Maybe you should back off,” Rand said after Asher told him about what had happened at the funeral. “Remove yourself from her life.”
The fact that a man with facial scars was looking for Olivia could mean only one thing. It had to be the same man they called the Fixer, the one the army used to track Iron Guild warriors on this side of the portal. The one who had killed Fallon.  
Inside the Grape and Bean, the guy from AIU had almost implied that Asher could’ve been the one who set the bomb. They probably checked him out, discovered he wasn’t who he claimed to be, and now they had their suspect. The army just needed the Fixer to find him.
And one of the ways they would try to find him was through Olivia because they’d been seen together.
“There’s nothing to break off,” Asher said. “We agreed beforehand that this was a one-week proposition. Nothing more.”
Rand grabbed a wrench and reached back under the hood of the car. “You’re falling for her and you know it.”
“That’s bullshit.” He was lying through his teeth, but there was no way in hell he’d admit that to anyone.
“So you don’t have feelings for her?”
“I enjoy her company, sure, but there’s nothing special between us.” He leaned against the workbench and ran a hand through his hair. He wished that were true, and maybe if he said it enough, he’d believe it. “We’re fucking. That’s it. End of story.”  
“Yeah, like newlyweds,” Rand mumbled. He straightened and pointed the wrench at him. “When have you ever brought anyone back here with you? Hold on. Let me answer that. Hmmm. Let’s see. That would be…never.”
“That’s because—”
“That’s because where you’re from, you only invite a woman to move in with you when it’s serious. I know all about your betrothal customs, so don’t try to bullshit me. It’s ingrained in your subconscious. You wouldn’t have brought her here if there wasn’t something pretty fucking special going on.”
Asher was taken aback. He hadn’t thought about that before, but Rand was right. In Cascadia, when a man invited a woman into his home to share his bed, it was often seen as a betrothal. Hell, he hadn’t even done that with Jenny. They’d always gone to her place. “I hardly knew her when I brought her here. How can there be something special going on when you barely know the person?”
The guy shrugged. “How the hell should I know? But facts are facts. Listen. I don’t mean to be an asshole here. It’s your life, but I want to make sure you do the right thing and not—”
“I don’t need you to remind me what happened to Jenny,” Asher said, gripping the edge of the workbench with white knuckles.
“Well, you’re sure not acting like it.”
“Good thing I’m leaving soon, then.”
Rand grabbed another tool and ducked back under the hood. “For how long?”
“I don’t know. Long enough for my trail to go cold over here.”
“That’s good.” Rand straightened and grabbed a rag to wipe his hands. “Because I’ve offered to let her stay in the RV until she can find a place over here. Depending on how long you’re gone this time, Mel could be back by then and Olivia will have found a new job. I’ll have James help move her things from her apartment.”
“James?” Asher jerked his head up and slanted a glance toward the body shop entrance. The guy was too bloody unstable to be spending all that time alone with Olivia.
“Got a problem with that?” Rand asked carefully.
The guy was always defending his cousin, but Asher didn’t care. He didn’t want Olivia alone with him. No fucking way.
“Yeah, I do. The guy’s a fucking mess. I’ll help her move and then I’ll leave. Just keep him away from her.”



CHAPTER 17
Olivia’s apartment was located on the second floor of a three-story building that contained five other units. All of them had outside entrances and were accessed by a single, enclosed stairway in the center. Despite the fact that the man who lived across the hall was gone because he worked nights and the elderly couple below were heavy sleepers, Asher was still on edge.
“I don’t like this,” he said from the open doorway. “We shouldn’t have come.”
He cast a wary glance at the dark stairway they’d just climbed, uneasy that he couldn’t see the road from here. This was the only way out of her apartment, unless you counted jumping off the balcony as a viable exit. If the army blokes drove up, they wouldn’t see them until it was too late and they’d be trapped inside.
Olivia frowned at him as if she’d bitten into a lemon. “What did you expect? That I was going to simply stuff some clothes into a bag and grab a few things, while you waited by the door?”
“Yeah.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “I did.”
“I came here to pack up my stuff. All of it. I can’t just abandon my apartment and leave everything. I don’t have a ton, but what I do have, I love.”
He considered invoking Rule Number One so that she’d have to do what he told her, but when he saw the determined glint in her eye, he changed his mind. That was a game. This was the real thing, and he’d like to keep his balls intact.
He looked around the neat but lived-in apartment. In the center of the living room was a comfortable-looking sofa and a square coffee table with a distressed, whiskey-colored leather top. Various pictures hung on the walls—black and white vintage photographs and charcoal drawings in matching black frames. She didn’t appear to have a television. She didn’t have a dining room table, either, just three barstools tucked under the kitchen counter. That must be where she ate.
A few dishes were stacked neatly in the sink, probably the remnants of her last meal before she’d driven her car in to work on the day of the explosion. He noticed there were two identical cups and plates. Had she had company? Maybe she’d had a girlfriend over for dinner. Or the guy across the hall. Or maybe it was two meals’ worth of dishes for only one person.
Was Olivia a loner? When you were always on the run and looking over your shoulder, your lifestyle wasn’t exactly conducive to building friendships.
Her place had a comfortable vibe that he could easily get used to. If things were different and they weren’t caught in the middle of a deadly war, he could imagine curling up on the sofa, his head in her lap as she read a book to him. A science-fiction story about alien battles on faraway planets. Or maybe an epic fantasy with dragons.
“Possessions can be replaced, Liv. You can’t. No wasting time packing things perfectly. Throw what you need into these boxes and we’ll get the hell out of here.”
Her expression softened considerably, but the hard set of her jaw still remained. She set her messenger bag on the kitchen counter and strode toward him. “If they are looking for me, wouldn’t it be better if they found an empty apartment? They’d assume I moved out as a result of having no job after the explosion destroyed where I worked. If my things are still here, it’ll look as though I left in a panic, which would confirm their suspicions that I’ve got something to hide.”
Asher pressed his lips into a firm line. She had a point. “Just hurry up, okay?”
She finished taping up the bottom of one cardboard box, handed it to him, and started assembling another.
“It won’t take me long to pack up the bedroom and bathroom, if you want to do the kitchen. Don’t worry about the dishes and glasses—I’ll do those—but everything else is fair game.”
Reluctantly, he let the outside door shut behind him and he got to work. Conry was stationed at the bottom of the stairs outside to alert them if something was wrong. He hoped that was enough.
Olivia was right. It didn’t take her long to pack. After carrying the boxes out to the van, they starting packing up the living room.
Asher wrapped her collection of candles. They smelled like the herbal oil she used in the bath. He wondered if her mother had made them.
“It drives my mother crazy that I don’t put down any roots,” she said, as if she knew what he’d been thinking. “But at least she understands.”
“How often do you see her?”
“Every few months, I guess. But I call her a lot. When I visit, I go at night, so that none of her neighbors know. A few years ago, when I went off the radar and stopped reporting to the army once a year for testing, they questioned all the people on her street and asked if they’d seen me recently. God knows they got nothing out of my mother.”
“Is this your dad and brother?” he asked, picking up a framed photograph from the coffee table.
“Yeah, it was taken on the last camping trip we took. We used to go every summer.”
“You look a lot like your brother,” he said. Vince had a mop of reddish brown hair the same color as Olivia’s and they had the same smile.
“I wonder if I still do. That is, if he’s still alive somewhere.”
Asher placed the photograph in the box and continued packing. “I’ve heard that twins have a special bond.”
“It’s true,” she said. “I used to know what he was going to say before he even started talking. Drove our teachers crazy. So much so that after the third grade, we were always assigned different classrooms.” Her voice got quiet. “Which is why I still think he could be alive somewhere. I’m pretty sure I would know if he wasn’t.”
Asher lifted a picture from the wall, a pencil drawing of a young woman. Her head was turned away and behind her in the distance was a craggy mountain covered with trees.
“Is this one of Vince’s?” he asked, remembering that her brother was a talented artist.
Olivia pointed throughout the room. “He did all of them.”
He felt guilty for thinking she could just walk away from her belongings. These were memories she could never get back. Aside from Conry, there was nothing he owned that had any sentimental value. He was used to traveling light. Going back and forth through the portals forced you to depend on nothing but yourself. “They’re amazing,” he said. “Is this the woman you said he drew a lot?”
“He must’ve done forty or fifty of them. When I left home, I took a few of my favorites and had them framed.”
“How old was he when he drew this?” He held it up for her to see.
“Hmmm. Since that one’s not dated, he was probably fifteen or so. He only started dating his pictures when he got a little older.”
As she worked on the hall closet, he cleared off the table, carefully wrapping her collection of whimsical colored porcelain pigs and placing them in the box. It occurred to him that she’d enjoy shopping in Greenway, an open-air market on his side of the portal. Greenway was home to many local artists and—
He needed to stop thinking that he had a future with Olivia and remember what had happened Jenny. They’d be parting ways tomorrow, which was the right thing to do. He’d get her situated at Rand’s, then go to meet the other Iron Guild warriors at the rendezvous point.
The next framed drawing was hanging by the window. He peered through the blinds and saw Conry sitting patiently at the base of the stairs. The parking lot was still quiet.
He grabbed the picture off the wall and started to reach for more packing material, when something about the drawing caught his attention. He took a closer look. He blinked a few times and took a step backward, but his boot caught the leg of the coffee table. Trying to keep from dropping the picture, he cradled it to his chest as he crashed to the ground, landing on his ass with hard thump. The corner of the black frame hit the coffee table and the glass shattered.
“Asher?” Olivia called from the other room. “Are you okay?”
He could barely breathe.
“I’m the one born with the klutzy gene, not you,” she said, coming down the hall. “Or as my mother likes to say, I was cursed by gypsies.” Suddenly, she was at his side, her hand on his shoulder. “Asher, you’re bleeding. Oh my God, what’s wrong?”
He didn’t answer. He couldn’t speak.
The young woman in the drawing looked exactly like his sister.



CHAPTER 18
“I haven’t seen Zara in many years,” Asher said as Olivia held his hand.
The cut wasn’t deep. It took hardly more than a thought to heal him. “That’s a pretty name,” she said.
“My father used to say he loved us from A to Z.”
“And you really think it could be her? How is that even possible?”
“If it’s not, then she’s got a twin sister I don’t know about.” Flexing his hand, he thanked her, then carefully examined the rest of the drawings, five in total. “Are these the only ones you have?”
She nodded. “And the one you’re holding is the only one I have of her face. There’s something sad and melancholy about the ones where she has her back to you. That’s why I took them, I think. It seemed as though she was looking for my brother, missing him like I was.”
“Where were you living when he drew these?”
“I think we were in Granite Falls by then. It’s a small town in the Cascade foothills. Vince and I were fifteen when my father retired and we moved there.”
“Fifteen?” he repeated, almost to himself. “And he was taken from home when he was seventeen?”
“Yes.”
Asher said nothing for a long moment as he stared at the drawings, then he pointed to one of them. “Do you recognize these mountains as being the ones near Granite Falls?”
Olivia tried to remember, but when you see something every day for several years of your life, you forget to pay attention to the details. “That would be my guess, but I don’t know for sure. My brother liked to go camping and fishing with his buddies. He was really outdoorsy. Sometimes he’d go out by himself with a sketchpad and our dog. I honestly didn’t pay too much attention to what the mountains looked like. They all seemed the same to me.”
Asher looked like he was about to ask another question when headlights flashed against the living room wall, interrupting him. It made a moving geometric pattern through the blinds. He jumped from the sofa to peer outside.
“What’s wrong?” she asked. “Do you see anything?”
He held out a finger. “Hold on. I’m not sure.”
Olivia’s heart thumped in her chest.
“Is the light on in the bedroom?” he growled.
“Um, I think I turned it off. Crap. Maybe I didn’t. Why?”
“If this is the only light, it could easily be the one you’d leave on if you weren’t home, right?”
“I…I guess so.” She didn’t understand what he was getting at. “Want me to go turn it off if it’s on?”
“No, it’s too late now. If you do, then they’ll know for sure that someone’s here.”
She tried to think clearly and not panic. “Where’s Conry?”
“Still there, but he’s standing now. And watching.”
Okay, that’s it.
She slung the messenger bag over her shoulder and grabbed the keys off the kitchen counter, stuffing them into her pocket. They’d already packed up most of the rooms and taken everything down to the truck. She glanced around, doing a quick survey. The furniture in the living room would have to stay. She’d always hated that ratty sofa anyway.
Maybe Asher was just being overly cautious and it would turn out to be one of her neighbors. If so, then they could finish up and make sure she’d left nothing behind.
Conry gave a quick bark.
“Shit,” Asher said, ducking away from the window. “Night Patrol vehicle. Do you see many of them around here?”
Her heart dropped into her stomach. “No, not really. It’s a fairly quiet neighborhood.”
“Let’s go,” he ordered. “We’ve got to assume they’re coming here.”
She grabbed the box with Vince’s artwork and ran toward the door.
“No.” Asher lunged, grabbing her arm. “It’s too late. They’ll see us coming down the stairs. We’ll go out the balcony and hope they don’t have another unit back there. We’ll run along behind the two buildings and get to the truck from the other side.”
Thank God the parking spots right in front of her unit had been taken, which had forced them to park in the overflow parking at the end of the row near the tennis courts. Mr. and Mrs. Carmichael who lived downstairs were continually forgetting that they only had one parking spot and were always taking hers. She’d meant to talk to them but never got around to it, feeling it would be too bitchy to make senior citizens move their car. It had been a pain in the ass to carry the mattress that far, but now she was grateful.
They heard another bark.
“They’re parking,” Asher hissed. “Let’s go.”
“You don’t think we can bluff our way out of it?” she asked, not expecting a positive answer.
He paused to lock the front door. “We can’t take the chance. We got lucky at the Grape and Bean. It’s not going to happen again.”
True. She was the first one not to push her luck too far. She opened the slider and stepped out onto the narrow balcony.
“I’ll go first,” Asher whispered. “I’ll give a little whistle and then it’s your turn. I’ll catch you.”
“What about my box?” she asked, thinking about all of the drawings and the collectible pigs that Vince had given her. He’d started giving them to her for Christmas a few years before he’d been taken, mistakenly thinking she liked pigs. She never knew what had given him that idea, so it became a funny joke between them.
“Leave it.”
It felt like someone punched her in the gut. “But this is all I have left of Vince.”
“Sorry, Liv. Can’t chance it. It’s going to be tricky enough getting down without it. The glass could break or the box could crash to the ground, alerting them that someone’s out here.”
He took the box from her and set it on the floor of the balcony away from the slider, then climbed over the railing. “Ready?”
“Um, I guess so.”
He jumped to the ground. Almost instantly, there was a low whistle that sounded like a night bird.
Okay, good, he’d made it and was fine. She put a hand on the rail then hesitated. No, she had to at least try.
She turned back to the box and reached inside, searching for the one with the broken frame. There, she found it. It was wrapped in newsprint and— Damn. The glass cut her finger too. It stung like hell, but she couldn’t stop now. She was too close.
Asher whistled again.
Just one more second and I’ll have it.
There. She located what she hoped was the drawing, pinched the paper between her ring finger and her thumbnail, and slid it out as fast as she could. Just as she tucked it into her messenger bag, a loud knock sounded on her front door. She had to clamp her hand over her mouth to keep quiet.
“Liv!” Asher hissed from below.
She swung a leg over the railing and slipped down. Holding on with just her fingertips, she tried to ignore the pain as she dangled between the balcony and the ground. She’d heal herself as soon as they got away. It felt as if Asher were a mile below her. Considering that she was five foot six, it couldn’t be more than a seven or eight foot drop from her feet to the ground, right? She said a little prayer and let go.
She landed in Asher’s arms.
“What the fuck,” he whispered, as he set her on her feet. He grabbed her hand and pulled her along with him, not saying another word. They hugged the back wall of her unit, then sprinted across the opening to the next building. As they rounded the far corner, she could see the truck straight ahead and pulled the keys from her pocket.
Glancing back, she saw the lights go on in her apartment. They were in her bedroom. Assholes. She handed the keys to Asher, but he wouldn’t take them.
“You’re driving.”
“I am?” He wasn’t planning to lean out the window and shoot at them like they did in the movies, was he? “Why? What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to fuck with their car to keep them from following us right away.”
They kept their heads low and hid behind a hedge near the truck. Conry was watching them from the front of Olivia’s building. Asher gave him a signal and pointed. The deerhound trotted to the left, across the parking lot and into the big field near the pond.
“When I say go, you are to run to the van, get in quietly and count to ten, then start it up and get the hell out of here.”
“What about you? Where will you be?”
“Conry and I will meet you when you turn out onto the main road.”
The main road? But that was around the tennis courts, past the kids’ play area, and down another street. “That’s too far, Asher.”
“If we’re not there in five minutes, don’t wait. Go back to Rand’s. We’ll figure out how to get there on our own.”
“But—”
“You’d better fucking do as you’re told this time.”



CHAPTER 19
Asher had barely said two words to Olivia after he and Conry jumped into the truck. The open highway in front of them stretched as long as the silence between them. It was obvious he was angry. Her hesitation on the deck had almost gotten them caught.
“Asher, I—”
“Pull over here,” he said gruffly, pointing to an exit that led to a rest area.
Okay, he definitely was pissed.
She took the off-ramp, drove past a few semi-trucks in the dark lot, and parked the moving van near the back. He stared straight ahead, a muscle in his jaw twitching.
“I’m sorry, Ash, but I just couldn’t leave without taking one of Vince’s drawings. Next time, I’ll—”
“Olivia, this…thing…between us has been fun. I’ve had a…a great time.”
Oh my God. Was he breaking it off with her? She gripped the steering wheel to keep her hands from shaking.
“But I’m afraid it has to end.”
It felt as if someone had punched her in the chest as all the air evaporated from her lungs. She knew their week had been drawing to a close, but she’d been hoping that things would continue.
“Because of what just happened?” she asked.
“It’s not only that, Olivia.”
She literally felt sick to her stomach. Was he not as into her as she was with him? Could she have misread him this whole time?
He cursed under his breath. “I know I’m not doing a good job explaining myself. I care about you…a lot. But it’s clear that the army is closing in on me and they’re using you to do it. You’re not safe with me, Olivia. You could easily get hurt…or worse…in the fallout. And if they realize you’re a Talent, we both know what that will mean for you and your future.”
“But how do you know it’s you they’re after? Maybe they want me.”
He pounded his fist on the dash and Conry sat up. “Because the scarred man who asked Sandy about you is known as the Fixer. It’s his job to find Cascadians who have infiltrated Pacifica. He’s the same guy who turned Fallon over to the army. When we were questioned after the explosion, we told them we lived together, so they figure if they can find you, they’ll find me. That’s why they came to your apartment. They were hoping I’d be there.”
“But—”
“This isn’t the first time something like this has happened.” He paused, sat back in the seat and ran a hand through his hair.
“And…?”
“I know I’m doing a shitty job at explaining why I’ve got to do what I need to do.” He gazed out the window for a few moments, saying nothing, while Olivia’s heart continued to pound. “I’d been seeing a woman over here for a few months. And she…died because of her association with me. I…care about you too much, Olivia, to risk the same thing happening to you.”
A million responses floated in her head. She wasn’t that other woman. She was capable and careful and very savvy when it came to staying out of the army’s reach. Well, except for tonight. She opened her mouth to say something…anything…but he stopped her.
“Don’t argue with me, Olivia. I’m heading back through the portal soon to get as far away as possible and let my trail run cold.”
“And how long will that be?” she asked, her voice small and quiet.
He shrugged. “I don’t know when I’ll be back.”
***
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” The Fixer paced around the small room at the army command center and came close to punching his fist through the drab gray wall. “I made a simple goddamn inquiry about the resident of that apartment. That didn’t mean I wanted her picked up.”
The sergeant consulted his handheld. “That’s not what it says here. But don’t worry. She wasn’t picked up.”
“Give it to me.” The Fixer grabbed the device and checked for himself. Sure enough, the resident was to be brought in for questioning.
“Who the hell changed my order?” he asked, tossing the device carelessly onto the desktop, ignoring the sergeant’s outstretched hand. “I specifically asked for confirmation of whether or not a young woman who matched the general description I gave lived at that location. I needed photos. That’s it.”
With the HOT still closed, driving out to the peninsula or taking a ferry would’ve taken too much time. All he wanted was a Yes, this could be the same girl and he’d have had the Institute fly him over in one of their helicopters to bring her in. “Under no circumstances was the woman to be approached or detained.”
He shook his head. The ineptitude of these people was mind-boggling. No wonder the Institute used private contractors like him to get the important jobs done.
The sergeant held out his hands, palms up. “Beats me. Are you sure it was input correctly in the first place? Mix-ups happen, you know.”
Not with me they don’t.
“Why wasn’t someone from AIU sent to handle the request?” Most of the agents were fairly capable.
“You didn’t hear this from me,” the sergeant said, “but word is there’s an undiscovered portal somewhere along the western face of the Olympic Mountains, so they’ve got all army units stationed on the peninsula searching for it. They must’ve sent the request to the Night Patrol and the order was inadvertently changed from Eyes Only to Pick Up.”
Officials didn’t like to admit that the police force was under army control, but they were. He didn’t tell the sergeant, but he did know about the possible new portal because one of the army Talents had sensed the ripple.
“If that girl is who I think she is, she’ll be a valuable asset to our cause.” He removed his sunglasses and rubbed his eyes, ignoring the sergeant’s gasp at his appearance. Why the hell was he even arguing? The damage had already been done. This was the last fucking time he relied on someone else to do the job right.
“Well, that’s the thing,” the sergeant said, tugging nervously on his tie as sweat beaded on his forehead and dripped down the side of his face. He was one of those overweight army lifers who wouldn’t be able to pass the physical tests if he were joining the service today. Too many years behind the desk had expanded his ass and gut to fit the proportions of the chair he sat in all day as he gave orders for other people to follow. “When our men arrived on the scene, it was obvious she knew they were coming. Someone had tipped her off.”
“Tipped her off? Why do you say that?”
“Well, for one, it appeared she slipped over the balcony shortly before the NP arrived on the scene. She’d been packing. And from the looks of it, she’d almost finished.”
“Hold on. The Night Patrol entered the premises?”
“Yeah, they were going in to detain her, remember?”
The Fixer narrowed his eyes. “She was moving?” he said more to himself than the sergeant, but the guy answered anyway.
“Yeah, that’s what they said.”
Which meant she had known before the Night Patrol unit arrived that she was being pursued. When he’d been hired to locate the unregistered Talent, he assumed it would be an easy task. After all, how hard would it be to find a civilian woman? Given that she’d eluded capture at the scene of the explosion and had avoided it again now, he wondered if she could be getting help from someone.
“Did they try to follow her?” he asked.
“They tried, but their tires had been slashed.”
Could she have had an accomplice? An untrained citizen would not be able to stay one step ahead of them like this. A headache was forming behind the ruined side of his face and his jaw began to ache. “You said she left some things behind?”
“Just some old furniture and a few boxes.”
“Don’t tell me the Night Patrol touched anything.”
The sergeant looked confused. “Why would they?”
“Let them know I’m on my way.”
It took the better part of the morning to get out to the peninsula. He arrived at the Olympics View apartments at dusk, and, wouldn’t you know it, a Night Patrol officer was there to let him in.
He walked through the rooms of the small apartment, trailing a forefinger on the walls as he went as though it would help him figure out where the woman had gone and who had been helping her.
The living room furniture was still in place but the bedroom and bathroom had been cleared out. Inside the hall closet, he found a vacuum, some cleaning supplies and several winter coats. He riffled through the pockets, finding nothing but a strawberry lip balm and a few receipts for the HOT. The two boxes left near the front door yielded the same disappointing results. There wasn’t much you could deduce about a person’s life from towels and kitchen utensils other than the fact that she had an affinity for wire whisks and wooden spoons. There must’ve been a dozen of each in the box.
The sergeant was right. She had almost finished packing. If the Night Patrol hadn’t come when they had, she’d have been completely cleared out. She must’ve had a moving van parked outside, although it wasn’t mentioned in their report. Surprise, surprise.
He stepped out onto the balcony and leaned on the metal railing. It was a fifteen- to twenty-foot drop to the ground below where the lawn sloped away from the building. At the bottom of the incline was a small pond with a flock of Canada geese swimming and grazing near the edge. A few children were playing a game with colorful plastic rings and he could hear the sounds of people on the tennis courts.
He was about to go back inside when something caught his attention. Tucked into the far corner of the balcony behind a planter was another packing box. Had she wanted to take this one with her but decided at the last minute to leave it? He bent to examine the contents and noticed a red smudge on the side. Blood?
Inside the box were a bunch of tacky curios, including a set of breakable pigs wrapped in newsprint, some half-burned candles, and five black-framed drawings, one of which was broken. He pulled out the broken one first, taking care not to cut himself, and noticed that this one’s picture was missing. Had she removed it right before she jumped and cut herself in the process? What was so important about that one drawing?
He carried the box into the apartment and set it on the counter. Taking out the frames, he studied them one by one. They were pencil drawings of the same young woman. Olivia, maybe? It was hard to tell, though, because none of the drawings were of the woman’s entire face.
He glanced at the artist’s signature and a rush of adrenaline shot through his veins. Could this be right? He blinked a few times to make sure he’d read the name correctly.
Vince Crawford.
Sitting back in the chair, he considered what this meant. Why would a young woman suspected of being an unregistered Talent possess artwork by the Institute’s most notorious prisoner?
He made a quick call to Dr. Longmire and soon had his answer.
Vince Crawford had a twin sister who’d never tested positive as a Talent, but the Institute had lost track of her after she turned eighteen.
“What’s her name?” the Fixer asked the doctor.
He could hear the sound of papers being shuffled on the other end of the line. The Institute, headed by the brilliant but ancient Dr. Longmire, insisted on doing things by hand rather than computerizing their records.
The doctor cleared his throat. “Crawford’s twin sister is named Olivia.”
Bingo.
For the second time today, he felt that sudden rush of adrenaline that he craved so desperately.
Some people got it through extreme sports. Others got it from driving fast and partying hard. Not that he didn’t enjoy those things now and then, but personally, he got the most thrills when he was closing in on his prey. The feeling was second only to fucking a beautiful woman, which, when he thought about it, was always the same. The repulsion, the refusal. Then came the restraints and the gags. He always took them from behind so he could pretend they weren’t horrified. However, chasing someone who didn’t want to be caught was never the same experience. They tried to stay one step ahead of him, tried to outsmart him, but he hadn’t failed yet.
“Why are you asking?” The doctor’s slightly nasal voice echoed through the earpiece.
“You know the unregistered Talent you hired me to find? The one we figured had healed those people at the explosion site?” He didn’t try to keep the cocky tone out of his voice.
“What about her?” Dr. Longmire’s excitement was palpable. He imagined the octogenarian rubbing his gnarled hands together gleefully, his watery blue eyes wide in anticipation. “Have you located her yet?”
Not exactly, but it would just be a matter of time until he did. “The woman we’ve been looking for happens to be none other than Vince Crawford’s sister, and I’m sitting in her apartment right now.”
A series of gasps and chokes could be heard through the line. The doctor began firing off questions in rapid succession, but the Fixer wasn’t listening. Instead, he kicked back, stretched out his legs, and put his feet on the table. He was already planning out his next move.
Olivia Crawford-Collins-Hoffman would reenter her life at some point. And when she did, he’d be waiting.



CHAPTER 20
Asher spread the map on the desk. He thought Olivia would lean over and point to where she grew up, but she turned to face him instead.
“Tell me about your sister. What’s she like?”
He exhaled slowly. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen her—not since I joined the Iron Guild. When our stepfather would go off on one of his tirades, she’d run away for days at a time, while I’d stay and confront him. I don’t blame her though. He was exhausting to be around. He accused her of carrying on with one of the local boys, but maybe she’d found a portal, slipped through to your world and met your brother.”
“I really need to talk to my mother about all this. I know you’re leaving soon, but I’d like you to go with me. Maybe there’s something she remembers.”
Meet Olivia’s mother? It seemed like the next step in a serious relationship. One that would take it to the next level. “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea.”
“Why? It’s important for her to hear this. She’ll have a lot of questions that I won’t have answers to.”
“You think she’d listen to me? A barbarian from Cascadia?”
“Have you forgotten that she and I have seen firsthand who the true barbarians are?”
He reached out to touch her, but thought better of it and withdrew his hand. No use making this harder than it had to be.
“I’m sorry you had such a hard time with your stepfather,” she continued. “Are you not close to your mother?”
He paced to the other side of the room and back. “I used to be, but I haven’t seen her in a long time.”
“I don’t know where I’d be today—probably dead—without my mom,” Olivia said, almost to herself. “I admit she’s a little paranoid, and for a long time, I hated her.”
“You once hated her?” They seemed to have a good relationship now. He was curious to hear how they mended things.
She got a faraway look in her eyes. “The night they took Vince and killed my father, she kept me from trying to heal him. I swear, her arms were like solid stone around me as she held me back. I didn’t understand much about my Talent then. All I knew was that I had an overwhelming urge to go to my father, to stop his life energy from ebbing away. But she wouldn’t have it. With the army there and Vince in custody, she didn’t want me to expose my Talent to them. She kept whispering in my ear that my father was already dead, that the blow to the head had killed him instantly. There was nothing I could do to bring him back.
“As we peered through the living room window at his body in a heap on the front lawn, she held me in her vise grip. And when I screamed that I wanted to help him, she slapped me across the face so hard that I saw stars. If they found out I was a Healer-Talent, they’d take me away, too, and for what? My father would have died in vain. For several years, I was resentful and rebelled. I hated her and blamed her for choosing me over my father.”
“But she didn’t, did she?” Asher asked quietly.
Olivia shook her head. “I understand my Talent better now. There wasn’t anything I could’ve done to help him. His soul had already been untethered from his body.” She exhaled slowly, lost in her thoughts.  
Putting his palms on the wall, he let his head sag between his shoulder blades. He wanted to tell her his darkest secrets. Lay his head in her lap and pour out what had happened to Jenny. Even though it had been a long time ago, the horror and guilt was still as fresh in his mind as if it were yesterday.
How could he hope to share what had happened if he couldn’t handle it himself? Several years ago, in a moment of stupidity, he’d broken down and told his family, thinking they’d provide some sort of comfort. What a huge mistake that had been. His stepfather ranted how he never should’ve gotten involved with a female from the other side of the portal. Her death was Asher’s fault. If he’d shagged her once or twice and moved on like he should have, she wouldn’t have been caught in the army’s crosshairs.
For once, his bloody stepfather had been right. Asher had let his yearning to be loved and his desire to belong cloud his better judgment. He should’ve stayed away from her. But how could he have left a pregnant Jenny to raise their child on her own? What kind of a man would he have been then?
***
The moment Olivia spotted the St. Anthony necklace on Asher’s desk, she knew this was it. He was leaving. He hadn’t taken it off since she’d put it on him the night they first met.
She found him in the garage, straddling a neon green motorcycle. Given the high fenders and nubby tires, it reminded her of the motocross bikes they’d seen at the rally, but his was sparkling clean. He turned the ignition and the throaty engine sprang to life. After adjusting his sunglasses, he reached for the grips, revved the motor a few times and zoomed out of the garage with an ease that suggested he’d done this a thousand times.
Was he planning to ride the motocross course or was he going somewhere else?
Disappointment weighed on her heart as he turned onto the highway, opposite the park entrance. He wasn’t riding the course, but she had no idea where he was going. And she’d been standing here long enough that he should’ve noticed her.
Conry was sprawled on the cool cement floor by the door, wagging his tail. At least she knew Asher would be back at some point. He obviously had a lot on his mind and needed some time alone.
“Want to go for a walk?” she asked Conry. And just like that, the dog was on his feet. “Guess that’s a yes.”
She headed across the back parking lot, Conry trotting alongside with his tongue lolling out. The dirt bike park wasn’t set to open for another few weeks, so there should be plenty of places to go without worrying about being run over.
Rand had explained that the rainy weather in the winter made the course too dangerous, so the park was shut down to the public from November through May. Opening weekend was a few weeks away and the place would be packed. She’d be checking in the overnight campers as they arrived and assigning them their spaces. Her family had gone camping a lot when she was younger, so she was familiar with the process. One of the items on her father’s bucket list had been to camp in every state. He’d died ten states short of his goal.
As she wound through the dirt trails, she pulled out her phone and punched in a number. Her mom answered on the second ring.
“I was wondering when I’d hear from you. Are you doing okay, honey?”
No matter how often Olivia called, she always got the same guilt trip. Her mom never thought she called enough.
“I got settled into my friend’s place, so I thought I’d see what you’ve been up to.”
“How long are you planning on staying there?” she asked.
“I’m not sure yet.” Olivia didn’t want to give too many details over the phone. They’d never had any indication that someone was listening in, but it was best to remain cautiously vigilant.
“Very good, then,” her mother said, understanding. “Hey, what in the world is going on with that fighter guy?”
Olivia was confused. “David? What are you talking about? We broke up months ago. I told you that.”
“He’s called a few times, looking for you.”
Olivia stopped in her tracks. Her mother continued talking but she didn’t hear what she was saying because the roaring noise in her ears was too loud.
“How did he get your number?”
“I don’t know. I was going to ask you the same thing. You didn’t list it on any employment forms, did you?”
“No. I’d never do that.” She felt as though she might vomit and a bead of sweat ran down her back. It made no sense that he’d been able to track down her mother. “Let me guess. He’s got a paycheck for me, which isn’t true, by the way.”
“Yes, how did you know?”
“He’s left me several messages as well. What did you tell him?”
“Just that I hadn’t heard from you in ages. I lied and said we had a falling out.”
Olivia laughed. “Nice job, Mom.”
“Well, I do have my moments of brilliance.”
She sure did. Now, if only David bought it.
“So what does he really want?” her mother asked.
“I think it’s a ruse to get me to come back. My guess is that he’s in over his head and losing money again, so he thinks if I come back, I could heal the fighters he’s been betting on to win.” Olivia braced herself for another scolding and wasn’t disappointed. The conversation always went something like this, and today was no exception:
Mom: For God’s sake, Olivia, what possessed you to date a man like that in the first place? What were you thinking?
Olivia: Tell me about it. (Agreeing with your mother was always a good way to start out.)
Mom: I could’ve told you he was nothing but trouble with that underground fight club. All the gambling, the alcohol, the drugs.
Olivia: I should’ve known better. (A little self-deprecation never hurt, either.)
Mom: Yes, and you should’ve known better than to have trusted him with the knowledge of you-know-what.
Olivia: Yeah, you’re right. (What her mother never understood was that the impulse to heal an injured person was a hard one to control. Like a non-addict who doesn’t truly understand the pull that drugs have on a junkie. Walking away or ignoring the urge didn’t always work.)
She shuddered to think what her mother would do if she knew Olivia was sleeping with an Iron Guild warrior from Cascadia who knew she was a Healer-Talent. Total freak-out would be high on the list of possibilities.
“If he calls back, tell him you’re going to report him for harassment.” Not that she thought it would work, but it was at least worth a try.
A rabbit darted across the path in front of her, only to hesitate in front of some bushes a few feet away. Conry froze, not moving a muscle, his dark eyes affixed to his prey. Slowly, as if he were tiptoeing, he lifted one paw, set it down, and then another. Suddenly, the rabbit took off down the path, its white tail bobbing like a flag for Conry saying, “You can’t catch me.” Of course the deerhound had to try, and he bolted after it.
It was time for her to move on as well. She was sick of talking about David. “Remember the pictures Vince used to draw of that girl?” she asked.
“Yes, of course,” her mom replied. “How could I forget? You have a few, don’t you?”
“I framed them. Had them hanging on the wall.” She couldn’t tell her mom that she’d had to leave four of them behind.
“Vince would’ve loved that.”
And she couldn’t exactly tell her mother over the phone that the man she was secretly falling for thought the girl in the drawings could be his sister. That little detail would have to wait until they could talk in person.
“Was she an actual person? Did you ever meet her?”
There was a pause on the other end of the line. She could hear her mother take a deep breath and blow it out. “According to Vince, she was real, but your father and I never met her. As I recall, her family had a cabin near where your brother and his friends used to go hiking and fishing. That’s how he met her.”
A cabin? Could that be true or was it a story Vince made up because he couldn’t tell any of them he’d met a girl who’d slipped through a portal? There may have been a cabin, all right, but Olivia doubted it belonged to the girl’s family.
She steeled herself for what she was going to say next. “Listen, Mom?”
“Yes…?”
“I don’t want to cause you to panic or anything, but…”
“But what?” her mother fired back. “You’d better not be planning to tell me something that’s going to get me more worried than I am now.”
That couldn’t be helped. She couldn’t not tell her some of what was happening. “I think they might be looking for me.”
“They?” There was a clunk and cursing on the other end of the line as she dropped the phone. “As in, you know who?”
“Yeah.”
“Do you think David’s working with them?”
Olivia hadn’t thought about that possibility before. She wouldn’t put it past him to sell out his own grandmother in order to make a few dollars. However, she’d moved after she left David, so it wasn’t likely he knew about her new place. Which was now her old place.
As briefly and as nonspecifically as possible, she told her mother about the Night Patrol coming to her apartment. She conveniently left out the part about jumping from the balcony with Asher, sprinting from building to building and sabotaging a government vehicle. It was best to keep those sorts of details from one’s mother.
“Oh my God, Olivia. Why didn’t you tell me this when you first called? What is going on with you? You should’ve told me this right when you called, not wait like it’s just an afterthought.” The chastising continued a while longer, and Olivia tried to tune it out as best she could, letting her mother’s anger run its course.
When it began to wind down, Olivia spoke again. “I’m safe now.”
“Promise?” her mom said, sniffling. “You’re not just saying that to keep me from worrying, are you?”
You’re already worried.   
“I promise, Mom. I’ll be fine.” She hoped to God she was right.



CHAPTER 21
It was late afternoon when Asher turned the bike onto a seldom used logging road and wound up the mountainside. The rendezvous point was a mile from the second hairpin turn, then down a trail through the woods. His street-legal dirt bike maneuvered the rough path as if it were pavement, jumping a few rotted stumps in the way and tightly hugging the corners. When an abandoned hunting cabin appeared around the corner, Asher braked hard and cut the engine.
Before coming here, he’d gone to New Seattle and driven down every street and alley that wasn’t blocked off, taking care to avoid the roadblocks. He needed to find the Fixer, but with the Apocalypse Tonight Club gone, he didn’t know where to begin looking. He’d even walked the same route he and Toryn had taken when they’d tailed that squirrely sonofabitch named Eddie. Not that he really thought he’d discover anything that would lead him to the Fixer, but he needed to do something, and it was the only action he could think of.
Neyla, Rickert’s fiancée, appeared in the doorway wearing a pair of leather breeches, thick-soled boots, and a camouflage jacket. She’d been in the army, so she had combat training, but she was also a Protection-Talent, which gave her the ability to put a ring of impenetrability around a group of people. Since she was carrying a serious-looking dagger, she must be the one on watch duty.
Toryn and Konal emerged from the trees a few moments later. He glanced around for Rickert but didn’t see him. He wasn’t looking forward to the ass-chewing he’d get when he told the guy about his unauthorized mission to New Seattle to find Fallon’s killer. But maybe Toryn had already told him.
He acknowledged the two Iron Guild warriors, then dismounted and removed his helmet and gloves. A thick clump of nettle with its jagged-edged leaves and tiny white flowers blocked his approach to the cabin. Even though he wore heavy riding gear, he sidestepped it. Growing up on the other side of the portal where warriors usually wore kilts, he’d learned to avoid the stinging plant altogether.
“Good to see you, man.” Toryn gave him a hearty clap on the back and fell in step with him up to the front porch. With a string of fish slung over one shoulder, he wore jeans and one of those quilted flannel shirts that doubled as a coat.
“Yeah, you too.”
Konal circled the bike, giving a low whistle. Like Toryn, he was now sporting a short beard he hadn’t had the last time Asher saw him. “What a sweet fuckin’ ride. Is it yours?”
“Technically, a friend and I own it together. It was a piece of shit when he bought it. I rebuilt the engine and fixed it up.” The only problem was that he couldn’t bring Conry along, so he hadn’t ridden it much. The dog had really taken to Olivia, so he didn’t feel too guilty leaving him behind this time.
“Niiiice.” Konal’s hands were all over the bike, touching everything. He was about to tell him to keep his meaty paws off. That he didn’t want anything fucked up or— “Shit!” Konal hissed, jerking his hand back from one of the hot exhaust pipes.
Asher and Toryn both laughed. Served him right.
“You can look,” Asher said, “but don’t touch. It’s much safer.”
“Ah, go fuck yourselves,” Konal grumbled, blowing on his burned fingers.
Toryn pretended to give Asher the once-over. “Sorry, but he’s not really my type.” Then, in falsetto, he added, “Look at him. He’s just too big and muscle-y.”
Asher gave him a shove. “Shut it.”
Toryn didn’t. “Don’t be so modest. You’re too much of a stud muffin for me with all those muscles and shit.”
Konal erupted in fits of laughter.
“Are you through?” Neyla said curtly, clearly not amused by their banter. “We weren’t expecting any of you so soon.”
When Asher had first met her, he wasn’t exactly her number one fan, and he’d said some pretty shitty things about her to Rickert. He didn’t blame her for not warming up to him. But his opinion of her had quickly changed. If it hadn’t been for Neyla, the army would’ve destroyed the village of Crestenfahl, killed many of their people, and taken the infants they’d found back through the portal.
“Decided to come early,” he replied. “Took a chance that you and Rickert came through the portal already.”
“You lucked out, then.”
Truth was, he needed to get away and clear his head. He needed to put the brakes on whatever was happening between Olivia and him, before it was too late.
“Were you anywhere near the explosion in New Seattle?” Toryn asked. “That was the same club where you were going to track down the Fixer, right?”
“Ha. I was there when it happened. Never did find the Fixer but I did see the bastard who set the bomb, although I didn’t know that’s what he was doing at the time. Definitely looked military to me.”
Neyla scowled. “The Fixer?”
“That’s what they call him,” Asher said. “The guy responsible for Fallon’s death. Is Rickert around? That way, I can tell you all what I know.”
“He’s inside, but isn’t feeling too well.” Without explaining any further, Neyla removed a dagger from beneath her coat and held it out to him. He took the weapon and turned it over in his hands. It was perfectly balanced, with an intricate floral pattern carved into the handle. Not too heavy either, which made it ideal for a woman like Neyla to wield against a would-be attacker.
“Is this what I think it is?”
She nodded. “Cold-forged Balkirk steel. Rickert had the knife made for me and insisted on bringing it through the portal. As you can imagine, he’s been miserable with iron sickness ever since he crossed through with it.”
Asher grimaced. He didn’t need to imagine. He knew what that felt like. But he didn’t blame the guy. He’d have done the same thing.
“I tried to talk him out of it,” she said, “but he insisted. We knew he’d be sick for a while, so we left well before the rendezvous date to give him time to recover. Just to warn you, he’s in a foul mood.”
“Believe it, Ash,” Toryn said. “She’s not kidding.”
The interior of the cabin was sparse but clean. A small kitchen area with a counter and sink occupied one corner and two bedrolls were spread out on the floor. Wrapped in a blanket, Rickert was slumped against the wall, eyes closed, face twisted in pain.
He looked up with an expression that reminded Asher of a wounded bear—somewhat incapacitated but still extremely dangerous. “What are ye doing here?”
“You look like shit.”
“Aye. I’ve been better.”
Boot steps sounded behind him as Toryn and Konal entered the cabin too.
“Bloody hell,” Rickert snapped. “Can’t a man be sick in peace? The rendezvous…not till next week. Why are ye all so damned early?”
Toryn cleared his throat. “Since the explosion, New Seattle has been crawling with army patrols, making it hard to go unnoticed.”
“I had to show my fake papers twice,” Konal piped in.
Toryn set the three sockeye salmon on the counter. “There wasn’t enough time to go through the portal and come back, so we decided to come now. Figured we could get in some hunting and fishing while we wait for the others to arrive.”
“The rest of the men…are back in Cascadia,” Rickert grumbled. “So it’s just the five of us anyway.” He turned to Asher. “I’m glad ye came early. We have things…that need to be discussed.”
Asher was going to tell him about the explosion as well as Olivia and her brother, but that would have to wait.
Rickert turned to the others. “Mind giving us a little privacy?”
“Sure,” Toryn said.
Neyla rose and the three of them headed for the door.
“Can she stay?” Asher asked. “I need to talk to her about something when we’re done.”
“I don’t mind,” Rickert replied. “Neyla?”
She walked back to Rickert and stood with her arms crossed over her chest.
Rickert waited until Toryn and Konal were gone, then looked at Asher. “The taghta magistrates want you…to head things up over here for a while.”
“Me? What about you?”
“I’m banished, remember?”
“But you and Neyla got the okay to set up a safe house over here. Did that get changed?”
“No, we’re still doing that, but I’ve temporarily…lost my Iron Guild command.” Every word he uttered seemed to be a struggle. “You’re my second. They want you to take my place. You’re to appear before them at their next meeting, where they’ll officially appoint you.”
“Can’t you appoint me? You’ve done it before.” Even though he’d told Olivia he needed to go back, he’d lied. He planned to stay here. Just not with her.
“I lost my command. It’s not mine to give.”
Asher paced around the tiny space. “When and where is this meeting?”
“Up at Red Mountain the day after the next full moon.”
His Iron Guild induction ceremony had taken place there, so he knew it well. “And what if I don’t want the job?”
Rickert shrugged, then immediately regretted the movement as his face twisted in pain. “Then they’ll have to give it to someone else, I guess.”
Asher thought about being responsible for the other men over here. The last time he was put in charge, Fallon died. He didn’t want that weight on his shoulders again. He was a lone wolf. Always had been. Leadership was not something he was interested in. Besides, a good leader should at least be able to read and count under pressure.
“Toryn or Konal could step in, but you’re…the most qualified. My punishment is for six months. Then…I go before the taghta…to see about getting…my command back.”
“What’s the scope of the upcoming missions? More raids on army bases? Heading off enemy troop movement into the mountains?”
“They appear to be regrouping,” Rickert said, pausing to take a few deep breaths. “We need to scan the area for other portal entrances on this side. The old monks…predict another will…open soon. Need to find it before the Pacificans do, so it stays hidden.”
“Speaking of portal entrances,” Asher said, rubbing the stubble on his jaw, “that’s partly why I needed to talk to you.”
He told Rickert and Neyla about Olivia, her brother, and the drawings of Asher’s sister. He kept things as straightforward and unemotional as possible, but it wasn’t easy. His heart raced as he talked about Olivia. He missed her. Desperately. Like an aching hunger that needed to be fed. He wanted to wrap his arms around her, tell her he was sorry he’d left without an explanation, and bury himself inside her again. In the short time they’d been together, she’d become his anchor, his rock, giving him the ability to sort through the constant jumble in his head and think more clearly. As he spoke, he tried to stay on track, but talking nonchalantly about her and pretending to feel nothing was next to impossible.
“If it truly is my sister Zara in those pictures, she must’ve found a portal after I left home and that’s how she met Vince, Olivia’s twin brother.”
“Holy Fates, Asher,” Rickert said, rubbing his forehead. “An uncharted portal? Where’s home? We need to have your sister show us.”
“We grew up in Vallenberg, my stepfather’s village, but she’s gone now.”
“That’s a four- or five-day ride north of Crestenfahl.”
“Three on a fast horse,” Asher said. And now that the Crestenfahl portal was gone, the journey would take even longer from one of the other secret portals.
Rickert exhaled slowly and tried to get up. “Bloody hell. This iron sickness shit is for the birds.” He grimaced and slumped down again. “She needs…to show us…the exact location.”
He paced around the room, a twinge of guilt spearing his gut as he thought about his sister. “I haven’t seen Zara in years. I don’t know where she is.”
Rickert cursed. Asher glanced over but couldn’t tell if it was because of the pain or the news about his sister.
“Where did Olivia’s family live?” Neyla asked. “Since we’re already here, maybe we can begin our search on this side.”
“Granite Falls,” he said.
She gave a knowing nod.
“You’ve heard of it?” Asher stopped pacing.
“It’s a picturesque little town in the foothills of Mount Pilchuck, about an hour northeast of New Seattle. They host an herb festival every year.”
He remembered what Olivia had told him about her mother’s herbal remedies.
“We’ll need to send…someone back…through the portal…to report this news. Start the search…over there as well.” Rickert visibly relaxed when Neyla whispered something in his ear and began to caress his neck and shoulders.
“What can you tell me about Olivia?” she asked. “She’s an unregistered Talent?”
Only that she’s amazing, intelligent, beautiful, sexy, and perfect. And totally wrong for me. 
Asher nodded. “She’s a gifted Healer, but doesn’t want the army to know. After what they did to her brother, she’s terrified the same thing will happen to her. She keeps a low profile. Moves around a lot.”
Now it was Neyla’s turn to curse. “Bastards. I don’t blame her one damn bit. Once you’re in, they control everything about your life. I met a few other Talents working in the army, but her brother’s name doesn’t sound familiar. Does she know what unit he’s stationed with?”
He shook his head. “After they took him away, they got a few letters then nothing. They never heard from him again.”
Neyla frowned. “I was allowed contact with my family after I joined the army. There’s got to be more to it. I’ll make a few calls and see what I can find out.”
“You’re going to call someone?” Rickert said, sitting up on one elbow. “What…are you going to say? If the army finds out you’re alive…and back on this side of the portal, they’ll come after you.”
Neyla patted his hand. “There are a handful of people I trust on the inside.”
“Do you have any idea what could’ve happened to her brother?” Asher asked.
“Well, for one, they could’ve killed him,” she said. “That’s certainly a possibility. But when my Talents were discovered, I was sent for extensive training where I was taught how to hone my skills. While I was there, we’d heard about a place called the Institute, where they took those with dangerous Talents and kept them under lock and key.”
“Dangerous? Aren’t many Talents dangerous if they want to be?” He was thinking of Rickert’s ability as a Fire-Talent, which allowed him to set fire to things far away.
“Yes, but these were people they claimed were mentally unstable. Although our trainers never came out and said it in so many words, we knew that if we didn’t cooperate, we could potentially be sent there as well.”
He considered the possibility that Olivia’s brother wasn’t dead, but alive and imprisoned somewhere, unable to make contact with the outside world.
“What’s her brother’s Talent?” Neyla asked. “Is he a healer, too?”
Asher frowned, unable to recall whether Olivia had told him or not. “I assume so, but I don’t know for sure.”
She rose and began to fasten her blond hair into a ponytail. “Could you take me into town to make a few calls? I may not be able to find out anything, but I’d like to try.”
He gave her a grateful smile. “Thank you. And if Olivia were here, she’d thank you, too.”
Neyla cast a glance around the tiny interior. “I can’t wait to find a suitable location for the first safe house. We can get a few untraceable cell phones, maybe a vehicle or two. Setting up a permanent base of operations over here will make all of our lives easier.”
“You’re riding…on that machine he drove in?” Rickert growled.
“With Asher. Yes.”
“I will not allow it.” He dragged himself to his feet and towered over her, the wool blanket slipping from his shoulders. He wore a leather kilt, and a weapons belt criss-crossed his bare chest. “It is dangerous and leaves ye totally exposed.”
“Allow?” Neyla glowered up at him, hands on her hips. Asher bit back a smile. This was not going to end well for Rickert. Didn’t he see that? “I appreciate that you’re worried for my safety, but we have no easy way of getting into town. And I don’t feel like hiking another zillion miles like we did to get here. The calls may result in nothing, but I’ve got to try. Besides, I’ve ridden on the back of a bike many times. I had a boyfriend who used to pick me up every day after school, so it’s not like I’m a motorcycle virgin.”
Rickert looked like he’d just bit into something sour. “Lass, do not tell me…what ye did with another man…before I was around. Makes me more miserable…than I already am.”
“Good. Then stop trying to tell me what to do and I won’t have to.”
“But what if ye happen to be—” His gaze slid to Asher, then he lowered his voice. “—pregnant, as the Fates have suggested?”
She reached up on her tiptoes and kissed him. “If I am, then he or she will have a fun ride.”
Pregnant? Asher’s eyes widened. Rickert was going to be a father? “I…uh...um… She’ll use my helmet.”
“Thank you,” Neyla said, striding toward the door. “So when can we meet her?”
Rickert knew when to give up a losing battle and sighed. “Yes, we want to meet…this female…who swept you off your feet.”
Asher ran his hands through his hair. Swept off his feet? How could they know? They hadn’t even met her. Sure, he was attracted to her and had fun with her, but that was all. “She’s just someone I’ve been hanging out with recently. It’s nothing serious. Temporary, really. I haven’t known her for very long.”
“But long enough,” Rickert said.
Neyla gave Rickert a smile. “We both fought our feelings for each other, but the Fates had other things in store for us.”
That was crazy talk. “The Fates have nothing to do with this,” Asher said, shaking his head in frustration. Theirs was an old magic, gone from the world for centuries.
Rickert narrowed his eyes. “She’s somewhere back there, waiting for you, isn’t she?”
“I don’t know that she’s waiting for me. Olivia isn’t the type to wait for things to happen to her. But, the point is, I don’t get involved with women over here anymore, remember?”
Something silent passed between Rickert and Neyla and she exited the cabin. Rickert turned back to Asher. “Is this because of Jenny?”
Asher kept his head down and didn’t answer.
“You can’t let what happened to her prevent you from being with the woman you love,” Rickert told him. “If the Fates brought you and Olivia together, which, from what you told us, they most certainly did, and you fell in love with her, then you should respect that.”
Screw the Fates. Maybe he was falling for Olivia, but he didn’t have to act on those feelings other than spending a few nights in the sack together. If she thought her life was messed up before, with him it would only get worse—and much more dangerous. Hanging around an enemy target was the last thing someone on the run from the army needed to do. Her life was hard enough as it was.
“Bullshit,” he said. “Jenny and our unborn child died because of her association with me. I will not have another innocent person’s blood on my hands because of some feelings I may or may not have.” He massaged his forehead, trying to rub away those awful memories. “Do you blame me?”
“No, not at all,” his friend said quietly. “But that doesn’t mean I agree with you.”



CHAPTER 22
The stallion's hooves had been pounding out a steady cadence on the dirt road for almost an hour since the last stop. Vallenberg, the village where Asher grew up, was around the next bend.
He shifted his weight slightly in the saddle and squeezed his fingers on the reins. The blood bay warhorse responded immediately, breaking from a canter down to a walk.
"Good boy." He patted the animal's sweaty neck.
After speaking with Rickert, he’d decided to not to waste any more time on what he had to do. He needed to find out what he could about his sister and accept the temporary appointment of Rickert’s Iron Guild command.
He’d considered calling Reckless before he left for Cascadia to let them know he was going to be gone for a while. Rand was used to Asher’s comings and goings, but Olivia wasn’t. However, the more he’d thought about it, the more he decided it was best to just leave. Conry would be fine there for a few weeks, and he and Olivia weren’t a couple. The sooner he accepted that and stopped acting like they were, the better.
The stallion flicked an ear back, waiting for another cue, but Asher loosened the reins and let him have his head. Many of the small villages and towns near the portals kept horses for Iron Guild warriors to use. He'd be sure to tell the livery where Bayard came from that they'd trained him well and he was in excellent shape.
The first thatched-roof cottage came into view, but Asher kept the horse at a slow walk. Although he was anxious to get this visit over with, he wanted to prolong seeing his stepfather for as long as he could. If he were lucky, the bloke would be away and he could talk to his mother alone. But since he'd never had any luck where his stepfather was concerned, he fully expected to deal with the man soon after he entered the gate.
Word of an approaching Iron Guild warrior spread quickly through the village, and soon the narrow street was lined with people, clapping and shouting his name. It had been years since he'd been home, and yet they still recognized him. He smiled, nodded and waved back. He was struck by the contrast between this warm welcome and how the people of Pacifica responded to their military. There was no comparison.
Unfazed by the commotion, Bayard kept plodding along.
Someone shoved a tankard of ogappa ale into Asher's left hand, while someone else shoved a warm baguette into his right. He downed the ale in a couple of long swallows. Holy Fates, he missed its refreshing, bittersweet taste. Just what he needed after a long ride…and before he had to deal with his stepfather. He bit off a piece of bread and chewed, again grateful that Bayard was well-mannered enough that he didn’t need to hold the reins.
His stepfather’s farm loomed up ahead. Recalling how they’d made no room in the barn for his horse the last time he came home, he left Bayard at the livery in town, making sure the horse would be rubbed down by hand and fed extra hay and oats. Blackstone, the livery owner, and his family were more than excited to help him out. He walked the rest of the way on foot.
As luck would have it, his stepfather was standing in the doorway of the farmhouse, legs spread, arms loose at his sides. News of Asher’s visit had obviously reached him.
“Not good enough, are we?” His stepfather ignored Asher’s outstretched hand. There was no ‘hello’ or ‘how have you been.’
Asher wasn’t sure what the man was talking about. “I don’t understand.”
“That stud-horse of yours too fancy that you didn’t want to bring him here?”
“Last time I came, you had no room, remember? Figured I’d spare you the extra hay and grain he’d eat and leave him in town.”
“So Blackstone and his family can breed their mares to him and not me?”
Asher had forgotten that in exchange for caring for a warrior’s horse, it was customary for the stallion to be used as a stud and mated to the barn owner’s mares that were in season. The last time he was here, his stepfather only had geldings.
Before he could reply, his mother appeared in the doorway. Although she was still beautiful, she was thinner and looked much older.
“Ash! Oh my Fates, is it really you?” She rushed down and threw her arms around him. She smelled as if she’d been baking bread.
“Hey, Mom,” he said, trying not to choke because she was squeezing him so hard. The thing about his mother was that although she was tiny, she had always been strong. At least that hadn’t changed.
She pulled away, held him at arm’s length and looked him up and down. “I always forget how tall you are, just like your father was. He would be so proud. Henry, look at his muscles.”
His stepfather glared at him with cold, hard eyes. “Been gone a long time. How many more half-breed children have you fathered, or do you still have trouble counting?”
Asher lunged at him. His mother cried out and pressed her hands to his chest. He stopped. If it weren’t for her, he’d have thrown the asshole to the ground.
“Go round up the children,” she told her husband. “They’re in the back pasture and we’ll be eating soon.”
Like hell I am. As soon as he talked to his mother about his sister, he was out of here. He didn’t want to spend one extra second around the bloke.
His stepfather grumbled something in the old language that Asher didn’t understand, then stormed off. A small dog scrambled to get out of his way. His mother led Asher to the kitchen, where she proceeded to fuss over him, but she made no mention of his stepfather’s behavior.
***
Moonlight streamed through the blinds of the darkened room, casting wide strips of shadow on the walls. Olivia lay in bed, trying to fall asleep but not having much luck. She’d read several serialized stories on her cell phone, played countless games of Solitaire, and brushed Conry several times with what she hoped was a dog brush in the bottom drawer in the bathroom. With everything going on, her mind wouldn’t shut off long enough for her to fall asleep.
Asher had been gone for several weeks now, that crazy slave commitment long over. It had been just a joke, but she’d been having fun with it. Even though they’d only been together a short time, she really missed him.
Soon after he left, Mel had called and walked her through a few work-related tasks she needed to know how to do. Important things like transferring a call to the shop. Checking in a parts order (three or four a day). Pulling up the schedule and making a customer appointment. As she jotted everything down, she could hear random cooing and slurping noises on the other end of the line. Mel must’ve been nursing the baby. She’d delivered an eight-pound, healthy baby girl named Therese just twenty minutes after arriving at the hospital. Olivia couldn’t believe she was even thinking about work so soon.
She’d spent the next few days familiarizing herself with the scope of work they did at Reckless and introducing herself to the mechanics. She was going to have to get over her aversion to loud noises, because that’s all she heard when she was on the shop floor. Revving engines. Compressors. Shouting. Heavy metal music. Although she was very much out of her element here, she was grateful for the job and Rand’s generosity.
Even though she’d been busy and Rand seemed pleased with her efforts, every time she got back to Asher’s rooms, she was too keyed up to relax. She really should’ve moved out to the RV by now, but she wanted to be around his things. At least for a few more days. She lay in his bed, staring at the ceiling each night and wondering what Asher was doing. Those elusive sheep weren’t helping, either. They kept turning into deerhounds, which reminded her of him.
At least she had a set of wheels now. On a whim, when Rand had been showing her how to access the vehicle registry system on Mel’s computer, he’d pulled up her car’s VIN. She was shocked to see it listed as stolen, further evidence that the army was onto her. Rand didn’t ask why or what was going on, though she had a feeling he knew more than he let on.
He’d called James and Tall Paul into the office. “Here,” he said, handing them a set of license plates he’d retrieved from a locked file cabinet in the corner. “There’s a light blue Honda sedan parked on the second level of the Fifth Avenue garage in New Seattle.” He gave them the exact address. “I need to you go down there, change out the plates, and take it to Manny’s place.”
It wasn’t until the two men were climbing into an unmarked panel van that she realized she hadn’t given them the keys. “Hold on,” she called, digging into her purse.
Rand stopped her. “They don’t need them,” he said, a smile flickering on the edges of his mouth.
“But—”
“Trust me.” Then he explained how her car would be going to a garage in town, not here. This was in case a location device had been affixed to the vehicle. He told her it was a reputable chop shop that would give them a fair price. She laughed at the oxymoron.
When James and Tall Paul had returned later and dropped a wad of cash on her desk, she was surprised to find only a few hundred dollars less than what she’d paid for the car several months ago. Not a bad deal at all.
She’d spotted Rand in the break room. Caitlyn was sitting with her back to him while he braided her hair.
“How much do you want for that purple car in the back lot?” she asked.
“That old Charger?” he said, a hairband caught between his teeth.
“Ouch, Dad,” Caitlyn complained.
“Sorry, baby. Almost done.” His big hands grasped another piece of hair and worked it in with the rest. He wasn’t doing a regular braid, but a French braid. Olivia was impressed.
“Does it run?” she asked.
“Yeah, but it needs some body work.” He finished up Caitlyn’s hair, then told her it was time for homework.
A shuffle of footsteps sounded behind her. She turned to see James standing in the doorway, filling up the space.
“I’ll do it,” he said in a low, two-pack-a-day voice. “Gettin’ ready to work on the McMillan car now. Can do the Charger at the same time.”
Her gaze bounced between the two of them. Rand was scowling at James.
“Um, how much do you want for it and how much to fix it?” she asked.
“Nothing to fix it,” James said. “The least I can do.” He held up his bandaged arm. He’d cut himself in the shop earlier when she was out taking a look around. As she applied a bandage, she’d secretly done a little healing. She told him he needed to go to the emergency room and get stitched up, but he’d refused, saying he hated quacks.
“What’d Manny give you for your Honda?” Rand asked. She told him. “Keep five hundred bucks, give me the rest, and the car is yours.”
“Deal.” She was thrilled. She’d secretly wanted to own a muscle car for as long as she could remember.
She yawned at the memory of all she’d done in the past few weeks—new jobs tended to be exhausting anyway—but she still couldn’t seem to fall asleep.
Just as she flipped her pillow to the cool side and curled up again, a key sounded in the lock and the door snicked open. Conry’s tail thumped on the floor.
Asher?
Her chest tightened and her heart slammed against her ribs.
She listened, hardly daring to breathe, as he slipped off his boots and tiptoed past the foot of the bed to the bathroom, then she heard the shower running.
Rand had told her Asher would probably be gone for several months, so why was he back so soon? Had there been a meeting, or was it just an excuse for him to get away? She had no claims on him, but the thought of him with another woman turned her stomach.
A few minutes later, the mattress dipped as he climbed into bed. She pretended to be asleep. He smelled not like his body wash, which she’d been expecting, but of the herbal oil that she’d left in the soap dish. Sliding in behind her, he molded his body to hers. His arm came to cup her breast, but not in a sexual way. More like it was a natural place for his hand to rest. He let out a long, slow exhale as if he’d been holding his breath.
“I’m sorry I left without a goodbye,” he whispered into her hair. “But I’m glad you’re still here.” And just like that, he fell asleep.
Although Rand and the guys had been great, she’d felt a strange emptiness in Asher’s absence. It was as if a piece of her was missing or slightly out of sync. She felt much better now.
The next morning, she woke tangled in the sheets and blissfully rejuvenated. Yawning, she stretched and reached over to Asher’s side of the bed. He wasn’t there. She sat up and looked around. She hadn’t dreamed he’d come back, had she?
Trying not to be too disappointed, she got up and took a quick shower. She dug through a few of the boxes from her apartment and grabbed a pair of black slacks, a black tank, low kitten heels and a pale blue cardigan.
Conry had climbed onto the bed and was now curled up where she’d been sleeping.
“Have I stolen your place, buddy?” she said, laying the clothes out on a nearby chair and sitting next to him. His tail thumped on the bed and he rolled over for her to scratch his belly. “I’ll be gone soon, so you’ll have it back. I promise.” He licked her hand. “You are so sweet.”
The fact that Conry was still here made her think she had imagined Asher’s return. If so, wouldn’t the dog be with him now? She and Asher hadn’t had sex last night, so maybe it was just a dream.
After getting dressed, she put on a little mascara, towel-dried her naturally wavy hair, and pulled it into a low side-ponytail. She left the room, taking care not to catch her thin heels in the open mesh of the stairs. Conry was right behind her. A couple of mechanics on the far side of the garage were already working and waved to her when they saw her, but for the most part, the place was still empty.
Entering the office, she unlocked the outer door and went to start the coffee. One of the guys must’ve eaten breakfast in here because the place smelled of bacon and toast. Conry sniffed around, probably looking for a stray piece of bacon, then curled up next to the desk. Whoever had been here must’ve made the coffee, too. The pot was still dripping, so it hadn’t been brewing for long. Hopefully, it was the kind of coffeemaker that would let you remove the carafe before it was done. She was in desperate need of some caffeine and didn’t want to wait.
She grabbed a mug from one of the pegs on the wall and happened to check inside. Thank goodness she had, because it was dusty. She grabbed another one. Same thing. That’s when she noticed all the mugs had something to do with motorcycles. Funny she hadn’t noticed it before. Born to Ride. I Do My Own Stunts. Keep The Rubber Side Down. Harley-Davidson. SAMCRO. Sturgis 2013. She grabbed a pink one with the Reckless logo, and only when she started to pour coffee into it did she notice it said Ole Lady on the other side.
A clatter of pots and pans came from the door leading to the small kitchenette adjacent to the coffee station. She peeked in and almost dropped her cup.
There was Asher, leaning against the counter, reading what appeared to be a cookbook.
Holy crap. I must’ve died and this is heaven.
His dark hair was tousled as if he’d just run his fingers through it. His jeans hung low, accentuating his narrow hips, and a chain looped into his pocket. With a furrowed brow, he mouthed the words as he read the instructions. If anyone could look dangerously sexy while reading a book, Asher could.
So she hadn’t been dreaming last night after all. He had come back. How was it possible that she hadn’t heard him get up this morning? She must’ve been more tired than she thought. And what happened to the morning lovemaking he’d seemed to be so fond of before? Surely she would’ve woken up for that, she thought with a smile, her inner muscles tightening.
She must’ve made a sound, because he lifted his head with a jolt. His dark gaze bore into her, a symphony of emotions playing across his face and shooting straight to her heart.
“Hi,” she said, her mouth suddenly dry. “You’re…you’re here. I heard someone and wondered—”
“What are you doing?” he snapped. A shadow passed behind his eyes, like a bruise she hadn’t seen earlier.
She took a step backward, surprised at his harsh tone. “You seem to have forgotten. I…uh…am working here now, remember?”
“I know that.” He slammed the cookbook shut and abruptly turned away.
She wasn’t sure what had just happened, but she didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to figure out he didn’t want her here.
Gripping her coffee mug, she walked slowly back to Mel’s desk, glad that she wasn’t able to see Asher from where she sat. Was he upset she was still holed up in his rooms and hadn’t yet moved out? That she was taking over his man-space? It would explain why he hadn’t reached for her last night or this morning.
She unlocked the desk drawer and pulled out the little notebook where Mel kept all the passwords. The best thing to do was get to work to take her mind off what had just happened, then start sleeping out in the RV till she found a place of her own. At least she had a car.
She had just signed into the Reckless email account when she heard a rustle behind her and Conry’s tail thumping on the floor. Something slid toward her on the desk. It was a plate with three misshapen pancakes, two pieces of overcooked bacon, and a rubbery-looking fried egg.
“I made breakfast,” Asher said gruffly.
She frowned, unable to process what was going on. The caffeine hadn’t kicked in yet. She thought he was mad at her. “But I…”
“If you’re not hungry, that’s fine.”
“That’s not what I mean.”
“It’s probably terrible,” he said, staring at the second plate he was holding as if it was poisonous. “I’ve never made pancakes before.”
Warmth blossomed inside, spreading to her fingers and toes. This big, somewhat awkward, yet incredibly sexy man had cooked breakfast…for her. He’d done something he’d never done before…for her.
He reached to remove her plate, but she shoved his hand away. “They look perfect. It all does. And it just so happens that I’m starving.” She blinked back a tear and grabbed the fork. She’d never had a man cook for her. She’d done plenty of domestic things for various boyfriends, but the favor had never been returned.
She cut into the pancakes, swirled them into the syrup and melted butter, and took a bite.
Asher watched, a worried look on his face. “Is…is it edible?”
“If a five-star chef had made me breakfast, it could not look any more perfect or taste any better than this. It’s delicious.” His shoulders slumped in relief and she laughed. “You act like you thought it might kill me.”
He twisted a paper towel in his hand. It must be the napkin he was going to give her but had forgotten. She grabbed a tissue from a box next to the computer and wiped a drop of syrup from her chin. She’d never seen him so unsure of himself. What had happened to him while he was away?
“It’s just that…I wasn’t sure I followed the directions right.”
“A little flour, baking soda, eggs, and milk?”
He kept twisting that paper towel and refused to look at her. Something else was going on. She thought about his shock when he noticed her watching him. Like he was pissed off she’d found him in the kitchen. Reading a cookbook, mouthing the words.
And then something occurred to her. Did she dare mention it?
“Ash?”
He looked up. The bruising behind his eyes was gone, replaced by a childlike innocence she’d never seen before.
She said a quick prayer that she was doing the right thing. “Can you…read?”
For an instant, he looked like an abused puppy about to get kicked, but then it disappeared. He dropped his gaze and a muscle in his jaw flexed as he tried to decide how to answer. When he spoke, she could barely hear him. “I can. A little. But sometimes the letters get turned around and I’m not sure what it says.”
Was Ash…dyslexic? Her best friend in school had been, so Olivia knew what some of the signs were. “Do letters seem to move around on the page when you try to read?”
He nodded but said nothing.
“Do you have trouble adding up money, or mix up your lefts and your rights?”
He still wouldn’t look at her. “Yeah, but not always. Usually when I’m in a hurry or stressed out.”
She exhaled slowly. That would explain why he couldn’t spell out his name for the investigators at the scene of the explosion. If any situation was high stress, that one had been.
Without warning, he tossed his plate onto her desk and stormed to the other side of the room. Dust motes floated in the air around him as he stared into the back parking lot. She was losing him. He was closing himself off to her when she desperately wanted in. One wrong word from her and he’d be out the door again.
“Ash,” she said softly. “I think you might be dyslexic.”
“Is that another name for stupid?”
Her heart tore from her chest. “No, you’re definitely not stupid.”
“Then what does it mean?” He turned to face her, his cheeks flushed, his eyes as dark as ebony and glistening with emotion. “I can’t think with my head, Liv.” He held a finger to his temple like a gun. “Everything becomes a jumbled mess in here. I’m only good at stuff I do with my hands. Fighting and building engines. That’s it.”
She came around the desk and approached him, taking care not to step on Conry’s tail. Ash tried to step away, but she grabbed his hands and jerked him toward her. Then she kissed his palms. “It just means you’re better with images and actions than you are with words and numbers. That’s it. Everyone learns and processes information differently. It definitely does not mean you’re stupid.” She remembered some of the challenges Helena had faced in school. The bullies. The name-calling. The snickers she got when she had to go to the learning center. Olivia gripped his hands tighter. Had Ash gone through something similar when he was growing up?
“If I ever hear anyone calling you stupid or even hinting that you’re anything less than amazing, they’ll be sorry. And that goes for you too,” she said, giving another little squeeze to emphasize her point. “And I’m not kidding, either.”
It looked as though he were trying not to smile, and the tension in his shoulders disappeared.
She told him about her friend, who was now a successful interior designer with her own business. But when Helena was younger, she struggled with some of the same issues. Olivia told him how she’d punched a kid on the playground for calling her friend a retard. “I got sent to the principal’s office for that one, but he never did it again.”
Without warning, Ash pulled her close, slamming her against his chest. His mouth crashed down against hers, stealing the breath from her lungs. His lips were everywhere, kissing her neck, her cheeks, the sensitive patch of skin behind her ear.
“How do you do this to me, Olivia? You’ve worked your way past all my defenses—defenses that I thought were iron strong. You’ve bared my soul and taken over my heart. How can you possibly think you know me better than I know myself?”
“Because I’m falling in love with you,” she said, the confession flying from her mouth.
A little sound came from his throat. Gripping her tighter, he held on as though he thought she might slip through his hands.
“What do you mean think I know?” She pulled away slightly. “You’re wrong if you don’t see yourself as I do, it’s as simple as that. You’re a passionate, fierce man who fights for what’s right, no matter the personal cost or consequence. You’re a champion of those without a voice.” He tried to protest, but she shut him down with a finger to his lips. “What goes on in a man’s head does not define his character, Ash. It’s your actions that make you who you are. Someone can think all they want about doing this or that, but until they do something—take action—their intentions mean nothing.” She poked his chest, right over his heart. Maybe a little too hard, because he winced. “It’s what’s in here that counts. I could give a rat’s ass if a p looks like a d to you. And anyone with half a brain would agree with me.”
“Olivia,” he rasped, as though he’d completely lost his voice. Dark passion flared in his eyes, making the tiny thong she wore suddenly wet. He hadn’t said he felt the same way she did, but then words weren’t his strong point—actions were. And that was all she needed for now. His gaze dropped to her mouth and his full lips parted. He was going to kiss the hell out of her and she was going to let him. She’d never had office sex before, but there was a first time for everything.
“Agree with what?” a deep voice said from behind.
She froze. They turned around to see Rand and one of the mechanics standing in the open doorway. Somehow neither of them had noticed that the noise from the garage had gotten louder.
Asher gave her a kiss that was entirely too quick, then let her go. “Olivia thinks she knows everything.”
“Thinks?” She sauntered back to her desk. “I know.”



CHAPTER 23
The next few weeks flew by quickly. Olivia organized the opening weekend festivities at Reckless Motocross Park, and Asher went to Cascadia again. Not only did he need to appear before the taghta magistrates at Red Mountain, but he wanted to make sure his trail had gone cold for the Fixer. Then, when he least expected it, Asher and his team would track him down and kill him.  
Since he didn’t want to be gone any longer than absolutely necessary, he came back through the portal as soon as the ceremony was over. He missed Olivia more than he thought possible, so having portal sickness was a small price to pay.
For hours, he lay on the cold stone floor of the antechamber, stomach churning, head throbbing. He vomited a few times. The next Iron Guild warrior to come through and see that would not be happy, but there was nothing he could do about it. Somehow, he made it back to Reckless, stopping the bike a few times along the way to be sick. Conry was excited to see him, turning around in circles as if he were a puppy. Olivia took one look at him and marched him straight to bed. When she laid her hands on him, healing energy swept through him and he fell asleep.
He awoke the next morning to see Olivia standing over him, a tray of food in her hands.
“Feeling better?” she asked, setting it down beside him on the bed.
He sat up on one elbow and did an inventory. Stomach ache gone. Headache gone. Muscle aches gone. “You…can heal iron sickness?”
She shrugged. “You tell me.”
“I feel great.” He grabbed a banana off the tray, peeled it, and stuffed it in his mouth. By all accounts, he should be as sick as Rickert had been in the hunting cabin. No one crossed back through the portal as soon as he had, because when you did, that was what happened. “And I’m starving.”
“Good thing I brought food then.” She brushed the hair out of his eyes. “So what plans do you have today?”
He yawned. “Nothing. I wasn’t expecting to feel well enough to do anything for the next few days.”
“Good. Because it’s Saturday, I don’t have to work, and my mom invited us to dinner tonight.”
***
The driver’s window on the Charger was stuck in the open position, sucking out any warm air inside. They hadn’t realized it wasn’t working until Olivia lowered it to adjust her mirror and it wouldn’t roll all the way back up. Asher was irritated with himself that he hadn’t thought to check it.
James had done a great job with the car in the body shop, and it was now sporting a new coat of metallic purple paint. Not a stock color by any stretch of the imagination, but Olivia said it was her favorite color, so that was good enough for Asher. Everything under the hood ran great, but damn it, he’d forgotten to check some of the little things.
Asher blew on his hands. Even though the heat was cranked, it was still damn cold inside. He’d take a look at it when they got to Granite Falls. See if he could get the damn thing up before they left to go back.
“My mom is going to be shocked when we show up early,” Olivia said, brushing the hair from her face.
“Why?”
“Because I’m usually late.”
“Then I must be a good influence.”
She gave a little smile. “Let’s just hope she sees it that way.”
Neither of them spoke for a few moments, both lost in their thoughts.
They’d made love in the shower this morning, then again on the bed. When he jokingly told her their sex slave arrangement had long ago expired, she replied that it was too late. She was hopelessly addicted to him and would require sex on a daily basis, if not more. She’d said this as she was straddling him, her expression serious and focused. He wasn’t about to argue because (1) he felt the same about her, and (2) she was a pain in the ass if she didn’t get her way. Gripping his cock like she owned it, she’d guided him to her center and slid gloriously down his length.
Asher shifted in the passenger seat and took a deep breath. It was time to tell her about Jenny.
“Olivia, there’s something you need to know.”
She glanced over at him. “Okay, I’m listening.”
“I…met this girl,” he began slowly, “on my first trip through the portal. She was dancing at a small club up north where I’d stopped for something to eat and drink after the mission was complete. I’d never seen anyone dance like that. Or heard that kind of music before. As I watched her, the sound seemed to be coming straight through the walls and into my skin. I kept looking for the musicians, thinking they were in another room, but of course, I never found them.”
Olivia laughed. “That must’ve been strange.”
“We got together that night and every time I came back through the portal. She wanted me to move to Las Vegas with her. She’d had a dance audition and got a callback. If that didn’t work out, she said there would be other opportunities. I had no choice but to tell her who I was and why I couldn’t go.”
“And how did she react to that news?”
“She knew all along that I wasn’t from the area, but she had no idea I was from Cascadia. It was shortly afterward that she found out she was pregnant.”
Olivia inhaled sharply. “Oh, Ash,” she said softly.
“The thought of being a father both terrified and thrilled me, as I’m sure it does all men when they learn that their seed has helped to create a new life.” A dull throbbing began to hammer at the back of his eyeballs, but he continued. “She wasn’t sure how she was going to be able to keep working. I told her I’d take care of her. One of my suggestions was for us to move to the other side of the portal. At least temporarily.”
“And what did she say?”
“Though she was scared, she was willing to consider it, but we never got that chance. The wind had been blowing in from Elliott Bay that night, cold and wet. The Montlake Bridge was up and everyone was waiting in their vehicles for it to close. What we’d thought was a routine bridge closure to allow a sailboat to pass turned out to be an army roadblock. Using spotlights and a megaphone, we were ordered out of our cars and told that a Cascadian assassin was among us. People panicked and started running. Jenny screamed at me and gave me a hard shove, saying either “go turn yourself in” or “don’t turn yourself in.” But before I could do anything or ask what she said, another shot rang out and…she was dead.”
At some point, Olivia had pulled the car to the side of the road and grasped his hand. Her touch now was cool and comforting.
He told her how the rest of the night passed in a blur—running through back alleys, hiding out in the University district, falling down a steep embankment—until he woke up deep in a forest far away from the city, covered in dirt, dried sweat, and tears.
“If the army hadn’t been following me, Jenny and the baby would still be alive.” Guilt rushed over him again. He was stupid to have stayed with Jenny and not go back to Cascadia alone. It would’ve been more honorable to make sure they had lived, than to have stayed just to let the baby know him as the father.  
Olivia reached over the console and wrapped her arms around him. “I’m so sorry, Ash. So very sorry.”
Immense sadness engulfed him. He hadn’t allowed himself to dig this deep emotionally in a long time, because when he did, the horror of what he’d caused was almost unbearable.
Olivia rubbed his back and stroked his head. “Shhhh, baby, it’s not your fault.” She kept saying the words over and over, the sound vibrating comfortingly against the side of his face. And when he tried to protest, she simply hushed him again,never letting go of him.
He wiped at his eyes a few minutes later. “So you see why I worry about being with you? Who I am and what I do is dangerous not only for me, but for those around me that I care about. I couldn’t bear it if the same thing happened to you.”
“What about the guys here at Reckless? You care about them, don’t you?”
“That’s different.” He sat back in his seat and noticed that the headache was gone. “You healed me, didn’t you?”
She shrugged. “I can’t stand to see you hurting, so I did what I could. Now, back to the guys at Reckless.”
“Aren’t you the least bit tired?” He remembered how she’d healed his portal sickness, then followed it up with a marathon roll in the sack. “You healed me this morning and again just now.”
“Normally it does take a lot out of me when I use my Talent, but I’ve noticed that doesn’t seem to be the case when I use it on you.”
He thought back to the night they’d first met. She’d been exhausted after healing Monique and he’d assumed the same was true when she healed him, too.
A devilish glint flashed in her eyes. She reached over and cupped his crotch, giving a little squeeze. “Not only are we extremely sexually compatible, but it looks like my Talent is compatible with you as well.”
Rickert had mentioned how the Fates may have brought them together. Maybe there was something to it after all.
His cock swelled against his fly, eager to have her touch him. “What you do to me, lass, shouldn’t be legal.”
She flashed him a grin. “Oh really?”
A few minutes later, they were back on the highway with Asher driving and Olivia touching up her makeup in the visor mirror.
“You still haven’t answered my question,” she said.
“What question?”
“Why the guys at Reckless are any different from me. I’m sure you care about them, too.”
“I’m not at liberty to tell you their various stories, but they’re all hiding out from the army for one reason or another. It’s practically an employment requirement to work at Reckless. Plus, they’re capable of taking care of themselves.”
“What? And you think I’m not running from the army? Ash, I’ve been staying under their radar for years. Probably longer than many of those guys at Reckless. And if you haven’t noticed by now, I’m pretty good at it.”
“That night at your apartment was too close for comfort. You call that nothing?”
“We got away from them, didn’t we?”
He ran a hand through his hair. “Yeah, but you’re…you. And they’re…them.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
He could tell he was losing this argument, but he wasn’t willing to give in completely. “Many of them have combat training. Former military. They’re bad-ass dudes.”
“So you’re saying if I can prove to you I’m capable of protecting myself, you’ll consider dating me?”
He laughed. “Aren’t we a little past the courting phase?”
“You tell me.”
“Considering that I’m crazy, madly in love with you, I would think so.” The words slipped from his mouth as if he’d been saying them to her for years. He did love her. With every essence of who he was and what he wanted to become.
She gasped, her eyes sparkling with emotion. Then she twirled her strawberry lip gloss in her fingers. He could tell she was cooking up something. “If I show you how capable I am, will you change your mind?”
A possible solution had been brewing in his head for a while now. If she truly loved him as much as he hoped she did, maybe she’d consider moving to the other side of the portal. It hadn’t been his home in years, but with her, it could be. Plus, she’d be further removed from the army than she’d be anywhere else.
“Maybe,” he said, noncommittally. He wanted to see where she was going with this. “But how are you going to prove that?”
“By kicking your ass.”
He almost veered off the road.
“You think you can beat me in a fight?” he asked, steering the car back into the lane. “I’m an Iron Guild warrior, lass. Only the most skilled fighters are chosen as pledges during the Warrior Games, then we go through rigorous training after that.”
She seemed unfazed. “So if I get you to submit, you’ll change your mind?”
He waited an appropriate length of time before answering to make her think he was mulling it over. “If you can beat me, yes.”
When he turned down Granite Avenue, she shifted in her seat. She’d been quiet ever since they left the highway. “So much of our world must seem strange to you.”
He shrugged. “It’s no stranger than my world would be to you.”
“I’d like that.”
He glanced in her direction. “Like what?”
“To visit Cascadia one day.”
He thought about Olivia in Cascadia, riding on the back of a horse with him. “We don’t have any of the conveniences you have here.”
“So?”
“No running water. No electricity. No purple Dodge Chargers with dream catchers hanging off the rear view mirror.”
She laughed. “I know that. Still, I would love to go one day. And if what you suspect happened to my mother is true, that means I may have relatives there. Aunts. Uncles. Cousins. Even grandparents, if the soldiers didn’t kill them when they came through the portal all those years ago.”
Olivia reached back and patted Conry as they pulled up outside a quaint blue house. “You stay here for a minute. I need to lock up Mom’s cats first.”
A well-maintained rose bed lined one side of the driveway, and rather than a lawn in the front yard like the rest of the homes on the block, hers was filled with meandering pathways and plants. He’d wager there were a lot of herbs among the flowers, given the herbal oils she made for Olivia.
A vague sense of unease settled over him as he exited the car. He must be more nervous about meeting her mother than he’d thought. What would she think of him? Would she accept him and who he was or would she assume he was a barbarian like many here believed, and unworthy of her daughter?
In the weeks apart from Olivia, he had learned one very important thing—that he was crazy in love with her. No one else in either world could compare to her.
Distance has a way of clarifying what you can’t see when something is right in front of you. He’d been antsy and on edge the whole time he’d been gone. A depressing gray cloud hovered over him in Cascadia, but this time it wasn’t because of his family. It was because he’d been a world away from Olivia. He’d found it harder than normal to concentrate. He couldn’t think straight. Couldn’t get her out of his head. But now that they were together, things just felt…right. He might not have recognized it before he left, but he sure as hell did now.
Olivia had accepted him unconditionally, with all his faults and imperfections. The fact that she respected and believed in him caused all sorts of things to shift deep inside him. Long-held beliefs. Doubts. Fears. Insecurities. Maybe she was right. Maybe he wasn’t as stupid as he thought he was, his stepfather be damned. Maybe he did just learn things differently.
Different was good, she’d said. Who wanted to be ordinary when you could be extraordinary? He wasn’t sure he’d ever think of himself as extraordinary, but he sure as hell loved that she thought he was.



CHAPTER 24
Olivia stood at the foot of the driveway and looked up at her mother’s house. Asher joined her, holding the bouquet of fresh flowers they’d bought at a farmer’s stand on the Mountain Loop Highway.
“That’s weird,” she said, frowning.
“What is?”
“She usually leaves the garage door open when she knows I’m coming. I can’t remember the last time I used the front door.” She grabbed his hand and they walked up the driveway past her mother’s prize rose bushes.
“You did say that you’re usually late,” he said. “Maybe she hasn’t opened it yet because she thinks you won’t be here for a while.”
Asher held the screen door open. She grabbed the handle. It was locked. What was going on?
“Are you sure she’s expecting us tonight?” he asked. “Maybe she thinks we’re coming tomorrow and she’s gone.”
“No, I specifically told her we were coming tonight,” Olivia said adamantly. “We just talked this morning. It’s not like her to forget. She’s always harping on me that I don’t call or visit enough. When she found out we were coming, I’m sure she spent all day in the kitchen cooking.”
She reached for the doorbell, but Asher stopped her.
“Let’s…uh, walk around back. Maybe she’s not even home.”
Her eyes widened. “Do you think something could’ve happened to her?”
“I’m not saying that. I just think it’s best not to announce to anyone inside that someone’s at the door. Just in case. I’d rather be safe than sorry.”
“You’re right.” She strode to the garage, looked in the window, and her body went numb. “The car’s there. She’s got to be here.”
Pulling out a long blade, he made a quick survey of their surroundings.
“Tell me the layout of the house,” he whispered. She gave him a quick rundown. He thrust the keys into her hand. “Go wait in the car. If you see anything suspicious, I want you to get the fuck out of here.”
“Ash, my mom’s in there. I’m not going anywhere.”
“Olivia, go.”
“No. She’s…she’s all I’ve got. When they came for my brother and things began to turn ugly, my mother wouldn’t let me get involved. At first she sent me to my room, away from what was going on. And then later, she kept me inside and refused to let me see if I could help my father.”
“They’d have fucking taken you, too.” He huffed out a breath, then nodded curtly, as if he understood how she must’ve felt. “Stay behind me and do exactly as I say. If I tell you to hit the ground, I expect that by the time I turn around, you’ll be down there already. This is Rule Number One for real.”
They crept to the backyard, taking care not to make any noise when they passed the recycling bins full of cans and bottles.
Please let this turn out to be nothing. Please let her be fine. 
All the windows were dark except for the kitchen. The table was set for three and a few pans were on the stove. He tried the slider. It slid open easily.
Silently, they stepped into the kitchen. The water in one of the pots was boiling but hadn’t gone dry yet. Whatever had drawn her mother away hadn’t been very long ago.
A faint sound came from the door to the basement. Footsteps. Someone was coming up the stairs.
Asher pushed her against the wall and drew out another knife. From here, neither of them could see the basement door, but they could hear when it opened.
More footsteps. A flash of yellow. Then a cough. It sounded like her mom.
“Just one person?” Olivia mouthed to Asher.
He nodded.
She peered around the corner. Her mother was at the stove, hunched over one of the pots. She breathed a huge sigh of relief. She was okay. She motioned for Ash to put his weapons away. It was better if they didn’t have to tell her mother that they’d come into the house with weapons drawn. She already was going to have a lot of explaining to do when she told her mother that Asher was from Cascadia.
“Hello?” she called in a singsong voice.
Her mother jerked her head up and took a half step backward. But instead of rushing forward to give her a big hug, she stayed were she was. She touched a finger to her lips once then quickly dropped it. “So good to see you, Jennifer. You’re here early. I wasn’t expecting you so soon. Was Ben able to come?”
Jennifer? Ben?
“Um…uh…”
Asher must’ve caught on to what was going on faster than she did because he was already backing toward the door. He put a hand up, indicating they were to stay here. Then he jerked his chin toward the front.
The car. They were to make a run for it as soon as they could. Okay.
He made a swirly motion with his finger. Keep talking. Then he slipped out the sliding glass door and into the backyard.
Olivia had to think fast. “He’s…uh… He couldn’t make it. Had to work.”
Her mother shifted a few pots around the stove. “He works too much. This is Saturday, for God’s sake.”
“Mother,” she mouthed silently. “What. Is. Going. On? Is someone downstairs?”
Her mother opened her eyes wider, indicating yes, then went back to stirring the pots again.
They continued this line of fake small talk until they heard the sound of breaking glass. Was that their cue to go? She grabbed her mother’s hand and they ran for the front door. The house wasn’t large, but tonight it felt as big as a mansion. Either that, or they were running in slow motion. But before they could even get out of the kitchen and through the dining room, the door to the basement opened and a man with a horribly scarred face stepped out.
The Fixer. The one who was after Asher.
Olivia shoved her mother behind her and backed away. She cast a glance toward the backyard, but Asher wasn’t there. She’d keep this guy occupied as long as it took for Asher to formulate a plan.
“Mrs. Crawford, you’re actually quite convincing,” the Fixer said to her mother. “For a moment there, I really did believe you that you were expecting a friend for dinner and that this wasn’t your daughter. I would’ve come up sooner, had I known. Although I’ve had my hands full.”
What was that supposed to mean?
Asher?
“Stay away from her,” her mother said through clenched teeth.
The man laughed.
“The army killed my husband and my son. I will not let you take her, too.” Her mom held her arms out as if to make herself appear larger, like you’re supposed to do if you encounter a bear in the woods.
“Hate to correct you at a time like this, but only your husband died. Last I heard, your son was still alive.”
Olivia gasped. How was that possible?
“Whaaat?” Her mother took a staggering step and clamped a hand over her mouth. “Vince is…alive?”
“Yes, he’s one of us. But if you don’t cooperate, you’ll die trying to protect your daughter just like your husband did trying to protect your son.”
“Go, Olivia,” she whispered. “Run.”
The Fixer had left the door to the basement open. Damn it. Where was Asher? She felt a strong pulling sensation in her chest, as if she were a fish on the end of a line and someone was reeling her in.
And then she knew. It was Asher. He was hurt and he needed her.
She lunged at the door, but her mother caught her and held her back. “What happened to him?” she screamed.
“Your boyfriend?” The man smiled, but only the muscles on one side of his face worked. “Dead. Or, I should say, nearly dead. He’s bleeding out downstairs with a severed carotid artery. I give him, oh, about two more minutes.”
She twisted away from her mother and hurled herself toward the door again, arms and legs pumping. She had to get to Asher. The pull was almost unbearable. Much stronger than anything she’d ever felt before.
But this time, the man grabbed her arms and stopped her.
Asher. Oh my God. He’s dying. I need to get to him before it’s too late. 
The Fixer was saying something, but she couldn’t hear him. Her brain was numb except for the fact that she needed to lay her hands on Asher and heal his wounds. Her arms jerked and her head snapped back.
“Calm the fuck down. I asked you a question. What is he? Former military?”
Olivia couldn’t even think straight. It was her mother who finally answered. “Yes.”
“Thought so. I can spot a soldier a mile away. He put up a decent fight even after I shoved that shard of glass in his neck.”
So he didn’t know Asher was Cascadian. He must not be the target, after all. Olivia was. She had endangered him, not the other way around. The man who was her heart and soul was dying because of her.
“Keep your filthy hands off my daughter.” Her mother was suddenly holding a lead crystal dish, the one her father had kept his stash of Jujubes in when he was alive. She swung, trying to hit the Fixer, but he deflected her easily and flicked her away as if she were a bug. She crumpled on the floor in the kitchen.
“Mom!” Olivia screamed.
Her mother grimaced in pain but waved her off. “I’m…I’m okay. I’ll be fine.”
“Please,” Olivia pleaded, as the man’s fingers dug into the flesh of her arms. She felt her knees buckling. She’d crawl to Asher if she had to. “Let me go to him. I…I can help him.”
“Oh, believe me, I know you can.” His sour breath was hot against her face. She turned away. “That’s why I’m here. You’re a hard one to find, Ms. Crawford. I’ve been tracking you since the explosion downtown, when the army got reports of an unregistered Healer-Talent and couldn’t find you themselves. Or should I call you Olivia Collins? Or maybe Olivia Hoffman? What name are you going by now?”
Collins was the name she’d used at the Grape and Bean. Hoffman was the one she’d used with David. Bastard. He had talked to this guy.
Movement to her right—his left—caught her eye. She didn’t dare shift her gaze to tip him off. It was her mother. She had something else in her hand and was creeping closer. Why couldn’t he see her? Oh, his eye. It was white and milky. He was blind.
As if he knew what she was thinking, he smiled. “So before we go on a little trip, you’re going to heal me. Think you can do that, Olivia?”
“Heal you?” Was that what this was all about? He wanted her to make him whole again? “I…I can’t. Your scars…they’re old. The injuries have already healed.”
“You love playing God, don’t you?” He grabbed her hands, turned her palms up, and looked at them with disgust. “Fucking Healer-Talents. Think you can play with people’s lives, picking and choosing who to help?”
He shoved her away. She stumbled, but didn’t fall.
“You don’t understand,” she said.
“Oh, I understand perfectly.” He took a menacing step toward her and pointed to his ruined face. “This happened to me when I was fifteen. Fifteen fucking years old. I knew a girl who was a Healer-Talent too. But unlike you, she planned to join the army when she turned eighteen. My parents pleaded with her to heal me, even offered to pay her, but she refused. Said she was too freaked out to even look at me, let alone touch me and share her healing energy. She must’ve called her army contact, because we were soon paid a visit in the hospital and told to stop harassing her. And that was that.”
From the corner of her eye, she could see that her mother was getting closer. And she was holding something, but Olivia couldn’t risk turning to see what it was.
“I was sent to a camp for special kids where I could learn to deal with my disability. Well, fuck that. And fuck all you Healer-Talents.”
A quick movement. Then a splash and a hiss.
The man screamed.
Her mother had thrown a pan of boiling water on him. The one she’d planned to cook the pasta in. He fell to his knees, clutching his face, and she clocked him over the head with the now empty pot.
Olivia didn’t wait to see more. She scrambled down the stairs to find Asher, lying in a pool of blood.



CHAPTER 25
Asher had never been this tired in his life, every breath a struggle. The air around him was thick and it was like trying to breathe underwater. His eyelids were weighted down, making them impossible to open. Something heavy sat on his chest. He wanted to shove it aside, but he couldn’t move.
A voice. Someone was calling to him. It sounded far away…and sad.
A female? He tried to concentrate on it, but he couldn’t make out the words.
“Speak up,” he tried to say. “I can’t hear you.” But his lips wouldn’t move. With an enormous amount of effort, he was able to make his eyelids flicker open for a moment.
A swirling mist of gray surrounded him and he could make out a few vague shapes.
“Asher, please,” one of the voices called. He really wanted to go to her. He loved her.
Please, what? What did she want from him?
But then another voice called out to him. Another female, from the opposite side. It was much clearer, much easier to understand. “No, come to me, Asher. I’ve been waiting for you. We both have.”
Jenny? Was that her?
He tried to sit up, but that fucking elephant wouldn’t move. Something began to loosen inside him. He could feel it. Hidden tethers were coming undone. He had to get out of this body. It was broken. It couldn’t hold him any longer.
“Yes, that’s it,” Jenny called. “You can do it.”
“Asher, come back to me,” the first voice called.
Olivia?
“I love you, Asher,” she said. “Please come back. We have a whole lifetime to live together.”
A whole lifetime? But it was too late for that. He was too tired. He had to let go. He couldn’t do it anymore.
“The baby, Asher.” Jenny’s voice was loud in his ear. “It’s a girl. She looks just like you.”
He had a daughter? Jenny had been pregnant with a girl?
He coughed. How was that possible? Jenny was…dead.
Something hit his face. Hard.
Why was someone trying to hurt him?
“Leave me alone,” he wanted to say, but he couldn’t get his lips to move.
A burst of warmth raced through his veins like wildfire. An instant shot of something wonderful. Energizing him. Heightening his awareness. It was something he wanted more of. Something he desperately needed.
“Asher! Don’t you fucking die on me.” There was another slap.
“Olivia?” He wasn’t sure if he was talking or thinking.
Jenny was saying something else too, but he couldn’t make out the words. She sounded distant, standing at the end of a long tunnel.
The knots around the tethers were getting tighter now, not loosening. The weight on his chest…it wasn’t an elephant. It was…Olivia. She was trying to keep his soul anchored to his body.
“Goodbye, Jenny,” he called. “I’m not ready yet.”



CHAPTER 26
“You sure he’s not going to be standing there, waiting for us to step through the portal?” Alexandra Crawford pulled the tie on her robe tighter. “I really don’t want my future son-in-law to see me naked.”
Olivia laughed. She and Asher weren’t officially engaged yet. There were a few things she needed to accomplish first before that could happen.
“Mom, he’s waiting, but he’s not going to be right there. I promise.”
“And if the lad is, I’ll kick his arse for you, Mrs. Crawford.” Rickert stood behind them, his hands on his hips. There was no mistaking that he was a Cascadian assassin, with that leather kilt and the two long knives affixed to his back.
Asher and Neyla had gone through the portal about an hour ago in order to have clothes and transportation waiting for them when Olivia and her mother stepped through. “It’ll just be Neyla there, along with her friend Petra.”
“I hope there’s not a fanfare or anything. This body isn’t what it used to be.”
Olivia snorted. “So you’re saying that when you were younger, there was fanfare when you were naked?”
Her mother rolled her eyes. “There are some things that are not appropriate for a mother to share with her daughter. Now come on. I’m getting cold standing here. Let’s get on with this. I’m anxious to meet the Cascadian branch of our family.”
When Rickert had first seen Olivia and then her mother with their mismatched eyes, he’d told them of a family in one of southern regions where all the women were born with eyes of different colors. Their village had been the target of several deadly raids by Pacificans decades ago and it was possible that Olivia’s mother had come from there.
“Ready, Mom?”
“As ready as I’ll ever be.”
Clasping hands, the two of them stepped up to the tiny alcove. Instantly the rock around them began to hum. The vibration seemed to seep under her skin and travel along her spine. Before she knew it, the wall in front of them was gone…it was now at their backs. And their clothes were gone, too.
Her mother crossed her hands over her breasts, but she didn’t need to. Neyla and a beautiful woman with long black hair were waiting with large blankets to cover them up.
Neyla introduced them to Petra and gave them their clothes, but before Olivia’s mother could take them, Petra dropped to her knees and took the older woman’s hands in hers. “My family and I will forever be in your debt.”
“I don’t understand,” Olivia’s mother said, looking confused.
“The evil man killed in your home was one of those responsible for my beloved brother’s death. We miss Fallon every day, but we can rest now, knowing justice has been served.”
“I…I didn’t do much. I just incapacitated him for a time, giving Olivia time to heal Asher.”
“But it was enough and my family is very grateful. Our home is your home for as long as you wish.”
Olivia pulled on a pair of butter-soft riding breeches, a purple cotton tunic with intricate embroidery at the neckline, and leather boots. “These are beautiful clothes, Neyla. Did you make them?” Rickert had told her that Neyla used to own her own clothing design business.
“Yes, except the boots. We bought those in town. How does everything fit?” She examined both of them with a critical eye.
“Like they were made for me,” Olivia said.
“Me too.” Her mother craned her neck around, admiring the blue sari-like outfit she’d just put on. She turned to Neyla. “And now it’s my turn to thank you.”
“My pleasure,” Neyla said, pride and excitement reflected in her eyes. “I’m glad everything fits.”
“And I’m not talking just about the clothes, although they’re lovely. I’m referring to you using your army contacts to find out what happened to my son.”
“I just hope the army’s fixer wasn’t lying to us,” Olivia said. That was the last thing they needed. To have their hopes raised that Vince might be alive only to be dashed again if they found out he wasn’t.
“As soon as I hear anything, I’ll let you know,” Neyla said. “Now, I’m sorry to rush everyone, but Rickert will be coming through the portal at any minute. And unless you want to see him naked…” She paused. “Let me rephrase that. No one but me gets to see my man naked, so we need to hurry.”
Petra scoffed. “Will you ever change?”
“What?” Neyla protested. “So I’m still clinging to my non-exhibitionist, Pacifican ways. Big deal.” She turned to Olivia and her mother. “They’re less inhibited over here when it comes to…well…sex. Let’s just say I was a little surprised on my first trip over here. So don’t be surprised if you see—”
“A few cocks and balls?” Asher strode into the antechamber like a rooster strutting into a henhouse. “Everyone decent?”
Olivia just about melted. The man—her man—was gorgeous. He wore a leather kilt and a white linen shirt with a deep V that hung open at the neck, showing the muscular plane of his chest.
As Petra and Neyla doted over her mother, helping her into a cart pulled by two handsome horses with flowing black manes, Asher grabbed Olivia and shoved her against the wall. “I thought you’d never get here.”
“What are you talking about? It was only an hour.”
“But it was too long. I missed you.” His mouth came down hungrily over hers. She reached under his kilt and found he wasn’t wearing anything underneath.



CHAPTER 27
Two months later
“So you think I’m ready?” Olivia asked.
The woman with the raven-black hair nodded. “Yes, it’s time.”
Olivia retied the strings of her tunic. When she entered the circle, a few people clapped and Conry barked. Neyla and Rickert stood on the far side, his hand on her protruding belly. Petra and her husband were there, along with a few others she’d met. Olivia’s mother had learned she was from the town of Derry’s Folly and had met her biological sister there. Her parents had been killed in the raid when infiltrators had breached a portal, invaded their village, and kidnapped her as an infant sixty-two years ago.
She was there now, which was good, because if she were here with Olivia, she wouldn’t let this happen.
Asher stood on the other side of the ring, a crazy grin on his face. “You don’t have to do this, Olivia. You’ve already proven yourself very capable. And besides, if you stay over here, you’ll be safe. There’s no need for you to become a fighter.”
“No, I want to do this. You didn’t think you could let yourself fall in love with me because you thought I wasn’t capable of defending myself. And frankly, I was pissed that I hadn’t been able to defend myself a little better against that sonofabitch in Mom’s house.”
She did exactly what Mariah had taught her. She’d been practicing every day with the woman who used to be a member of the Taghta Sisterhood, a religious order tasked with protecting and defending sacred relics since before the Obsidian Wars.
Olivia circled to Asher’s left. He was right-handed, so this was his weaker side. He’d be expecting her to attack him here.
She darted left and sure enough, he blocked her. Good. He was thinking he was on to her. This went on a few more times and then she saw her opportunity. He had let down his guard on the right side.
She darted in again, but this time she went right. Using a move Mariah had shown her, she grabbed his hand, cocked his wrist hard, and brought him to his knees. Several people around the circle clapped and cheered.
“Ahhhhh,” he groaned. “Let go.”
“Do you submit?”
He didn’t answer right away. She twisted harder. “Don’t make me have to heal you,” she said.
“Okay, okay. I submit.”
She didn’t let go. “Good. What else?”
“I’m madly in love with you and want you to be my wife.”
“I know that already, Ash.”
“Then what?”
“Don’t you remember our deal?”
“Um…”
“It’s your turn to be my slave. When you’re not away on a mission, you’ll have to do everything I say, both inside and outside the bedroom.”
“Just say yes, Asher,” Rickert called from the sidelines.
“Pussy,” said a man they called Big Thom.
She twisted harder.
“Of course I agree. Ouch.”
“And…?”
“And I think you’re totally capable of defending yourself. I submit.”
She let go of his hand, dropped to her knees and pushed him onto the ground. “Good,” she said, crawling like a cat on top of him. “Because I want you naked and in our bed in ten minutes. Think you can do that?”
Instead of answering, he cupped the back of her head and pulled her down to meet him, his lips crashing against hers.
It was a punishing, bruising kiss. His tongue delved into her mouth, claiming her and making her head spin. Feeling his erection, thick and hard beneath her, she ached to have him inside her.
She almost forgot they had an audience. Almost forgot about her agenda.
She pulled back slightly, breaking their connection. They were both breathing hard, his breath became her breath. He had a smudge of dirt on his cheek and one of his thin braids was stuck to the sheen of sweat on his forehead. He was gorgeous. Absolutely and totally gorgeous.
“You’re mine, Liv, until the end of time. And when the earth crumbles to dust and the sun burns out in the sky, there will still be us. There will still be this.”
Her heart swelled, but she couldn’t let herself get distracted. “Yes, my love, but I’m still waiting for an answer.”
“About being your sex slave? Of course.” His tone was raspy and impatient, making her inner muscles clench with need, but she needed to stay strong.
She narrowed her eyes. “Excuse me?”
He grinned then, understanding her completely, and his smile lit up her whole world.
God, she loved this man. More than she ever thought possible.
“Yes, of course…ma’am.”
A few people clapped as she pulled him to his feet and led him across the courtyard to their quarters.
She was going to love it over here. A lot.
The End
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Assassin's Touch - Preview
The rock formation felt cold and slightly damp as Rickert D’Angelus flattened himself against the side of Crystal Peak. He stood on a wide ledge just beneath the top of the cliff with a rain-swollen river raging hundreds of feet below. Low voices murmured in the darkness—at least three or four Pacifica soldiers. With the Iron Portal no more than a furlong away, the enemy was too close. He’d have to take them out here.
Silently, he drew his blade and held it between his teeth. He found a toehold, but as he began to pull himself up, a warm sensation flitted across the skin of his forearms and he stepped back onto the ledge.
Damn. A Talent.
How could he have been so foolish as to not check for one of their army’s rare para-ability soldiers before he got this close? Even though it had been months since he’d encountered a Talent on this side of the portal, it was inexcusable for a Warrior of the Iron Guild to make a mistake of this magnitude. A mistake that could cost not only his life, but the lives of his men scattered throughout the area.
Not daring to breathe, he hoped the bloke wasn’t a Telepathy-Talent or a Psychic-Talent. He’d sense Rickert for sure. When he realized the idiocy of that thought, he allowed himself a grim smile. If their Talent could read minds or see the future, Rickert would already be dead.
With his body pressed against the rock wall, he wondered what tricks they were up to. Usually they kept those with para-abilities back with the commanding officer while the regular men did the fighting. They were too valuable to risk out in the field.
And then the reason occurred to him.
The portal.
Of course.
He glanced in the direction of the hidden entrance halfway down the cliff face. The Pacificans had to know it was nearby, and were using this Talent to pinpoint the exact location. Finding it must be worth that risk.
Footsteps crunched on the path above him. Two soldiers had left, but by his estimate, two others remained. Rickert couldn’t pull himself up to the top and kill them quite yet. Not until he knew they were retreating. At that point, he’d slip silently behind them and slit their throats. They’d be dead before they hit the ground.
“Hey!” A man’s voice rang out—so close that Rickert considered grabbing the bloke’s ankle and sending him plummeting to his death.
But if he did, the second soldier might have just enough time to sound an alarm, alerting others before Rickert could climb the rest of the way up and get to him. No, he’d wait as long as it took, then kill them both.
“Me and the guys are tired of you slowing us down,” the man was saying to the other soldier.
Although he couldn’t be sure, Rickert didn’t think the one speaking had para-abilities—the night air would’ve felt faintly charged when the guy spoke. Not all of his people could sense someone with Talents the way Rickert could, which was one of the reasons he was in charge. That and the fact that he was the group’s most lethal assassin. Revenge made him take personal risks that no one else would. Or should. He would never order his men to do the things he did. A few of them had families back home, while he, on the other hand, had nothing to lose.
“The R-Dubs lost the A-1 ranking because of you.”
“I admit that was my fault, but you think I had a choice?” At the sound of the woman’s voice, a subtle tingle skated over Rickert’s arms.
Bloody hell, their Talent was female? He hadn’t been expecting that.
She continued, but this time her voice took on a ragged edge. “Do you honestly think I enjoy stretching out my mental senses to shield you from harm? I can think of a million other things I’d rather do, but you lived, didn’t you? That should count for something.”
“Danger is something we live with—mediocrity isn’t. And given our status as the best fighting unit in START, your talents are unnecessary. We don’t need your protection.”
Rickert heard a scuffle and a few tiny rocks skittered over his head.
“Smythe, don’t.”
The metallic sound of a blade being unsheathed cut through the quiet night air, and the man grunted. “Damn you. Why won’t this work?”
“Because I’m a Protection-Talent, that’s why. When I see Captain Gravich, I’m going to file a formal complaint against you this time and— Wait! Wait!”
Rickert heard the sound of boots above him.
“Oh, please don’t.”
More rocks fell from the edge, followed by a dark shape. It narrowly missed Rickert and landed with a thud near his feet. The woman moaned and rolled to her side.
What the bloody hell was going on? Weren’t these two fighting for the same side?
“Oh, for chrissake,” the man muttered. “That bitch’s got nine lives.” From the sound of it, he was leaning over the edge.
Every muscle in Rickert’s body froze. He didn’t dare breathe. He prayed to the Fates that he was hidden enough in the shadows. If the guy spotted him—
The soldier cursed again and landed on the ledge with a grunt. Rickert smiled to himself. It wasn’t often that the enemy fell into his lap like this. First the woman, then the man. He’d make quick work of these two, then meet up with the others at the rendezvous point.
With his arms held slightly away from his body, as if they were too muscular to hang straight down, the pale-haired bloke strutted toward the woman. Enemy differences aside, he had an air about him that made Rickert want to plunge a knife into his belly just for the hell of it.
Palming his blade, he’d strike in three, two, one—
“Let’s see if you can survive this,” the man said, and kicked the woman.
Mo naire! What the bloody fuck was that?
Drawing her knees into a fetal position, the female soldier made no move to fight back or defend herself.
What kind of soldier would turn on one of his own—especially a woman who sure as hell didn’t act like a soldier?
Ha! The kind of soldier who just took his last breath.
Before the man could kick her again, Rickert slipped from the shadows. In one silent movement, he grasped a handful of the man’s hair, drew a blade across his throat, and the soldier slid to the ground as if his ligaments had turned to gel.
Rickert kicked the body over the edge and watched as it fell hundreds of feet to land at awkward angles on the river rocks below. He turned back to the woman. Of average height and with blond hair covering her face, she wore camouflage army fatigues and black boots. A Protection-Talent, huh? Then she probably wasn’t seriously injured.
Now what? It wasn’t like he could leave her to attract the attention of the other soldiers, especially not this close to the entrance. He rubbed a hand absently over his arm before realizing that the leather-corded necklace he kept wrapped around his wrist was on the other side of the portal. Twisting his blade, he watched the moonlight flash its reflection in the cold-forged Balkirk steel.
Why had one of her own tried to kill her? What had she done to deserve that? Recalling the brutal attack invading Pacificans had made on his family’s village a few years ago, he wasn’t surprised that these people were capable of senseless violence. No matter how long he lived, he’d never forget what awaited him in Summer’s Folly when he returned late one night. Violence between fighting men was one thing, but against innocent villagers…his own flesh and blood….
Anger pulsed through his veins like the river raging below him, feeding his never-ending quest for revenge.
Bloody hell, he hated them. Every single damn one of them. Including this woman.
Three quick whistle bursts, like the screech of a night bat, pierced the air. It was Asher, his second in command.
Given that she was a Protection-Talent, the dagger probably wouldn’t work on her anyway. Besides, he didn’t want to damage it to find out—the sturdy blade was one of his favorites. He’d been iron sick for days after bringing it through the portal, and didn’t relish the thought of suffering through that again just to get a new one. After tucking the weapon into the leather sheath strapped to his back, he whistled a sharp reply to Asher. Maybe they could figure out how to use her Talent to their advantage.
He bent over, planning to drag her away from the edge, but she weighed so little that he ended up hoisting her into his arms instead. One of her hands wedged against his torso, cold against his bare skin. As he straightened, a misty haze filled his vision. He stumbled and fell to his knees, careful not to drop her.
He blinked a few times, thinking he’d stood too quickly, but the mist before him remained. The cloud began to swirl and dissipate somewhat, revealing a figure in the center.
No, two people. A man and a woman. They were…
They were making love.
Rickert sat back hard on his haunches, the soldier still cradled in his arms.
The woman in the mist skimmed her hands down the man’s back, over the crest of his hip, digging her nails to urge him deeper. The man’s ass flexed as he drove into her with long, powerful thrusts.
Their movements became more frenzied until suddenly the man stopped, buried all the way to the hilt. He arched his back and—
Holy bollocks! They were climaxing together.
Rickert scrubbed a hand over his face as his cock swelled in automatic response to this erotic imagery playing out before him, even though it…couldn’t be real.
The two stayed joined for a moment—the man cradled between her bent knees, the woman gently caressing his back—before he finally rolled off. Rickert couldn’t hear them, but he imagined they were whispering words of love to each other.
The man kissed her tenderly in response to something she said, and placed a broad hand on her belly, filling the space from hipbone to hipbone. And as he did so, a strange yet pleasurable sensation roiled through Rickert’s body. Different from the easily sated lust he was accustomed to, this was something deeper, more emotional.
Through the years he’d bedded many women, but he’d never made love to any of them as this man made love to this woman. With such passion and significance. Was this what it felt like to love and be loved back? To have a future filled with the promise of such happiness?
He didn’t know, because he’d never thought about these things for himself. Protecting his people and preventing the deaths of innocents were his only priorities. When his sister had died so brutally at the hands of the enemy, he vowed to focus on nothing else. It’d be pure selfishness to think otherwise.
A sharp realization filled his mind, like a drop of water that sizzles when it’s flicked onto a hot skillet. The woman was about to conceive the man’s child from this lovemaking. At this very moment, the man’s seed was inside her, searching for its target, and her body was waiting to meet it. Although how or why Rickert knew this, he didn’t have a clue, but he was absolutely certain.
Rickert exhaled slowly, letting a quiet calmness fall over him. Shhh, he wanted to whisper to them. Be still. Let the Fates work their magic.
As the couple slept blissfully in each other’s arms, the mist thinned out further, and the faces came into focus. The man’s dark, wavy hair fell to his shoulders and the familiar face, which had always seemed angry when it stared at Rickert from a mirror, now looked peaceful and content.
“Bloody hell!”
No. Impossible. It couldn’t be.
He pushed the woman away and dragged himself to his feet, the mist disappearing into the cool night air. He tried to inhale deeply, but all he could manage were a few strangled breaths.
He was that man.
And the beautiful woman—the one from the mist—was the hurt little soldier before him.
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Two worlds. Two enemies.
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CHAPTER 1
Obviously, the woman had no idea she was in danger. But she would. And soon, if Alex had the situation sized right.
He’d been on a parallel course with her for the last ten minutes. She and four dogs traveled down an isolated trail that snaked the mountain from its peak to the pitted road below. She trudged, head lowered, her focus elsewhere. No more than a hundred paces away, Alex and Caleb moved through the trees like shadows. Alex was aware of every snowflake that blustered in the wind, but she hadn’t noticed either one of them. Fortunately, neither had the dogs.
Alex glanced at the bloated sky pressing between the towering pines. It rode low to the ground, spewing fat snowflakes that stuck where they landed. What was the woman doing up here so close to dusk? With a blizzard chasing the encroaching dark? Alone?
And why did he care?
He wasn’t here to protect humans. He was here for the hellhounds. His number had been called to protect the secrets of the Beyond. He’d come to serve.
Assuming, of course, he could find the cursed creatures.
“Not very smart, is she?” Caleb muttered, drawing his attention. The cold made a plume of his breath.
Alex didn’t like that Caleb watched the woman, too. And he didn’t like that he didn’t like it.
“No,” he answered grimly.
She’d blundered into a situation she probably wouldn’t escape. He and Caleb had been told that most humans couldn’t see the hellhounds or hear their disturbing howl. Most, but not all. If she was one of the rare few that could, she’d have the advantage of knowing what came after her, but even if she avoided being eaten, she’d still have to die. No witnesses could be allowed.
Alex knew the rules. What soldier didn’t? But he didn’t like to think of this innocent female dying under either circumstance.
He watched her in bursts of color through the trees. Blue and pink and golden hair. Dressed in a puffy, sky-blue parka and a pink polka-dot cap with a yarn ball on top that bobbed as she walked, she looked like some sweet treat that would melt in the mouth.
Except for the rifle she carried, but that might be just for show. Odds were good that she didn’t even know how to use it. She certainly didn’t look like any killer Alex had ever seen, and he’d seen more than a few.
She probably felt safe, with her big dogs and the gun.
“I can’t believe they haven’t picked her off already,” Caleb said, mystified.
Alex couldn’t believe it either. He wanted to shake her, tell her to pay attention.
A loud crack came from a nearby tree and at last her head came up. She slowed, wiped her eyes, and focused on her surroundings. Had she been crying?
Why do you care?
The sun hovered low on the horizon, gathering deep shadows as it crept away, but the last rays shone valiantly bright. They silhouetted her in gray and evergreen.
Alex knew the moment she spotted him among the trees. She froze for an instant, then glanced away, her chest rising with an agitated breath. Quickly, she started walking again, this time with purpose. Good. Maybe she’d get out of here, away from the coming danger. He let out a low breath of relief, but at the same moment, the dogs caught sight of him and Caleb. They raised an alarm that could be heard for miles.
“That’ll do the trick,” Caleb said under his breath.
In answer, a hellhound bayed a long and blood-chilling warning. They were coming.
The woman wouldn’t know that because she couldn’t hear it. The dogs did, though. All four stilled for a heartbeat before they renewed their barking with rabid fervor. One enormousdog with a square head and a booming bark bounded off in the direction of the sound. The other three weren’t so big or eager to follow. They lagged behind, letting every predator on the mountain know where they were.
“Belle!” the woman called after the horse-dog and then, before she could catch her breath, the other three decided to go after it. “No!” she cried. “Come back!”
“Quiet,” Alex whispered, feeling the wind shift. In the icy blast, he smelled sulfur.
Her head whipped around as if she’d heard and she stared at him, wary. Her gaze shifted to Caleb in the background, then returned to Alex. Indecision flashed through her. She straightened her spine and squared her shoulders. A human gesture, learned from nature. When in danger, try to look big.
It wouldn’t help her.
Her rifle came up, but she was too flustered to take aim. She glanced at the dogs disappearing up the trail, then back to the men who may or may not present a threat, then down at a small, furry thing at feet that begged to be picked up.
Another bay echoed from the forbidding peaks. Hungry and vicious.
“Here they come,” Caleb said.
Alex didn’t need the warning. He could feel the chuff-chuff of their breath; see the lathered hides, the gaping jaws.
He cut his eyes back at the woman. She was bent over a tiny dog he hadn’t noticed earlier, trying to catch it as it hopped anxiously around her legs. It looked like a prancing toy. Every time she got ahold of it, the stupid thing twisted away, yipping like no one could hear it.
Alex didn’t think—he didn’t have time to think. He charged her in silence, hoping to scare her off without drawing the big dogs back. If he could get her to run, maybe he wouldn’t have to watch her die. Or worse, kill her himself.
Behind him, he heard Caleb curse. “What the fuck are you doing?”
More chilling bays shrieked through the twilight. Harsh. Bloody. Close. She looked up, saw him coming and tried to maneuver the dog she’d finally captured and her rifle all at once. He reached her before she had the chance, not that he thought she’d shoot him. It took meddle to pull the trigger on another human and she had no reason to suspect he wasn’t one.
He grabbed the barrel of her rifle and shoved it in the air. She pulled the trigger just as it cleared the top of his head. The blast burned his hand, rang in his ears, and told him he’d underestimated her. If he’d been a split second slower, he’d be dead.
The rifle’s kick pushed her back as he used his momentum to yank her forward. He caught her with his free arm, rifle gripped by both of them in the middle.
It brought her close. He could smell the clean scent of her shampoo, the warm fragrance of her skin, the sweet puff of her breath. Perceptions overwhelmed him, blocking out all else, and his fear highlighted each nuance. The coat padded her figure, but beneath she was small framed and lushly curved. Her breasts pressed against his chest, indescribably soft and weighted. His hips found the cradle of hers, rousing feelings that lit his nerve endings and heated his blood. All the while her scent wrapped around his thoughts like an opiate, guiding him to a place he’d never want to leave.
She stared at him with wide, blue eyes flecked with crystals of white and lavender. Long, golden-tipped lashes fringed them. He’d never seen anything so beautiful, so arresting. Did his have as many colors melded into them as hers?
The hellhounds howled again, a litany of terror that snapped him from the mesmerizing sensations.
“You need to run,” he said hoarsely, his gaze still trapped by hers, her body caught against his. Now was the time to let her go, to push her away. But neither of them moved. In her arms, the little dog growled and snapped at him. Under other circumstances, Alex might have laughed at its tactics.
But right now, hellhounds were coming. The loud and deep barks of her other dogs stopped on an abrupt yelp. The woman’s eyes widened in fear. At the same time, halfway down the slope to his left, trees shivered. As if something had brushed against them on its way to the bottom.
“Run,” he said, desperate now as all hope of chasing her quietly out of danger dissolved. His arms finally opened. “Run, you demented female.”
She pushed away from him and cold rushed in where her body had heated his. She shouted for her dogs as she bolted down the trail and into the deepening gloom. The dogs barked in excited response and Alex heard them barreling down the trail after her.
Another wail whipped over the treetops and whisked around the peaks. Instantly, an answer came, this one low and fierce from the ridges to the south. Others joined in, baying a cold, hostile challenge. Alex pulled out his blade—an iron machete that weighed twice what it should—and spun around. Across the distance that divided them, he met Caleb’s gaze.
They’d trained for this, yet nothing could have prepared them for the real thing. Like the human world itself, the feel of the hellhounds bearing down was too intense to ever be simulated.
The first hellhound slipped out of shadow like the demon it was. Huge and hulking, it held its head low, white eyes glowing like lanterns in its black skull. A bizarre melding of what seemed to be several different creatures, it moved with all of the grace of a lion but none of the beauty. The shoulders rolled, the head bobbed, and the teeth... So many and all shiny and sharp.
The woman’s dogs had been fierce, but this creature was ferocious and fearsome, covered in a leathery hide with sparse fur and tremendous jaws. Jaws that could crack bone and tear limbs from the body.
The thought barely formed before another black blur streaked into sight, heading past him, after the retreating woman. The horse-sized dog bringing up the rear of her pack spun to search the chaos it had left behind, looking for…what? Surely it sensed that what came next would be slaughter?
It didn’t matter. Maybe the huge dog would delay the hellhound long enough for the woman to escape. Alex wished it so, but at this point, all he could do was stand between her and the other hellhounds…and hope.
Alex and Caleb both held their weapons ready. Hewn from the purest iron, treated with the salts of the Dead Sea and the power of the Beyond, the blades could kill these heinous abominations. He sliced the air in front of him and bent his knees. Twenty feet to his left, Caleb did the same. The hounds bayed relentlessly but Alex tuned inward, focusing on the weight of his weapon, the goal of his mission. He counted six hellhounds total, including the one that had raced after the woman, but more could be lurking in the scrub and shadows.
Three of the creatures paced in front of him, snapping and baring teeth that looked as thick and long as Alex’s fingers. The beasts chortled a strange and eerie message to one another as they eyed his blade with aversion. Their sounds made his bones feel cold and his blood too thick to pump.
“Come on,” he muttered, but the hellhounds didn’t move. They seemed to be waiting for something.
On cue, a seventh hound stalked from the trees. The others watched it with hungry eyes, snouts dropped in obeisance. It moved with haughty disregard, not even bothering to snarl as it passed them. Still the other hounds shrank back. Alex marked the beast as the leader.
Carefully, without a word spoken between them, Alex and Caleb drew closer together, knowing they’d need to work in tandem if they hoped to kill them. The apparent leader watched with disdain. The message was clear. They could gang up, pool their power, and wield their weapons, but still they’d be nothing more than food to the hellhounds.
Alex gripped his machete, wondering if the woman had made it to shelter or if her bloody remains even now stained the earth. The thought disturbed him and disrupted his focus. He shouldn’t care. Casualties were expected. But the thought of those beautiful eyes closed forever made his gut clench with despair.
“How many more do you think there are?” Caleb asked.
“Five? Fifty?”
“That’s my count, too.” Caleb smiled grimly. “See you on the other side, brother.”
A promise of comrades. Today they might die protecting the Beyond, but tomorrow they would awake in the afterlife, purified by their sacrifice.
Or so they’d been promised.
Shoulder to shoulder, they advanced on the pack, but once they hit the middle, they turned their backs to one another as they fought. The hellhounds countered with the kind of military precision that had Alex convinced they were capable of higher thinking, regardless of their bestial appearance. The hellhounds positioned at the sides darted forward in synchronized assaults while others circled around from behind. A small, wiry one hung back, watching and assessing, while the leader leapt to a boulder which gave it a bird’s-eye view of the battle. It surveyed them with glowing lantern eyes and bared teeth. Strategizing. Only a fool would see it as anything less.
Alex took it all in as he swung his blade, intent on cutting through the first hound he reached and clearing a direct path to the leader, but before he realized it, they’d isolated him with a skill he could hardly grasp, leaving him trapped in the middle, separated from Caleb, who fought with a steady, if frantic, pace. Other hounds rushed in and expanded the space between them with their attack, making Alex swing but twisting away before he could do more than draw blood. Wearing him down. He recognized the tactic even as he felt himself tiring.
The big one leapt from the boulder, intent on finishing him off. Alex feinted to the right, turning in mid-step and catching the big one in flight. Blood spewed and its body went one way, the head the other. He finished his rotation, catching a different one with the machete and eviscerating it with a slice it didn’t see coming.
Another creature sideswiped Alex with a body blow that took him to his knees. It was exactly the opportunity the small, wiry one wanted. Downed prey ready for him to finish. The beast landed on top of Alex as he tried to roll away. Claws tore his coat and dug down to flesh. One hellhound sank its teeth into his leg, another his arm, keeping him pinned for the wiry one on top of him.
Suddenly, a furious bout of barking joined the guttural growls and vicious howls of the hounds. From the corner of his eye, Alex saw a mottled blur speed across the patches of snow.
The woman’s dog.
Dread pooled inside him. Surely the woman wouldn’t have come back? The dog plowed into the hellhound poised on top of Alex, knocking it off and following it down. More barking joined the chaos and Alex’s heart seized with fear.
They still had him pinned down and now a huge one pounced on top of him and moved in for the kill. Alex couldn’t get his arm free, couldn’t get the hilt of his machete in a grip that would allow him to swing with the other hand. He bucked and twisted, but it was no use.
A blast from behind him echoed off the shadowed mountains and snow-banked sky. Something massive collapsed on top of him, nearly crushing his chest. Another boom and the teeth in his thigh let loose as a hellhound yelped in pain.
Alex kicked and twisted, trying to get his sword free, trying to get out from under the weight that had him trapped. The hellhound that had gone for his throat lay prone on top of him, skull ripped open. Same for the one sprawled beside him. Several shots went wild, tunneling into the hard ground and spraying dirt everywhere. A bullet caught one of the hounds in the flank and backed it up. It growled with rage and snapped deadly jaws in Alex’s direction. Another shot hit the hellhound in the gut and the wounded beast bounded away, leaving a trail of blood behind. Alex finally managed to turn his head around to see behind him.
The woman with the pink polka-dot hat and puffy blue coat stood ten feet away, her rifle up and her pretty blue eyes staring at him down the barrel. Her dogs growled and bared teeth around her, fur standing on end and eyes wild.
The remaining hellhounds drew in ranks, forming an arc around their downed prey. Alex struggled to get out from under the corpse that had him trapped, but it was a huge deadweight over his torso and chest.
His death was a given, but the woman… She’d come back to help him. A stranger. He didn’t understand why she’d done it, but the kindness of the act burrowed deep within him. He couldn’t let her repayment be death by hellhound.
The big, mottled dog—she’d called it Belle—and the wiry hellhound that had been so shrewd ran from the cover of the trees, side by side. Confused, Alex watched Belle spin to a stop in front of the woman. The dog gave a deep, commanding bark and the hellhound halted beside her. The woman’s other dogs cringed back, brushing against her legs to avoid contact with the hellhound, but Belle barked again, communicating something that calmed the others. Not even the little one ran; not even the bigger ones turned on the abomination in their midst.
Gloriously fearless, Belle nudged the wiry hellhound with her snout. Like it was a collie instead of a killer of the most devious breed. The two animals were nearly the same size, but that didn’t make them equal. Why didn’t the hellhound attack? Kill?
Instead it stood docilely beside Belle, tongue lolling against its black gums, canines so long they curled as huge spires of saliva dripped down to the ground. It had massive jaws, a built-to-slaughter body, and it could rip the woman in two with minimal effort. But it didn’t even try.
At last, Alex freed himself from the deadweight on top of him and stumbled to his feet. Blood soaked the ground and slain hellhounds lay scattered all around him. His gaze found Caleb, mangled and broken on the ground. His eyes stared sightlessly upward. His throat had been ripped open and the hounds had feasted on him until there was no hope that he’d ever draw breath again.
Pain seared Alex from the inside out. They’d been friends, of a sort. As close as any creature of the Beyond was allowed to be. Grief made him feel hollow, but he steeled himself against it and took a step away. His thigh burned from deep bites, his chewed arm dripped blood. The woman watched him with equal parts fear and concern.
Why did it look like the hellhound had joined her dog pack in protecting her? What were the other hellhounds surrounding them waiting for? Why didn’t they attack? And what was with her crazy dog?
The woman looked like she had as many questions as he. Her eyes shifted from side to side, looking for danger. He met her confused gaze and saw the panic lurking there.
“Back away,” he breathed.
She didn’t move. She was afraid to move and she couldn’t see the hellhounds. She’d been shooting blind, aiming at the symptom without seeing the disease. She didn’t even know that one of the creatures stood at her feet.
As if hearing him, the hellhound gave a deep, threatening growl that rumbled low in its throat. The other hellhounds skittered back—just a step. Just enough to betray their fear.
Bewildered, Alex watched the creature stare down the others, only then noticing its eyes. Hellhounds had eyes like a winter moon—silver white lanterns with black pits at the center. This one’s eyes had an icy blue iris surrounding the pupil—so pale he might have missed it if the beast hadn’t been holding still.
The moment stretched as Alex braced for what came next. The woman cocked her rifle just as the blue-eyed hellhound lunged at Alex. He was ready to cut it down, but it veered and brushed passed him with only a glance as it launched itself at the stragglers, chasing them into the woods.
“Belle, stay!” the woman said sharply, calling her dog back when it tried to follow.
Alex watched the hellhounds disappear into the trees with bewilderment, leaving him standing in a clearing filled with dead hellhounds, owing his life to a human female—one dressed up like a blue frosted cupcake with pink sprinkles on top.



CHAPTER 2
Lilly didn’t lower the barrel of the rifle, but she wasn’t going to shoot the stranger. She wasn’t going to do anything that might bring back…
“What the hell was that?” she demanded, still trying to find words for what she’d seen. What she hadn’t seen.
The stranger standing in front of her looked ready to keel over, but he managed to catch her gaze and hold it with his strangely colored eyes. Not brown, not green, but some mixed up, striking version of both. He looked nearly as stunned as she felt.
She squared her shoulders and scowled when he didn’t answer. “I asked you a question.”
“I can’t tell you what they are,” he said.
“You can or I’ll call 9-1-1 and tell them there’s been a shooting. Possibly a fatal one.”
Her words made him still. Not that he believed her. She wouldn’t have believed her either. She was shaking so hard she had to give in and lower the barrel of her rifle. Her dogs circled anxiously at her feet. Harley—a petite Pomeranian who thought he was king of the jungle—danced on his hind legs and rested his front paws on her knees. His fluffy little ears were pinned and his brown eyes wide. Poor thing was terrified. So was she.
“Is that a dog?” the stranger asked in a deep, husky voice. He stared at Harley with a cross between fascination and disgust.
Lilly scooped up the little dog. “What were they?” she repeated. It was hard to look tough with a Pomeranian in your arms, but she did her best.
“They?”
She nodded. It had felt like they. Many. Multiple. An invisible threat that had come from all sides. Whatever they were, they’d left tracks and blood. They’d held the stranger down. At least that’s how it had seemed. She’d fired at them, not even knowing what she was shooting at.
The stranger gave her a hard look and she thought he might not answer again. It seemed to worry him, her asking. It worried her, too.
“Tell me,” she said, and fear gave the order a ring of desperation he undoubtedly heard.
“Hellhounds,” he answered with obvious misgivings.
“What?”
“You heard me.”
Yes, she’d heard. She just couldn’t believe what she’d heard. She swept the clearing with her gaze, remembering the sense of danger so thick it had nearly paralyzed her. When the stranger told her to run, she had. She’d felt the peril in the air. But Belle had bounded off and Lilly had come after her. She’d seen the Great Dane slam into something that seemed to have the man trapped and then she’d watched in horror as his limbs had been jerked and torn at by something else that churned the dirt and gravel but couldn’t be seen.
“Why couldn’t I see them?”
“Because you’re human. You’re not meant to see them.”
She didn’t know how to respond to that so she simply stared at him, speechless. Her mouth was probably open, but she was too numb to care.
He moved forward, wincing and unsteady. Lilly forced herself not to step back, but he was tall enough that she had to look up to meet his gaze and she knew that beneath his black jacket his body was layered in muscle. She’d had a taste of his strength when he’d yanked the barrel of her rifle up and held her against him. The memory made her ridiculously breathless.
“Who are you?” she asked.
“Alex Moore.”
She’d been prepared for more evasion but he offered his name like it should mean something. Anything.
“Why are you here?”
“Why are you?”
Lilly frowned at him. “That’s not your business.”
“My reason’s not yours either.”
He raised his brows, daring her to argue. She might have been intimidated if not for the way his hand trembled where it gripped the hilt of a blade that stopped just short of being a sword.
Machete. That’s what it was. The man was carrying a freaking machete. He took another step closer.
“That’s close enough,” she told him.
With a shake of his head, he sheathed his weapon and raised his bloody hands, palms out. “I mean you no harm.”
His deep voice did funny things to her insides. Or maybe that was simply shock.
She wanted to believe him, though. She was up here, miles from the nearest city, all alone with nothing but an empty shotgun and a pack of dogs she’d inherited from her sister. Of course she wanted to believe he meant her no harm.
His unusual eyes were the only light in a face that didn’t smile. He was big, covered in gore, and out in the middle of nowhere. Her gaze shifted to the mutilated body of the man who’d come with him. She’d arrived in time to see something eviscerate him, but all she’d witnessed was his thrashing and screaming and a bloody death that seemed to be inflicted by the churning air around him.
The stranger—Alex Moore—watched her with a guarded expression. His eyes shimmered with pain.
“Was he your friend?” she asked softly.
“Yes.”
The word seemed to crack something open inside him. Lilly understood. Her sister had died less than a month ago and the loss still felt like an echo chamber. Hollow, yet filled with memories.
“I’m sorry,” she said.
He looked startled by the sentiment, or maybe it was the empathy he heard. For a moment, their eyes locked again and Lilly felt like his gaze was a towing beam, pulling her in.
She forced herself to look away while she fumbled for her phone in her pocket. Getting a signal would be a miracle, though. On a clear day, it was iffy up here. With the sky so low that it practically touched the ground…
“What are you doing?” he asked when she held her phone in the air and turned around.
“Looking for a signal. You need a doctor and your friend…”
Needs a coroner.
“No. We need to get out of here before they come back.”
She agreed wholeheartedly. The sense of eminent threat may have faded with the stench of rotten eggs, but she didn’t doubt for a moment that it—they—would return. Of course they would, those ghostly demons that could rip a man to pieces without being seen.
She cast a troubled gaze at the woods and then back to the stranger.
“What about your friend?” she asked gently.
“He’s gone.”
“I know, but…you don’t want to just leave him here, do you?”
He gave her a flat look. “Yes.”
Eyes wide, she watched as he unsheathed his machete. Graceful. Fast. Cirque du Soleil. With hellhounds
He walked through the blood-soaked clearing, paused, and drove his blade down to the ground.
“What are you doing?”
“Making sure they’re dead.”
Which meant they were still there, lying in bloody pools a few feet away. He pulled his machete free before bracing and bringing it down with a chop.
“What are you doing now?”
He gave her a dark look. “Making sure they stay dead.”
Oh.
“You shot three of them,” he said in a casual tone as he moved to the next.
“I did?”
He nodded. “Headshots on two of them.” He slid a curious glance her way. “How did you do that?”
“I’m a good shot.”
“But you couldn’t see them.”
“I could see you.”
He met her eyes, his narrowing. She hadn’t intended that to sound so deep, but it had. And now she felt like being the first one to look away would give it more meaning.
Alex went back to swinging his machete. Relieved, Lilly swallowed hard and glanced at the dogs near her feet. She heard a thunk and the blade resisted when he tried to pull it free. He had to put his foot down to tug it loose. Lilly’s stomach rolled at the sight.
“Not even a hellhound can come back from that,” he told her, clearly satisfied with himself.
“Good job?” she offered.
He gave a curt nod: You’re welcome.
Methodically, he worked through the bodies of the hellhounds only he could see. Stabbing, severing. Sometimes he had to kick and hack. At Lilly’s feet, her sister’s dogs watched with curious eyes. All but Belle. She paced with agitation. Lilly gave her an uneasy look, wishing she understood the animal better—or at all.
“Let’s go,” Alex said, cleaning his bloody knife with snow before wiping it against his jean-clad leg and sheathing it.
Startled, she said, “Where?”
He walked right up to her without even one of the dogs making a move to stop him, took her arm, and turned her around the way she’d come.
“This way,” he said.
Well, that made everything clearer. Harley growled from her arms and showed his little teeth.
“Quiet,” Alex ordered.
Harley shut up but did the teeth-flashing thing whenever Alex looked his way. Alex kept hold of her arm and set a brisk pace, back to the trail, back to her Range Rover through a world of falling snow and isolation. Only a fool would go with him.
“You’re no safer out here,” he muttered, reading her expression.
She glanced over her shoulder. Four dogs trotted behind her. Even Belle, but she paused to look back with a wistful whine.
“I can keep up without you dragging me along,” Lilly informed him, a few steps later.
He looked at his long fingers wrapped around the sleeve of her puffy blue parka and reluctantly let go.
“Don’t slow down,” he warned.
No “or else” followed, but Lilly didn’t need it. She made sure she didn’t fall behind. If the hellhounds came back, she wouldn’t stand a chance against them alone. Her gun was empty, the dogs unpredictable, and she couldn’t even see the things. He, at least, had a weapon and knew what he fought.
Hellhounds. Did she really believe that’s what had attacked?
Yeah, evidently she did.
She pulled in a shaking breath and stared straight ahead. Not at the tall man beside her. Not over her shoulder, where his mutilated friend lay.
Jesus. That just happened.
“How did you know what they were?” she asked, out of breath as she kept pace.
“What are you doing out here all alone?” he countered instead of answering.
“Looking for my dog.”
“Try a leash next time.”
The man was infuriating. She would love to try a leash. But taking five dogs out on leashes was a death-defying act way above her skill set.
“I wasn’t walking them when it happened,” Lilly said. “Belle jumped the fence in my backyard a few nights ago. When I couldn’t find her, I came here.”
“Why here?”
Lilly debated the wisdom of answering. Belle had come here because this was where she knew. Her sister Amy’s cabin was not far away. Home, as far as Belle was concerned. But did she want this stranger to know that? Lilly settled on an edited version of the truth.
“They’re my sister’s dogs. She rescued them and trained them. I don’t know what to do with them. I don’t speak dog.”
The corners of his mouth kicked up.
“Where’s your sister?”
So much for circumventing that conversation. “She died. A few weeks ago.” Lilly paused and took a deep breath, hoping it would calm the welling emotions. “Belle took it hard.”
Those four words said way more than she’d intended and tears rushed the gates as her voice wobbled. Alex’s gaze lingered on her eyes, noting the pain there.
“That’s why you were crying,” he said.
She nodded, wondering how long he’d been watching her before she’d noticed. She took a deep breath and went on.
“Belle started acting funny when I was packing to take them home—to my home. I thought she’d get over it once we got there. I never had a dog until I had five.” Her laugh sounded weak. She cut it off before it became a sob. “I didn’t know what I didn’t know.”
Alex stopped walking. Lilly kept going, hoping to avoid whatever was coming, but Alex didn’t budge and reluctantly, she stopped, too. He made an irritated sound and came to stand in front of her, closer than she expected. She didn’t look up, though. Not even when he brushed a tear away with fingers warm from his pockets.
“What are you called?” he asked, his voice deep and a little rough.
She chanced a glance at his face. “Other than demented female?”
His eyes crinkled at the corners and amusement gleamed in the coppery depths. She tried not to stare, but even a hint of a smile changed his features, making him look younger. More approachable.
That didn’t make him any less dangerous, but Lilly couldn’t help but let her guard slip a little more.
“My name’s Lilly Winslow.”
“Lilly,” he said, testing the sound in that deep voice. Making her feel it in places she shouldn’t. “Like your eyes.”
He’d noticed her eyes? Disconcerted, she corrected his mistake. “Lilacs and lavender are purple. Lilies are white.”
He thought about that before nodding. “Lavender,” he said softly.
There was no reason for it, but the murmured word felt intimate. It made her agitated and achy. The way he said it, the way he gazed at her as he spoke.
“This trail leads to your sister’s place?” he asked, switching subjects so smoothly, she felt as if he’d manipulated her.
Suddenly distrustful again, she asked, “Why do you want to know that?”
“Relax, Lilly. I’m just trying to figure out why your dog came here.”
Oh. That made sense. He thought it had to do with the hellhounds but the reason was much simpler.
“This was Amy’s favorite trail. Up at the top, there’s a view that makes you feel like you’re in heaven.”
His eyes widened with surprise. She didn’t understand the reaction, but he didn’t give her time to question it.
“What was the dog doing when you found her?” Alex asked.
“Coming back down.”
He thought about that. She knew he was remembering how Belle had charged into the woods. Had she been chasing off the hellhounds? Would the big dog take on a creature that could kill a grown man—an armed grown man—in a matter of seconds?
“Where are you from?” she blurted.
“I wouldn’t be doing you any favors by answering that,” he said. “I’ve already told you too much.”
“Why? Is it a secret?”
The exasperated sound again. “You ask a lot of questions.”
“Inquiring minds.”
He rolled his eyes and started walking again. Scowling, Lilly caught up with him.
“How did the hellhounds get here?” she asked.
“Why did you come back to help me?” he shot back.
“I didn’t. I was chasing my dog.”
“You didn’t have to stop.”
“Quit deflecting. Why are there hellhounds in these mountains?”
He exhaled heavily. “They were left behind.”
“By?”
“By someone who shouldn’t have been here in the first place. Your world and mine, they aren’t so different. They both have good guys and bad guys.”
“What do you mean, your world, my world?”
“Does your world have hellhounds?”
“No.”
“That’s what I mean.”
Lilly frowned. “So where the hell is your world?”
“Close.”
She didn’t like that double-edged response. Did he mean close to hell or close to here? The hard set of his jaw told her she wouldn’t get any more out of him, though.
Lilly tried coming at it from a different angle. “And you can just go back and forth between our worlds?”
“For limited periods of time.”
“Like a weekend pass?”
“That would imply I want to go where they send me.”
“You didn’t want to come here?”
“No.”
“Why not?” she asked, indignant.
“It’s never as nice as the brochure.”
She let that settle into her confusion. He hadn’t wanted to come here, but he’d been sent. To hunt hellhounds. With a machete. Hellhounds. Something humans weren’t meant to see but he could. So what did that make him?
She sucked in a shaky breath. “What about the ones that got away?”
“I’ll find them. Eventually.”
“And then you’ll go home? Back to your other world?”
He gave her another sideways look that did the talking for him.
Right. If he told her, he’d have to kill her. Best thing she could do right now was shut up and run. Fear made her calculate how fast she could get away and fear kept her by his side. She was screwed either way.
“Should I be afraid of you?” she asked.
He stopped and turned so suddenly she plowed right into him. He steadied her as he stared into her eyes. His glimmered with something she couldn’t define, but he touched her face again, as if he couldn’t help himself. His warm hand against her cold cheek, he leaned in. As if drawn. “Yes,” he said, his breath a hot burst against her temple. “You should be afraid.”
But fear wasn’t the emotion those words inspired. Lilly thought it might be a good time to breathe, but she couldn’t seem to do it until he stepped away. She had more questions—of course she did. But she kept them inside as they trudged on in silence. Her boots sounded loud against the dirt and grit. Her heartbeat sounded louder in her ears.
Alex kept the unrelenting pace, but now she noticed a limp on his right side. She remembered watching that leg being jerked, like something big had a hold of it. Her gaze moved to his arm. The sleeve of his coat had a sheen that looked like blood. How badly was he hurt?
She didn’t ask that either. Her silence seemed to trouble him, though. She intersected several sideways glances but she couldn’t tell what he might be thinking. Maybe he was wondering how to ditch her and she wouldn’t have to worry about running away before she led him right to her sister’s isolated cabin.
“Humans aren’t supposed to know about things like hellhounds,” he said as if she’d been peppering him with questions and finally wormed the answer out of him.
It was the second time he’d worded it that way and she couldn’t let it go, no matter the voice of self-preservation shouting in her head.
“Humans?”
“You should think they’re a myth, not have to gun them down to stay alive.”
She kept her voice steady, when she wanted to exclaim. “What about you, Alex?”
He shot her a guarded look.
“Shouldn’t you think the same thing?”
“No.”
Because he wasn’t one. She heard it loud and clear. But he certainly looked human.
“You look human,” she said.
“It’s intended.”
Something deep moved through those words, something she couldn’t begin to guess at, but she felt the confusion and frustration behind them. She wanted to pry, make him tell her what it meant, all that feeling shadowing his eyes.
“But you’re not human? That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it?”
He’d been looking ahead, scanning the gloom-filled trail. Now he turned his beautiful, unusual eyes on Lilly. They made her feel unsettled inside, like a leaf caught in a riptide.
He walked with shoulders raised against the cold, his arms tight against his body. He looked like the man next door. He looked like the man you’d never get close enough to know, no matter how hard you tried. A gust blew his dark hair across his forehead and tugged at the fleece of his jacket, but he didn’t look away. Lilly couldn’t.
“Yes,” he said. “That’s what I’m saying.”
His voice was tight. She’d forced a confession he hadn’t wanted to make. And yet, beneath his ire, she heard regret that settled around them like the silent snow. All Lilly knew about him was that he carried a big knife, had eyes like pennies in the bottom of a well, and he didn’t think he was human. No common ground existed between them. Yet in that moment, she felt as if they shared more than a bloody patch of snow and unanswerable questions.
Whoever he was, he didn’t intend to hurt her, but he didn’t belong here. Like the hellhounds she couldn’t see, Alex was from a different place. One forbidden to humans. One Lilly knew must be fraught with danger. A smart woman would take her dogs and run, and Lilly had always considered herself smarter than most.
But when Alex said, “We need to move faster,” Lilly didn’t counter with “Why don’t we go our separate ways?”
Instead, she picked up her pace.



CHAPTER 3
They were near the bottom of the trail. In her mind, Lilly could see the bend up ahead and the sharp slope that led down to the road. She’d left her Range Rover—Amy’s Range Rover, (Lilly drove an economical Prius when she wasn’t carpooling with five dogs)—tucked up behind the giant boulder that marked the turn-off to the cabin.
The shadows had grown impossibly long and the sun hovered until the last moment before it fell behind the western ridges. Grainy dusk rushed out from the horizon and dropped into the canyons and gullies. The trees became dark giants and the cold, an enemy.
Anxiously, Lilly watched the snow coming down faster now. Thick and steady, it blustered around them, making her cheeks sting. Her feet were frozen, her skin numb. She was glad they’d reach the SUV soon, but she still didn’t know what she’d do when they got there.
Alex’s limp had grown more pronounced as they walked and his shoulder brushed against hers. Through the layers of coats and cold, she felt a spark that raced over her flesh and settled somewhere low and deep. How did he do that? Was it some otherworldly superpower?
The ground sloped sharply to the road below and Alex lost his balance. Lilly reached out to steady him, putting his arm over her shoulder and her hand around his waist. Even through the fleece coat, she could feel the steel bands of hard muscle. She might provide a bit of balance, but if he went down, she was going with him.
“How bad are you hurt, Alex?”
“I’m not hurt.”
“Then why are you limping?”
He immediately shifted away from her and stumbled to his knees. She reached to help him up and found the sleeves of his coat stiff and tacky with blood. How much had he lost? She took his face between her hands, the feel of his skin a shock to her system. His cheeks were icy.
“Alex, look at me.”
He raised his eyes and focused on her face, but it seemed an effort.
“Where’d you learn to shoot a rifle like that?” he asked, slurring the words.
“YouTube. Alex, where else are you hurt? Your leg and…”
“Arm. Shoulder. Fucker took a chunk out of my ribs.”
Lilly cursed softly, looking around as if for an answer. In the distance, a wolf obliged with a long, mournful serenade. At least she thought it was a wolf. It sounded far away, but what if she was wrong?
“We need to get inside,” Alex said, the words thick and slow. “Shelter.”
“You think?”
She moved behind him and heaved, helping him to his feet and then ducking under his arm again to get a grip on him. The dogs raced ahead as she and Alex navigated the steep slope to the dirt road and her vehicle, parked just where she’d left it. Thank God.
His bulk, gravity, balance—it all seemed to be working against them. Stubbornly, he tried to shrug off her support.
She gave him an aggravated look. “Are you afraid I’ll think you’re a sissy if you lean on me?”
Arrogance gleamed in his amused glance. “I’m not afraid of anything.”
“Spoken like a man.”
“And I am not a man.”
There was no missing the anger in those words. Nor could she miss the disappointment that lodged somewhere beneath her breastbone. For reasons she didn’t want to analyze, his denial of humanity hadn’t bothered her nearly as much as that one.
“Are you also immune to pain?” she asked sweetly.
He hesitated before letting loose a soft, annoyed sigh. He shook his head.
“I didn’t think so.”
When they reached the SUV, he leaned against the side while Lilly opened the hatch for the dogs. Dutifully, they jumped in and made themselves comfortable on their blankets. Even Belle, though she had to be asked twice. Harley waited to be lifted like the royalty he thought himself to be. She closed them in and moved to stand in front of Alex.
He looked pale and sweat beaded his brow. He scanned the gloaming with worried eyes. His tension coiled around her.
“What’s going on, Alex? Do you hear something?”
He considered his answer. She could almost see him moving the words around in his head as he searched for the right order.
“Bad things,” he said at last, his voice gruff, low. “They’re coming.”
“I’d say they’re already here.”
He shook his head. “Not yet.”
“You mean things worse than hellhounds?”
She hadn’t said it loudly, but the cold seemed to ride her question, making it whip around them. She felt the echo, the frosty bite of fear. The sound of a stone bouncing down a rock-strewn hill made them both face the textured darkness. It had gathered into a tight cocoon over the landscape.
“Got any bullets left in that rifle?” he asked.
She shook her head. “There’s some in the glove box, though.”
He narrowed his eyes at something she couldn’t see. “You won’t make it.”
He’d said it so softly, she thought she’d misheard until a man stepped out of the trees. For a second, she was relieved. A man she could see had to be better than hellhounds she couldn’t, but then she noticed the machete he gripped in his hands. He didn’t lower it when he saw them.
“Do you know this guy?” she whispered.
Alex nodded, but he wasn’t glad to see the newcomer. He straightened, hiding his weakness and injuries with a stiff spine. He didn’t reach for his weapon, but she’d seen how quickly he could draw it. In the chilled silence, he watched the man approach. There might be recognition in his expression, but Lilly saw no welcome.
“Where is Caleb?” the stranger demanded.
“Dead,” Alex answered.
The stranger cut his eyes to Lilly. In the SUV, five dogs barked fiercely and frantically, clawing at the glass and making it muddy with dirt and saliva. Could she make it back to open the hatch before this stranger…what? Chopped her in half with his machete? Is that what she expected him to do? For all she felt inexplicably safe with Alex, this new man…not so much.
“Thank you for aiding my friend,” he said in a kindly voice.
Beside her, Alex stiffened, as if a threat had come hidden inside the hollow words of gratitude.
“Anyone would have helped him,” she answered cautiously.
“You weren’t afraid?” the stranger asked.
Lilly glanced at Alex’s drawn face, trying to read the undercurrents of the conversation. But Alex didn’t look at her and his expression gave nothing away.
“Of course I was afraid. Only a fool wouldn’t be.”
That seemed to amuse the other man. “I imagine you saw things that you thought only lived in nightmares,” he went on.
She kept her breath steady, but her pulse hammered out of control. Hidden mines lay waiting in this innocuous exchange. Like the hellhounds, she could feel them, even if she couldn’t see them.
“What do you mean?”
The question startled him and she felt the apprehension in Alex escalate. She hoped her expression looked as emotionless as his, but beneath the surface, panic ricocheted inside her. Alex shifted his weight away from her and, so calmly she almost didn’t realize what he was doing, he positioned himself slightly in front of her.
“Does she know the consequences of helping you?” the stranger asked Alex with concern that felt empty in the frosted twilight.
“She found me after it went down, Jared,” Alex answered evenly. “There will be no consequences. She saw nothing. She did nothing wrong.”
“But she will,” the stranger said.
The certainty in his voice stroked Lilly’s fear and trembled through her limbs. What consequences? What wrong did they expect her to do? It took everything not to blurt the questions, but Lilly felt the foreboding in the air and knew that anything she said would be dangerous. Alex had told her humans weren’t meant to know about hellhounds. Lilly was smart enough to guess he’d understated the situation.
“She will talk, Alex,” the man called Jared said. “She’s human. She won’t be able to help herself.”
Denying that she had anything to talk about seemed pointless. This man had made up his mind. Everything in his tone, in his demeanor, in his expression told her that. But saying nothing implied guilt.
“Finding an injured man and helping him is hardly breaking news,” she said.
Jared smiled. “But that’s not all you found, is it?”
She should have stuck with the guilty silence.
“Have you ever heard of Abaddon?” Jared asked.
“No.”
“But you’re familiar with hell?”
“I might have heard of that one.”
“And the devil? You know him?”
Her mouth was dry and her fingers shook. “Not personally.”
He smiled, as if her answer had pleased him. She glanced at Alex from the corner of her eye. He looked pale and the snow clinging to his coat turned pink before it melted, but if he was in pain, he didn’t show it. He stood straight, his gaze steady.
“Leave her alone, Jared,” Alex said.
Jared ignored him.
“Abaddon is the devil’s devil. He’s what demons fear.”
Lilly took a shallow breath, hoping he couldn’t hear the dread rasping through it. “Glad I don’t know him, then.”
“Yes. You should be very glad. Hellhounds are the work of Abaddon.”
Lilly knew her laugh would sound forced and denial would ring false, but he was watching her reactions and she couldn’t pull off the stony countenance Alex had mastered.
“Interesting,” she said with as much detachment as she could muster. “But I’ve never heard of Abaddon and I don’t believe in the devil or hellhounds.”
“I would’ve thought seeing was believing,” Jared said.
“Maybe it is. If I see one or the other, I’ll let you know.”
His eyes narrowed. That was the only clue Lilly had that Jared meant to attack. Alex had seen it coming, though.
Alex moved swiftly, shoving her out of the way. She fell to the hard, cold ground just as a machete hissed through the air where her head would have been. She rolled as the stranger swung again, hacking down at where she lay. Alex met the man head on, weapon ready, blocking the blow. Lilly saw the flash of his tarnished eyes a moment before Alex slammed into the stranger and both men crashed into the Range Rover.
“Get in the car, Lilly,” Alex shouted. “Go. Get out of here.”
On hands and knees, Lilly scrambled around the front end of the SUV and stumbled to her feet. Inside the cargo area, the dogs barked like maniacs and scratched at the windows, racing from one to another and testing the strength of the mesh barrier that kept them confined. Her heart pounded like a damn war drum as she fumbled her keys from her pocket, slipping and skidding on the icy surface.
She chanced a look back. Alex fought for his life against his bigger, uninjured opponent.
Fought for his life and hers.
Against one of his own.
The magnitude of that hit Lilly in waves as she wrenched open the driver’s door, tossed the rifle in first, and flung herself in after it. She shut the door and locked it before she popped the glove box open and snatched the shells out. Her fingers shook as she reloaded.
The snow was coming down in droves now, so thick and blustery that she couldn’t see through it. Alex and Jared were blurry shapes in the pelting blizzard. What now? Drive off? Leave the man who’d helped her?
The dogs had steamed the windows. The sound of them in the enclosed space made her want to clap her hands over her ears. Bodies banged into the vehicle, rocking it.
Lilly revved the engine but she couldn’t see behind her to reverse, couldn’t go straight ahead unless she wanted to ram the SUV into the boulder. She could try a U-turn, but what if she hit them?
“Screw it,” she said and opened her door, coming around with the rifle locked and loaded. Jared had Alex pinned against the Range Rover, a short, lethal knife at his throat.
“Let him go,” Lilly said in her best Clint Eastwood voice.
The stranger didn’t even look up.
“Let him go or I start shooting. I may not look like much, but I killed two hellhounds I couldn’t even see.”
The words banked against the seething hostility and created a blockade that couldn’t be ignored. She knew she’d just confessed to something this man considered a crime, but she also knew he’d already condemned her. She stared down the barrel and fired a warning shot that whizzed past his head and into the forest behind them.
The stranger hadn’t expected it, but Alex had seen her in action and was ready. He slammed his forehead into Jared’s nose, gaining enough distance between them to bring his machete around. The blade sank deep into the stranger’s chest. Jared looked down, stunned—by the pain or the reality, Lilly didn’t know. A wobbling step back landed him in a deep drift. His knees gave and he sank.
Alex followed Jared, his expression hard as he leaned down to pull the machete out. He wiped the blade on the other man’s sleeve and spat blood in the snow beside him.
Coldly, he said, “The rules don’t apply to her.”
His legs were unsteady when he faced Lilly again.
“Is he dead?” she whispered, looking on with wide eyes.
“As good as.”
Alex hesitated and Lilly looked up in alarm. Was he going to stab him in the heart and chop off his head now? He swayed again, blinking in the driving snow. Even if he wanted to, he obviously lacked the strength. Lilly rushed around to the passenger side and opened the door.
“Get in, Alex,” she said, trying not to think of the man dying in the cold. The man who’d meant to kill her. Both of them.
Alex didn’t move. Blood dripped from a new wound on his forehead. His cheek was swollen, his eye puffy and bruised.
“I can’t go with you, Lilly. More like him will be coming. For me.”
And for her, if she was still with Alex. She heard it in his voice, saw it in those startling eyes.
“I won’t leave you to die,” she said.
“If you don’t leave me, you will die.”
“So far I’ve managed to hold my own,” she told him. “Don’t make me shoot you, Alex. Get in.”
He tried to smile but it looked more like a grimace.
“Get in,” she repeated, using the rifle to point for good measure.
Alex stared at her for a long moment without speaking. Confusion, respect, disbelief—all of it glimmered in his On-Golden-Pond eyes. He shook his head.
“Humans,” he said with a hint of disgust.
But he got in.



CHAPTER 4
Alex might be hard to break, but he’d sustained some serious wounds, first from the hellhounds and then from his friend. By the time Lilly pulled up in front of her sister’s cabin, his skin was ashen and his eyes dull. He was conscious enough to help her get him out of the vehicle, but Lilly had to manhandle him through the front door and onto the bench just inside. He faded in and out as she worked him out of boots and coat, trying to figure out what she should do next.
The cabin didn’t have a wired phone and her cell kept searching but couldn’t find a signal. Whistler Valley was a forty-five-minute drive in clear weather. She’d never make it in the storm that buffeted the SUV and dumped snow and ice on top of them. The short drive to the cabin had been harrowing.
She eyed Alex worriedly. She didn’t know how much of the blood covering him was his or if he had more serious injuries beneath the skin.
Frustrated, she surveyed her rustic surroundings. The cabin didn’t try to be more than its name. It had a kitchen, a sitting room, a bedroom, and a bathroom. Amy had furnished it and Lilly hadn’t had the heart to change anything about it after she’d died.
Behind her was the front room, dominated by an overstuffed couch and chair with a battered coffee table between them. A comfortable layer of chaos covered everything. Amy’s laptop, tablet, magazines, and books cluttered the table. A blanket was wadded up at the foot of the couch, Amy’s slippers beneath it, just where she’d left them.
The fireplace’s massive stone surround stretched wall-to-wall with various built-in nooks of different sizes. Amy had used the space for books and snapshots of her dogs. Before her death, she’d added a framed picture of herself with her long-lost sister, Lilly. It held the place of honor on the mantel and it broke Lilly’s heart every time she saw it. They’d had so little time together.
Lilly sighed and looked back at the wounded man. He sat on the bench, head lolled back against the wall and eyes closed. She needed to move him to the couch, where he could lie down and she could attempt to patch him up.
“Alex,” she said, but his eyes didn’t open. “Come on, Alex. Stand up. Let’s get you to the couch and then you can rest.”
His eyes opened, but they were unfocused. Knowing she might not get more than that out of him, she sat beside him, slung his arm over her shoulder, and stood, forcing him up with her. He weighed a ton, and she’d never have succeeded if he hadn’t roused enough to help. They danced an awkward tango across the floor, listing from side to side. The dogs helped, which meant they made every effort to trip them both. By the time they reached the couch, she could do little more than maneuver and push. He collapsed in a heap on the big, soft cushions.
“You still with me?” she asked as she swung his legs up.
She didn’t expect an answer, but he muttered, “Not dead, if that’s what you mean.”
Pretty much exactly what she’d meant. She hurried back to the front door and locked it, checking the deadbolt twice. Alex gave a dry laugh.
“That won’t stop anything.”
“Shut up,” she said.
In seconds, she had a fire going and some water boiling. She hung her coat on the hook next to Alex’s and shoved her boots under the bench beside his. It made her pause, the sight of the pairs. Like they belonged together. She tried to ignore the longing that sparked from nowhere. She didn’t know this man and he certainly wasn’t the mate to her North Face boots. According to him, he wasn’t even human. With a scowl, she pulled Amy’s impressive first aid kit out of the closet and set it on the table in front of him.
Blood soaked his flannel shirt and carefully, she stripped him of it. He helped with silent and grim determination, never looking away from her face as she revealed a broad, muscled chest, strong arms, and flat abdomen. Necessary or not, she felt awkward with her fingers at his fly, more so when he lifted his hips so she could pull off his pants to give her access to the wound on this thigh. It was impossible not to notice the ripple of muscle, the strip of flesh between his belly button and the elastic of his briefs. A dark arrow of silky hair drew her eyes downward.
He might not be human…he might not even consider himself a man…but he sure as hell looked like one to Lilly.
She glanced at his face. His eyes were shut, his breathing deep.
A large, angry bite stood out on his ribs. Gently, she cleaned the wound with hot water and a soft cloth before putting disinfectant and a bandage over it. Blood had splattered his abdomen, and with perhaps a little more attention to detail than needed, she cleaned that, too, smoothing the supple skin with her fingertips.
She glanced up again and found him watching her. Her hand rested against his belly, where it had no business being. Blushing so hard it hurt, she snatched it away.
“You said you weren’t a man,” she exclaimed and then wanted to cover her head with a blanket and die.
“Never said I wasn’t male,” he answered darkly and closed his eyes again. “Give me a couple of hours and I’ll prove it.”
Lilly stared at him, mouth open, a whole host of conflict in her chest. She cleared her throat. “That won’t be necessary,” she said primly.
He gave a soft, rumbling laugh that made him groan.
After that, Lilly kept her hands busy in more appropriate ways.
She worked methodically, cleaning all his wounds before she bandaged them. She was no doctor, but she’d learned fundamental first aid around the same time she’d learned to shoot—after her adopted parents had been murdered in their home when she was seventeen.
His arm was the worst of the wounds and probably the source of all the blood. Bites and bruises covered it, and she worried that he needed stitches, but that was more than she could do. She used butterfly bandages instead and wrapped it twice with gauze.
She was exhausted by the time she finished. Standing, she stretched the tight muscles in her neck and back before moving to the window. Snow dropped from the sky in a thick blanket that showed no signs of easing. Even if it stopped during the night, they would be stranded for days.
At least their tracks would be covered. Anyone who tried to find them would be left without a trail to follow.
Relieved, she took a shower, washing away the stench of fear and the splatter of blood. Clean and too tired to do anything else, Lilly added wood to the fire, curled up in the chair next to the couch where Alex lay, and closed her eyes. She was asleep in minutes.



CHAPTER 5
Alex saw Lilly the moment he opened his eyes. She slept on an overstuffed chair beside him, her head on one arm, her feet hanging over the other. She managed to look comfortable, though he couldn’t figure it out. Like a kitten, curled into an impossibly small space.
The fire had burned low but embers still glowed in the ash. The room was chilly, but the blanket she’d put over him, warm. The twin to it covered Lilly. From the beds on the floor, four dogs watched him. A fluffy head popped up from the gap behind Lilly’s bent knees. Harley, she’d called that one.
He reached out and touched Lilly’s hair. It looked like burnished gold and felt like silk. Her chinks were pink, her lashes lace against them. He wanted to bury his face in the crook between her shoulder and neck, and breathe in the scent he’d only managed to catch in passing so far. He hadn’t come to dally with humans, but with this one….forbidden or not, he definitely wanted to dally.
He closed his eyes, remembering the soft brush of her fingers against his skin. Her face had been flushed as she touched him, her eyes jewel-bright. Her thoughts had laced the air between them, rousing him from semi-consciousness with the bite of longing.
He should be glad he hadn’t had the strength to answer it.
Carefully, he sat up. She’d bandaged the bites on his arms and legs and the one on his ribs. Blood had soaked through the gauze, but as far as he could see, it was dry now. Even his arm. That one hurt the worst.
The room had a strange cast to it, a sickly yellow that pulled him from the couch to make his slow and painful way to the window. The world outside was a blustering white beneath a sky so gray and frigid it blocked out the sun and distorted its glow. The storm hadn’t eased at all. If anything, night had given it power that even dawn couldn’t diminish.
The big dog—Belle—came to him with a soft whine. The others followed. Even the ridiculous small one. As if hearing the thought, Harley showed Alex his teeth.
“Going to take more than that,” Alex murmured, amused.
“They want out,” a sleepy voice said.
He glanced at Lilly, still curled in her chair and then down at himself, wearing nothing but his briefs.
“Do they need an escort?”
She sat up and looked at him, her crystalline gaze taking in every inch of his naked skin from bare feet up his belly to his chin. It lingered on his mouth before her gaze met his. Her face turned red and Alex crossed his hands in front of his hips to hide a response he couldn’t control.
“Have you heard anything out there?” she asked.
Like the hellhounds she couldn’t hear or see.
He shook his head. “This storm is bad. I don’t think even hellhounds can track in this.”
She looked relieved. He’d always heard that hellhounds were made for the fires of hell, not the bitter cold of winter, but he doubted she’d feel reassured by the information. They’d held their own yesterday and it had been damn cold then. It made him wonder what other false information he’d been given.
Lilly stretched, an uninhibited movement that made Alex’s muscles tighten. Her back arched and her toes pointed. She looked so sleepy and soft that he could almost imagine the scent of her and he yearned to know her taste.
She was staring at him now, her mouth slightly open. Her beautiful eyes, wide.
She’d heard his thoughts.
The desire to act on them nearly pulled him across the room but the toy dog at his feet yipped, reminding Alex that he was waiting. Lilly stood and crossed to the door. She wore soft, clingy pants that accented her shape and a big t-shirt with a wide neck that gaped at her shoulder and hugged her breasts.
“Porch,” she said in a stern voice. Five dogs gave her the okay and she let them out.
Alex came to stand behind her as she waited in front of the open door, her body warm against the cold blast that chased inside. He felt her stiffen and yield in the same compelling moment. She wanted to lean back; she thought she should move away. Before she could overthink it, Alex stepped closer until he was touching her, chest to shoulder blades, hips a whisper from her round behind.
The dogs had raced down the stairs to take care of their business within a foot of the porch. In seconds they were back in the house. Each one of them shook a shower of snow at him as they passed.
Lilly swung the door shut, but she didn’t move away. Neither did he.
“They listened,” she said, her voice filled with breath and nervousness. “Usually they don’t. Not like they did when Amy talked to them.”
“Oh.” Because she seemed to be waiting for a response.
It was hard to think with her so close. Her hair smelled of apples and looked too soft not to touch. He moved his fingers through it, gently letting the tips scrape her scalp before he pushed it aside, baring the curve of her shoulder where the round neck of her shirt was loose. He felt her catch her breath.
“The storm hasn’t let up at all,” she said.
In case he hadn’t noticed, hadn’t considered that he might be stranded here for days. With her.
He lowered his head and she tilted hers to the side, giving him access to the graceful slope of her neck. He let his breath caress the satiny skin, afraid if he did more, he wouldn’t be able to stop. He should back away, but he couldn’t seem to do it.
“Maybe they won’t be able to find us,” she said.
The words held a wistfulness that wrapped around his senses. Maybe they wouldn’t be found. An idea so intoxicating and forbidden that it made him close his eyes and ground himself in reality.
“They’ll find me. But I’ll be long gone from here when they do.”
She spun to face him. The top of her head came to his chin. He wanted to tuck her into the curve of his body and shield her from anything that meant her harm. But that wouldn’t work when it was Alex’s presence that placed her in harm’s way to start with. She stared at him, confusion sharing space with something that might be anger.
At him? At the situation? At herself?
“You’re not here to protect us, are you, Alex?” she asked, her voice husky. “Humans, I mean.”
“Did you really think I was?”
She didn’t answer. He wished she would. For reasons he didn’t understand, he wished the truth could match her expectations.
“So why are you here, then? Why do you care if hellhounds eat up the natives?”
“It’s not natural.”
“Human’s aren’t meant to know they exist,” she finished for him, her voice flat. Disappointed.
He hated that he cared.
“How did you even know where to find the hellhounds?” she demanded. “Were you tracking them?”
“There was a sighting not far from here,” he said. “We knew we just needed to get close enough for them to smell us and they’d come.”
Her eyes rounded and her jaw dropped. “You’re not serious.”
“I am.”
“Well that’s a great plan if you want to get eaten.”
The bite of sarcasm caught him by surprise. Before he could respond in kind, she went on.
“If you want to hunt them, however, you have to see them before they know you’re there.”
“And how many hellhounds have you hunted?” he asked derisively.
“It doesn’t matter what you’re hunting. If they see you first, they have the advantage.”
“And you’re an expert because?”
“I watch the Discovery channel and I have five dogs, in case you hadn’t noticed.”
“Hellhounds are not dogs, not that you know a damn thing about them either.”
She scowled. He was right and they both knew it. “I could still tell they were smart.”
“They are.” He paused, eyeing Belle with a dark look. “Smarter than your dogs.”
“But what are they?”
“If I said, demons, would you sleep better knowing?”
She recoiled. She couldn’t help it. Alex wasn’t surprised.
“Why do you ask me questions when you know you’ll hate the answers?” he asked.
“I hate not knowing more,” she said with raised brows.
He couldn’t help but smile. “Do you practice that look in the mirror?”
“What look?”
“The one that hides your fear.”
“What makes you think I’m afraid?”
He laughed softly. “You’re too intelligent not to be.”
She didn’t want to be pleased by the backhanded compliment he hadn’t meant to give. But she was. He could see it in her startled eyes, in the way she tried to hide them by looking away.
She sniffed. “I’m not hiding anything. I have a gun and I know how to use it.”
“So brave.”
“Says the man whose ass I saved.”
He laughed and for a moment she seemed fascinated by the sight and sound of it. Her stare made his muscles tighten all over again. He wanted to touch her. He wanted more than that.
“So that’s it?” she asked in a voice that wasn’t quite steady. “You zip in, round up demons, kill them, and fly away home, wherever that is? What does that make you? A hellhound exterminator?”
His smile faded in the face of his true circumstances. “Well, right now I’m an outlaw.”
From her expression, he guessed that she hadn’t yet considered the impact of what he’d done, fighting one of his own to protect her. Killing Jared. He could scarcely believe it himself, but Alex had been enraged when Jared had attacked her. His brain had disconnected and all he’d been able to think of was Lilly. Protecting Lilly.
“Oh,” she said in a small voice.
“Oh.”
She placed her hand on his chest, palm soft against his bare skin. Could she feel how hard his heart was beating?
“Why did you do that?” she asked. “Why did you take such a risk?”
“I don’t know.”
It was an answer that didn’t satisfy either one of them. She began to pull away and he stopped her, covering her hand with his.
“I couldn’t let…I wanted to keep you safe.”
She heard the truth in his voice. It made the lavender in her eyes turn gray and solemn.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, because clearly something was. “Why did that make you sad?”
She looked away, but Alex turned her face back. Her fake smile made him shake his head.
“I’m not sad,” she said, adding a lie to her ruse. “It’s just…it’s… I haven’t had many protectors in my life. Thank you.”
The words sank deep inside him, a pearl falling to the soft sediments of his soul. He hadn’t had many protectors either. He was glad he’d been one for her.
“You realize that I’m the reason you needed protection, right?” he teased.
“Don’t do that,” she said. “Don’t belittle it.”
Her shoulder lifted in a small, meaningless gesture. Except right then, it was filled with meaning. About what he’d done…about what it meant to her…about the current that raced through him whenever she touched him.
He wanted to look into her face. He needed the cues of expression, of eyes to understand this deeply layered conversation. But she’d be the one to see too much. She’d know what it meant, the yearning inside him. The desire to pull her against him and make her his.
The idea of it was crazy. He was not meant for this world or this woman. Creatures of the Beyond didn’t mate like humans. They fornicated—of course they did. But that wasn’t what he wanted to do with Lilly and he knew it.
The thought led him down a dangerous path he shouldn’t tread.
She sighed, as if hearing his thoughts, and stepped away from him. He forced himself to let her go, but he didn’t want to. Silently, she stepped to the table where a box with a red cross on its lid sat.
“How do you feel?” she asked, not looking at him.
He should be grateful that she’d changed the subject, that she’d moved them both to safer ground.
But he wasn’t.
“I feel like I’ve been chewed up by a pack of hellhounds.”
She almost smiled as she reached for a small bottle and shook two capsules out. “Take these and sit down so I can check your bandages.”
“What are they?”
“Roofies.”
“What?”
“Just kidding. Amoxicillin. For infection. I don’t know if you need a rabies shot. Probably it’d be a good idea once the snow clears to find a doctor and get one. Sit.”
He took the pills and sat down at the table so she could change his bandages. He tried not to feel the soft brush of her fingers against his skin, but he’d have had better luck trying not to breathe.
“No bleeding,” she said, golden head bent. “That’s good.”
He was glad she thought so, but it hurt like a bitch.
She worked quietly, pulling off the old bandages, cleaning the wounds with something that stung, before covering them again with clean gauze.
“Who were the men you were with, Alex?” she asked, still not looking at him.
The question was soft. Lilting. She didn’t expect an answer from him. But she hoped. He heard it in the way she rushed the words, her voice so low that he almost missed it.
It was another way to ask who he was, information he knew better than to give her. He’d told her he wasn’t human. He’d told her he wasn’t a man. She should be hiding under the bed instead of teasing him with her feather-light touches and elusive scent. She glanced up and he found himself falling into the blue of her eyes. Eyes that spoke to him, to some different version of him. One he wanted to be.
“Caleb was a friend. Jared, a fellow soldier. I never trusted Jared.”
She dabbed at the cut on his forehead where Jared had slammed the hilt of his machete into Alex’s temple.
“I’m part of an army, Lilly, and I just killed someone on my own side. Others will come looking for me.”
She gave him a somber look. “I’m sorry.”
“It wasn’t your fault. Jared had issues with humans. Always did. He never missed an opportunity to punish them. I couldn’t let him hurt you, though. Not after you’d saved my life.”
“Do you have issues with humans, Alex?”
He hadn’t seen the question coming and he had no idea how to answer it. Did he? It wasn’t a simple yes or no. Humans had freedoms that he’d never known. Choices he’d never had the chance to make. But did he harbor resentment because of it?
He cleared his throat. “No issues,” he said.
Lilly’s eyes called him a liar, but she didn’t say the word aloud, nor did she put into words any of the questions he saw lurking in the blue depths.
“I just need to be sure I’m gone before they come looking for me. I don’t want you involved any more than you already are.”
He took her hand in his. Her fingers were soft, small in his grasp. It felt overwhelmingly intimate to be touching her like this, but Alex didn’t understand why. Hands shouldn’t be so sensitive, so…personal.
“You can’t talk about what you saw today, Lilly. Not to anyone. Not ever.”
“I understand.”
She held his gaze for a moment, her fingers moving against his. A lump had formed in his throat. Alex swallowed and released her hand with reluctance.
After a moment, Lilly asked, “Will you confess or will they already know how your people died? When they find you, I mean.”
The question was a good one, but he hadn’t decided how to handle it when the time came. They’d been told that as beings of the Beyond, they were under constant surveillance. But Alex had always had doubts.
She took his silence as an answer and met it with another question. She had them stockpiled, it seemed. “So this army you’re in …did you sign up or were you drafted?”
“It’s not a choice. We’re bred to protect the Beyond.”
She didn’t like that answer. Her full lips drew into a flat line.
“We are promised afterlife if we die in glory,” he tacked on, as if that would make the truth of it any better.
She cast him a disparaging glance that told him it didn’t. “But they can’t see you—your people or leaders or whatever you call them,” she said. “They’re not omnipotent, like God?”
“I don’t think so. No.”
“So for all they know, you’re down here fighting the good fight. Your two friends will still get afterlife, right? They died in their own kind of glory, fighting for what they believed in.”
She was right. Alex was hazy on the logistics of how such things as the afterlife worked, though. He had a comical vision of a bearded being with a checklist and an inventory of deeds waiting at the gates. No matter how it was written, though, both Caleb and Jared had died doing their duty.
For now, that’s all anyone could know.
He looked at Lilly. “So what are you, a war analyst?”
She flashed a smile. “I’m a marketing advisor for a small health store chain.”
He stared at her for a moment, too surprised to respond. It seemed so ordinary, and Lilly…Lilly was the opposite of ordinary.
“Health food?” he disparaged. “Does that mean you don’t eat meat?”
She shook her head guiltily, adding, “Not veal, though.” Like it was for bonus points.
She smoothed the edges of the last bandage and stood. Alex stood, too. He should move away. And now. Because having her in touching distance seemed to be destroying all of his common sense.
“The longer I stay, the worse it will be,” he said, trying to infuse the words with the power to make him leave.
“Who are you trying to convince, Alex? You or me?”
“You’ve got a smart mouth,” he said. “You know that?”
“It’s a gift.”
A gift. One he wanted. She stared at him with those lavender-blue eyes and all he could think of was tasting that smart mouth. One kiss, that would be enough, he told himself.
But she met him halfway as he leaned closer and he knew it was a lie.



CHAPTER 6
Slowly, Alex kissed her. He’d meant to be quick. A small sample and then walk away. But lips and breath and tongue combined to shut down his brain. Her taste was like a drug that spread rapidly through his system. Suddenly, not touching her everywhere seemed like the worst choice he could make.
He pulled back and stared into her eyes. She looked startled and aroused, wary but very willing. She listed forward, her face turned up, her hands warm on his bare chest and Alex couldn’t have denied what he wanted any more than he could turn back time.
In an instant, the decision was made.
Had been since he’d first held her in the woods. Maybe everything he’d done since that moment had been a way to get to here. With her.
His forehead touched hers, noses aligned as he stilled, letting her breath become his, giving it back with his own. So intimate, the sharing. Exotic, unexpected, addicting. Thunder and lightning that struck at ancestral instincts that he didn’t know he possessed. She pressed against him, his briefs a thin barrier to the hardness straining to be released. Every part of him tuned in to her actions, reactions, the way they spurred his own.
What did it mean that he’d brought his hands to her face and found skin so soft he had to brush his lips over it? Press his nose into its sweetness? What did it say that he thought he could stand there and kiss her for hours and never grow tired of the way she felt, the way she tasted?
She seemed to be seeking something. A touch? A word? He wanted to give it to her, whatever it was, and the thought pulled him back. Her eyes glittered bright blue and diamond-like from between her thick lashes. Her hair was messed up, her cheeks chilled, but she felt like a flame in his hands. Fluid. Dangerous.
Make her choose you…
The thought felt ancient, a rumbling drum down a sacred mountain. It urged him to coax, to crowd, to claim.
He tried to tell himself he didn’t want that. But his body had ceased to listen to his brain.
He kissed her while her breath was shallow. Her breast lifted in welcome, her hands in his hair, on his throat. His chest felt tight. Locked up with sensation. He’d forgotten how to breathe at all.
Where was his survival instinct? Lost in the sexual haze that drove him?
Nothing made sense but the way she felt against his skin. Her arms went around his neck and she arched closer.
No, this would be nothing like fornication.
He walked her to the bedroom, his lips on hers, holding her so close that his bare thigh brushed her damp heat with each step. The mattress bumped the backs of her legs and Lilly pulled him down on top of her.
He made a sound deep in his throat that was both primal and vulnerable at once. It exposed the churn of his unexpected emotions. Lilly met his eyes and for a moment indecision gleamed in the breathtaking blue of her gaze. He shook his head, needing to banish it.
She wanted him and he wanted her. There was no room for indecision.
It seemed she heard him and, hallelujah, she agreed. She raised her arms so he could pull off her shirt and then wrapped them back around his shoulders while he kissed his way to the white bra that held her soft breasts. He unfastened it and cupped them in his hands while he took her mouth again in a kiss intent on stealing her will to resist. He had only a short time here. A day, maybe two, if he was lucky. He’d dreaded this journey. Now he didn’t want it to end.
“Alex,” she breathed against his mouth.
“Don’t say no,” he breathed back. “Please, don’t say no.”
She laughed. “I don’t think I know that word anymore.”
Relief made him dizzy, desire made him rush when he wanted to linger. He tugged off her pants, hooking her flowered panties with his thumbs and drawing them over her silky legs. In seconds, he was stripped as well.
For a moment, he could only stare at her. She was naked and perfect in every way imaginable. The winter light turned her skin to pearl and caressed the enticing curves and dips. Her blonde hair spilled over the pillow. She was pink in places that seduced him. She shocked his senses and addled his brain until the only thing Alex knew for certain was that whatever he did next, he needed to make sure she’d want him to do it again.
Her arms were open—open for him. His heart raced as he sank into her heat. Sank into her body. She didn’t look away. Neither did he—not even when it felt like she might be able to see into his soul.
Tomorrow he’d be gone, but right now he was here, on fire. He felt consumed by her lavender-blue eyes and that smart mouth he’d never tire of.
He felt powerful, braced above her, skin to skin, chests moving fast, hearts moving faster. He felt defenseless, turned inside out. He wanted to slow down, but her hands urged him on, her knees rising to frame his hips, her mouth restless beneath his. Nothing else mattered.
There was only Lilly, with her moonlit skin and sunrise eyes. Lilly with her melting kisses and arched body. His focus centered on the thrust of his hips, the bow of her spine, the way her feet locked at the small of his back and her head tossed as he rocked against her, inside her. Pleasure was too soft a word for what he felt. Pain came closer but omitted the bliss that grew until it defined him.
Lilly orgasmed with a husky cry and a rush of damp heat that pushed him over the edge. A moment later, Alex came so hard he couldn’t breathe as the pleasure and pain merged inside him. He’d never felt anything so intense. He tried to loosen his hold, afraid he’d crushed her beneath him, but she held tight, her legs entwined with his as she pulsed around him.
When his heart finally slowed, he rolled onto the bed beside her and tucked her into the curve of his body. They both lay breathless for a while. Replete. But already thoughts and recriminations began to crowd in. What was he doing? This was a human female in his arms. Something so far out of his reach that even now, he couldn’t imagine that he was here.
Her thoughts must have run parallel to his own. He sensed her withdrawal before he felt her move away. He told himself he was relieved.



CHAPTER 7
Lilly dressed hastily, aware of his hot gaze on her as she bent to pull on fresh underwear and soft yoga pants. Embarrassed, she fumbled with her bra and a clean shirt. She shrugged a sweatshirt over it and gathered the pieces of her discarded clothing to toss into the laundry basket.
Anything to avoid looking at the naked man in her bed. Because when she looked at him, she wanted to climb back in.
And no good could come of that.
She didn’t regret what she’d done. Which wasn’t the same as saying it had been a good choice. Like a bite of a donut when the whole box was waiting to be devoured. Now she’d had a taste and of course she wanted more. Already a voice in her head was trying to convince her that the damage was done, so why not enjoy it? There’d be plenty of time for regrets later.
She gave him one last look and caught him watching her with that searching way of his. There was a grim set to his jaw and a guarded gleam in his golden eyes. What was he thinking?
Maybe this was what he did. Earth girls were easy, right?
No, she didn’t believe this had been casual for him, either. That had been crazy, brain-disconnected-hormones-in-charge sex. Her heart still hadn’t slowed down. But wanting more was only going to make it harder when he left. And he would.
He was promised afterlife for getting himself killed by hellhounds. How could she compete with that? Had she not been on that trail yesterday, they would never even have met.
She took a deep breath. “I need some coffee. You?”
He rubbed his face and nodded. He was wondering what she was thinking. She let him wonder. Her thoughts were too scattered, stretching the gamut of her emotions. If he had an inkling of what was going on in her head, he’d run for the hills.
“Not that I’m complaining,” she said over her shoulder as she went to the kitchen. “But if you want some pants, I’m pretty sure my sister had a live-in boyfriend for a while. He left some clothes.”
“Lilly,” he said.
“I don’t know what size they are,” she rushed on before he could say whatever came next, “but they’re better than the ones I stripped off you last night. At least until they get washed. Check in the chest, bottom drawer. Can’t miss them.”
She didn’t stop until she reached the kitchen. She was breathless, close to tears, bordering anger and still turned on. An emotional tornado just waiting to touch down. None of it was his fault, and all of it was his fault.
“Welcome to the human female,” she muttered beneath her breath.
A few seconds later, she heard Alex let loose a frustrated sigh and pad to the chest of drawers. She tried not to listen as he opened the drawer and shut it again, or when he went into the small bathroom and started the shower. But her awareness of him wouldn’t mute.
“You are so screwed,” she told herself.
Because she wanted him, this stranger who didn’t think he was human. She wanted him like she’d never wanted a man before. She’d just had him and she wanted him some more. When he’d stood behind her, his chest a breath away from her back…when he’d smoothed her hair, touched her shoulder. She’d practically melted to the floor. And he hadn’t even kissed her yet.
I never said I wasn’t male.
Understatement of the century. He was so male that he’d fine-tuned every female response inside her, and now she was humming along, just waiting for him to do it again.
He found her in the kitchen just as the coffee finished brewing. Lilly pretended like his presence didn’t interrupt the time-space continuum between her brain and her sex, but she’d never been a great pretender and he could probably feel the heat coming off of her in waves.
In hopes of hiding it, she busied herself filling cups, adding cream to hers. Trying not to notice how good he smelled. Soap, shampoo, and Alex. She wanted to press her nose to his chest and just breathe. He wore a pair of jeans that he’d had to belt at the waist and a flannel shirt that hung loosely over his broad shoulders. It looked soft to the touch.
And she wanted to touch.
Socks covered his feet and a bland expression hid his thoughts from her. But in her mind he was still stripped and taut with wanting, those eyes so hot they’d sizzled through her common sense.
“Your sister’s friend had about sixty pounds on me,” he said with a tight smile.
Lilly was willing to wager that’s all he had. Even dark and broody, Alex was the sexiest man she’d ever met. He made her feel giddy when he came close. She’d seen other women react that way to men, but she’d never felt anything like the yearning that roared to life when he was near.
She took a deep breath and tried to focus. “Are you hungry?”
“Is that what we do next? Eat?”
His gaze snared hers again and she was caught by the beauty of his eyes. What color were they? Brown was too mild, green too precise, and hazel not nearly vivid enough. The short fringe of black lash set them off like jewels.
She cleared her throat. “It is if you’re hungry.”
He came around the counter and took the coffee cup Lilly had filled for him while she made a production of gathering the eggs, skillet, and utensils. She couldn’t help it. She felt all twisted up inside.
She shook her head and rolled her eyes at herself. What was wrong with her? She didn’t even knowthis man. But perhaps that was the crux of the problem. She wanted to know him but he didn’t even trust her enough to tell her where he was from.
“I’m from the Beyond,” he said to her back, reading her mind with that effortless way of his. His voice was so deep, it sent chills down her spine. His words so close to her thoughts that she turned, wondering if she’d somehow blurted out what she was thinking without realizing it.
He leaned against the counter, long legs stretched in front of him, mug held between his big hands. His hair was still wet; his jaw shadowed. He looked dangerous and sexy and she suspected that if he said, Again? she’d jump his bones right here on the kitchen floor.
“The Beyond,” she repeated, with an awkward horsey laugh and scalding blush, hoping he couldn’t pluck that thought out of her head…and, of course, hoping that was exactly what he’d do. “Is that in Minnesota?”
“Probably not,” he answered, his eyes smiling.
“I didn’t think so.”
She turned back to her eggs, scrambling them with more aggression than they deserved. “So are you going to tell me where that is or make me guess?”
“The Beyond is everywhere, Lilly,” he said gently.
As if he knew all the turmoil she was trying so hard to disguise. She whipped the eggs into submission and poured them into the skillet.
“You mean like heaven?”
“Heaven. Hell. It’s that and all the outliers that meet in the middle.”
Outliers. “Like hellhounds.”
She chanced a look over her shoulder. Beneath all that sexy, Alex looked tired and sore, battered to the bone. He leaned his head back and looked at the ceiling.
“Like hellhounds,” he agreed wearily.
“So are you one of the outliers, too?” she asked.
He shook his head, thought about it, and shrugged. Great. He didn’t even know.
“The middle—the in-between, where it all meets? It’s not a nice place. I make sure everyone stays on their own side of the fence.”
“And when they get out, you round them up and kill them.”
“It’s what I do.”
“When they aren’t on top of you, you mean.”
He grinned. A devastating grin that she felt right down to her toes.
“This may be hard to believe,” he said, “but it doesn’t usually play that way.”
No. It wasn’t hard to believe at all. She’d had an unimpeded view of all his muscle and strength. It was a wonder the stupid hellhounds hadn’t bolted as soon as they saw him.
“Why did you run away?” he asked in a husky voice.
She knew what he meant. She’d left the bed like it was on fire. What he didn’t realize was the fact that she’d been the one burning.
“Is it because of what I am?” he asked, his voice low and troubled. “What I’m not…”
Human. That’s what he meant.
“Well, that and the fact that you’re a stranger. You may find this hard to believe, but what just happened between us…it doesn’t usually play that way.”
His eyes glittered with amusement, but his question came with a serious tone. “Why did you do it, then?”
A play on her words this time. She’d asked the same thing when Alex said he’d made himself an outlaw by protecting her from Jared.
They stared at one another, the query hanging between them. How could she answer? She didn’t understand this attraction herself. Certainly, the physical aspect was obvious. She would have noticed Alex under any circumstances. But there was something deeper than beautiful eyes and a muscled body that drew her.
Maybe it was the way he listened when she talked. Maybe it was the way he seemed to hear more than just the words she spoke. For her entire life she’d felt…lost. Abandoned children usually did. And even though she’d been taken in by good, loving people, she’d lost them, too.
Lilly had moved on, forged a life. She had friends, if not family, but she’d never had the permanence of blood relations, something that connected her by its very existence. Until her sister had appeared without warning, and for a short, poignant time, Lilly had been part of something more. Then Amy had died and Lilly had felt so empty and alone. The kind of empty that never went away.
But now here was Alex, and Lilly felt a little less hollow. She felt hopeful. He understood what it meant to stand against the tide while it sucked everything you valued out to sea. She felt bonded with him, paired. And it scared the hell out of her.
“Do you have family?” she asked.
“No.”
He paused a moment—long enough to warn her, but not enough time for her to prepare.
“Why don’t you have a mate?” he asked.
The question froze her and pricked at her already jumbled emotions. It was cruel and honest and too painful to answer. She looked away, hurt. Angry that she was hurt.
“Not every woman wants a mate,” she said with a cool toss of her head.
He wasn’t fooled. She could feel that searching stare tracking her movements, seeing beneath the surface.
The eggs were done. Glad for the distraction, Lilly added toast to the plates and handed one to Alex, taking the other for herself. He gave her a quizzical glance, but didn’t repeat his question. Somehow, she managed to hide her relief.
They sat at the small table in the kitchen and ate in silence, avoiding each other’s eyes. There’d been no dinner the night before and they were both hungry. Lilly caught herself wolfing her eggs and made an effort to slow down, but Alex shoveled it in at the same pace, unaware of her inner etiquette lecture, so she just let herself eat.
Her anger drained as she filled her stomach and by the time they’d both finished, she was ready to move away from the emotional volcano and tread on safer ground.
“Why can’t humans know about the Beyond, Alex?” she asked as he pushed away from the table. “Why is it so important to keep us in the dark?”
He shook his head, eyes at half-mast. But she felt the tension running through him. It ignited a fuse inside Lilly that was already too short. He’d either deflect or evade. He didn’t trust her. He didn’t know her. She didn’t know him either, regardless of the fact that her body craved his like it did air and water.
“Never mind,” she said. “Forget I—”
“The walls are coming down, Lilly.”
The darkly murmured statement made her mind stutter to a halt. “The walls between heaven and hell?”
“The walls between heaven, hell, and earth. The walls that separate the hallowed from the cursed. The walls that keep all the monsters in hell’s bowels contained.” He stood and moved to the fireplace. For a moment, he stared at the glowing embers before he bent to add more wood.
“They’re finding ways out of the Beyond even now. Slipping through cracks, easing through doors that shouldn’t even exist. You want to know how hellhounds made it to your backyard? That’s how. If humans were to find out, there’d be chaos.”
“There’s already chaos, Alex. Maybe you can’t see it from up there—,” she waved her hand in the air, “—wherever the Beyond is, but there’s plenty of chaos. Humans are a mess.”
“Not like this. My world is about to implode, and when it does… I fear for you. I fear for all of God’s creations.”
“Why is it going to implode? What’s wrong with it?”
“You mean aside from the demons?”
“Well, haven’t they always been there? What’s changed?”
He thought before answering. Alex wasn’t a man who spoke without thoughtful consideration. Sometimes she could almost see him censoring his words, omitting and revising as he went. But right now he just seemed to be searching for the right words, not the safe ones.
“The Beyond has become a dumping ground. Your filth. Our filth. So many condemned and unredeemable souls. There’s no safety valve. No way to release the pressure or dispose of the overflow. There’s not room for anything else. Not anymore.”
“What about God?” she asked.
“God has you. Why would he care about the trash?”
She swallowed hard, hating the pain she heard in those words, pain that echoed in her soul. That’s how she’d felt when she’d learned that her own mother had abandoned her—discarded her like trash when she was too young to fend for herself.
He seemed to realize how much he’d revealed. Frowning, he turned away. “All I know,” he said abruptly, “is that something happened in the Beyond and now there are hellhounds on earth. Who knows what else is here that shouldn’t be?”
Questions filled Lilly about what he’d said, about what it meant to humans and the world she lived in. But the question that rose to the surface, the one demanding an immediate answer, was much smaller and, at the same time, so much larger. This was Alex’s world he spoke of. The place he called home.
“And for you?” she asked softly. “What’s it like for you, Alex?”
He heard the tremble in her voice. The sympathy. The hurt. She knew it by the way he stiffened, the way his fingers curled into his palms and his muscles tightened—all defensive reactions. But he couldn’t defend himself against the feelings she’d stirred.
“I’m different,” he said coolly.
“Different from what? Humans? Because from where I stand, not so much.”
That brought his gaze to hers. The greens and golds inside glimmered with turmoil. He started to say something, stopped, and tried again. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“True,” she said, still watching him. Waiting. Because emotion moved across his face, so raw she felt the sting of it. Still, she couldn’t decipher its source.
“I am meant to look like a human,” he said.
“So you keep telling me. Are you meant to feel like one, too?” At his narrowed look, she clarified. “Inside. Emotions. Feelings.”
“No.”
He waited for what she’d say next, wariness in every breath. She’d prodded at a sensitive spot he didn’t want exposed, yet she felt driven to pry at whatever he had hidden there.
“But you do,” she said in a low, insistent voice. “Feel.”
He tried to dismiss her with a headshake, but he only made it so far before the gesture died. Lilly crossed to where he stood so still. Alex watched her with a baited tension that trilled along her nerves. She didn’t stop until she was right in front of him, her head tipped back so she could stare into his face.
“You feel me,” she said.
His eyes blazed as he lifted his hand and placed it over her heart. “Yes,” he said, in case she didn’t understand. “I feel you.” He laughed softly. “I can’t seem to stop feeling you.”
It took all her willpower not to smile. Not to cheer. His hand slid up to the ridges of her collar bone, then to the hollow at the base of her throat. She wanted to lean into him, to put her hands all over him, too. Instead, she stood as still as he, waiting. Wondering what came next.
“Where I’m from…it’s hard to describe,” he said in a husky voice. “It’s segregated. There are places inside that even I don’t know about. Our experiences are different, depending on where we fit in. Some creatures are trapped forever, like caged animals. Some can move back and forth between the walls. Some can enter your world at will. It depends on what they are and what purpose they serve. Does that make sense?”
She nodded, but really, she wasn’t certain. He spoke of a place so ethereal that it was hard to put parameters around it in her mind.
“I’m a soldier. My purpose is to protect the secrets of the Beyond. It’s critical that I fit in, here on earth. That no one suspect I’m not one of you. I have to know how to talk, how to dress, how to speak. For that to happen, my world has to be based on yours. It’s like a reflection. Everything we have, everything we are—it’s an interpretation of you.”
He paused, watching her watch him. The air seemed suddenly thin, the banked fire overly hot. Alex leaned closer, his fingers circling her throat in a gentle caress.
“We look like you. We talk like you. We think like you. But we aren’t supposed to feel. We aren’t supposed to be you.”
“Why not?” she breathed, determined to prove he was wrong.
“It isn’t possible. We are not you.”
“How do you know?” she insisted.
He glared at her, looking for a trap in her question. Maybe he had a right, because Lilly meant to corner him. She wanted him to see things from her perspective. Whether he liked it or not.
“I mean, you seem pretty human to me, Alex.”
“I told you—”
“It’s intentional. Yeah, I got it the first time. But what if it’s more than that?”
His other hand joined the first, fingers spread on either side of her throat, palms to her breastbone, thumbs meeting in the middle. Lilly swayed into him, and he bent closer. A soft breath left her lips and fires began to burn in those intoxicating eyes. They flashed like Louisiana waters in summer heat and all hope of self-control vanished in the steam.
“What if it’s more than simply the way you look and act that’s like us?” she asked. “What if you’re exactly like us…you just don’t know it. What if you can stay here?”
The warmth of his breath fanned her cheek. The scent of his skin—soap and Alex and male—wrapped around her and made her long for more.
He shook his head and her heart thumped with painful regret, but then he spoke and his words created a crazy hope deep inside.
“There are rumors about a reaper who crossed over and survived. I don’t know if they’re true.”
“By survived, you mean he’s here? Living here like a human?”
“If gossip can be believed.”
“Then why won’t you even entertain the idea that maybe you could stay, too?”
He caught her stare. Trapped it, really, because once he made contact, there was no breaking free. She could feel the force of his masculinity surrounding her. He wasn’t even doing anything and she felt it.
His answer hung between them, an unspoken denial or confirmation…Lilly didn’t know. He lowered his lashes, hiding his thoughts away.
“Your skin is so soft,” he said, brushing the back of his knuckles against her jaw before he cupped it. His hands felt hot against her face.
Frustration filled Lilly. She didn’t want to allow this subtle conversation change, but this wasn’t something she could force. Only Alex could decide if he was willing to stay. Only Alex knew if he even wanted to try.
Only Alex could determine if the desire was worth the risk.
He started to say something else but changed his mind. His gaze dropped to her mouth and everything else got lost in his soft exhalation. He meant to kiss her and if he did, she knew she’d be lost. But did she move? Did she avert her eyes or turn away? Not even a little.
She met him in a kiss she craved to her soul. His lips were cold, his mouth hot. He tasted elemental. Copper, salt, lust…man. Her body didn’t care if he was from the Beyond or Kansas. Millions of years of evolution drove her to him. In some primitive, evolved way, he tasted of her future.
A distant, alien sound broke the silence that was filled with their breath and desire. Lilly lifted her head just as Alex did, too. His eyes closed as the strange baying…howling—Lilly wasn’t sure what it was—cut through the storm and settled around them. It brought a stroke of fear that traveled down her spine and heralded the reality Lilly didn’t want to face. Belle bounded from her bed beside hearth, barking loudly as she raced to the door. Lilly rested her head against Alex’s chest, took a deep breath, and prepared to face whatever came next.



CHAPTER 8
Belle barked again, loud and insistent. Alex wanted to shout at the dog to stay quiet and he wanted to praise the intelligent creature for sounding the alarm that the other animals soon picked up. Still, it took strength to step away from the soft curves and seduction of Lilly Winslow and longer than it should have for Alex to convince himself he possessed the power to do it. She’d crumbled his defenses, leaving him exposed and out of his depths.
Who cared if others from the Beyond had hunted him down? Who cared if the whole fucking pack of hellhounds waited on the other side of the door?
Reluctantly, he acknowledged that he did.
He’d already killed once to protect Lilly. He’d do it again if he had to.
Another long bay echoed outside and Lilly’s dog pack rushed the door. All but the little one, Harley. The toy dog had been snoozing on the big chair and in his attempt to join the excitement, he got tangled in the blanket and fell to the floor with an indignant yelp that got lost in the clamor.
“What’s making that sound?” Lilly asked.
Alex’s eyes widened as he stared into her face. “You heard it?” He strode to the window and looked out, afraid of her answer. “Tell me what it sounded like.”
Lilly frowned. “A howl, but not like a wolf or coyote. Like something being tortured. What was it?”
“That was a hellhound, Lilly.”
Something she shouldn’t have been able to hear. She paled as she made the same realization.
His machete hung in its scabbard from a hook by the front door. Lilly’s rifle rested against the wall nearby. They armed themselves quickly. Silently. Not touching, not even glancing at one another. Alex knew he didn’t dare. It would only take one lingering look from her lovely eyes to distract him.
The dogs gathered in front of the door, unleashing an uproar, as if their combined voices might make it magically open. Harley danced between their legs. Lilly picked him up a moment before Belle stepped on him. Alex gave the big dog a disquieted glance. He hadn’t forgotten how Belle had charged the hellhound attackers and brought one of them back to the pack.
“I’m worried about your dog,” he said, pointing to the Great Dane.
“Belle?”
He nodded, lifting the edge of the curtain and peering out before he explained. Snow obliterated the sky, the earth, and the air in between. It fell in droves that drifted and whisked, banking against the cabin. It weighted tree branches and obscured the road they’d taken from down below. Lilly’s SUV looked like a white lump beside the porch. Even the footprints the dogs had left earlier had long since been filled in or blown away. He listened for more baying but now only disturbing silence settled in with the cold.
Alex shifted, looking for new tracks or flashes of black against the snow…white lantern eyes glowing with malevolence. Nothing moved out there but the wash of white.
“Yesterday when the hellhounds had me pinned,” he said, still scanning, “Belle attacked one of them about a second before it ripped out my throat. She chased it into the woods.”
Lilly moved to his side and touched his arm. He faced her, taking in her drawn features and worried eyes.
“I saw that,” she said. “I just didn’t know what was happening. It looked like she slammed into an invisible wall when she was jumping over you. Then she ran off into the woods….”
“She chased it away.” He frowned, still holding her gaze. “Hellhounds don’t run from anything. But she chased it into the woods.”
They both looked at Belle. The dog prowled in front of the door, but now stopped and stared back. She pricked her ears and cocked her head, as if listening to every word. The other dogs quieted and waited for the outcome of the conversation.
Uneasy, Alex went on. “Later, after you showed up and started shooting, she came back.”
Lilly nodded. “Yes. I was so relieved. I’d just hiked halfway up that stupid mountain looking for her. I thought she’d run off again.”
“She wasn’t alone,” he said. “There was so much going on, I couldn’t be sure of what I saw. But now… Lilly, she brought that hellhound back with her. Like they were…friends. And it stood in front of you and didn’t try to eat you.”
“It was standing in front of me?”
He nodded. “And all the other dogs. They should have been tasty little treats to a hellhound. Especially that one.”
He pointed at Harley. Ferociously, Harley growled back.
“What did the hellhound want?” Lilly said, frowning.
Alex gave a short, dry laugh. “Want? Usually blood. But that one… You’ll have to ask Belle. She seemed to be communicating with it.”
Lilly gave the big dog a stunned look. Belle opened her huge mouth and let her tongue loll out. Excitement over and escape denied, the other dogs padded away from the door and back to their beds by the fire. Whatever had snagged their attention must have moved on. Alex certainly couldn’t see any sign of trouble outside. The baying—which Lilly had heard—had come from far off.
It had spooked the animals. It had spooked him, too. He’d fallen into a sense of false security, cocooned in this world of white with Lilly.
“How long has Belle been running off for that trail?”
“Since Amy died. Maybe before. I don’t know.”
Again, he heard the pain in Lilly’s voice. He wanted to ask about her sister. Had they resembled one another? What had she died of?
He wanted to touch, Lilly. To pull her close and chase away the grief that shadowed her eyes. He wanted to find a quiet room and bang his head against the wall until his brain re-engaged. This woman was not his.
“Keep talking,” he said as he made one more round of all the windows. Each one gave him the same view. Storm. Snow. Silence.
“She always ran off in the mornings. About the same time every day. She’d come back before noon and I thought…I thought she was grieving. She’d spend the rest of her day wandering the house and yard. Looking for Amy.”
The sadness in Lilly’s voice tugged at something inside him. He knew there were human customs that went with death, words that should be spoken. Sentiments that should be shared. But he didn’t know how to say what needed to be said, so he didn’t try.
“You never noticed anything strange about her when she came back?” he asked softly.
Lilly shook her head, her eyes a mirror of her hurt, confusion.
And awareness. Even now, it hummed between them, that current that connected them, while somehow keeping them apart.
Alex hung his machete by the door, took Lilly’s rifle from her unresisting fingers and propped it against the wall.
“I don’t know jack about dogs,” she said. “I keep thinking it should be easy, but apparently, I’m ill-equipped. I’m probably doing everything wrong.”
She gave a small, broken laugh and shook her head.
“I didn’t even know I had a sister until last year. I didn’t remember Amy, but she remembered me…remembered our mom giving me away when I was little. Amy found me, but only long enough to break my heart.” Lilly sniffed and gave him a brave smile. The one that hid what she was really thinking. The one he was learning to hate.
“I’m sorry,” he murmured.
She shrugged and looked away.
“Don’t do that,” he said. “Don’t belittle it.”
Her eyes had a glassy sheen when she looked back at him and he saw the tears hovering on her lashes. But her chin was up, and she didn’t give him the chance to reach out to her.
“It is what it is,” she said.
“Doesn’t make it fair,” he answered.
The brittle smile flashed again. “Fair? What do you know of fair? I was the lucky one. I got dropped off. Amy’s life was hell with our junkie mother.”
“Your mother left you? Where?”
Lilly cleared her throat, moved to the sitting room and picked up the water glasses from the coffee table like it was the most important task in the world.
“Fire station.” She took the glasses to the kitchen and put them in the sink, then went for the breakfast dishes. “I was adopted in a few months. Like I said, I was the lucky one.”
He leaned against the counter beside her. “But?”
She ignored him as she filled the sink with soap and water. Alex took her hand and pulled her around to face him.
“But?”
She glared at the buttons on his shirt and he thought maybe she’d continue to ignore him. Then she hung her head in defeat. “But my adopted parents died, too. And I was all alone. Again.”
Her voice grew very soft. She drew in a deep breath and squared her shoulders. Back to making herself look big to her enemy. Only in this case, she was her own enemy. She didn’t look at him, so Alex tilted her face up until she had no choice but to meet his eyes. He didn’t speak, but he waited until she did.
Lilly sighed. “Then Amy found me and we had two months together before cancer took her, too.”
Her voice cracked and the tears she’d tried to hold back welled and spilled. Angrily, she wiped them away.
“And then…” she said, waving a hand between them.
She seemed to expect him to fill in the blanks, but he didn’t know what came after and then…. Nor did he understand the hurt and disappointment in her eyes when she realized it.
“Forget it,” she muttered.
“No,” he said, trying to figure her out. “And then…what?”
She jerked away from him and plunged her hands into the soapy dishwater. But Alex didn’t let her get away with it. He followed, crowding her against the sink, bracketing her with his arms on either side.
“And then, what?” he said in her ear.
“And then you, Alex,” she answered stiffly, not turning around. “You crashed into my life and made me see…” She took a deep breath and shook her head. “You made me see how long I’ve been waiting for someone like you. And now you’re here and you’re just going to leave…”
The hollow silence that followed felt so big that Alex thought it might swallow him whole. How did he fill it? What did he fill it with?
He turned Lilly around and dried her hands with a dishtowel.
“I can’t change what I am, Lilly,” he said softly.
“You don’t know even know what you are,” she shot back. “You said it yourself. You think you’re a reflection. I think you’re a man. You came to kill the hellhounds. After this storm passes, you’ll go out and try again. You’ll either succeed and go home or you’ll die and go on to the afterlife. No room for me in either scenario.”
She hadn’t meant to say the last. The resentful glitter in her eyes told him that. She didn’t try to hide it from him, though. She stared him down, wanting him to deny the truth she’d spoken. He could feel how badly she wanted it. But he couldn’t lie to her.
“I don’t have a choice,” he answered, frustrated with her refusal to see that. “I can’t leave them here, Lilly. They’re killers. You saw what they did to Caleb.”
“Okay. I get that. But after? Why do you have to leave? Why do you want to go back to something that isn’t real? Or something that’s after life. Why not stay here in this life?”
With me. She didn’t have to say it.
Lilly took his hand between hers. “I’m real, Alex. This thing between us, it’s real. I know it happened all at once. I don’t know where it will lead. What it will make us. In two weeks, we might hate each other. But I want the chance to find out. I want you to want the chance, too.”
Inside him, something caved in, leaving a void her words filled.
He wanted that, too.
“I’m not afraid of being alone,” Lilly said, staring at him with shining eyes. “I’ve learned to take care of myself. I’ve learned to move on. But I’ve also learned how short life can be. I don’t like regrets. I don’t want you to be one of mine.”
With that said, Lilly left him standing there alone. Everything she’d told him resonated deep inside him. She was right. If he left, he’d regret it. But if he stayed, he might bring evil to her front door and he would regret that even more.
 




CHAPTER 9
When Lilly returned to the front room, Alex stood by the fireplace, lost in thought. She’d showered, changed, and avoided him for most of the afternoon. He knew she wanted answers. She wanted some kind of agreement, if not full-fledged commitment. But Lilly wasn’t willing to accept the truth.
Creatures of the Beyond did not belong in her world. Ever.
Alex watched her wander with guarded eyes. The dogs followed her like a parade, devotion in every step. She might feel ill-equipped to deal with her pack, but the dogs had obviously accepted her completely. All but Belle. She sat by the door expectantly. Alex stared at her. She stared back with more intelligence than a four-legged creature should have.
Could it be possible that she’d made friends with a hellhound?
“Belle,” Alex said. “Come.”
Belle let him wait a moment before heeding his command. Lilly watched with indignant surprise. Devoted or not, the dogs never jumped to obey her. They only worshiped the ground she walked on. He understood.
The giant dog padded to his side and Alex knelt beside her. Belle let him stroke her head and down her side. She made a soft whimper when he touched her belly. Frowning, Alex smoothed his palm over it again, feeling the hard heat there. Belle snuffled his ear as he gently probed.
After a moment, he looked up.
“What?” Lilly asked, coming closer.
He reached up and tugged her hand. Lilly crouched down beside him and let him guide her fingers over Belle’s abdomen. Something inside squirmed, something else shifted. He could almost feel the hard little heads and pointed elbows. Searching noses. Sealed eyes.
“Is that…are those…puppies?”
“You didn’t know?”
“It’s not possible. Amy told me all the dogs were fixed. Spayed, neutered. I can’t remember which one.”
He raised his brows. “Spayed for females.”
“You know?”
“Every male knows.”
“How can she be having puppies if she’s been spayed?” Lilly demanded.
“Your guess is as good as mine. Has she been around any males?”
“Harley, and he’s fixed, too.”
They both looked at the little Pomeranian. Even if he’d been capable, there was no way he’d ever manage to impregnate the huge Dane.
“I never even…Amy was adamant. She rescued dogs. She wouldn’t have had one in the house that hadn’t been fixed. Too many unwanted animals in the world as it was, she’d say.” Lilly stared Belle dog with anxious eyes. “I can barely take care of the dogs I have. What am I going to do with puppies? Love them, of course, but five is already too many.”
He wanted to say he’d help her. He wanted it to be true.
Belle whined and moved to the door.
“She needs to go outside,” Lilly said.
“I’ll take her,” Alex answered. “We’re getting low on wood. Is there a stack somewhere?”
“By the shed. I’ll come, too.”
“I don’t need help.”
“Of course not. You only had a hellhound try to eat you yesterday.”
She pulled on her coat and stuffed her feet into her boots while he did the same. He took her hat before she could reach for it and gently pulled it over her head. Hands still on the yarn cuff, he kissed her. Slowly.
Her lips parted, giving him access to the mystery of Lilly. He deepened the kiss, but he didn’t touch her anywhere else. Just his fingertips on her hat and his lips against hers. Still, he felt that kiss in places that were still hungry for her. Intimate seemed too small a word for how it made him feel.
Without a word, he moved away and opened the door. The blast of frosty air cleared his head but it couldn’t begin to cool his blood. Lilly followed him out, pointing to the edge of the porch. The shed was a couple hundred feet to the left, but the blizzard obscured it. Even the trees had become mere smudges in a fury of white.
The dogs followed them out and scurried to their spots to do their business. Finished, they frolicked in the snow while Lilly and Alex moved wood from the side of the shed to the porch. They passed each other like dancers in a strange minuet, exchanging awkward glances and spare words each time. The snow muffled all sound, but the dogs seemed at ease and Alex let down his guard, just a little.
“Were you angry?” Lilly asked as they passed.
She posed the question casually, as if in response to something they’d been discussing all along.
Confused, Alex asked, “When?”
“You said God didn’t care for his trash,” she answered. “That your world was a dumping ground. You’re an orphan, just like me.”
She kept walking to the wood pile and squatted down to load up again, unaware of the impact of her question. When she came back, he still stood in the same place. Surprised, she slowed her steps.
A dozen counterattacks were on Alex’s lips. Cruel, cutting words that would shift the balance between them and slam the door on any more questions or commentary. But their eyes met in a moment of awareness…of her…of himself…of the idea that they shared something as fundamental as common ground. His cold retort—words meant to wound and deflect—died on his lips.
Lilly didn’t indulge in self-pity, but she didn’t hide from the hurt that made her who she was. She took strength from the very things that reduced most humans to rubble. And she made Alex want to do the same. Unbelievably, he felt a smile spreading across his face. A smile that Lilly answered. In that strange and giddy moment, Alex felt understood.
He was falling—into Lilly’s beautiful eyes, into her soft voice and hard truths. Since she’d challenged him in the woods with her rifle and dogs, he’d been spinning. Since she’d asked him how and why, he’d been caught in the storm of doubt. Since she’d made him think he was better than he really was, he’d been swept away in the tide of hope.
When he spoke, his voice was low and thick with emotion. “However this ends, Lilly Winslow, I’m glad I had a chance to be with you. You should know that.”
Without hesitation, she dumped the wood she carried and threw her arms around him. Alex caught her against him and kissed her cold mouth, filled with sudden, indescribable, happiness.
“The first time I saw you,” she breathed, “I knew you were trouble. But I knew you’d be worth it, too.”
“You should have run away.”
“I’m glad I didn’t.”
As was he. He kissed her again and she pressed closer.
“What did you think the first time you saw me?”
“That you had pretty eyes and I hoped I wouldn’t have to kill you.”
She met his gaze, dark humor mixing into the shining blue. “You wouldn’t hurt me.”
“I’m hurting you now,” he said softly.
***
Alex’s words washed over Lilly, sad and true, but somehow irrelevant. She didn’t care if he hurt her as long as he touched her again. As long as he proved that their meeting, which had changed her in some deep, irrevocable way, hadn’t left him unaltered.
Suddenly, Belle lifted her head and woofed softly. Alex spun, staring into the distance.
“What is it?” Lilly asked searching the snowy landscape. “Did you hear something?”
Alex shook his head, but he continued to scan the dark woods around them. Lilly bent to retrieve the split logs she’d dropped and caught a shadow from the corner of her eye. She looked up and froze.
Something stood a few feet in front of her. Dark as pitch, nebulous as a ghost, the creature had four legs and had eyes so pale they glowed. Its outline shivered in and out of focus, making her think it was an illusion. A trick of frosted snow and obscured afternoon shadows. Without a sound, it turned its back and faded away.
“Alex…”
His name caught in her throat. He’d moved closer to the shed and didn’t hear her.
She scanned for the creature—specter, whatever it was—and saw it again on the porch. Insubstantial, textured like velvet. Belle bounded up the steps and padded to its side. She bumped her head against its flank affectionately, tail wagging. A tongue came out from the black face and licked her.
“Alex.”
This time he heard the panicked whisper. Alex spun and faced Lilly where she still crouched in the snow. He followed her fixed stare to the porch.
The creature faded again, but Lilly sensed it was still there. Belle’s tail wagged happily and she made soft sounds as she circled, her head down in deference to the apparition that Lilly knew must be a hellhound.
“You see it?” he asked, his voice as soft as hers had been.
“I see something,” she clarified, unable to describe the pulsing silhouette that moved like a phantom.
In the distance, a sound rose up over the wind and wailed a piercing note that sent chills through her already ice-covered senses. Far to the south, another voice joined it. Violent, hostile. Soon the shrieking howls surrounded them—nothing like the lonely wolf-calls she’d heard before. The dogs circled with agitation, but they didn’t bark. Instinct must be telling them that making a sound now would lead danger to their door.
Alex reached down and pulled her to her feet. “Get your gun,” he murmured.
She’d left it leaning beside the wood pile. She retrieved it and held it at the ready, scanning, searching. Belle dashed down the stairs and herded the other dogs up to the porch. The dogs shied to the right as they followed, and Lilly suspected the hellhound was there, but she could no longer see it.
A tree near Alex shuddered and suddenly he burst into action, swinging his blade and hacking at whatever had come at him. Lilly saw blurred shapes merging in the darkness and she fired, aiming for what she hoped was their massive heads. She picked two off while Alex cut down others like weeds.
A growl came from behind her and she spun to find two dark creatures with blazing eyes and long, curved teeth standing there. She stumbled back, trying to aim at the same time.
Something launched itself from the porch. Belle’s hellhound. It sank its teeth into the throat of the hellhound closest to her and shook, towing the bigger beast away from Lilly. The other turned in surprise, giving her a chance to aim and fire. Its head exploded.
She could hear frantic growls and yelps of pain coming from nearby, followed by sudden silence. Belle’s phantom hellhound solidified for a moment. It had blue eyes, she realized. As she took aim at its head, the creature stared at her with resignation Lilly couldn’t mistake. The hellhound in her cross-hairs braced, ready for the death sentence that Lilly had the power to give.
But she couldn’t pull the trigger. As horrendous, as vicious as this killer might be, it had protected Belle and it had protected Lilly.
She lowered her rifle.
“What are you doing?” Alex demanded, moving in front of her and raising his machete.
“No. No, Alex. Not that one.”
“It’s not a dog, Lilly. It doesn’t belong here.”
Lilly grabbed his arm, refusing to let him slaughter this wretched creature. No, it didn’t belong. It was an outcast. An outlier. Like Alex. Like Lilly. It had acted outside of its instincts or perhaps it had been driven by instinct older than the cursed body it inhabited.
It didn’t belong and yet…
“Maybe it can, Alex. If it has a chance.”



CHAPTER 10
The hellhound eyed Alex suspiciously as it backed away, then turned and dashed up the stairs onto the porch, rubbed its body down the length of the Great Dane’s, before it bounded over the railing and into the trees. Alex stared with his mouth open, unsure what to make of it. Of any of it.
He turned back, staring at the bodies littering the clearing. Six of them. When he’d seen them emerge from the shadows, his only thought had been to protect Lilly. She would not be ripped apart by them, not while Alex still had strength enough to lift his weapon. Not while he still breathed. He was still shaking from the power of those emotions.
Exhausted and strangely wide awake, he moved from one corpse to another. He put his blade through their hearts and whacked off their heads—even ones that Lilly had shot dead on. This time, it wasn’t luck that had guided her bullets. It was aim. She’d seen them. He didn’t know how or why, but he knew it was true.
He finished his task as fast as possible. In the morning, he’d burn the remains, but right now he just wanted to get Lilly and her crazy dogs into the cabin. Her face was pale, her blue coat splattered with hellhound blood. It hurt to think of the danger she’d been in.
When the door closed behind them, he pulled her tight against him.
“You could have been killed,” he said, his voice breaking. Emotion he didn’t understand washing over him.
“The hellhound…it protected me, Alex. Just like you do.”
None of this made sense, but Alex had seen the hellhound attack its own, just as Alex had fought one of his own when Jared had threatened Lilly. While Alex had battled the other hellhounds, the blue-eyed one had defended Lilly’s dogs. When the other hellhounds had cornered Lilly, it had saved her life.
He cupped her face and kissed her with his mouth open, pouring all of his confusing, anger and relief into it. His other hand started on the fastenings of her coat and her fingers were there to help. He pulled back, watching as they both fumbled with the thick coat and cumbersome buttons. Her eyes were heavy lidded. But they spoke, those crazy, beautiful eyes. And he understood everything they said.
Her coat fell to the floor in a synthetic swoosh and beneath he found a beautiful woman with intriguing curves, soft breasts and skin that felt like satin. For a moment, neither of them moved.
Nothing had changed and yet everything was different. For him. For her. Maybe forever. He thought he should speak, but he his feelings overwhelmed him, and he couldn’t find the words he wanted to say.
“No,” Lilly interrupted before he could try. “Just this. Now.”
She pulled off her shirt and Alex forgot everything else anyway. She stood in front of him in a simple white bra, her skin like alabaster in the dim light. Her pants rode low on her hips, below the rounded belly. For a moment he could only stare. Gently, he touched the silky curve of her breast. The softness, the weight of it. It unhinged his mind and all thought fell into the void it left behind.
She unbuttoned his shirt and he shrugged out of it, pulling his undershirt over his head while she unfastened her bra. When she pressed against him again, skin to skin, he groaned.
Lilly took his hand, palm snug in his, and lead him to the bedroom, where the covers were still mussed from their morning. So many things had changed in the few hours that had passed. Grateful for another chance to be with Lilly, Alex made long, slow love to her and he didn’t even try to pretend it was anything less.
***
They dozed for a while, holding each other in the cool shadows of the bedroom. There was no pulling away, this time. No emotional withdrawal by either of them. They said very little, and yet Alex felt at peace. If he could have found a way to freeze those moment for eternity, he would have gladly committed to living them over and over again.
Much later, Lilly slipped from the bed, donned his flannel shirt, and went out to the kitchen. She returned after a minute with two glasses of water and concern on her face. “Have you seen Belle?”
Worried, Alex got up and helped her search. Belle wasn’t on her bed or by the couch or the door. Lilly finally found her in the closet off the bedroom, circling as she hunted for a place to lie down, but the closet was too small for such a massive creature.
Lilly watched with bewilderment. “What does she want?”
Alex put his arm around her shoulders. “I don’t know much about dogs either, but most animals need to feel safe when they have their offspring.”
Lilly looked at him with shock. “She’s having the puppies? Now?”
He shrugged. “That’d be my guess.”
The cabin was small with few isolated places, and none big enough for the Great Dane. At last, Alex turned the coffee table on its side and pushed its legs up against a corner of the wall, creating a triangular box just large enough for Belle to stretch out. Lilly lined it with old towels, talking to Belle in a soothing voice as she coaxed her over. The corner was cozy and away from the other dogs, and after a few apprehensive sniffs, Belle seemed to give it her approval.
Before the big dog could climb in, though, a loud thump came from outside and the other dogs began to bark again. More hellhounds? Dreading what she’d see, Lilly followed Alex to the window to look out. Two massive paws with long, jointed digits held onto the sill and a black head with blue eyes looked in.
Lilly recoiled and Alex cursed softly. They both turned in surprise as Belle hobbled over to where they stood. The dog groaned as she went up on her hind legs, resting her paws on the window sill. On the other side, the hellhound lowered its head and pressed its nose to the glass. Belle did the same.
“Are you seeing this?” Alex whispered.
Lilly nodded. She saw. She even understood in a strange and twisted way.
“Alex, what if that hellhound is the father?”
She knew he’d come to the same conclusion. There was no surprise in his eyes as he stared from one animal to the other. The hellhound made a low, whining sound and Belle yipped in response before lowering her paws and making a slow, pained path to the enclosure they’d made for her.
Lilly turned away from the window and went to assist Belle. She put water near the dog and stroked her fur as Belle moaned through the start of her labor. Alex paced, moving from one window to another, worried that the hellhounds would come back. Worried that one of his fellow soldiers might have heard the gunshots from earlier and follow the sound to the cabin.
They should talk about that. About what he planned to do once the snow stopped coming down. But Lilly couldn’t bring herself to broach the subject. She was afraid she might cry and beg this man who was as much a stranger as a lover, to never leave her. She knew it was ridiculous to feel so passionately about him.
They’d only met two days ago. Next week, they might not even like each other. Yet Lilly couldn’t make herself believe any of it. She didn’t make instant connections with people, especially men. But from the moment he’d touched her on the trail, she’d been connected to Alex. He’d become a part of her and she wanted the chance to know if he might become a permanent piece of her life.
“Lilly,” he said, drawing her attention.
He was at the window that looked out on the porch. She came to his side, letting him pull her in front of him. His chest warmed her spine as he reached over her shoulder and pointed. On the rug by the door, the blue-eyed hellhound waited like a sphinx with front paws crossed, head up and ears pricked. She could see it clearly now. The phantom shadows had shivered away, leaving behind a solid form.
“You see it, don’t you?” Alex asked.
She nodded. “I don’t understand it, but yes. I see it. Clearly. Yesterday I couldn’t see them or hear them at all. But now I can do both. Why?”
Alex shook his head. “I don’t know.”
She didn’t say it, but a theory had been forming while they worked on Belle’s enclosure. It was vague, incomplete. Yet it resonated inside her and made her think.
“I’ve changed since you came here, Alex.”
He gave her a sideways look, waiting.
“Knowing you, believing in the existence of your world. Knowing how little time we have together. I’ve never been one to race headlong into a relationship.”
She blushed and drew in a shaky breath. Was that what they had, the two of them? A relationship?
“I always guard myself. Make sure it’s safe before I commit. But…from the first moment when I looked into your eyes, I knew…I knew you were special. A broken heart would be worth what I might have with you. However short. However deep.”
His eyes glimmered with understanding and a gentle smile curved his lips. “I thought you looked like a soft, blue treat. I wanted a taste. I still do.”
Tears pricked at her eyes, but she didn’t let them go.
“Look outside, Alex. There’s an evolution going on here. We just have to see it.”
Confusion furrowed his brow, but he shifted his gaze to the window and looked at the blue-eyed hound standing vigil over a house of humans and dogs. Blue-Eyes stared intensely back. Lilly took a deep breath and moved to the door.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“Letting it in.”



CHAPTER 11
Everything inside of Alex wanted to fight her logic. Let a hellhound in? Let it close to Lilly?
She’d opened the door before he could stop her, if that’s what he’d meant to do. Because her words had worked like some dark and forbidden magic inside him. Evolution, she’d called it. He felt the truth of it down to his bones.
He’d lived his life in an echo, seeing humans. Understanding their existence but never experiencing what it meant to feel, to care…to touch. And now that he had, he saw his world in a different way.
He’d believed that he didn’t belong here. He’d broken laws by touching Lilly, by protecting her…by taking all of the sweetness she offered him. He’d thought those laws were sacred and to break them would somehow sully the world of humans. Lilly believed differently.
She saw a place for him here. A place at her side, in her bed, in her heart. And more than anything, Alex wanted that place. He wanted that chance to belong. To her.
And here was this hellhound—a fucking hellhound—proving it could happen. A testament to the unpredictability of life right in front of his eyes. The hellhound stood and looked through the open door and into the cabin, with its cozy fire and fragile inhabitants.
Alex swore he knew what it thought. It wanted in, but it didn’t feel worthy.
“Come on,” Lilly coaxed.
It turned those laser-bright eyes on her and tilted its head. Alex understood that, too.
Demented female.
Alex moved to Lilly’s side, took her hand, and echoed the invitation.
“Come.”
The hellhound stepped over the threshold, gave them another confused but grateful glance, and went straight to Belle. It jumped into her enclosure with lithe grace and lay down beside her, nose to nose. She licked its face and moaned.
Alex looked outside one last time before he closed the door. The snow didn’t seem to be coming down so fast anymore. By morning, this storm would be over, but a new one had begun…a storm of change, perhaps.
It took Belle hours to give birth to her three black puppies. Like the hellhound, they had big heads and long legs. Like their mother, they had velvety fur and soft ears. Alex wondered what their eyes would look like when they opened. Would they be pale blue or white lanterns? Or would they be chocolate brown like their mother’s?
“They’re cute,” Lilly announced, staring down at the ugly creatures with delight.
Alex laughed, but in a strange and probably completely wrong way…they were.
But all through Belle’s long and arduous labor, Alex had heard hellhounds baying and knew that with dawn, the next battle would come. One he might not win, but one he would fight with all his might. Because if he did survive, if he did destroy his enemy, he wouldn’t be returning to the Beyond. He didn’t care about the afterlife. He cared about this life that had been offered with no expectation that he would accept it.
He might not be worthy, but he wasn’t an idiot either. He would take it.
As the sun rose, Lilly put fresh blankets down for Belle and her new family. She brought water and food out for both the big dog and the hellhound. She fed Alex, too. He sat across the table from her, knowing he wanted to stay. Whether he belonged or not—maybe he’d never know. But if he could a find a way, he would never leave. Yet the words wouldn’t come so he did the only thing he could—he made love to Lilly. He let Lilly make love to him.
The first time, they’d been driven by something primal. He still felt that Lilly would always be a basic need in his life. Air. Food. Water. And Lilly. Not necessarily in that order. But as he let his fingers wander over her silken curves, what he felt came from deep inside. It was longing and hope and belonging, all twisted into the spark that ignited when he moved between her legs and thrust into her body.
Nothing could compare to the feel of Lilly, surrounding him, hot and wet and wanting. Him. Wanting him to complete her.
In the end, he didn’t say the words. But she knew.



CHAPTER 12
Blue sky showed through the clouds when Alex stepped from the bedroom. He went to the window to see what impact the bright sun had had on the frozen world. The sight that met his eyes made him still with shock. Silently, he pulled Lilly beside him.
“Look out the window,” he said softly.
Lilly’s eyes widened as she took in the five hellhounds sitting on the porch, lined with military precision to keep watch from every angle.
“I know this sounds crazy,” he said. “But I think they’re guarding us.”
From somewhere not far away, the sound of other hellhounds baying raced across the bright morning. The hounds on the porch stood up and Blue-Eyes—as Lilly had dubbed him—jumped out of the enclosure. He gave Belle a parting glance that she seemed to understand. At the door, he turned those eyes on Alex.
The message was clear.
The battle was no longer coming. It was here and these creatures of damnation were now his army, if Alex chose to lead them. He gave the hellhound a stunned laugh.
“Yeah. Okay.”
The hellhound sneezed, shook its body, and waited for the door to be opened.
Alex strapped on his machete and Lilly reached for her rifle. He hated the thought of her going out into what could only be a bloody fight. But she gave him a bright smile.
“I’m an even better shot when I can see what I’m shooting.”
He laughed again. It was ridiculous to be so happy in the face of waiting violence. Yet he couldn’t stop grinning at her. “Did you really learn to shoot from YouTube?”
She pressed her mouth to his. “Ask me tomorrow.”
Her pack of crazy dogs gathered around the hellhound at the door, ready to accompany Lilly out and fight at her side. Even the toy dog danced with impatience.
She told them all to sit this one out.
“Stay with Belle, girls.”
Harley barked in protest, but when Lilly settled him beside Belle, he nudged the puppies into place and patrolled the edges like a sergeant.
“Lilly,” Alex said before he stepped outside.
“Don’t you dare say goodbye.”
Alex shook his head. “Not a chance. If we get out of this, only God himself can take you from me or me from you.”
“It was always that way, Alex. Didn’t you know it?”
He smiled again and kissed her. Together they went out to fight for their future.



CHAPTER 13
Lilly didn’t know what to expect of the hellhounds who’d stood guard, but she had faith that they wouldn’t turn on the humans when they stepped out. She was so focused on the interaction between the animals that she didn’t see the three men who slipped out of the trees until she heard Alex curse beneath his breath.
The hellhounds leapt over the railing and made themselves a front line for this new enemy. Lilly’s mouth was dry as she watched the men warily approach. They each carried a weighted machete just like Alex’s. As they passed the bloody circle where the hellhounds that had attacked last night had fallen, they slowed.
Finally, the three men stood in front of them. They eyed the hellhounds that defended Lilly and Alex with distrust. Who could blame them? Lilly glanced at Alex’s face. He knew these men and something twisted in her heart. If they attacked, which it looked like they intended to do, Alex would be forced to fight against his own again. It would hurt him, inside.
“What is this madness?” the man standing in the middle of the newcomers asked.
“Change, Jackson,” Alex answered darkly. “This madness is change.”
The man he’d called Jackson shifted his gaze from the hellhounds to Lilly and then to the hand Alex held clasped in his own. She saw something move in his eyes. Astonishment, mixed with rejection.
“A human female?” Jackson demanded.
Lilly might have laughed if not for the loud, shrieking bay that rushed them from all sides. The three men brought their weapons up, turning so they stood with backs in the center of the ring they’d made.
“Stay with me, Lilly,” Alex said. “Back to back, like they’re doing.”
She just had time to do as he instructed before the first hellhound broke from the trees. In seconds, more joined. A lot more. So many, she lost count. The sound of growls and breaking bone, of blood-curdling howls and pained screams filled the day. They fought without speaking. Lilly loaded and fired, but the hellhounds learned quickly that she could see them now and they dodged with greater speed and more respect.
Blue-Eyes and the five hellhounds that had followed him dove into the melee without hesitation. Blue-Eyes worked in tandem with Lilly, wounding the ferocious creatures, slowing them down enough for her to shoot.
The battle might have lasted for days or it might have ended in seconds. Lilly had no frame of reference. All of her attention was focused on the danger coming head on and her awareness of Alex behind her, still standing, still swinging. And then suddenly it was over.
Slain hellhounds covered the ground. The snow had become slushy and now it mixed with blood and gore, sharp with the stench of sulfur and brutality. Only one of the three men still stood. The others lay in mangled pieces beside the black corpses.
Shaking with the shock of so much violence, Lilly lowered her rifle and tried to catch her breath. Blue-Eyes and three of his mates gathered around her, and cautiously, she petted one, then another as they nudged forward for attention.
Jackson moved to Alex’s side and watched Lilly with the animals. His jaw dropped and his eyes grew wide.
“I don’t understand this,” he said.
From the corner of her eyes, Lilly saw agreement on Alex’s face. The turn of events didn’t make sense to him, either. Yet with each passing moment, Lilly sensed that Alex’s shock had waned and in its place was acceptance… tolerance…. hope.
“It confuses the hell out of me, too,” Alex said. “But it is what it is.”
Jackson made a sound of disbelief. “And what the fuck is that?”
“Evolution?” Alex offered, meeting Lilly’s eyes and smiling into them. “It’s the wave of the future, my friend.”
Jackson shook his head. “Your future, maybe. But not mine.” He looked down at the bloody mess around them and the eviscerated bodies of his comrades. Silently, he and Alex moved through the dead hellhounds, putting blades through hearts, removing heads. Finished, Jackson faced the hellhounds that had fought for Alex and Lilly.
They sat in row, ever watchful. It seemed they’d prepared themselves to face whatever might come next, even death. Lilly was moved by their courage. She believed they’d earned a right to live, but the two men facing them might not agree.
“What do you want to do with them?” Jackson asked, with a nod at the creatures.
“Let them live,” Alex said and Lilly wanted to cheer. “There are others still out there, waiting to attack. Maybe others that want to belong. Either way, we might need the backup, later.”
Jackson gave Alex a hard look. “It’s not natural. You know how cunning they can be. They’re playing a game and once your guard is down, they’ll turn on you.”
There was a very real chance that Jackson could be right. But Lilly didn’t believe it. She shifted her gaze to Alex.
“They’ve had plenty of chances to do their worst,” he said. “Now they need a chance to do their best.”
Jackson shook his head again. “Hellhounds on earth. I hope you know what you’re doing.”
Alex smiled at Lilly. “Not a clue. But we’ll figure it out. I’m where I need to be. So are they.”
A taut silence fell after those words and Lilly felt her chest tighten from the tension that moved between Alex and Jackson.
“You’re going to try to stay,” Jackson said after a long moment.
“Yes.”
“Even though it’s forbidden.”
“Yes.”
Jackson’s gaze lingered on the hellhounds sprawled at Lilly’s feet before shifting to Lilly’s face. She could see the questions in his eyes. He didn’t understand how she’d convinced Alex to stay. He couldn’t imagine why he’d be willing to risk everything for her.
“I won’t lie for you,” Jackson warned with a gruff sigh. “But I won’t volunteer any information either. I’ll tell them I saw you in battle. I’ll tell them I presume you dead—which I do, just so we’re clear. They may be able to track you from the Beyond, though. You know that.”
“I know they’ve claimed they have that power. But I’ve learned a lot since I came here. I’ve learned they lie.”
Jackson seemed unsettled by this comment, but in the end, he didn’t argue the point.
The two men embraced and Alex said something to Jackson that Lilly couldn’t hear. Jackson pulled back with a stunned laugh. He was still laughing as he walked away, disappearing into the trees. Leaving Alex behind. With her.
He’d chosen Lilly.
Alex took her hand and led her up to the cabin. The hellhounds spread out and flopped down on the porch, clearly exhausted and no longer on watch. They felt safe. Against all odds, so did Lilly.
Blue-Eyes followed them inside and joined his mate in the enclosure. Lilly watched as he licked his pups before settling down beside Belle. He let out a loud and contented sigh and closed his eyes. Seeing that his work was done, Harley jumped out of the enclosure and went to snuggle with the other dogs on their beds by the fire.
“What did you say to Jackson?” Lilly asked.
“I told him that evolution had its perks.”
“Meaning?”
“He knew what I meant.”
Alex’s smile warmed her from the top of her head right down to the soles of her feet.
“So, Lilly Winslow. Now that you’ve got me, what are you going to do with me?”
Lilly grinned back. “I’m pretty sure I’m going to fall in love with you, for starters.”
“I like that plan,” he said, lifting her off her feet and carrying her into the bedroom. “I’m pretty sure you won’t be alone in it.”
As Alex kissed her to prove his point, Lilly decided that she was very much going to enjoy this forbidden life of Alex Moore.
The End
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The Five Deaths of Roxanne Love - Chapter 1
The reaper entered the room as Santo Castillo spun the cylinder of the revolver, took a deep swallow of Wild Turkey, then put the muzzle in his mouth. He pulled the trigger without hesitation. The hollow click that followed seemed to mock the shadowed silence.
Santo choked back a sob, dropped the gun on the low coffee table in front of him, and reached for his glass again. For a long moment he just sat there, shoulders hunched, silent, dry sobs wracking his body. A tall man, with broad shoulders and a heavy, muscular frame, he looked odd crying his dry tears. The reaper moved closer, perplexed by the duplicity of human emotion. The man wanted to die. He begged for death, yearned for it. And yet he fought it even now, when it was too late.
The reaper paused just behind him and blew a soft breath in his ear. Santo stiffened, lifted his head, and looked around uneasily.
Yes. I’ve come for you.
A shudder went through the human and he took another hasty drink, wincing as the burn of the alcohol slid down his throat.
A light hung just above the couch and coffee table where Santo wallowed in his misery. The reaper gave it a gentle nudge, making it sway back and forth, producing cadaverous shadows that slithered across the walls. The chain squeaked ever so slightly in a macabre overture to what would come. Santo’s gaze darted warily around the room. His fear seasoned the air and the reaper breathed it in. Fear always honeyed the reaping.
He moved closer, trailing his fingers over Santo’s broad shoulders, admiring the hard strength of him. Yes, he would be perfect.
Perfect, he whispered.
Santo jumped and spun in his seat, staring right through the reaper, seeing nothing but the queer boogeymen of his imagination. His anxious eyes grew hot with panic as he turned back around. The small hairs on his nape stood on end. Santo reached for his gun and fumbled, sending it in a tailspin across the table, knocking over a framed snapshot he’d propped in front of him—a silent witness to his madness. The gun skated off the smooth surface and hit the carpeted floor with a dull thud.
While Santo ducked down to retrieve it, the reaper righted the photo.
Visibly shaken, his pulse a staccato beat at his throat, Santo closed his eyes and rubbed the scruff of his beard. He mumbled something the reaper couldn’t hear, but then again, he didn’t need to hear it. They all prayed at this point.
After several deep breaths, Santo opened his eyes again and focused on the framed picture, once more positioned on the table. The image of a jubilant Santo with dark, sparkling eyes and a wide, dimpled smile looked back from the photograph. Wrapped around him from behind was a female with the same brown skin and velvety gaze. She laughed at the camera.
The reaper remembered her. He’d been the one to take her when her time had come. She and her baby had tasted of sweetness and light, and as he’d passed them through to their next destination, he’d been strangely moved by a sense of loss.
He frowned with distaste at the memory. He blamed another woman for the unwanted emotion. Roxanne Love. Before her, he’d never cared for the souls he’d reaped. Only that they’d abounded.
He watched Santo as the human scowled at the righted photograph. The reaper could see the memory of the last few moments replaying in Santo’s mind, in his expression. The spinning gun careening toward the snapshot, the frame teetering, toppling over with a flat, cracking sound that had left a splinter in the glass at the bottom right corner. Santo’s eyes shifted back and forth as he recounted each cause and effect in an attempt to rationalize how the frame could have come to be propped in front of him now, as if none of that had happened.
Santo shook his head in silent denial. Looking like the cop he’d been for the last twelve years, he narrowed his dark eyes and searched the room.
You know who I am. You invited me here.
The human’s fear simmered to an erotic terror. He gave the gun in his hand a desperate look, took another drink, and shoved the muzzle in his mouth. The cruel click of the pulled trigger taunted him, as impotent as the dry tears.
He savored Santo’s anguish. Few humans really desired death when they courted it in this manner. This one did, yet Santo felt he deserved the torture of the game he played. He owned half a dozen guns that would have done the job quicker, but he endured the punishment of each deadly click. The torment of forcing himself to do it again and again.
The reaper knew Santo would keep pulling that trigger, until the job was done. At 12:10 a.m., a clean shot would blow away the back of his skull and kill him instantly.
Or should.
For Santo Castillo, death would come, but not from a bullet. His beautiful face would remain intact, his gray matter safely stored in his cranium. The reaper had never taken a soul from a human that still lived, but he didn’t hesitate to do it now. He needed a body for a day, maybe less. Just long enough to find the woman who’d escaped him. The woman whose soul he’d touched, held, and lost. Just long enough to reap her and return to the Beyond.
In less than twenty-four hours Roxanne Love would die once again. Only this time he’d be there, in flesh and spirit, to make sure she stayed dead.
As Santo put the gun in his mouth once more, the reaper sat down on the table in front of him and let himself be seen. For a single, glorious moment, Santo’s terror swaddled them both, then the reaper took over and put an end to the human’s misery.
 

Chapter 2
Fifty-eight minutes before she died, Roxanne Love noticed three things. The stain on the ceiling, her brother’s short fuse, and the tall stranger who quietly entered and sat in the back.
The stain had caught her eye earlier, and after that, she couldn’t stop looking at it. A stain meant a leak and that meant a bill. Bad news all around. But worse than that, the black splotch crouching in the far corner like a fat spider gave her a bad case of the creeps, though she couldn’t say just why. The crazy feeling stalked her as she served drinks to the two customers sitting at the bar of the pub she co-owned with her brothers and sister. She couldn’t shake it.
Then the man came through the front door.
Six and half feet, sporting the kind of muscle that took work to build, he strode in like he was on a mission. He wore a black T-shirt beneath a weathered leather jacket that looked like it might have been brown at one time but had faded to a distressed shade of beige. Jeans hugged his long legs and a whole lot of masculine mojo followed him like fanfare.
He took a seat in the corner, seeming to pull all the shadows in around him. The observation was so strange that she almost laughed. Almost.
“What can I get for you?” she asked, setting a cocktail napkin in front of him.
“Wild Turkey,” he ordered in a smoky voice that teased her a step closer.
He was ridiculously attractive with all that dark brooding attitude and he-man brawn. In contrast, he had the longest eyelashes she’d ever seen. Thick and black, they framed smoldering eyes the color of midnight.
“Please,” he tacked on when she stood there staring.
Embarrassed, she asked, “Straight up or on the rocks?”
“In a glass,” he answered with a bewildered frown.
She might have laughed if he hadn’t seemed so serious.
“That’s generally where we pour them,” she said. “The floor is just too messy.”
His startled expression became a slow grin that made her blush to her roots. He was that good looking. At the same time, a niggling sense of disquiet wormed its way into her addled brain.
“I’ll be right back with your drink,” she mumbled.
As she turned away, the stain caught her eye again and her unease tipped into foreboding. The power of the feeling on the heels of her embarrassment gave it a disproportionate weight that made it all the more disturbing. What the hell was wrong with her tonight?
She served the man’s drink quickly, avoiding his eyes and returning to the safety of the bar like an awkward teenager with a really bad crush.
A minute later her twin brother pushed through the swinging door from the kitchen. “86 the meatloaf,” Reece said, eyeing the deserted bar and tables. “We should just close up for the night.”
“Ryan says not before midnight.” Ryan was their older brother and the boss.
“Ryan says,” Reece mocked.
He caught sight of the man sitting in the corner and paled.
“Who’s that?” he demanded, turning his back as he filled his cup with ice and soda.
“A customer?” she answered.
He scowled at her. “I don’t think so. He looks like a cop.”
Surprised, Roxanne gave the man in question a glance. He didn’t look like a cop to her, but he had this dark, sexy as sin, if George Clooney were Latino thing going on that leant him a mysterious, dangerous air. He’d walked in like a he had a purpose, though. Now he sat cloaked in all that shadow and manliness. It was unnerving. He was unnerving. And he’d been watching her since he’d come in.
She knew, because she’d been watching him back.
“What does it matter if he’s a cop?” she asked Reece, trying not to look at the man again. “We’re not breaking the law. We’re serving food and drinks, just like it says we do on the front door. I’ve been checking IDs. Don’t worry about him.”
“I’m not worried,” Reece snapped.
“Then why are you biting my head off?” She grabbed his sleeve when he would have turned away. “Seriously. What’s up? What’s the matter?”
Her brother glanced at the man again before he searched Roxanne’s face as if seeking understanding. But she didn’t get what he wanted her to understand. In all honesty, it had been a long time since she’d been on the same page with her twin. Not since the accident.
“Nothing’s going on,” Reece said. “I just want to get the fuck out of here.”
With that, he filled his cup and went back to the kitchen. A few seconds later, she heard him slamming things around and cursing loud enough that Jim and Sal, regulars who could be found at their bar most any night, could hear him. The two men exchanged glances but said nothing. She felt bad for Manny, their dishwasher, who had to be stuck in the kitchen with Reece for the rest of the night.
She thought about following her brother and forcing him to talk to her, but what was the point? He’d either take his bad mood out on her or whine about having to work on Friday night and she’d heard it all before. Love’shad been opened by their grandparents back in the days when Mill Avenue had a producing flour mill and Tempe, Arizona had been a sleepy town. When their father had died, it became theirs. It was a piece of their heritage that they all held onto, even though lately it felt like more labor than love.
With a frustrated sigh, she went back to work, but business was slow and her two customers had full drinks. She wiped the bar, forcing herself not to look at the man in the corner or the stain on the ceiling.
But she couldn’t help it. Every few minutes she glanced up, eyeing the splotch balefully. Unable to shake the feeling that it was some kind of omen.
She couldn’t stop peeping at the stranger in the back either. He sat alone, nursing his Wild Turkey, pretending to mind his own business. But he was still watching her. She could feel it.
If he was a cop, why was he watching her?
And what did his presence have to do with Reece being strung so tight? The last time her brother had been such an ass-hat, bad things had happened. Things she didn’t even like to remember. The thought of living through them again made her bones ache.
At last, she tossed her towel beneath the bar and decided to quit dancing around and just find out who he was.
“How you doing over here?” she asked, approaching with an easy smile that felt utterly fake.
“I’m fine, thank you for asking,” he answered.
His eyes held a bemused gleam as they made a lazy sweep of her hair and face. She caught herself smoothing her ponytail and tried not to look completely disconcerted by him. But it was harder than it should have been. She couldn’t stop staring into his bedroom-deep eyes with those long, lush lashes. On any other man, they would have seemed feminine, but the angles of this one’s face were too sharp and masculine for that. A couple of scars nicked and wended over his black brow and straight nose, roughing up his features in a way that made his face all the more compelling.
“I haven’t seen you in here before,” she said, pleased at how natural her voice sounded. It had just the right balance of warmth and inquisitiveness and none of the jittery nerves rioting inside her.
“It’s my first visit.”
She had the oddest sense that the innocuous statement held a double meaning she wasn’t sharp enough to catch.
“Well, welcome to Love’s. I’m Roxanne.”
“I know. Roxanne Love.”
He spoke her name in that husky tone, only now it held a note of satisfaction. As if finding her, recognizing her, had been a great feat that he’d accomplished against all odds.
Her smile faltered and she took a step back. The instinct was ingrained. It had been years since the media or the obsessed fanatics who’d stalked her in the past had caught her unawares, but she never fully let down her guard.
He smiled again. It seemed he couldn’t help himself, and a dimple flashed from his cheek. “I’ve made you nervous.”
“No,” she lied, “but you have me at a disadvantage. I don’t think we’ve met.”
“Not formally.”
Not at all. No way she would have forgotten him.
“I’m Detective Santo Castillo,” he said and Roxanne released her breath on a soft whoosh.
Okay, so not a stalker. That was good news. But Reece guessing he was a cop and then freaking out about it…not so great. Not when it made her think her brother must be guilty of something.
The detective leaned across the table and handed her his badge.
Wary, Roxanne studied the medal and verified that the picture matched the man before giving it back. But a bad feeling settled around her. Just like the damn stain, it began to spread. She glanced up again before she could stop herself. As if to confirm a relationship, it had grown bigger and somehow more threatening.
She swallowed and forced her attention back to Santo Castillo. His glass was almost empty. “Drinking on the job, Detective?” she asked, nodding at it.
“Off the clock.”
“But not off duty?”
“What cop is ever off duty?”
She supposed he had a valid point, but she was getting too many mixed signals from him to know what to trust.
“So what brings you and your badge to Love’stonight?”
“Good food, fine brew, and great friends,” he said, quoting the motto printed on the front window.
“So you’re not looking for anyone?”
“Like?”
“I don’t know. Outlaws.”
“And if I am?” he asked.
She shrugged, glancing at the nearly deserted bar. “Good luck with that?”
A taut pause followed while he snared her gaze and held it prisoner.
“You seem a bit skittish, Roxanne.”
She felt a bit skittish. Excited. Like she’d just raced down a long staircase and found that the last step dropped into nowhere.
She balanced on the edge, hyperaware of him. His size. His intensity. His presence. She didn’t know if she wanted to bolt or move closer. He caught his bottom lip with his teeth and worried it for a moment, while his gaze delivered a message so male that she felt an instinctive, uncontrollable response.
He said very softly, “You have beautiful eyes. I didn’t expect that.”
“What?”
“It’s the gold in the gray, I think. It’s startling.”
She didn’t know what to say, so she stood there, speechless, mouth opened in surprise. She’d been told her eyes were pretty before—who hadn’t?—but coming from him, it seemed to take a deeper meaning. She felt another hot blush creep up her throat.
“What do you mean, you didn’t expect it?”
“I’ve been watching you.”
“Yeah, I noticed that. Why?”
The question hung between them, filled with a weight she didn’t quite fathom. He seemed to be sifting through his thoughts, examining and discarding responses. At last he said simply, “I find you intriguing.”
“That sounds a little creepy considering you’ve never even met me before,” she said.
He laughed, and the sound sent a trill down her spine. She didn’t know if he was flirting with her or toying with her. Maybe it didn’t matter. She was ill equipped to handle either one.
“You and your brother seem to be having a disagreement tonight,” he said, switching the subject so unexpectedly that she had to scramble to keep up.
“I can’t see how that’s any of your business,” she answered.
“Can’t you? Why don’t you have a seat? Let’s talk about my business.”
The eyes sparkled wickedly and the disquiet burrowing in the pit of her stomach spread its wings and became full-fledged anxiety. He’d been playing her, keeping her off balance so he could blindside her with his questions. Questions about Reece if she’d read the scenario correctly.
Reece? What did you do?
She needed to get back to the kitchen and find out what the hell was going on before the detective mind-melded her with another of those soul-searching looks and she said something stupid. Stupider, she corrected.
Roxanne pinned another fake smile in place and said, “Of course, Detective—”
“Santo. You can call me Santo.”
Oh, I think not.
“Let me just check on things in the kitchen first,” she said carefully. “We’re about to close up for the night.”
He glanced at his watch as if to confirm it and nodded. “By all means. Put your affairs in order.”
A really weird way of saying do what you need to do that pinged her inner alarms. She wanted to ask what he meant by that, but she glanced up again and all other thoughts vanished as she sucked in a stunned breath.
In the time she’d been talking to him, the stain had spread to the edges of the ceiling. She could see it moving like a wave rushing the shore. The idea that it was alive and with purpose took root in some sequestered part of her psyche and began to grow. She imagined she could even smell it. Dank and sulfurous.
The detective pushed away from the table, staring up at it with sudden anger that was almost as confounding as the speed with which the stain had spread.
As if from a distance, she heard her two regulars, Jim and Sal, talking. Jim muttered, “You smell that? Toilets backed up, you think?”
“Must be,” Sal agreed.
She jerked her gaze away and stared at the two men in shock. “Look,” she said, her voice squeaking. She jabbed a finger at the ceiling.
They did, both of them coming to their feet as they stared at the seeping blackness overhead. “What the fuck is that?” Sal demanded.
“I don’t know. It was just a spot earlier, but now—”
A loud buzzing spun them all around to face the front door and windows. The noise seemed to come from just outside. Droning and harsh, it grew in volume and intensity as they watched with mouths open and eyes wide.
Everyone except the detective.
He knew what was coming, knew what made that hideous, atonal sound. She could see it on his face. He scanned from the ceiling to the windows and back, eyes hard, brows pulled.
“What?” she breathed. “What is—”
The first of the bugs hit the window with a squelching pop, and Roxanne screamed, jumping back. Greenish-brown goo splattered out from the point of impact, but she barely had a moment to register it before more slammed into the glass. Hundreds of them peppered it like bullets, leaving behind a nauseating smear of guts and gore. Each impact sent her back another jerky step until she bumped into the bar.
“Why are they doing that?” she demanded to keep from screaming again. She wanted to cover her eyes and ears, but fear of not seeing kept her from doing either one.
“Fuck,” Sal yelled. “Look at the ceiling.”
She tore her gaze away only to see that the stain above had thickened into a slick black ooze. It looked like an upside-down oil spill on a choppy sea. Soon it would reach the bar and the kitchen. And the stench . . . Damp and foul. Rotten eggs in a steamy soup.
The blackness began to drip, and Roxanne fought down another scream.
“Reece! Reece, get out here!” she shouted instead, just as a loud crash came from the kitchen.
“Reece!”
Santo turned, his gaze unerringly finding hers. The look he gave her spoke volumes, but she couldn’t understand what it meant. She couldn’t understand what was happening. The bugs had completely obscured the windows, the live ones crawling over the splattered remains, trying to get in. She felt the blood drain from her face. Could they? Would they find a way?
It felt obscene and somehow biblical in a very not-okay way. Reece still hadn’t appeared, but a cry came from the kitchen, followed by a loud bang.
“That’s a gun,” Sal said, jumping.
A gun?
Roxanne shoved her fear aside and raced to the swinging door, calling out her brother’s name as she ran. She burst into the kitchen, aware of Santo a few steps behind.
What she saw brought her to a skidding stop as she grappled with what she saw. Santo took her hand and tried to pull her back, but when she refused to budge, he gave up and angled his body in front of hers. Even a man his size couldn’t block out the horror, though.
The oily tide coated the ceiling and lapped against the walls in the kitchen, stark against the stainless steel and new paint.
The back door stood wide open to the October night. The same back door that Reece and their older brother, Ryan, fought about constantly. Ryan insisted that it remained locked after five. Reece complained that Ryan was a control freak who needed to get a life. “What the fuck does he care if the back door is open? For Christ sake, let the slaves have some fresh air.”
The shelving that held pots and pans had been knocked over, its contents scattered all around it. The dishwasher was sprawled beside the sink. She could only see his legs and feet, but she recognized the rolled-up jeans, bright yellow sneakers, and hem of his too-big Iron Man T-shirt bunched around his thighs. The black ooze splattered his inert form.
Flash, flash, flash. The images bombarded her so fast that she could barely focus on one before moving to another.
Reece stood in the doorway to the small office that was tucked between the walk-in refrigerator and the far wall, facing away from her. Through the big window that allowed an unobstructed view from the desk into the kitchen, she saw a man in front of the opened safe.
“You shot him. You fucking shot Manny,” Reece shouted.
The man glanced over his shoulder at Reece, and Roxanne felt all the air leave her lungs. He wore a ski mask pulled down to hide his features, with black paint rimming his eyes. Only the whites and the pale blue irises could be seen. He’d sewn the mouth-hole closed with fat, ugly stitches so that not even his lips showed. He glanced past Reece to where Roxanne and the others now stood. Reece turned, too, and in the dread she saw on his face, Roxanne read so much more.
Reece knew this masked man. More than that, her brother had let him in.
Disbelief pierced her as the man spoke. His words came disembodied from behind the stitched mask and all the more terrifying for those frigid eyes in their obsidian setting.
“Trust me, Reece.”
He shot her twin brother before she could grasp what he meant to do. Roxanne screamed again, but fear had closed her throat and all that emerged was a strangled cry. The echo of the gunfire reverberated through the kitchen, and her brother fell to the hard, tiled floor, his blood spilling from a fist-sized wound in his chest. Then the man with the ghastly mask spun and she looked into the pale eyes and knew that what lurked behind that frozen blue was not human.
Not human by any measure.
As if invited by the blood spilling from her brother’s wound and the black gunk pooling on the floor, others began to pour in through the back door like roaches from a drain. Others. Not people but . . . She stared numbly, trying and failing to label what she saw. Whatever they were, they didn’t wear masks. They didn’t need to. Their appearance was hunched and gnarled, their skin so colorless it looked like paste. And their eyes . . . white except for the pinpoint of the pupil. White lanterns in the most gruesome faces she’d ever seen.
Santo jerked her away just as the man with the mask pulled the trigger two times in rapid succession and Sal and Jim hit the floor.
“No!” she cried as blood splattered her skin in a hot spray. Santo was dragging her through the swinging doors when something slammed into her from behind and she stumbled. Excruciating pain exploded through her, and Santo was all that kept her from falling.
He shouted something, but she couldn’t make out the words through the screeching agony. The pain became an entity that owned her.
She looked down to see that blood covered her pink Love’sT-shirt and bubbled when she tried to suck in a breath. She’d been shot. Just like Reece . . . Her thoughts blurred and her knees gave.
Santo swept her into his arms as he raced across the dining room, charging into the bug-infested night. Roxanne felt herself slipping, hurtling toward a black unknown that felt ominously familiar. They’d met before, Roxanne and death, and she knew that in the darkness, she’d find someone waiting. He always waited, that nameless, faceless presence that welcomed and terrified her at once.
Santo called her name, and for a moment she was back with him, looking into his eyes, trying to read what she saw there. What did he have to do with all of this? In a sliver of lucidity, her mind connected a dot she didn’t understand. Before she could decipher the hidden meaning, it was gone again.
She thought of her older brother and sister and began to cry. Her eyes squeezed tight against the pain that throbbed from inside out.
She released one last wheezing breath.
And then, for the fourth time in her life, Roxanne Love died.
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CHAPTER 1
The Carrington pack ranch, Colorado, 2003
“You are not a Mitchell! Imposter! Usurp…”
The words died on the attacking male’s mouth as Ryder Carrington hit him square on the jaw. The blow sent the Lupine reeling backward into the oak bookcase. An iron bust of a wolf crashed over his head.
He collapsed to the floor.
“Busted,” Ryder murmured, flexing his sore knuckles.
The door burst open and his two lieutenants rushed inside. David and Marcus glanced at the crumbled Lupine on the Oriental rug.
“Another one. Punishment this time?” David asked.
Ryder sighed. As the pack’s new alpha wolf, he must maintain discipline, but damn, he hated this.
“Put him in one of the new cells. Let him cool off, then set him to work, supervised, mending the north fork fences. We need every available male working to repair the ranch.”
Marcus nodded and lifted the unconscious Lupine over one shoulder, carrying him out. Ryder sat in his predecessor’s leather chair behind a polished mahogany desk. Alastair Mitchell was dead and the pack had proclaimed Ryder their new leader after he’d defeated the alpha in a challenge eight weeks ago. Though Alastair had been cruel and unbalanced, a few loyal followers wanted no other leader but a Mitchell.
David remained standing. The young Lupine was a drifter who’d joined the pack shortly before Ryder assumed leadership, when everything was falling to pieces. He was stoic and formal, but an excellent assistant who’d already cultivated friendships among the pack’s old guard. “That’s the fourth one who tried to attack, sir. They’re getting bolder. They do not lower their gazes before you or bow their heads.”
“Fifth. And I’m Ryder, not sir. I don’t want bowed heads. I want a cohesive pack.”
“They think you did not win the pack challenge with Alastair fairly. The small band of his remaining supporters say you cheated and hit the alpha when he was already down.”
“And they want Alastair to rise from the dead and resume leadership.”
“No.” David shook his head. “No one says they want him back.”
“Do you know why?” he asked softly.
No answer. David did not know the pack’s past. Ryder steeped his fingers and stared at his lieutenant, who lowered his gaze.
“This pack has suffered more than you can imagine. Our former leader was cruel and neglected the people. Many still bear marks from his punishments.”
Old scar tissue pulled and stretched as Ryder moved a shoulder. He was among those Alastair had targeted. As the former pack omega, he’d endured many of the alpha’s reprimands.
“Begging your pardon, some in this pack still want a Mitchell. These followers say if you had a Mitchell here, even ruling at your side, they would readily accept you.”
He couldn’t afford any more divided loyalties. The pack had to work together or they might as well starve this winter. Ryder leaned back, thinking fast.
“Kara Mitchell,” he murmured.
David shook his head. “I thought she left the pack with her older brother, Aiden.”
“She did.”
But he’d never forgotten her.
He opened a drawer and withdrew a photograph of a smiling, lovely brunette with sparkling green eyes and skin soft and smooth as cream. When he was but a lowly omega, Kara had been the only spark of light in his life. Kara had been compassionate and kind, even sneaking him meals from the kitchen when he’d broken yet another rule and had been tossed into a cell as punishment.
Two years ago, he’d dared to steal an illicit kiss that left her weak and trembling, and left him hard as stone. Newly released from a month of solitary confinement, Ryder had been so lonely he ached for company. He’d been wandering the lodge, looking for anyone to say hello. Seeing no one, he’d hovered in the hallway, slumped against the wall and feeling like he wasn’t worth a shit just like Alastair had claimed.
And then he’d seen Kara, cheeks rosy from the cold, a spring in her step. Seeing him, she’d stopped, flung her arms around him and whispered, “Don’t let him break you. You’re important to us.”
Encouraged by her sweetness, he couldn’t resist touching his lips to hers. But denied contact with his pack for so long, Ryder’s wolf had surged, turning the kiss ferocious and bruising. She’d smelled fresh and achingly innocent, her fragrance triggering his wolf’s savage need. Kara responded eagerly to the increasing pressure of his mouth. She’d hooked one leg around his, and he’d shattered, grabbing a fistful of her long hair, tugging her head back to intensify the mating of their mouths.
Kara’s soft breasts had pressed against his chest, their nipples achingly hard. He’d reached down and cupped one, wild with frantic need to simply hold her close, taste her scent in his mouth…
Believe he was a male of worth who deserved more than a dark, dank cell.
Then Alastair discovered them, locked Kara away and had Ryder’s legs broken.
Shaking free the memory, Ryder made a decision. Mating with Kara would unite pack members still loyal to the Mitchells. However, Aiden would never allow his sister to return home. Word was he’d bought a decrepit cattle ranch in Montana, started a new pack and was doing business with Skins, the Lupine term for humans.
Setting down the picture frame, Ryder leaned forward, choosing his words with care.
“David, in your travels, have you heard the rumor about a cache of gold Alastair owned?”
“I did hear something about gold. If there is such a treasure, Alastair would have hidden it well. Perhaps in the Shadow Forest.”
“That forest is filled with trolls, who love gold.” Ryder considered. “What about the status of Aiden Mitchell’s ranch?”
“The bank is about to foreclose. He is in great need of money.”
He’d suspected as much. Perfect timing. “Set up perimeter alarms every 100 yards along our boundaries in the Shadow Forest. I want to know if anything Lupine enters those woods. Increase the patrols on our territory to every hour.”
“Ah, Sir Ryder, please forgive my curiosity but why the increased patrols? Do you anticipate trouble?”
“You don’t have to call me sir.” Ryder drummed his fingers on the desk. “I’m sending a letter to Aiden Mitchell, telling him I have found the gold. I will send him half in exchange for one thing.”
At David’s puzzled expression, he smiled. “He sends his sister here to spend one night in my bed.”
To his credit, his lieutenant didn’t even blink in surprise. “The young alpha will not like it, sir…ah, Ryder. He will see it as a grave insult.”
“I don’t care what Aiden thinks. I’m after Kara. She’ll come here because she cares about her brother and will do anything to help him.”
“But you don’t have the gold.” David frowned. “How can you promise something you do not have? What if Kara knows where the gold is and sneaks onto the property to find it for herself?”
Waiting patiently, he watched his lieutenant puzzle it out. Then the Lupine’s expression smoothed. “Ah, that is why you want the perimeter alarms. To catch her.”
“Exactly. Get to work.”
“At once, sir…ah, Ryder.”
As the male started out the door, he called after him. “Oh and David? About those who accuse me of cheating in the challenge with Alastair?”
“Yes?”
Ryder flexed his sore knuckles. “They’re not lying.”
His lieutenant’s mouth gaped open. “But the ancient pack challenge is for honor!”
He gave a thin smile. “I don’t fight for honor, David. I fight for our people and to win. Always.”



CHAPTER 2
The Shadow Forest, Colorado, one week later
Kara Mitchell pushed her way through a thick forest of evergreen trees. A cold wind whistled through the low-hanging limbs, sending showers of needles down like stringy raindrops. Branches overhead creaked and groaned like an old woman’s bones. The wind cut through her frayed leather jacket, licked her ankles through her jeans, the denim now grubby with dirt and stains.
Taking a short rest break, she leaned against the trunk of a pine tree, inhaling the sharp fragrance. She adored the scent of fresh evergreen. It reminded her of hot chocolate sipped before a roaring fire and a certain handsome Lupine sitting next to her, his wicked smile filled with promise.
Ryder Carrington.
The lands here now belonged to Ryder, the new alpha of her former pack. Her father, gods damn his evil soul, was dead. Ryder probably hated her family for the cruel abuse he’d suffered at her father’s hands.
And now he’d chosen to exact his revenge, demanding Kara as his virgin sacrifice.
“I want to finish what I started with your sister, Aiden. If she’s still untouched, send Kara to me and after one night in my bed, I’ll return her with half the gold,” he’d written.
Aiden had crushed the letter and cursed Ryder. Other males had sniggered as if they couldn’t believe anyone desired her. Darius, her brother’s beta, had shown them the business side of his fists and put them in their place. Darius was as protective of her as her own brother.
She closed her eyes, remembering Ryder’s quick, ready smile and bold attitude. Ryder walked alone, but with a confident air belying his status as omega.
She and Ryder had shared a mutual attraction as strong as the mating bond could get between Lupines. But her father had caught them kissing and punished Ryder severely.
And me…An icy chill raced down her spine.
Ryder had no idea what her father had done. Kara touched her left cheek. If he saw her, his desire would melt like sugar dumped into boiling water. She must find the gold and smuggle it back as quickly as possible.
Shadows danced within the vast tangle of oak and pine trees. The Shadow Forest seemed to whisper and the whispers were dark and cold, like death. But the entrance to the tunnel where Alastair secured the gold was in these woods.
The only other entrance was in the pack lodge.
A rustling sounded in the holly bushes to her left. Kara went still, her Lupine senses searching out the intruder. She smelled evergreen, decaying earth and the freshness of the nearby stream wending through the forest.
And the sharp, bitter scent of sweat, moss and something… nasty and dark.
You can do this. You can do this. Even if there are trolls here, you’re a Lupine with fangs and claws. Kara headed for the secret entrance to the tunnel. The woods seemed sinister and so very old, filled with a dark magick.
Branches and dry leaves crackled beneath her worn leather boots.
A branch cracked to her right.
She set down her pack, every hair on her nape saluting the air.
“I see you, fat girl,” said a high-pitched voice.
A giggle sounded, playful as a child, but lurking beneath was something dark and nasty.
“I smell you, troll.” She held her nose, satisfied to hear an angry hiss of breath.
A rustle of leaves to her right. Kara peered at the undergrowth. Stray sunlight caught a glint of steel in the shadows. The troll stepped forward into the light, a small knife clutched in one hand. Warts dotted his purpled body and his pubic hair was forest green. Shining in greed and spite, the troll’s gaze focused on her rucksack.
Then he looked at her and recoiled, nearly dropping his dagger. “What happened to your face? Did an ogre mistake you for kindling?”
Kara ignored the insult. She’d been mocked by experts. “Let me pass.”
The troll tapped his chin with the blade. “I have seen you before. You are Kara Mitchell, daughter of Alastair. You seek the gold he hid.”
“I came back because I forgot my toothbrush. Now let me pass.”
“Show us the gold and you will live,” the troll hissed.
“Let me pass or you will die.”
He grinned, showing green, pointed teeth. “You’re but an ugly, fat female who can’t even outrun us. You have no power here.”
More rustling from the undergrowth. Armed with stubby, sharp blades, three more trolls surrounded her. They eyed her pack and then her, making the same looks of horrified incredulity.
Kara fought a surge of fresh panic. Four trolls against one Lupine. I’ve come too far to let them win.
Trolls were stupid and blinded by greed. She knelt and unzipped her rucksack, withdrawing the gold key to the vault. “Want this?”
Greed shone in their eyes. “Give us the key,” one demanded.
Kara dropped the key back into her bag and zipped it up. “Come and get it, boys!”
As they rushed her, waddling like chubby puppies, she clasped her heavy rucksack and then swung it around. Who you calling fat now, asswipes?
Whack! The pack brained all four. They fell like bowling pins, surprised looks on their faces.
“Strike,” she murmured. And then she glanced up.
Hellfire and brimstone. Three more trolls emerged from the dark, shadowy trees. Her heart leapt into her throat. Kara dropped her pack and reached for the dagger sheathed at her leather belt.
Trolls were clumsy and slow, and their shorter height placed them at a disadvantage. She could take them.
As the first troll rushed forward, raising his blade to slash at her legs, she kicked him in the stomach, sending him rolling like a green beach ball. Another rushed her from the left, howling, but she sank her dagger deep into his throat.
Kara pivoted on her heels and saw another troll running for her, a knife extended.
She slashed it in the face. The troll howled with pain and retreated.
The trolls she knocked out with her rucksack regained consciousness and slowly staggered to their feet. She was cornered. No way could she take all of them.
Loud growls suddenly filled the air. Kara’s Lupine senses automatically urged her to shift. She dropped the dagger and called upon her magick. Bones and muscles lengthened, and sleek gray fur covered her body.
Nine timber wolves emerged from the shadows. All males, their balls swaying heavily as they advanced, their sharp teeth bared in wolven snarls.
She watched them with great wariness, unsure if these strangers wanted to tear the trolls to pieces.
Or her.
Things could be worse. Fur ruffled, she stood her ground against either comer.
And then from the shadows came an enormous gray wolf, his muscles moving with fluid power. Black fur streaked its muzzle. Kara’s muscles tensed. Ryder. 
The wolves attacked, chasing after the trolls who squealed and fled into the woods. Ryder targeted the troll closest to her, baring his fangs and pursuing the troll into the woods. High-pitched howls of fear abruptly cut off. Wet, ripping sounds followed. A shaky sense of relief filled her.
The wolves returned to the clearing and loped over to the stream. They drank and washed the blood off their muzzles. Still in wolf form, she eyed the path ahead. Maybe she could make a run for it…
But then they turned and started toward her. Inching backward, she retreated to hide among the shadowy trees. A burst of sunlight dappled the pine boughs and spilled onto the forest floor like a spotlight. She moved away from it.
Ryder turned and stared into the trees as if trying to sense her hiding place. Mild speculation fast turned to male Lupine appraisal. He’d caught the scent of her approaching heat.
Oh yeah, things could always get worse.
Kara had nearly forgotten how intimidating Ryder was in wolf form. Muscular, weighing probably over 200 pounds, he had thick gray and black fur that rippled in the wind. His piercing blue gaze glittered like sunlit sapphires.
Then he nodded. The wolves shifted into their Skin form and clothed themselves by magick. She did not recognize any of them from her former pack.
Ryder shifted into his Skin form. Virile and strong, he stood well over six feet, with well-defined legs and arms, and a flat abdomen rippling with muscle. His tousled brown hair looked thick and silky, cut shorter than before. Kara’s heart constricted as she remembered running her fingers through the strands as he’d kissed her.
Hunger and weakness from the long journey had proven too taxing to hold onto her wolf form. Kara shifted back, clothed herself by magick and hovered in the shadows.
He stood naked and confident, his stride silent as he neared her hiding place. In wolf form, he could rip out an enemy’s throat in a heartbeat. In human form he was equally dangerous.
“Come out, Kara. We will not harm you.”
“Put your pants on and maybe I’ll believe it.”
A small, amused grin touched his handsome face. Ryder waved a hand and clothed himself by magick.
“Kara, come out. You cannot run from me any longer, sweeting. I promise, I will not hurt you.”
Stepping out from the dark shadows was the hardest thing she’d ever done, even harder than summoning the courage to return for her father’s gold. She had not willingly shown her scarred face to a male since the day Aiden spirited her away, half-dead and bleeding, to save her from their father’s wrath.
Kara stepped into the little pool of light.
Nine males gasped. Some turned away, refusing to look. Shame kicked her in the guts. Lifting her chin, she told herself not to care what they thought.
But she did. She always did. Men found her horrifying, men who once called her pretty.
Please, don’t do this to me, please, she thought, the lump in her throat turning to a baseball. Ryder would not want her in his bed now. He’d probably recoil in disgust.
Finally she summoned the courage to lift her gaze. He did not flinch or turn away. Instead, his look was slowly appraising and thoughtful. The warmth of his smile erased her fears.
“Take her backpack,” he instructed the males.
“What about the girl?” one Lupine asked.
“She’s so ugly, I’m surprised the trolls didn’t die of fright after seeing her,” another muttered.
Ryder backhanded the Lupine, sending him sailing through the air into a thick tree trunk.
“Don’t insult her,” Ryder snapped.
He strode forward and lifting her as easily as a sack of sugar, dumped her over his broad shoulder. The flat of his palm gently stroked the curve of her bottom as he faced his men.
“She’s mine,” he told them. “Meet your new queen. My mate.”



CHAPTER 3
His… mate?
Maybe her Lupine hearing had gone awry. Kara felt deeply confused as Ryder jogged through the forest, carrying her over his shoulder as if she weighed no more than a sack of cotton. After a few minutes, the woods opened to a wide clearing with a dirt road. Parked near a tall pine was a gleaming black pick-up truck. Ryder opened the passenger door and gently put her on her feet.
He reached into the truck and retrieved silver handcuffs. Alarm raced down her spine. Staring at the cuffs, she drew back. Silver did not kill Lupines, but made them weak and helpless.
Giving her an apologetic glance, Ryder snapped the cuffs on her wrists. Her knees sagged and she grabbed a fistful of his shirt to remain standing. His touch seared her with heat as he lifted her by the waist into the truck.
“Sorry for the restraints, but I can’t risk you running off. When we get home, I’ll remove them.”
“My home is back with Aiden. Who, by the way, will be furious when he finds out what you’ve done.”
He shut her door, then climbed into the driver’s seat and switched on the ignition. “By the time your brother discovers your abduction, you’ll be naked in my bed.”
Arousal bit at the possessive note in his deep voice. She imagined Ryder’s strong, gorgeous body heavy on top of her as he parted her thighs and slid deep inside. Pushing aside the tempting thought, Kara scowled. “What makes you think I’d agree to this insane plan?”
Ryder glanced at her. “The money I’m sending to your brother in exchange for you. Or does Aiden have the funds to pay off the loan on that rat trap he calls a ranch?”
“Money. Not gold,” she said slowly, thinking fast. He hadn’t found it. Yet.
“Just hard, solid cash.”
“I knew you were bluffing. You didn’t find my father’s treasure.”
“No. I said it to lure you here.”
“Why? So you could humiliate me by taking my virginity and then dumping me, like my father dumped you into a prison cell?”
His expression turned fierce. Ryder clasped her chin, forcing her to meet his gaze.
“Humiliate you, the only Lupine who ever saw me as a male of worth? I’d sooner cut off my balls, sweeting. I lured you here because I need a mate.”
More confusion. He didn’t want a night of intense sex, but a mate.
“I’m sure you have plenty of females to choose from, so why me? Do you want vengeance against my family for what Alastair did to you?”
“I had my revenge when I defeated your sire in a pack challenge for leadership. It’s done. Now I must have a mate as soon as possible.”
“Take out a personal ad.” She tugged at the handcuffs. “Why now and why me and why this? This is not a nice way to court me.”
A gleam lit his gaze. “I’m not a nice guy. I’m a wolf, and it’s time for me to mate. And ever since the day I kissed you in the hallway, I’ve wanted to strip you naked, push you up against a wall, spread you wide and fuck you senseless.”
A furious flush ignited her cheeks. Kara’s heartbeat increased at the evocative visual. “Guess that answers my question. You always did speak your mind.”
“That’s what got me into trouble with your father. He hated me for not being a meek omega. When I dared to kiss his daughter, he took action.”
Self-consciously, she put a hand over her right cheek, turning from him, feeling the pull of old scar tissue. “You weren’t the only one he punished.”
Damn had not meant to let that out. Kara stared out the window.
A strong, warm palm captured her chin. Ryder forced her to face him. Humiliation crawled through her, thick and dark and clogging. She faked a smile. “Like the view? I’ve changed since you last saw me.”
Gently, he thumbed her scarred cheek, though his gaze turned hard as flint. “I killed him too fast. Should have taken my sweet time with him for what he did to you instead of giving him an honorable death.”
He dropped his hand and put the truck into drive. They bumped and bounced as he guided the vehicle down the mountain. Kara bit her lip. She had to get out of this before they reached the ranch and the pack saw her.
“Release me, Ryder. You want revenge on Aiden and my family. Keeping me here won’t prove anything. The pack doesn’t give a damn who you choose for a mate.”
“Perhaps. The elders only advised me to find a mate, quickly, and fill her belly with my young.”
“You could have your choice among all the single females.”
“I want only you. You bring out the wolf in me.”
The husky note in his voice made her insides tremble. She held up her handcuffed wrists. “This is a bit extreme. Or are you into kinky stuff like bondage?”
He grinned. “Have not tried that. Yet. But I’m certain with you it could prove exhilarating. We could start with velvet ropes, work our way up to ball gags and harnesses before testing the really heavy stuff.”
“Ball gag my ass!”
“No sweeting, it goes into the other orifice. The one with your tongue.”
She growled.
He laughed. “You’re so cute when you snarl. I miss that, I miss you…”
When his voice trailed off, she stole a look at his face. His expression turned hard once more, as if regretting the slip.
The dirt road turned into a paved road, banked by a rushing river. They followed the river as it cut through a wide expanse of grassy meadow.
As they neared the ruins of the stone grist mill, she felt a familiar sadness. Ryder had been ten years old when his parents had shared a romantic dinner there by candlelight and the timbers caught fire. They were trapped inside and died.
Jaw clenched, Ryder stared straight ahead. She knew he avoided the mill except once a year, when he went there on the anniversary of their deaths.
Kara glanced around with interest as they approached the ranch’s gate. The broken fence rails had been replaced with new wood.
“You’ve kept up with repairs.”
Ryder guided the truck down the winding road. “Through a third party, I actually managed to convince Alastair to spend the money on regular maintenance. When the business got a small windfall from selling shares of stock that had skyrocketed, I even got him to renovate the basement and turn it into a rec room.”
“A third party… Marcus?” The Lupine had been the ranch’s business manager.
Nodding, he continued, “When Alastair found out I was behind it, he tossed me into my second home.”
“Huh?”
He gave a humorless smile. “Solitary confinement. When I became alpha, I ordered the repairs to continue.”
Glad he called him “Alastair” and not “your father,” she made an approving sound. “Aiden tried to get him to improve the ranch, but it was a slow process. All he cared about after losing mom was staying in his office in the basement and writing his book about their time together.”
Maybe if her mother had lived, things would have been different. Kara sighed. Her parents had been running in wolfskin during a rare vacation in Alaska when her mother stepped into a bear trap. The shock and loss of blood killed her. Alastair had gone mad with grief.
And then, just simply… mad.
“No one could reason with him,” Ryder said. Anger roughened his husky voice. “Not the pack elders, not anyone.”
The truck climbed up a steep hill and then descended into the valley. The lodge sat in a meadow, surrounded by derelict buildings that once housed a bunkhouse for the cowboys, a bowling alley and a pizzeria for the enjoyment of all 350 pack members. A knot formed in her stomach as she studied the abandoned structures and the tall weeds clogging the grass. Would the pack think she’d abandoned them too?
The lodge looked much better. With its angled roof and archways, the log building seemed to soar upward into the clouds. The wraparound porch held several rocking chairs, giving the home an air of warmth. Little warmth had been found inside its walls in the days before Aiden had freed her from her room, shivering and afraid, and fled with her, never to return.
The garage doors boasted a new coat of green paint and the exterior looked varnished and nearly new.
Ryder parked in the driveway, glancing at her as he shut off the engine. “We’re renovating. Weatherproofed the outside. Interior’s next.”
It looked nice. “Where did you get the money?”
His jaw went taut. “I sold my land in Wyoming.”
Stunned, Kara faced him. “Oh Ryder…why? You told me that land had been in your family for generations.”
His broad shoulders lifted. “This is my family now. Colorado is my home and this pack means everything to me. Things have been bad, Kara. Alastair sold nearly all the ranch stock and let everything slide. At the end, even Marcus couldn’t reason with your sire. He grew too violent and moody. He didn’t care what happened to the pack anymore.”
“How did you manage?” All the while she’d been miserable in Montana, thinking things were fine back here. Obviously, she’d been very wrong.
“I worked with Marcus. He taught me how to forge Alastair’s signature. We funneled most of the remaining funds from the corporate account into a new bank account Alastair couldn’t touch. Any profits the ranch received from selling the stock went into that account and that’s what I used to pay bills. Saved us from having the electric cut off. Vendors don’t care who pays, long as they’re paid.”
Deeply troubled, she mulled over this new information. Her father had been careless at times, but never irresponsible.
“How could he let everything go? This was his pack and he led them.”
His gaze remained steady. “He started to get worse after you and Aiden left. He just didn’t give a shit about anything.”
Guilt filled her. She’d let the pack down by running off. “I should have stayed.”
“Don’t blame yourself.” He squeezed her hand. “Alastair had already started to decline long before you left. You’re the one who tried to convince him to see a shrink.”
“And he refused. He was too proud. I never dreamed he’d let everything fall apart, Ryder. Aiden and I never would have left, had we known.”
“You did what you had to do. Just as I… did what I had to do.” He removed his hand, his expression tightening. “That’s why I challenged Alastair. If someone didn’t take over, the pack would have starved this winter. I didn’t want to end his life. He was your father. But I had no choice.”
Tension knotted her stomach. “You saved the people, Ryder. Maybe in the end, he wanted to die, wanted someone to end it for him. He was so unhappy since my mother’s been gone. Sometimes I think he blamed himself for her death.”
Silence draped between them for a moment. Finally she spoke up.
“Is Marcus still with the pack? Did you convince him to become your new beta after you defeated Alastair?”
“He’s my lieutenant.” Ryder flexed his hands. “There are no more beta wolves. No more alpha or omega. No titles. Just pack and I lead them.”
She liked the idea. Kara turned her head to regard the wide, open meadows, noting the broken lines in the fences. Rusting with disuse, a tractor sat in the middle of an overgrown field where corn had once grown. “Did you get a lot of money for your property to finish the repairs?”
“Enough to fix the most important things. I plan on sending the remainder to your brother to pay off his debts.”
“I hope it’s a large amount, because I’m not cheap. For one night or several.” Aiden wouldn’t be burdened by her or the bills.
“No, you are not,” Ryder said softly. “You are priceless.”
His words soothed her pride. Not that she was fool enough to believe them. Thankfully, the lodge seemed deserted as he lifted her into his strong arms and carried her up the porch steps. Inside, an enormous stone fireplace dominated the living room with its wide windows and commanding view of the jagged mountains.
Not my home. No longer, she thought with a painful wrench of her heart.
Ryder carried her up the stairs, down the hallway to the last room on the left. The door opened to a guest bedroom with a white mirrored dresser, a narrow bed covered with a homemade quilt and a writing desk. White wallpaper covered with powder blue cabbage roses adorned the walls. The room felt cozy and welcoming.
Kara breathed a small sigh of relief he had not taken her to her old bedroom. Too many bad memories lived there.
Very gently, he laid her down on the narrow bed.
“I’ll get some fresh towels for the shower. Your clothes are in the dresser.”
He closed the door behind him as he left.
Suddenly exhaustion surfaced. The bus journey to Colorado and then walking through the woods to find the hidden cache of gold and the fight with the trolls took their toll. Kara closed her eyes for a minute.
She dreamed of home, before her father had gone mad and everything turned sour. He laughed and applauded as she and Ryder raced on horseback, running through the meadow into the dark forest and then into the secret tunnel leading to the lodge.
The tunnel, site of the hidden gold, the key to freedom…
Fragrant pine and delicious warmth surrounded her. For the first time since Aiden had spirited her away that awful night, she felt happy.
The scent of pine and fresh rain grew stronger. Kara struggled to keep the peaceful feeling intact, knowing it would evaporate like morning mist.
“Wake up sweeting.”
The deep voice rubbed across her skin like the brush of dark velvet. Forcing her eyes open, she struggled to remember her surroundings.
Ryder perched on the bed’s edge, regarding her intently. He looked sexy and dangerous. A shaft of sunlight touched his tousled brown hair, streaking it with chestnut. Amusement danced in his blue eyes.
“The sleeping Lupine awakens for her first kiss. But alas, the first kiss already took place and the handsome prince was punished for his daring,” he murmured.
She went to rub her eyes, and realized her wrists were still handcuffed. “How long was I out?”
“Thirty minutes. I wanted to remove the handcuffs, but you looked too peaceful. I didn’t want to wake you.” His mouth quirked. “You look so lovely when you’re tied up. Very delicious and helpless. I’d like to eat you up.”
Intensely sexual, his body was hard and tempting. Made a woman want to hold him close as he devoured her mouth. She fisted her hands, fighting the instinctual Lupine urge to surrender to sensual need.
“You’re too thin,” he observed, boldly placing a hand on her belly. “I need to fatten you up before I devour you.”
Kara gave a bitter laugh. “Too thin? That’s a first. I’m large as an ocean liner.”
His gaze grew intent. “Lupine females were made to be lush and curvy. Your body is ripe for receiving mine, and for bearing young. There is nothing wrong with you that rest and a good hearty meal won’t cure.”
“Give me a steak and we’ll call it even. I'll skip dessert. Maybe I can have it later, at my brother’s house when you return me.”
His voice dropped to a dark whisper. “I’m not returning you, sweeting. But you can be dessert. I have a tube of edible oil I plan to use later, when I massage you all over. And then lick it all off.”
Her lower belly tightened as she imagined Ryder smoothing hot oil over her body, lingering and slow, a sensual caress as he rubbed and stroked…
Blinking away the erotic image, she shook her head. “You underestimate me.”
“And you underestimate my determination. I want you, Kara. You will be my mate.”
Her mouth went dry. “Is that a proposal? Hardly romantic.”
Ryder’s smile widened. “I can be very romantic. But you know I’ve always been direct when it comes to speaking my mind.”
Kara held up her wrists. “Still planning to keep me prisoner? Maybe you’ll toss me into one of Alastair’s old cells.”
“I closed that section of the basement. First act I did upon taking over.”
He came closer, so close he threatened to drown her in his rich scent. His big body was aggressive and filled with purpose. But the hand he placed on her scarred cheek was gentle.
Ryder ran a thumb across the ruined flesh of her cheek. His touch felt sensual and drugging. She wondered what the smooth stroke of his tongue would feel like between her legs…
“We will be lovers,” he said softly. “You will become my mate, Kara. You cannot fight what is between us any more than I can. You know you were meant for me.”
Slow, seductive images, hands stroking over her shuddering, wet flesh, filled with erotic promise…
Stop it! 
Kara spoke in a firm tone. “Take off the handcuffs.”
“We could leave them on. Just for fun.”
“Take them off.”
“Come now, Kara. Don’t you want to play with the wolf?”
“Wolves don’t like being caged. You, more than anyone else, know this.”
Ryder’s mouth flattened.Fishing a key from his jeans pocket, he unlocked the handcuffs.
Then the teasing look returned as he set down the restraints on the nightstand. “Maybe you should tie me up. Have me helpless before you, letting you do whatever you wanted.”
Mouth dry she stared at him as he added, “Naked, of course.”
Evocative images teased her; a nude Ryder, stretched out like an offering for her exploring fingers.
His gaze grew heavy-lidded. “Do you remember our kiss? Not what happened after, hell, I’d rather erase that from both our memories, but how it felt to kiss me?”
She licked her lips, tasting the memory of his mouth upon hers. He’d been gentle, so tender at first, and then she’d and kissed him back with all the passion she’d hidden. The kiss had turned into a raging inferno, leaving her breathless, shaky and her loins full and aching.
“I want you to kiss me. Show me how much you want me, Kara.”
Kiss him again? Temptation flared. She inhaled his scent, and heat curled through her body.
Ryder stretched out on the narrow bed. “Do you wish for that, sweeting?”
Mesmerized by the gleam in his blue eyes, she stared at him, remembering the smoothness of his lips moving over hers.
“Imagine me lying here helpless before you. You lean in close to kiss my mouth. Would you like to know what I taste like? The pack leader now at your mercy?”
Kara nodded. As she leaned forward, he gently tucked a lock of hair behind her ear.
“I taste like dark, sinful chocolate and the bite of whiskey sliding down a parched throat. I taste like the wild rush of freedom as you change into wolfskin and race beneath the moon’s silvery light. I taste like a man’s tongue between your legs, slowly stroking and licking your succulent flesh. I am the caress of a hand against your bare bottom, a slow slap of your soft, pink core just before I mount you and push deep inside your most intimate place… stroking you deep and slow.”
Her nipples hardened to pearls at his evocative words. Ryder sat up and nuzzled the soft, unmarked skin of her throat. Moisture gushed from between her legs. She felt aroused with each hot breath against her skin, the brush of his whiskered jaw against the curve of her shoulder.
“I taste like the heat from the bite that claims a female and makes her wet and ready for penetration by her mate,” he murmured, drawing in a deep breath. “I taste like sex…”
Very gently, he bit her tender flesh. She cried out in shocked pleasure. Lost in sensation, she clung to his shoulders, her fingers curling around his hard muscles. Ryder drew his tongue across her skin.
“This is a preview of the mating claim, when I put my mark on you,” he told her.
He cupped her breast, gently teasing the nipple as he flicked his thumb across it. It pebbled beneath his expert touch. Kara’s entire body clenched with longing.
It’s the mating heat, she thought dimly. I’m nearly in heat. It’s not Ryder, no, I’d feel like this for any male who showed interest…
Breathing hard, he drew back and dropped his hands. Desire turned his gaze dark as night, his expression fierce and demanding. He wanted her. A small thrill raced through her. He wanted her badly.
Kara’s heart thudded harder.
Seeming to wrestle with his desire, he squeezed his fists. Amber light glowed in his eyes. His wolf emerged, urging him to indulge his base, primitive instincts to mark and claim and mate. He looked dangerous, as if he wanted to tear off her clothing, throw her on the bed and ravish her.
Wondering about his intent, secretly wishing he would ravish her, she braced herself.
But Ryder rose from the bed, and gestured to a closed door.
“There’s towels, soap, everything you need in the bathroom. And I found some of your old clothing, put it in the dresser. Go take a shower, freshen up. I’ll be back in about an hour.”
“And then what?”
He cocked his head. “Dinner. Disappointed?”
“Not unless you’re cooking. You can burn water.”
He cupped her chin, gave it a gentle squeeze. “I’m not so great in the kitchen, but sweeting, I am expert in other rooms. Such as the bedroom.”
“You can have me for one night, Ryder, in return for the money you promised Aiden. I’ll surrender my virginity to you. And then I’ll be gone in the morning.”
How she hated uttering those humiliating words, feeling as if she were nothing more than a passing fancy.
Ryder shook his head. “I don’t want you for one night of sex, but a lifetime. When we’re mated, I plan on keeping you so busy in bed you won’t have time to think of anything else.”
Tongue-tied, she had no response for that.
She heard his faint chuckle as he closed the door behind him.
***
Ryder raced down the staircase and headed for the kitchen. The rusted and old appliances had been replaced with new, but the linoleum remained cracked and yellowed. Damn lodge needed major repairs. He hunted through the industrial-sized fridge, found a bottle of water and unscrewed the lid. Drinking deeply, he jogged to the front door and went outside.
The fresh air felt good on his face as he wrestled with his dark lust. Awaiting further orders, the pack males who’d accompanied him to the forest gathered on the porch. Ryder finished the water and regarded them.
“You okay, sir…ah Ryder?” David asked.
Pressing the bottle to his forehead, relishing the cool drops of condensation, he nodded. “Is the rest of the pack still at the barn?”
“Yes. They’re rebuilding the stalls.”
“Good. Go join them. When I need you, I'll call you on the radio.”
Giving him a dubious look, David nodded and directed the males to the waiting trucks. He must appear calm and in control. Ryder set down the bottle. As they drove off, he struggled to think coolly and rationally.
Hard to do when his cock was hard as iron and he wanted to race up the stairs, tear off Kara’s clothing and fuck her senseless.
He’d never lost his head over a woman. Except Kara. She’d haunted his thoughts in the dark cell where Alastair had tossed him to rot each time Ryder dared to question the alpha’s actions. Kara, whose dreamy smile and sweet nature had kept him alive in the days when, starving and nearly mad, he’d wanted only to surrender and die.
Kara had been his anchor ever since his parents died. Although her family had been understanding and compassionate, it was seven-year-old Kara who brought him food and made him eat when he’d refused to leave his room. For two weeks, she’d slept on the floor of his bedroom, being there to hug him when he awoke each night screaming for his parents, the grief a cloying thickness in his throat. It was Kara who begged her parents to allow Ryder into their family, giving him privileges allowed only to the alpha’s children.
Softened by his beloved daughter’s pleas, Alastair had agreed. He’d treated Ryder like a son, a rare show of generosity from the alpha who ruled with an iron fist.
Three years later, Alastair’s mate died and the alpha had never been generous again. Any affection vanished, and when Ryder showed the usual teenage rebellion, Alastair overreacted. The alpha’s ill treatment made Ryder into the pack omega, the lowest wolf in Lupine hierarchy.
But Kara continued to stick by his side, maintaining their friendship and ignoring other males who started showing interest as she matured.
He wasn’t certain when he became aware of her as a sexually ripe female. Maybe it was four years ago, the day she’d turned 19 and he’d watched her lick frosting off her birthday cake with her delicate tongue. Or the day they’d been working outside and he saw a flash of smooth, creamy skin as she’d lifted her shirt to wipe her face. Or the time when he’d seen her in tight jeans, her hips swaying with natural grace as she walked into the barn. He’d stopped forking hay and stared. And then Kara had bent over to scoop grain from a barrel, those jeans stretching smoothly over her plumb ass. He’d fought the urge to yank down her pants, pull out his cock and take her from behind, the traditional way a male Lupine mated with a female.
Kara tore away his cool composure, replacing it with red-hazed lust. Her mouth was lush and red and tasted like ripe berries. Her breasts were plump and soft, her body made to be joined to a male Lupine. Each time he drew near, only one thought remained.
Getting her naked.
Spreading her thighs wide, mounting her and driving hard into her body, claiming her as his mate. The thought of her wet, pink core squeezing tight around his shaft drove him insane with need.
He couldn’t think straight, couldn’t see straight, hell, he was conscious of only one thing and it was hard and thick between his legs.
Ryder collapsed into a wicker rocker and thought of everything except Kara to calm his raging erection. The dark nights in the prison cell.
His dick did not relish that memory.
Finally he went to the porch railing, studying the quiet sweep of forest and meadow. He ruled this turf now, but a leader must be responsible and care for the pack.
And the pack needed an alpha female to temper the unruly males, bring a calming influence among them.
Kara. Her lush, curvy body invaded his thoughts again. No one would claim her but himself.
“No one,” he said aloud.
If Aiden dared to bring any of his ragtag pack here to rescue his sister… a low growl rumbled in Ryder’s throat. He vaulted over the porch railing, landing on his feet. Ryder unzipped his jeans and took his dick in hand.
He marked his territory around the house. Perhaps an unnecessary gesture of male posturing, but best not to take chances. Aiden Mitchell would know exactly who reigned here now, and think twice about setting foot in the lodge.
Zipping up his jeans, he remembered another, distant time. It was shortly before he’d kissed Kara in the hallway, pushing her up against the wall and feeling her soft breasts beneath his exploring hands. They’d shared popcorn and laughs while watching a movie in the den. Other pack members had gone to a dance in town, and they’d had a rare moment alone.
He’d be damned if he could remember the stupid movie, because he’d spent the whole time watching her. Loving the way her green eyes sparkled with life, the little dimple piercing her cheek as she laughed, how she ate popcorn and licked salt and butter off her fingertips.
Wrestling with his lust as he watched her wet, red mouth and her dainty tongue, he’d struggled not to touch her.
When they’d parted, he stood beneath her window until the light clicked out. Then he’d unzipped his jeans and marked the bushes below her room.
Of course Alastair had discovered the scent and covered it with his own. But every once in a while, Ryder repeated the action, just to thumb his nose at the old man.
Now he finally stood ready to claim what he’d yearned for all these years. He could barely wait to experience the pleasure of lying between her silky thighs. But he had to be patient. She remained untouched. He could scent no other male upon her and it made him fiercely glad he’d be her first.
No other male would ever touch her again.
Not in heated anger, nor passion.
She’s mine, Aiden, you bastard. Your sister is never returning back to your motley ranch. I don’t care if I have to beg, borrow, steal, he silently vowed.
Or kill every last member of your pack in an all-out war.



CHAPTER 4
Kara showered and found clean clothing, pleased to discover her old jeans still fit. So did her favorite checked shirt with the pretty pearl buttons. When Aiden had rescued her from the basement, they’d fled with only the clothes on her back.
Ryder had thoughtfully placed a few of her belongings on the white writing desk. Kara picked up a gilded frame wreathing a woman’s face. The woman smiled softly, as if sharing a deep secret. A single tear trickled down Kara’s cheek. She closely resembled the woman in the picture, which hurt even more as she stared at it.
“Mom. I miss you so much,” she whispered. “When you died, part of us all died, too.”
She set the frame down and wiped her face. Kara wandered over to the mirror and dared to examine her appearance.
Her face had been lovely. Breathtaking, a pack elder once declared.
Emerald eyes still sparkled with life, and her lashes were long and ebony. Her nose was small, with a cute, arrogant perk, her mouth reddened and lush. Her chin was small and slightly pointed, and when she smiled the dimple still pierced her left cheek.
The left cheek remained smooth and creamy.
Alastair had ruined only the right cheek. She touched her hair, a cascade of black silk tumbling down past her shoulders. Ryder had called her hair “sinful” as he’d tunneled his fingers through it as he’d kissed her. Alastair had sheared it off in great hunks until it lay against her scalp, but in the time since she’d left, it had grown back.
Fingers shaking, she touched her right cheek, feeling the rough texture of scar tissue, remembering the hot burn of the iron as Alastair called her a whore as she’d screamed and screamed…
Panic surged. She squeezed her eyes shut. Opened them.
Her face still mirrored back in ugly, stark relief. Lupines healed fast, but Alastair had thrown salt water on the burn to ensure it remained. He’d wanted her to be ugly so Ryder would never kiss her again.
The dream of finding a worthy male to love her had vanished long ago. No one in Aiden’s newfound pack ever gave her a second glance. Hiding in her room offered the only solace, where she could curl up in an armchair and read to her heart’s content.
Her brother’s pack and her small room with its window overlooking the Montana mountains, that was where she belonged. And where she needed to return before a war started.
First, she needed a phone. Kara raced for the door, opened it and peered out.
No one in the hallway.
Hoping Ryder had not redecorated, she stole down the hallway to the third room on the left. Relief filled her as she opened the door. Her older sister’s room was still the same, with its pink ruffled canopy bed and white bedroom set. Too girly for Kara, but right now her focus remained on the pink princess telephone sitting on the desk.
An antique for sure, one she hoped still worked.
Holding her breath, she gently picked up the receiver and heard a dial tone. Her trembling fingers punched the numbers. Clutching the receiver in a white-knuckled grip, she waited for someone to pick up.
A cheerful, deep male voice answered. “Mitchell Ranch.”
“Darius, it’s Kara. I need to talk to Aiden,” she whispered.
“Damn, we were worried about you, kiddo. Aiden called your sister and she said you never made it to Alaska. You didn’t run off to elope with a lover and leave my poor little heart broken, did you?”
“Darius, get me Aiden now!”
His teasing tone became all business. “Hang on.”
Heart banging hard against her chest, she gripped the phone, the minutes seeming to drag by, each stroke of the second hand on the china clock on the desk mocking her efforts…hurry, hurry, hurry…
Finally her older brother came on the line. “Kara! Where the hell are you?”
Wincing at his brusque, loud tone, she whispered, “Calm down. I’m at our old place. Ryder…he caught me.”
Quickly she explained about the gold. Aiden swore.
“I’ll kill that son of a bitch.”
Panic filled her. Aiden was never violent, but Ryder’s letter had pushed all his buttons. “No! Don’t come here. I can take care of myself. But the gold, I still plan to find it.”
“Screw the gold.”
“The bank loan.”
“I’ll worry about that.” He paused, his voice gentler. “You okay?”
“Fine.”
“Did he hurt you?” Aiden’s voice rose again. “Because if he laid a hand on you, if he touched you in any manner…”
A furious flush ignited her cheeks as she remembered the sensual strokes of Ryder’s hands. “I’m fine, Aiden.”
A deep sigh from her brother. “We’re going to come for you, Kara. You hang in there. I’m not letting this go. I promised when I started this damn pack that no female would ever get hurt under my watch, especially you! After what our bastard of a father did to you, I swore to protect every damn person in my pack, male or female. I don’t care if I have to beg, borrow or steal or fuck…”
She winced. “Aiden, please, tone it down. I’ll find a way out, find a way to get you the gold. I need to pull my weight. I’ve been hiding away too long.”
“You need to do nothing. Stay there, stay safe. Soon as I get there…” he took a deep breath, “Heads will roll. This is war, and I’m not fucking around.”
“Don’t do this. Have to go. Love you.”
Kara hung up and tip-toed to the door. Hearing nothing, she snuck back to the guest bedroom.
Inside, she paced for several minutes, trying not to panic. Her big brother was loving, but strong-willed and stubborn. She’d only wanted him not to worry about her disappearing.
“Great,” she muttered. “Now he’s all set to storm the castle.”
The only hope lay in placating Ryder, and trying to thwart a war between their two packs that would result in nothing but bloodshed and misery. Ryder was equally stubborn and strong-willed.
A swift, hard knock came at her door.
She opened it, and Ryder strolled inside, his expression tinged with anger.
“Your brother called. Someone tipped him off about your arrival,” he said curtly.
Kara’s heart sank. “I gather it wasn’t a congratulatory call on your new alpha status.”
“Not exactly.” Ryder’s expression turned dark and dangerous. “He did congratulate me on having the balls for killing the old man. And then he warned he’s gathering all his forces. He threatened to tear off my head unless you’re returned to him in the same state as I found you. Untouched and unhurt.”
“An empty threat,” she suggested, keeping her tone light, praying she could diffuse Ryder’s anger. “Aiden’s blustering.”
“He’s declaring an official pack war upon me unless I deliver you back to him in 24 hours.”
“If you promise him money, he’ll back off. He’s only interested in money.”
Please believe me. Give him money, both of you cool your hot tempers…
“I offered money. He told me to stuff it up my ass. He’s only interested in your safe return.”
The alpha’s gaze became distant for a moment. “Can’t blame him. If I had a sister, I’d give every last breath to protect her, too. Aiden is a good ruler.”
She nodded.
He turned, his expression hard as iron. “But I won’t let him destroy everything I’ve worked so hard to rebuild. He’s not getting you back and if it’s war, it’s war.”
Air squeezed out of her tight chest. “You can’t fight Aiden. Your pack will divide. Those still loyal to my father, and I’m sure there are some who are, will side with Aiden. You’ll splinter your factions when you need unity behind you.”
“I have unity enough to fight him.” Ryder flexed his hands. “Your brother’s threat only accelerates my plans.”
Kara’s thighs clenched as his gaze caressed her. “What plans?”
“I had wanted to give you time, Kara, to grow accustomed to me once more, and gentle you to my touch. But your brother has left me no choice. War or not, he’ll never have you back.”
Dread filled her as his gaze grew determined. “Tonight, after dinner when I announce it to the pack, we will be mated. You will be mine and I will show you to the pack as my new queen. Then gather my forces in preparation to fight.”
“I can’t. Please, let me talk with Aiden, reason with him…”
“The time for reasoning with your brother has passed.”
“Don’t do this to me. I can’t mate with you,” she whispered, hugging herself.
Ryder ran a thumb down her unscarred cheek. “Don’t be afraid, sweeting. I may be a monster when it comes to defending my territory, but I can be gentle in bed and I will take very good care of you.”
A flutter of hope died with his words. She’d clung to hope for escape, to return to her brother’s ranch where everything was run down, but filled with dark places where a scarred and chubby Lupine could hide from the world. Now there was no place to run or hide, and she stood between two powerful males ready to declare a pack war.
Kara walked to the window. The pack had adored her, the cherished youngest daughter of their powerful alpha. Once she’d enjoyed running free and wild with them as wolf as they hunted beneath the full moon’s silvery caress.
Now she only wanted to hide from the people who’d once loved her. No doubt they hated her now.
“I will not resist you,” she said quietly. “Nor will I allow you and Aiden to break the peace, ruining his pack and yours. I can’t risk a war.”
“Go on.”
“I’ll call Aiden and tell him what is done is done. You know,” she gulped down a shaky breath, “that once you put your mating mark on me and we consummate the bond, your claim on me is final. It will be pointless for him to raid the ranch to get me back.” She sighed. “I won’t fight you, Ryder. I will submit, if you do two things for me.”
Glancing over her shoulder, she saw his gaze grow wary. “What?”
“Send the money to Aiden. Immediately.”
“And?”
She curled her hands into fists, keeping them at her sides. “I will do anything you ask, if you let me stay in this room, without showing me to the people.”
“What?” Ryder sounded surprised.
Kara whirled, her chest tight and drawn. “I’m serious. Let me keep to this room. They think I abandoned them and left them to face my father’s cruelties alone. After tonight, I never want to meet them face to face again.” She touched her scarred cheek.



CHAPTER 5
How he wished Alastair Mitchell was still alive so he could kill him all over again. The despairing look on Kara’s face felt like a hard kick to his solar plexus.
Ryder didn’t give a damn how she looked.
He gave a damn how she felt.
And clearly, she was ashamed to encounter her old pack. Ashamed of the scars her cruel father had left. Ashamed of the fact she’d fled to save her life.
Had she stayed, Alastair would have killed her. Not physically, the old man wasn’t that insane, but he’d have beaten her down until nothing remained of her spirit.
Ryder clenched his fists and squeezed hard. He wanted a second chance with Kara that they’d been denied. He wanted the pack secure and safe, and working peacefully together for the common good.
Most of all, he wanted to see Kara smile again, with the insouciant joy she’d always shown before.
Now her eyes were downcast instead of sparkling with zest. Her mouth seldom quirked upward and she seemed to shrink inside herself.
Damn you Alastair Mitchell. How could you do this to her? It was not her fault — I was the one who stole a kiss!
“You can’t hide from the world, Kara,” he finally said, keeping his voice low and soothing. “And you can’t hide from the pack. They will want to see you again.”
A ghost of her old smile touched her mouth. “Show them a photo. Either that or find me a really great cosmetic surgeon for Lupines, the kind who can work special magick.”
She had a special magick of her own, with her sweet, caring nature. For every injury her insane sire had inflicted on another pack member, she’d been there, working quietly to care for the Lupine’s wounds and heal the emotional trauma.
Kara was exactly what the pack needed. Suddenly Ryder wanted her desperately as his mate. Not just to secure his position as the new alpha, but to soothe his own still raw wounds. He wanted her in his bed, true, but he needed her at his side.
No other female would do. Oh, he could select one of the eager, fawning Lupines from his pack. But he wanted only Kara.
“You don’t need a surgeon, sweeting. You need something no Skin can provide. Or money. Love.”
A stunned silence followed. Kara finally spoke, a false note of cheerfulness in her voice. “Not true. I heard you can buy love, for a few dollars, at a street corner in town. For a few dollars more, it can last all night.”
Slowly he exhaled, penning his frustration. “I’m not talking sex, Kara. I’m talking about a love that will last a lifetime. The love of mates for each other.”
She peered up at him, frowning. Hadn’t anyone ever truly loved her before? Alastair had ignored her until the night of the kiss. Her sister had fled the pack when Alastair started growing cruel and cold. Her older brother Aiden adored her, but he’d seldom been around, too busy and desperate to repair the damages caused by his old man’s neglect of the ranch.
Other males had flirted with Kara, and worshipped her like a goddess. But had anyone truly loved her?
I did but never had the balls to tell her, he thought with chagrin. Maybe if I had, I could have whisked her away before that cold-hearted bastard of a father did this.
Ryder realized he danced on a dangerous cliff. If he forced her in any way, or acted insensitive to her tender feelings, he risked forever ruining their tenuous relationship. Not only would their joining be painful for her first time physically, for she’d remained untouched, but he worried more about hurting her gentle heart.
He gathered her hands into his, and caressed the knuckles with his thumbs. “I want a home filled with love, Kara. Your love and mine, raising our young together. We need to turn this ranch from a silent place of nightmares into a home filled with laughter and hope. That’s why I fought your father. That’s why I never left.”
For a moment, her expression grew soft. Then she assumed a cool demeanor as if he’d talked about selling cattle.
“Let’s be pragmatic, Ryder. There is no love in this arrangement. I doubt I’ll ever find love.” Her voice caught and wobbled. “This is business, pure and simple. You need a mate. I need my big brother settled and for both of you to avoid tearing each other’s throats out. As for appearances before the pack, you introduce me tonight. Give me my own separate room where I can stay by myself.”
Ryder gave her a calm, steady look. “As my mate, you know that’s impossible. I plan to keep you in my bed for a very long time.”
A pink blush colored her face. “When you want me in your bed, I’ll come to you willingly. But I need my space.”
Whoa, this was all wrong. He needed to shatter the protective walls she’d erected and bridge the gulf yawning between them as wide as a river canyon.
“Your space? Is that what Aiden allowed? He let you hide in your room so you didn’t have to face anyone else?”
The dull flush on her face confirmed that suspicion. Kara’s mouth tightened. “He didn’t want to pressure me. I seldom saw anyone except Aiden and Darius.”
“Darius?” Jealousy whipped through him. “What is he to you?”
“He’s Aiden’s beta and like a brother to me. Darius has a mate, but she’s still at his father’s pack. He’s planning on bringing her to the ranch soon.”
Ryder relaxed, concentrating on how to break down her barriers. Once they’d shared friendship, and then a kiss had shattered friendship, turning it into blazing passion promising erotic bliss.
If he showed her exactly what pleasures awaited her in his arms…perhaps he could convince her to change her mind. Lupines were a sensual people, and he planned to use every weapon in his arsenal to wear down her defenses.
She’s too wounded to welcome the pack, hell, welcome me back into her heart. I must try, he thought in a haze of anguish.
“You can have your space.” He gave her an intent look. “But not now. For now, I’m not giving you any space, sweeting. Because I plan to get close. Very close.”
As she studied him, her expression no longer lacking emotion, he felt his Lupine instincts urge him onward. Kara blinked.
“How close?”
“Close as I can get.” Ryder began circling her, like a wolf did to a deer before bringing it down. “Skin to skin. Naked inside your body, yes. And even deeper, Kara. As deep as I can go.”
***
He was too close. And he’ll get a lot close, as he claims your body. But will you let him claim your heart?
I can't!
Ryder was a big man, strong and tough as he towered over, his body muscled and very male. Crisp pine and fresh rainwater flooded her senses, along with a delicious spice.
He was staking his mating claim on her, Kara realized, marking through scent.
Suddenly her skin grew too tight, and she felt too hot. The clothing on her body was far too restrictive. Kara unfastened the first two buttons on her shirt.
A gleam lit his eyes. “Warm? Allow me.”
Ryder unfastened her buttons and drew the shirt off her shoulders. His scarred knuckles brushed against the bare skin at her collarbone, the touch sending rivers of delicious anticipation rushing down her spine.
He thumbed the bare skin above her bra, his fingers covered with rough calluses born of hard labor. When he stroked a spot across her tender skin, she flinched. Not from pain, but pure need.
“Sorry,” he murmured. “I know my hands aren’t smooth and soft.”
Ryder Carrington had worked hard on the ranch, and now that he was alpha, worked even harder. He had the muscled body and strength of a good leader.
“Smooth, soft hands are for Skins who work in offices. Not for Lupine ranchers and certainly not alphas.”
He gave a crooked smile and continued caressing the tops of her breasts, the action making her loins full and aching.
“You’re exquisite, Kara.” His deep voice dropped to a husky whisper. “I’ve dreamed of doing this, all those dark nights in the cell when Alastair punished me.”
The intimacy grew too much. “And here I thought you’d amused yourself by dreaming of ways to break my father’s neck.”
“No.” He drew in a deep breath, his fingers quivering slightly as he rested them on her breasts. “If I had given into those thoughts, I’d have lost control soon as he’d released me. So I thought of you. Your smile. Your sweetness. And this…”
Ryder gently cupped her breasts and squeezed. “I dreamed of being this close.”
“I’m glad I was with you in that cell, but I wish you’d never been there at all. I tried to get you out once, but nearly got caught,” she confessed.
He raised a dark eyebrow and grew thoughtful. “Sometimes I thought I’d go mad. And in the darkest night, when I grew so lonely I couldn’t stand it, I’d think of a soft bed and you naked upon it. I’d unzip my trousers, take myself in hand and imagine me on top of you, fucking you hard and fast until you screamed your pleasure.”
Heat suffused her body at his crude words. Kara’s eyes widened as he guided her hand down to his bulging crotch. “Does that shock you, Kara? We are a sensual people. We live and breathe sex and when males are denied the touch of our true mates, we do what we must or go mad.”
Like my father had. Dim pity filled her for Alastair. It did not forgive his actions, but made them a little more understandable.
Beneath the rough denim of his jeans, his cock jumped as she stroked the rigid length. “It doesn’t shock me,” she admitted. “It turns me on.”
“Sweeting, I have many more ways of turning you on.”
An intent look replaced his crooked smile. Ryder captured her chin with one strong hand, lifting it up to his impervious gaze. He focused on her lips. They parted in surprise as he dipped his head lower, until his mouth was a mere breath from hers. Kara’s heart thudded faster.
When he brushed his mouth against hers, the exquisite sensitivity of the kiss lowered all her defenses. His mouth upon hers felt warm and soft. Then Ryder deepened the kiss. A tantalizing taste of peppermint and coffee invaded her mouth as he gently thrust his tongue past the seam of her lips. Remembering what happened last time he’d kissed her, Kara trembled. He seemed to understand her fears and drew away slightly.
“Come on, sweeting,” he softly urged. “Open for me. This time, no one’s going to hurt you.”
For too long, she’d denied herself pleasure. Surrendering to his persistence, she opened her mouth as he kissed her again. Then his tongue was in her mouth, his hands cupping the back of her head as he stole away her breath and reason. Passion exploded in her veins, the ancient call to mate and breed flaring hot and heavy in her loins.
Kara slid her arms around his neck. His kiss was hot, his tongue wet, rough silk as he teased and nibbled. Ryder wrapped his arms around her waist and his strong grip felt secure and comforting, as if he’d never let her slip and fall. Fire jumped through her veins as his tongue lazily stroked hers.
Ryder broke the kiss and rested his forehead against hers. “Damn, Kara. I want you so badly.”
Licking her swollen lips, she could not summon a single clear thought.
Lifting his head, he locked his blazing blue gaze to hers. She saw the flash of amber, signaling the rise of his wolf.
“I want to throw you on the bed, now.” Ryder’s expression hardened. “But you deserve much better. Not a quick fuck like you’re a one-night stand.”
“Would you settle for a cup of coffee, a quick fuck and then releasing me as if I were a one-night stand?”
A rough laugh rumbled deep in his throat. He caressed her cheek, his touch making her yearn all over again. “You could never be a one-night stand. You’re a one-century stand, sweeting.”
Wonder filled her at his declaration. As punishment for kissing her before, he’d suffered such intolerable cruelty at Alastair’s hands and yet he still cared for her. Kara felt her confidence rise.
Ryder dropped a kiss on her nose. “Relax, get reacquainted with the house. The pack is trying to repair the barn. You have the lodge all to yourself. They won’t return until six. Dinner is at seven. I’ll come for you then.”
“I imagine you’ll come for me several times after we’re mated,” she quipped.
He threw back his head and laughed, such a delighted, full-bodied sound it filled her with a fiery joy.
“Several times, yes. Until you’re pregnant with my heir.”
The joy crumbled into ash at his reminder of what this mating would comprise. He wanted her badly in bed to serve his purpose.
“And Kara? I know you want to hide from the pack, and remain in your room, but I cannot allow that. You have to face them, sweeting. You’ll be my mate in every way.” His gaze grew hotly intent. “In my bed, at the table, and at my side in everything. You will not hide from them. You did nothing wrong.”
As the door closed behind him, Kara collapsed on the bed. Dry-eyed she thought about the lodge and the secret tunnel. She thought about this pack, whom she’d deserted and left to the cruel whims of her father. She thought the safe haven of her bedroom at Aiden’s ranch, where she felt free from the stares and the looks of revulsion.
Time to go exploring, and get the hell out of here.



CHAPTER 6
The cold, dank basement haunted her nightmares. Alastair had installed cells with strong steel bars down here to cage the Lupines offending him. Since there were many Lupines who offended him, he’d built many cells.
Ryder had been imprisoned in such a place.
Kara cut through the enormous dining hall to reach the basement. Sturdy log pylons, river rock archways and yellow lanterns hanging from the soaring rafters made the room appear homey instead of impersonal. Double French doors led onto a flagstone patio with a fire pit big enough to roast a cow. A few plants struggled to bloom in the garden beyond the patio. Her mother’s garden, she remembered. It had been a peaceful place, where she liked to dream while lying among the wildflowers.
Sometimes she had hidden there when her father’s temper fractured.
After finding a flashlight in the storage closet off the dining hall, she opened the door leading to the 120-year-old basement.
Kara snapped on the light switch and descended. The old wooden steps that creaked had been replaced and sturdy metal handrails installed. At the bottom of the stairs was a narrow hallway. To the right, the hallway was dark, leading to a closed oak door.
The basement’s left side had been completely modernized.
Gleaming paneling covered the old brick and masonry foundation. Beige tile replaced the concrete flooring. The room opened to a large recreational center with two pool tables, a ping pong table, and a gleaming oak bar sitting against one wall. Glass shelves held an assortment of liquor bottles. Neon signs advertising beer adorned the walls, along with several dart boards and a large television. In the corner was a children’s play area with a toy box and a colorful, soft mat. It had been designed as if the adults could enjoy a drink or two while watching their young.
The thought cheered her. How many times had she wished for such a place to spend time with her father? But he’d always been sequestered in his rooms and later, in his office in the basement, ignoring his youngest daughter.
The room opened onto a long hallway. She found a laundry room with appliances and bright lighting, a weight room with treadmills and stationary bikes and even a classroom.
The hallway was closed off at the end with a foreboding steel door. The new cells. Only three were complete. Stark and sparsely furnished with bunk beds, they featured private bathrooms. Renovating this former place of horror must have cost Ryder plenty.
She was fiercely glad he’d chosen to vanquish the memory of her father’s cruelties.
Kara turned and headed to the basement’s grim east wing. The door barricading this section was locked. She removed a brick in the wall, found the key and unlocked the door.
Taking a deep breath, she flicked on the flashlight and shone it down the hallway.
The correctional center, Alastair named it.
The torture chamber, she’d called it.
This section of the basement had not been touched. The air here was damp and cold, and smelled of sour fear. Sweat dampened her palms.
Only she and Aiden knew this section of basement hid two tunnels, abandoned mining shafts. The main tunnel led to the Shadow Forest —the hidden entrance she’d planned to use before the trolls had attacked.
An oval of light swayed as the flashlight trembled in her hands. Memories beat at her with fists of rage.
I can’t do this.
I must do this.
Kara flicked the light switch. Bare bulbs strung atop the ceiling only pushed back the gloom instead of brightening it.
Each step felt like heavy chains weighted her feet. The flashlight continued to shake in her hands as she advanced, past the iron bar cells with the manacles hanging from the ceiling.
Midway down, she paused and looked at a thick wood door. Kara took a deep breath and pushed it open.
Ryder had been imprisoned in this cell many times. She shone the light over the weeping masonry walls, saw the maroon stains on the floor, and the X marks on the wall in rust. He’d marked off the days with his own blood.
She’d snuck him food and once gave him the blanket off her own bed. Alastair had discovered it, of course, but for some odd reason had not punished her. He’d only removed the blanket.
Punishment came later when she’d kissed Ryder.
Kara left the door open. Next to this solitary cell was a large, well-lit chamber used long ago for canning preserves. Her father had turned it into his office to be closer to where his mate lay sleeping in the grave.
Her entire body shook as she looked within the room, remembering her own screams as Alastair had burned her…
Stop it!
Walking into the office, she forced herself to confront the past. A layer of dust covered the desk where Alastair preferred conducting pack business. Her father had been a tidy Lupine, always keeping his surroundings clean. The framed photo of her mother was next to a bowl filled with small blue packets, the artificial sweetener Alastair enjoyed in his coffee.
She picked up the frame, checked the back and saw the money tucked there. Kara sighed, fingering the bills. The $2,000 would barely make a dent in Aiden’s debt.
As she set down the photo, a white coating came off on her fingers. Frowning, she brought her fingers to her nose and inhaled. The powder had an odd scent.
Next, she went to the conference table, remembering how he’d hit her over and over, then placed the heated iron against her cheek…
Enough. 
Sucking in a breath, she left the office and continued down the hallway until reaching a room at the very end. She went through the archway and flicked on the light. The room was stacked with furniture and boxes. Her family had used it for storage as long as she could remember.
Kara crossed the room until reaching a stack of crates against the wall. This wall was brick, not masonry.
After moving the crates, she pushed on the wall and it moved, creaking inward, the sound like old bones rattling. Blackness stretched endlessly as she shone her flashlight down the corridor.
The entrance to the tunnels.
Kara drew in a deep breath and crossed over.
Here the brick floor gave way to rock and soil as the hallway turned into an old mining shaft. The mine was a dark and dangerous maze, she remembered her father saying.
Support timbers shored up the tunnel. The rough-hewn pylons were sturdy, but aged. A few crates were stacked against the wall. Curious, she opened one and saw several sacks within. Pulse racing, she opened one. Silver coins.
No gold.
Kara replaced the sack and closed the crate.
The stones beneath her soles grew rockier and uneven as she pressed onward. Finally the narrow shaft widened to a large cave her father had turned into a crypt. The stench of death and disuse assaulted her delicate senses.
Her mother was entombed here.
Fishing the golden key from her jeans pocket, Kara walked to the rock wall on her left. Shadows danced in the dim light, concealing a narrow slit in the cave. Dank, cool air brushed against her exposed skin.
The slit was barely wide enough to admit an adult Lupine. A slender adult.
It seemed wide as a house when she’d wriggled through it as a child.
Kara glanced down at her big breasts, the gentle slope of her belly and ruefully touched her bottom.
Damn.
She hated tight spaces, the darkness clawing at her, making her want to shriek and shriek. If she got stuck, she’d remain down here until turning into a ghost, only the bones of her dead mother for company.
But she thought of the despair in her brother’s face as he’d stared at the sheaf of bills piled on his desk, and how hard he’d worked to make a new home for them.
She thought of the determination on Ryder’s face and how he’d fight to the death to keep her. Was it love? It didn’t matter, now.
“Suck it in, Mitchell,” she said aloud. “No more excuses.”
Drawing in a deep breath, she turned sideways to squeeze into the slit.
And stumbled inward, nearly falling into the tunnel. Gripping the flashlight, she righted herself and shone the beam into the gloom, down a tunnel wide enough to admit three Lupines walking shoulder-to-shoulder.
“I’ll be damned,” she murmured. Someone, her father perhaps, had changed the lighting to make the access way seem much narrower.
Directing the powerful flashlight into the thick darkness, Kara walked on stony ground, her feet splashing puddles as water dripped down the rock walls. Stale, cold air filled her lungs, but the mine was ventilated and did not contain dangerous gases.
The tunnel narrowed until she was forced to walk hunched over, her lungs bellowing as she fought her panic. Dim light showed ahead.
The Shadow Forest entrance.
About 100 yards from that entrance, the tunnel widened and another shaft appeared to her right. She turned, following it a short distance until reaching a thickset door with a tarnished keyhole.
Kara unlocked the door with the golden key and pushed it open, the hinges squealing in protest. Heart beating fast, she shone the flashlight over the small, secret chamber.
Concrete lined the walls and floor, like a cold, gray prison cell. No electricity here. Instead, two oil lamps rested on a shelf.
She lit both, yellow light flooding the small chamber.
The room contained a wooden trunk resembling a pirate’s chest. Please, oh please, she thought. Setting down her flashlight, she knelt before the trunk, struggling to lift the heavy lid and finally flung it open.  
Inside the trunk was a large plastic crate. Fingers trembling, she opened it.
Hope flared and died.
No shine of gold as she swept the flashlight over the contents. Nothing but stacks and stacks of old photos.
Her father’s promise of riches was a lie.
Tears filled her eyes, but she brushed them away with an angry fist.
Kara picked up a photo. This time the tears fell freely.
When her mother died, Alastair had removed all evidence of her existence, as if it were too painful to bear. All the family photos had been destroyed. Kara hid a picture beneath her pillow to save it from his purging.
But he hadn’t destroyed them after all, only placed them here, in the trunk he’d said contained pure gold.
A smiling, dark-haired woman held a chubby baby in her arms, her waist encircled by a male with a goofy, happy grin. A young child sat on the ground before them, a look of impishness in his eyes.
Her parents with her siblings, Lara and Aiden.
Kara dropped the photo back into the storage bin. Who was this man? She combed through the photos and cards, desperate to find something, anything to prove there was good in the male she’d called father.
Photograph after photograph she laid upon the cool concrete floor. Kara spread them out, and saw her parent’s past unfurl. She picked up a picture of her father sitting on the steps of the lodge, one arm flung protectively around her mother.
The last photo in the bin featured the entire family. Seven-year-old Kara nestled against her mother’s side. Aiden was 13, his lanky body showing signs of the muscled Lupine he’d become. Lara, their elder sister, sat on the ground. A smiling Alastair stood behind them all, as if guarding his family.
He’d smiled in those days. And then their mother had died and he never smiled again.
A single tear splashed onto the yellowed photograph. She stroked her father’s image with a thumb.
“Why did you change?” she whispered. “I know you loved her with all your heart, but couldn’t you love us too after she died?”
The darkness seemed to press against her from all sides until it suffocated. Kara returned all the pictures to the bin, closed it and then slammed the lid shut. She wiped away her tears. Enough, she told herself. There were no answers here to Alastair’s rejection of his family. No gold, either.
Minutes later, she came to the tunnel’s end. Kara emerged, blackberry brambles scraping her hands and face as she fought past the foliage hiding the entrance.
She brushed dirt off her jeans and stood, her legs wobbling.
Dense trees surrounded her. The forest was quiet. Kara hid the flashlight and picked her way through the forest to a clearing on the ridge. Climbing down the rugged trail to the meadow, disappointment bitter in her mouth, she headed for the lodge. How was she supposed to stop a pack war with no money?
Four rugged cowboys galloped across the meadow, and pulled to a stop mere feet away from where she stood. They sat tall in the saddle, sunshine beating down upon their broad shoulders and their white Stetsons. All of them were muscled and handsome. And dead serious as they stared at her. One of them whistled a signal. A fifth horseman raced across the meadow on a sleek black stallion, stopping on a dime before them. Dressed in blue chambray and faded jeans, Ryder wore a black Stetson. Leather creaked as he leaned over the saddle, concern sharpening his features.
“You’re hurt.”
Blood stained her fingers after she touched the scratches on her face. “It’s nothing. They’ll heal soon.”
“You lost, Kara?”
He must have realized she was gone from her room, and sent his men to search for her. “Just checking out the old homestead.”
“Hmm. If I didn’t know you better, I’d say you were playing hide and seek. Your sire hid the gold and now you seek.”
“I don’t play games.” The treasure was supposed to save them all. What a joke.
“Too bad,” he said softly. “Because they can be quite enjoyable. Such as the chase. I’ll give you a ten minute start to get your sweet little ass back to the lodge before I catch you.”
Lifting her chin, she locked her gaze to his. “And if you catch me?”
“Then I get to play whatever game I want with you.” A gleam lit his eyes.
Defiance filled her. “Fine.”
“Naked.”
Delicious anticipation tightened her belly. Catch me first, wolf. Kara shifted into her wolf form, startling his mount. With a big wolfish grin, she sped off toward the lodge.
Only to hear a long, low howl behind her.
Running away triggered his Lupine instinct to chase. But she was no scared rabbit. Racing across the meadow, relishing the wind rippling across her fur and the taste of freedom, she gave a joyous yip. Behind her, she heard Ryder hot on her heels. Deliberately she slowed, allowing him to catch her once they’d left the other cowboys out of sight.
He leapt.
The big male wrestled her to the ground. As they shifted back into their Skin forms, Ryder flipped her over onto her back, straddled her and pinned her wrists.
Both of them were naked.
She sensed the hot blood thrumming through his body, the flood of male hormones preparing him to mate. His cock lengthened and thickened.
“I win,” he said softly.
“I let you.”
Firm muscles layered the hard body lying on top of her. Alight with fierce desire, his brilliant blue gaze burned into her.
Ryder gave a small, mysterious smile. It was wicked and victorious and yet she knew this male would not hurt her.
Oh, he’d tease and taunt her, racing with her in wolfskin through green meadows or spending countless hours in blissful lovemaking...
A tantalizing scent of spices and male wound around her and flicked between her legs like the slow stroke of a finger. Arousal spiked, making her nipples grow taut. The space between her legs grew wet. Kara watched his expression grow intent with sexual awareness.
He climbed off, his thick erection jutting up from his groin. “Later, sweeting. In the privacy of my bedroom, where you deserve to be loved. Not like this, in the open on the hard ground. I want our first time to be gentle and loving.”
Kara melted at his tender declaration.
As they clothed themselves through magick, she gazed around the field. Memories rushed back, happy ones mixed with bitter regret. “I remember this place. My father used to take us for picnics here. My mother would snap out a blanket and he’d raid the basket, always gnawing on a chicken leg and she’d slap his hand, playfully, telling him to wait.”
The sadness intensified as she recalled the spark in her mother’s eyes, how Alastair had kissed her deeply, with love.
“Lara would take Aiden and me to play by the river for a long while. Only later did I realize my parents were making love. I didn’t understand it then, but some part of me knew they were bonding, sharing special moments.” Her voice cracked. “He loved her so much. How can a male with that much love inside turn cruel and ruthless?”
Ryder touched her cheek, his gaze solemn. “By forgetting the most important rule. Take care of the pack at all costs. A leader must sometimes forgo his own interests in the interest of his people.”
They walked quietly back to the lodge. Kara climbed the staircase to her room, Ryder following close behind.
In the bedroom, she pushed a hand through the long fall of her hair, wishing for a few moments more of forgetting, of running free and wild. The worst part with her sire had been the uncertainty. Not knowing when her father’s mood would shift from reasonable to cruel and violent. Not knowing when something she said would bring a nod or a slap across her mouth. Not knowing when the thin ice beneath her feet would hold for another day or shatter, plunging her into the cold abyss.
“I left when things were at their worst. I feel like I abandoned the pack.”
“Hey.” Ryder gently clasped her upper arms, turning her toward him. “Remember the good times.”
“It’s hard when I have this….” She rubbed her ruined cheek. “Aiden took me and ran that night because he feared Dad would kill me for kissing you. He saved my life. I owe him everything. But what would have happened if we’d stayed? Could we have made a difference?”
The temperature dropped with the icy chill of his cold anger. “I should have broken Alastair’s neck to keep you here, where you belong. Damnit, I should have done something.”
“What could you do? You were locked up. And you and Aiden would have butted heads if he came into power. You don’t get along.”
“For your sake, I would have tried.”
She glanced up. “It wouldn’t suit you, Ryder. You’re the worst omega I’ve ever known. You’re too strong and stubborn to follow others. I feel so guilty for sneaking away in the middle of the night, but if I had stayed, it might have been worse. I saw the photo of my mom you left for me and I realize how much I look like her. It must have tormented him, seeing me alive each day, knowing his mate was gone. Every moment he saw me was a reminder of his immeasurable loss, another ripping open of the wounds my mother’s death inflicted on him. I made my father crazy.”
Two warm arms settled around her waist. Ryder pulled her against his hard, muscled body. “You didn’t make him crazy. Her death did. He must have loved her very, very much. And of course it hurts, knowing that he couldn’t overcome your mother’s loss enough to love you as well.”
Iron fingers tightened around her throat. “It makes me fear love. Because if that is love, destructive and abusing, I don’t want it. I’d rather stay hidden in my room for the rest of my life than cause someone else that much pain if my heart shattered like his did when my mother died.”
“It doesn’t have to be that way.”
Turning from him, she hugged herself. “Please leave me now. I’d like to be alone.”
Ryder sighed. “Rest a while. I’ll be back soon to take you downstairs to eat. Tonight everyone’s dining on their own.”
As the door closed softly behind him, she finally surrendered to the tears forming in her eyes. But she cried, not for the father she’d known, but the male he could have been, who’d locked away his life and his love in a cold, dark place forever.



CHAPTER 7
After giving her a short break for privacy, Ryder came to fetch Kara. Determined to wipe away the sadness in her eyes, he didn’t know how to erase the painful memories. He only had instinct to guide him, and the depth of his feelings.
Kara accompanied him downstairs. Instead of heading for the large dining room, he hooked a right and went into the kitchen. She frowned.
“We’re eating here?”
“I haven’t planned a menu yet. Thought you’d like a treat first.” Ryder opened the pantry doors, gesturing to a wire shelf filled with plastic tubs of her favorite treat.
Her eyes widened. “Peanut butter?”
“Ever watch a wolf eat peanut butter?”
She laughed.
“I remembered how much you enjoyed it. So I cleaned out the store.”
Her smile transformed her entire face, lighting it like sunshine spilling upon a sparkling lake. The darkness inside him peeled back a layer.
“Why did you do it?”
Alpha Lupine males didn’t admit weakness. He must appear strong before the pack. But hell, Kara always had been his favorite weakness. And if it meant the pack thought he was vulnerable, so be it.
“Because I wanted to make you smile again like you once did. The memory of your smile kept me warm all those cold nights in the cell. If it meant buying every jar of peanut butter in Colorado to make you happy, I’d do it.”
Her expression softened. “Thanks Ryder. That means a lot to me.”
Ryder screwed open a jar, found a spoon. He dug into the peanut butter and handed her the spoon. “Taste.”
Kara closed her eyes, making a humming sound as those perfect and wet red lips closed over the spoon. She licked it. Slowly.
He stared, hot and hungry and feeling as lusty and out of control as a stripling Lupine male facing his first naked female.
“I don’t know what we should have for dinner. But this…” She smiled wider, opening her eyes. “Is dessert.”
Enough already. Ryder pulled her into his arms. Spoon and jar tumbled to the floor, bounced and rolled. He kissed her, his tongue tasting the peanut butter, sweetness and the flavor that was exquisitely Kara, the taste he’d dreamed about for years. The kiss turned desperate and pleading and burning. He gave her no time for thought, words or protest. He merely took and claimed because he must. If he did not…
I’d fucking die right now.
Never again was she leaving. He didn’t care if he had to fight every male in Aiden’s pack. He’d fight them all, one arm, hell, one paw tied behind his back simply to keep Kara here. If she walked out that door, part of him would crumble and wither. The pack would falter, too, for in some mystical way, Kara was the pack, the invisible umbilical cord that fed them purpose and strength. He was the head of the pack, but she was their heart.
When they both surfaced for air, panting heavily, he tugged her hand. “Come, meet your people.”
Panic replaced her passion-glazed, smoky look. “I can’t, Ryder. You can’t march me in there to meet all of them at once. They probably hate me for leaving like I did. Sneaking out like a thief.”
He caressed her wrist, circling it with his thumb. “They don’t hate you, sweeting. They miss you. They need you.”
Like I do, he almost confessed.
Kara did not answer. Instead, she examined the nearest shelf, her slender fingers combing over the canned preservatives and jellies. She picked up a jar of honey and unscrewed it, sniffing.
“I remember growing up with the beehives on the ranch, taking the fresh honey from the comb. It tasted so good, so sweet. But there was always that risk when taking the sweetness, because I’d get stung. At first it seemed worth it for a few moments of pleasure. But the pleasure was fleeting and the hurt always lasted longer.”
She shook her head. “You say the pack needs me, but they’re like the bees in the hive. They function as a unit, and as Lupines, will destroy those who threaten their home. There’s no going back for me, Ryder. You represent the new life of the hive, and I’m the ghost of a painful past they won’t want to remember. We have no future together. Alastair was right.”
Touching her scarred cheek with a trembling hand, she looked so damn lost and sad, it kicked him in the guts.
“Even if Alastair hadn’t done this.” She dropped her hand and set down the honey jar. “Because the damage he did inside was much worse. You and I weren’t meant to be together. He said as much.”
Damn her sire. Damn him to hell. What had caused a once good, noble Lupine to turn into a mean-skinned bastard who’d ripped his daughter’s heart to shreds and killed all her hope?
Ryder gazed deep into her eyes, knowing what he must do. He only hoped it worked…
***
“The hell with what that crazy bastard said. Half the time he thought the sheep and cows were spying on us. You going to believe someone like that? Damn girl, I thought you had more sense than that.”
Temper rising, Kara stared at Ryder. “He was my father.”
“He was a fucked up alpha who must have been on something. Too much bad meat. And you’re still letting him run your life. I thought you were stronger than that.”
Ryder gripped her upper arms. “The Lupine I remember was a fighter. The Lupine I remember was the female who snuck me food and water, risking her own hide, when I was imprisoned. I thought she returned when I saw her in the forest, fighting off a pack of trolls so she could get money to save her brother’s ranch. Who the hell are you?”
Anger kicked hard and fast. “I’m the one who’s stopping you from making a big mistake like the night when you kissed me. That was a huge mistake. Look where it landed us.”
“I’ve made mistakes before, Kara. Plenty of them. The biggest wasn’t kissing you, for sure. My biggest regret? I should have thrown you over my shoulder and ran away from this place to protect you until I could deal with Alastair on my own.”
Breathing deeply, he released her, fury crackling in his eyes.
She suddenly realized his tact. Shake her free from the cobwebs of self-pity and get her angry enough to stop believing the words Alastair drummed into her mind. All the emotion drained out of her like a plug pulled on a filled bathtub and she sagged against the shelves.
“He would have killed you, Ryder. He was just looking for an excuse. He wanted to hurt me simply for being close to you.”
“Then I should thank Aiden for having the courage and common sense for doing what I should have. I failed you, Kara.”
How wrong he was. Ryder had sacrificed everything time and again to keep the ranch operational and keep the pack cohesive. He could have run off, quit, like other Lupines had. But he stuck it out. And to see him blame himself for her father’s actions…
She laced her fingers through his. “You saved me. Before that kiss, I had forgotten what it was like to be cherished and loved. And you fed me hope that maybe I could find some happiness after all.”
Ryder squeezed her hand, his touch warm and comforting. “We need you, Kara. We need you because you’re a part of our family. No matter where you go, how far, this will always remain your home. And you’re meant to be with me, hell, we’re meant to be together after all the crazy, fucked up crap your sire did to tear us apart.”
“Mating is for life, Ryder.” She stared at their interlocked fingers. “I want to be happy, I want the promise of what it’s like to laugh again, and feel good.”
“Then let me make you happy,” he said, his deep voice growing huskier. “I want to give you a pleasure you’ve never felt before, Kara. The kind of pleasure a woman feels when a man slides deep inside her and she screams and begs and claws. The pleasure our people were meant to feel when we mate.”
Mesmerized by the burning heat in his eyes, she watched him dig into the honey jar and withdraw a dab. He brought it to her lips, hesitating a moment. Ryder seemed to test her, an unasked question if she were willing to take the sexual challenge he presented.
Mate with me.
As Ryder pressed the honey against her mouth, Kara parted her lips. She flicked her tongue daintily over the offering. Then she took his wrist and guided his finger into the moist cavern of her mouth, and sucked hard.
The blue of his eyes turned indigo, then darkened further. Ryder then closed his eyes and groaned, every muscle tensing. Her lips closed around his finger and she swirled her tongue, flicking it around his trembling digit. With exquisite slowness, her tongue gave both one last teasing dance, and then she pulled back, forcing his finger from her mouth.
Sweat beaded on his forehead. Ryder gazed at her with a different, fiercer hunger than a need for food.
“That was delicious,” she purred. “I want more.”
“No,” he said hoarsely.
Kara gave an innocent smile. “Why? I’m hungry.”
“Because if you don’t stop, sweeting, I’m going to tear your clothes off, press you against the wall and fuck you so hard the shelves will rattle. So put down the honey and let’s go out to meet the pack.”
Her heart beat harder at the fierce intensity on his face. “Right now?”
“Soon as I get my dick to go down.”
Not going to look, not going to look…oh hellfire and brimstone.
She looked.
And licked her lips again. Grim-faced, he turned around, unzipped his jeans and made an adjustment. She heard him swear softly before he turned back.
Ryder Carrington wasn’t the low-bred animal her father had called him. A shiver raced through her as she remembered Alastair’s angry shouts.
“You are the daughter of an alpha, not a lowly slut. He’s a common cowboy who just wants to fuck the alpha’s daughter! His dirty, manure-covered hands aren’t worthy enough to touch you,” he’d screamed.
Emotion clogged her throat. Kara struggled to speak, but could not form the words. She took his hand, scarred and calloused, and rested it against her cheek.
“You are fit to touch me,” she told him. “More than worthy.”
Ryder closed his hands, leaning into her touch. Lupines craved touch. They needed it as much as they needed fresh meat to shift. Touch gave them reassurance and comfort, a sense of home and family.
“I’ve walked alone for so long. I need you,” he whispered.
The proclamation tightened her chest. They needed each other, it seemed.
When Ryder had first kissed her, he unleashed an explosion of passion. But the kiss had done much more. It had anchored her, provided reassurance in the uncertain, tumultuous tempest that had become her home.
Opening his eyes, he looked down at her, his expression tender. “You okay? Ready to do this and meet the pack?”
“Okay.” She drew in a deep breath. “Let’s do this.”
***
About 50 Lupines gathered in the great room, lounging on the white leather couches and armchairs near the fireplace. Despite the gathering dusk, only one lamp blazed with light. In a corner, sectioned off from the adults, younger Lupines stared at a television set showing a movie. The sound was turned all the way down. When she entered the room, they looked up. Fear clouded their gazes, the smell so thick she could drown in it.
Was it always like this, she wondered? Was that me long ago, always quiet, afraid to make noise lest my sire would roar with rage? 
Ryder nuzzled her neck, rubbing his nose along her pulse point, putting his scent on her as an obvious public claim. He held up his open palms.
“Everyone. Kara has returned home to us.”
And then they recognized her, and the anticipation in their expressions wrenched her heart. Excited murmurs swept the room as they began to smile.
He gestured to the floor lamps. “I’ve told you, it’s not necessary to save on electricity anymore. Turn the lamps on.”
Several bounded up to obey. Others jumped to their feet and approached, hesitant, yet hopeful.
“See? They’ve waited, hoping, as much as I have,” Ryder said softly. Releasing her hand, he stepped back. “They want you back, Kara.”
One by one, they embraced her, and the terrible scent of fear evaporated. And then a young Lupine pushed his way through the crowd. The others parted to make room.
“Kara!”
She turned at the eager, young voice and her heart turned over. Jason. The youngest pack member, he’d been only 5 when she’d left.
Thin and lanky, he wrapped his arms around her and squeezed tight. Kara hugged him back, emotion a thick lump in her throat.
“I’m so happy you came back to us! We need you.”
I’m not staying.
The words died in her throat at their expectant expressions. How could she let them down again?
A knot formed in her stomach. Gently she disentangled herself. “I’m here, for a little while.”
“But we need you, Kara.” Jason’s dark gaze grew troubled. “Ryder needs you, too. Everyone remembers how good you were to us.” Murmurs of assent rose in the room.
The pack didn’t hate her after all. Kara gazed at the children. Gods, she’d missed this, missed the closeness of pack and being surrounded by young, and their exuberant hope and joy. Aiden’s pack was mostly male, with only one mated couple who remained childless.
“You’re growing fast, Jason,” she murmured. “Getting older.”
His face fell. “Today’s my birthday, but I’m not supposed to say that. Today’s the official mourning day.”
Glancing around at the solemn expressions, she didn’t understand. And remembered. Her parents had formally mated this day, and Alastair declared it a day of mourning after her mother’s death. No one was permitted any celebrations.
For every hellish act Alastair had done to her, the pack had also suffered.
It’s not only you who bore scars from his wrath. 
Their scars are equally deep, only hidden.
She turned to Ryder, whose expression remained carefully blank.
“You’re continuing to follow this tradition?” she asked him.
“It was meant to honor your mother. I’ll leave it up to you if the tradition should continue,” Ryder said softly. “What is your wish, Kara?”
The pack turned toward her expectantly, and the faint, damnable hope on their expressions made her fingers curl into fists. Anger burned through her, along with hard resolve. These past two years, she’d focused solely on the damage her father had done to her shattered spirit.
Kara now realized she’d been selfish, thinking herself the only victim. She hunkered down and clasped Jason’s arms. “Today we’re celebrating your birthday. You’re 7, right?”
Doubts filled the boy’s eyes. She straightened and looked at Jason's mother. “Go into town. I want the biggest birthday celebration this pack has ever seen. I want ice cream, cake, you name it.”
Kara beckoned to David and Marcus. “Both of you go with her, help her out. And get presents. Maybe even a piñata. Is the restaurant that served those awesome chicken wings still open?”
Seeing several nods, she decided. “I’ll call and order platters, they should be ready for you to pick up when you’re done shopping.”
Something flickered in David’s eyes that could have been approval. For a moment they seemed to shift from dark brown to vibrant blue.
“Money, it’s a little tight right now,” Marcus began.
“There’s twenty $100 bills my father always kept as emergency cash behind my mother’s photo on his desk downstairs. Use that.”
“I’m really going to have a party?” Wonder filled the boy’s eyes.
Kara struggled with the thick knot clogging her throat as she hugged Jason. “The best damn party this pack has ever seen. I think it's about time for a celebration. Long past time.”
Glancing up, she met Ryder's gaze and saw tenderness shining there, mingling with a raw, fierce heat.
He was right, and she was home.
***
Never one to sit idle, she joined the others in decorating the basement, then sped upstairs for a quick shower. When she returned to join the party, Kara smiled with delight.
Blue and yellow streamers hung from the ceiling, tangling with dozens of colorful balloons. A cake the size of a truck tire saying “Happy Birthday Jason!” sat on a table near the bar, along with enormous platters of chicken wings, hamburgers and other food. Several pack members crowded around the bar, drinking beer or wine. Lupines sat at tables scattered around the room or curled up on the sofas and armchairs. Children shrieked with laughter as Jason hit a blue donkey piñata.
This is how it was supposed to be, she thought. Not sadness and strictness and fear.
Sitting at a dining table, munching on a chicken wing, Ryder talked with Jason’s parents. Their expressions brightened upon seeing her and Alyssa, Jason’s mother, moved over to make room on the bench.
“Thank you for everything.” Alyssa squeezed Kara’s hand and Jason’s father piled a plate with food and set it before her.
Kara ate, listening to the light banter between the mated couple, but keeping her gaze centered on Ryder. Stubble shadowed his jawline and his blue eyes sparkled with life. He was so damn sexy, even when he drank beer. Watching his mouth close around the bottle’s lip, she shivered with awareness. An ache pulsed in her sex as she imagined his perfect, wet mouth on her intimate flesh. Kara clenched her thighs together.
When Jason’s parents finished eating, they excused themselves and joined a game of darts.
She was left alone with Ryder.
He thumbed his lip, slowly. Ryder squeezed his beer bottle, rolling it in his hands.
“You always play with your beverages?” she teased.
“I’d rather be playing with you,” he countered, his gaze flicking to her breasts.
When she finished the chicken on her plate, he got up and fetched her more. “Eat,” he prodded. “I want my female well-fed.”
“Too much food and I'll be rounder than I already am.”
“I like you well-rounded.” His heat gaze swept appreciatively over her body.
Desire tightened her nipples, turning them hard as pearls. She shivered.
“Cold?” Ryder asked.
“A bit.”
David noticed and loped over, unzipping his sweatshirt and shrugging out of it. He handed it to her with a flourish, but before she could thank him, Ryder snatched it with a scowl.
“Keep it.” A low growl rumbled deep in his throat.
Slinging the garment over one shoulder, David winked at her. “He was just being polite,” she told Ryder, who watched his lieutenant walk away.
“I don’t want you covered in any other males’ clothing but mine.”
Her eyes widened as Ryder unbuttoned his checked flannel shirt and tugged it off, placing it around her shoulders. The gesture screamed ownership and claiming. His chest was smooth with muscle and the sight made her boneless with sudden desire. Breathing in his rich, deep scent of pine and masculinity, she felt warm and safe and cherished.
“I like you in my shirt.” He rubbed his lip again.
“I like you out of your shirt.” Oh yeah, maybe a little too much. As in wanting to lick him all over, run her tongue across his small brown nipples, taste each valley and crest of his abdominal muscles and then maybe tug down the waistband of his jeans and put her mouth there…
Kara put her hands to her burning face.
“Guess you’re not cold anymore.” He gestured to her face. “You’re all flushed.”
She removed his shirt and handed it back to him. “I think you need this more than I do.”
Grinning, he slipped it back on. They sat watching the festivities. Ryder nodded at a younger couple heading for the stairs, followed by another set a few minutes later.
“Ah, methinks there will be another few additions to the pack in about nine months,” Ryder murmured. “About time, too. We haven’t had any births in more than five years.”
“There wasn’t much occasion for celebrating when Alastair was alpha. Doesn’t make for a relaxed atmosphere. And my sire never remembered birthdays.”
Not even mine. 
“Did Aiden remember?”
She smiled sadly. “He’s a wonderful brother, but things were too hectic with trying to start his pack.”
He frowned. “When was the last time someone celebrated your birthday?
“Two years ago, when a certain arrogant and bold male brought a chocolate cupcake with a candle to my room and told me to make a wish.”
Ryder gazed at her intently. “Chocolate with blue frosting. Your favorite. Did your wish come true?”
Sadness arrowed through her as Jason successfully split the piñata with the baseball bat. Candy splattered over the floor.
“No. Aiden and I fled before it happened.” Kara faced him, her heart squeezing tight. “I wished I could have a lover who’d cherish me as much as my father had cherished my mother.”
Silence draped between them as he studied her face.
“I wished for you, Ryder.”
“Wishes can come true. Especially birthday wishes, if you want it badly enough,” he said softly.
Someone switched on the stereo in the corner to a thumping dance tune. Couples began gyrating and swaying to the melody. Ryder stood and held out a hand. “Dance with me, Kara.”
She went into his arms.
Kara leaned into his embrace, resting her cheek on his broad shoulder. Contentment filled her for the first time in years. Murmurs rippled through the air. Glancing up, she saw everyone had stopped to look at them. Many were smiling and some of the older Lupines nodded in approval.
They wanted this match. She sensed it.
Ryder buried his face into the curve of her neck.
“I want you in my bed, now. Your scent is driving me mad,” he whispered. “I’ve dreamed of it, tried to forget it. Every night I spent dreaming of lavender and vanilla. Going outside and searching the fields, the garden, desperate to see your face one more time, hold you in my arms. And then I wake up, my arms empty, my dreams shattered. I’m afraid to open my eyes in case this is a dream.”
Halting, she framed his face with her hands. “I’m not a dream. I’m very real.”
Ryder’s nostrils flared. The warmth of her touch burned through his shirt. He kissed her hand, and then trailed his fingers down the softness of her unmarred right cheek, across to her slender neck where a pulse beat hard and fast beneath his thumb. He stroked the big vein.
“This is where I’ll bite you and put my mark on you.”
Kara trembled harder. “Will it hurt?”
“They say it stings, but then has an unimaginable pleasure.” He blew a hot breath against her skin. “It’s an intimacy only mated couples share, intoxicating both male and female into consummating their bond.”
“And if they do not…”
Tunneling his fingers through the heavy fall of her ebony hair, he tugged her head backward, gazing down at her.
“I don’t believe there’s been a case of Lupines who didn’t consummate the bond. I imagine it would be quite unpleasant. But it’s not an experience I intend to have.”
He kissed her, relishing how sweet she tasted, and how she opened for him on a sigh. Kara’s lips were plump and ripe as cherries and the flavor bursting onto his tongue tangling with her rich, female scent shot straight through to his groin.
Ryder slid a hand up her back, holding her tight against him, never wanting to release her.
That awareness of connection surged again. He felt awake and free, and wanted to laugh with the joy of it. Two grim years spent without Kara, and with her in his arms once more, he felt alive.
Her lips were lush, plump and wet as he ravished her mouth. Ryder kept kissing her, feeling her light push away the darkness consuming him since her departure.
Sensuality was in their nature, the craving to touch and connect, but for a long time he’d only felt the touch of Alastair’s lash. The memory of Kara’s kiss had eased that sting.
Ryder surrendered to carnal bliss as he licked and tasted in a kiss meant not only to claim, but to awaken.
Kara responded sweetly, her body curling into his, her scent wending around his body in ribbons of erotic spice. He grew drunk and dizzy from her taste. This was the mating bond.
Breaking the kiss, he gazed down into her smoky eyes, aware of their ragged breaths and pounding hearts. Sex with Kara would not be fleeting pleasure.
It promised total consumption, dry wood set aflame.
And tonight, he intended to burn both of them. Ryder tugged her hand. “Come Kara,” he said softly. “Upstairs. It’s time.”



CHAPTER 8
He wanted her and she wanted him equally.
With a hand at the small of her back, Ryder escorted her upstairs to the third floor. At the end of the hallway he opened a door, revealing a room with a bed big enough to sleep eight Lupines.
“My only indulgence,” he said, leaning against the doorframe and hooking a thumb into his jeans pocket. “I redecorated the alpha’s room, and bought a new bed. Purged all the bad memories.”
“I’m glad.”
There were many more to purge as well. Kara closed her eyes, breathing in his scent, trembling with need as he tugged her inside. Ryder closed the door and caressed her cheek with a thumb.
“Open your eyes, sweeting. I want you to undress me,” he told her.
She unbuttoned his shirt, tugged it off with an impatient yank and threw it to the floor. Ryder looked amused as she stared at his naked chest. Kara reached up to flatten her palm against his smooth skin, and drew it away.
“You can touch me,” he said softly. “It’s okay now. No one will punish you.”
Drawing in a wondering breath, she trailed a finger across his chest. So warm and solid, smooth flesh over steely muscle. Kara grew bolder and began to explore his body. Muscle and sinew flexed beneath her fingers. She traced the ridges of abdominal muscles on his belly, marveling at the differences between them. Teasing, she dipped a finger into his naval. Ryder closed his eyes and shuddered. Having this big, strong male at the mercy of her exploring hands gave her a heady sense of power.
For two years, she’d pined for his touch, dreamed of his lips on hers, and what it would be like to finally surrender to the passion blazing between them. Tonight, she’d finally find out.
His eyes flew open. Ryder caught her wrists and shook his head. “If you keep this up, I’m going to come in my jeans and that’s no good for either of us.”
So as he sat on the bed, she helped him tug off the weathered Western boots and the thick socks. Then he stood and Kara unzipped his jeans, hooked her fingers around the waistband and tugged them down. Ryder helped her as the jeans slithered down his legs. They pooled at his ankles and he stepped out of them.
He was magnificent. Legs strong and dusted with hair, chorded with thick muscles. Her gaze traveled down each long, sleek limb up to the ridged planes of his muscled abdomen and the hard V of muscles diving down to a thick nest of dark, wiry hair and the heavy sac of his testicles. Ridged with veins, and flushed red, Ryder’s penis was thick and long, rising from his groin.
He gave a slow smile. “Like what you see?”
Kara nearly whimpered. “You’re perfect.”
But his smile faded. “Not quite.”
The beatings. She walked around him and bit her lip hard. Dear gods, what her father had done to him…
Ridges of old scar tissue flared on the thick muscles of his back. Alastair’s whip had cut deep. Moisture escaped her eyes as she traced the cruel marks.
“Dear gods,” she said thickly. “He put salt on your wounds too, to keep the scars.”
He turned and wiped away her tears with the edge of his thumbs. “Do you find my scars repulsive?”
She shook her head. “Only that they’re there as a reminder of how much you suffered. You could never be ugly to me.”
He placed a hand on her burned cheek. “I know exactly what you mean.”
Ryder drew her into his arms and smoothed back her long hair. “We both have our wounds, Kara, our scars. Mine no longer hurt. It hurt more being without you these past two years.”
Kara felt shyness take over as he undressed her. Hunger filled his gaze as he studied her naked body. Ryder touched her collarbone. “My turn now,” he said softly.
His palms splayed her breasts. Ryder studied her with a reverent look, then began to flick his thumbs over her cresting nipples. Stubble scraped her jaw as he bent his head and nuzzled her neck. He smelled so good, all male and spices. Arousal bit, sharp and sweet, as he ran his hands down her body, cupping one rounded hip, and then sliding behind her to squeeze her bottom.
He pulled her tight against him, his erection prodding her soft belly.
Ryder slid a hand behind her neck and angled her head to kiss her. Warmth surged through every vein as his mouth moved lazily over hers. Beneath the subtle pressure of his lips, she opened her mouth, letting him slide his tongue inside. Kara swept her tongue over his, the need spiking to feverish levels.
When they parted, their breathing ragged, amber flashed in his eyes, signaling the rise of his wolf. Apprehension mingled with arousal. When a male’s eyes flashed amber during sex, he risked going feral and turning savage and rough. Usually it happened only to mated couples. Only a strong, experienced female could match that ferocity of lovemaking.  
Ryder dragged in a shuddering breath and his eyes returned to normal. Kissing the corner of her mouth, he lifted her into his arms and carried her to the bed.
She wanted him, this wolf who looked at her as if she were the only female on earth. Anticipation shivered through her as he parted her legs and knelt between them. Ryder stroked a hand over the soft flesh of her inner thigh. A low moan escaped her as he cupped her sex. He slid a finger slowly across her wet core in a teasing stroke.
Whispering a plea, she arched against his touch. A fiery glint touched his eyes. Ryder looked dangerous and tense, his jaw clenched. He stretched out beside her, and palmed her breasts, then took a nipple into his mouth.
Gasping, she arched her hips as he suckled her. Ryder put his hand between her legs. An ache pulsed in her sex as he slid a finger into her tight channel and lazily circled her clit. The stroke of his tongue, combined with the fondling of her female flesh drew her taut as piano wire. She was panting, gripping his hair until her fingers turned bloodless. The tension gathered, the exquisite pleasure just beyond reach. Her inner flesh tightened around his thrusting finger. With one skilled flick across her tiny, swollen bud, she shattered, screaming his name.
Tears blurred her vision as Ryder raised his head. “You okay?” His deep voice was husky with masculine satisfaction. At her shaky nod, he smiled tenderly and kissed the salty tears trickling down her cheeks.
Then his nostrils flared, and she knew he tasted the scent of her arousal. A low growl arose in his throat.
With a rough sound, he mounted her. The smooth flesh of his muscled chest slid across her sensitive nipples. Her core wet and swollen, she needed him inside her. Now.
Burying his head against her throat, he drew in a deep breath.
“Kara, sweet innocent Kara. I can’t wait a minute more or I’m going to fucking die.”
Sitting back on his haunches, Ryder gripped his engorged penis and brought it to her soaked, swollen folds. The broad head slid just inside her tight core. Then he covered her, and pushed harder. Kara dug her fingers into the thick muscles of his shoulders.
His gaze glittering and fierce, he gave a single, hard thrust and penetrated.
Kara whimpered at the brief sting. Her body resisted at first and she pulled away, but then he murmured for her to relax. In total trust, she eased around him. Bracing his weight on his elbows, he kissed her, his mouth warm and soft. She softened around him, fully accepting. Pain faded, replaced by a wondering feeling of fullness.
Groaning, he closed his eyes, rocking against her, the thick hair at his groin meeting her ebony thatch. Each drag and pull of his thick penis against her swollen tissues created an exquisite friction.
Slowly, he repeated the mating dance. Sliding forward as she gripped his shoulders, clawing in her need. Kara arched her back and wrapped her legs around his lean hips to pull him closer. The move triggered his wolf, for Ryder growled in approval.
Her own wolf howled for release. Tension gripped her body. She squeezed tight around his thrusting penis with savage need, digging her nails into his thick back muscles.
Ryder opened his eyes.
Gaze glittering, he pushed harder, going deep inside, his heavy sac slapping against her. Each pounding thrust of his cock sent liquid heat burning through her veins. Climax shimmered out of reach. She needed this, needed her body claimed by the only male who’d ever seen her, past her scars and her pain and saw the shining heart of her.
Another orgasm, this one richer and sharper, shattered her. Veins and chords on his neck straining, he threw back his head and shouted her name as he ejaculated deep inside her. Then he collapsed, burying his face into her shoulder, his panting breaths hot against her skin.
Languid with sensual pleasure, she idly stroked his damp hair, loving his heavy weight pinning her down.
Making love with him had been better than all her innocent fantasies woven while hiding in her room at Aiden’s ranch. They were together now, and his mark on her skin would seal the mating bond. Ryder levered off her and slowly pulled away, leaving her cold and bereft. He rolled to one side and cupped her scarred cheek.
“Love watching you climax. You’re so beautiful when you come,” he said hoarsely.
A delighted smile died on her lips. Kara felt herself shrink back into her protective shell, a cold, lonely place as safe as her room back at Aiden’s ranch.
“Guess you should make me come more often then, and I’ll always be beautiful.”
The words were light and teasing, no hint of the hurt piercing her. But a fierce light dawned in Ryder’s eyes.
“Don’t do that, Kara. I meant what I said. You are beautiful when you come.” He touched his lips to her kiss-swollen mouth. “And you’re beautiful when you awaken. Beautiful when you insist on spending money on a little boy who needs a birthday party. Beautiful when you defend your brother.”
Her mouth wobbled. “But I’ll never be the same as I was. The same as I was when you first kissed me.”
“No, you won’t.” Ryder studied her right cheek. “This won’t go away, not even surgery can fully repair it. Magick maybe. But it’s got a beauty of its own as well, because it’s reminder of how damn strong you are, and brave, to have survived.”
Emotions swelled her chest as he kissed her ruined flesh. “You’re a survivor, like me, like so many in this pack. We need you to help lead us out of the darkness that’s engulfed us for so many years. I need you, Kara. I can’t do this alone. You make me complete.”
Her heart turned over at his sincere look. Ryder drew her into his arms and stroked her hair as she pillowed her head on his muscled shoulder. Maybe they could do this. For surely he loved her, and wanted her exclusively because of love, the same reason why she longed to remain at his side.
Why else would he risk everything to keep her with him?
***
Dawn broke with a soft wash of golden light spilling into his bedroom. Ryder awakened to find Kara nestled in his arms.
It was not a dream after all. He smiled.
Peace settled over him as he watched her sleep. Kara had given him an incredible gift. She was the light piercing through his dark past. The two years since she’d been gone were darker than any blackness in Alastair’s damned cages. If she left him, she'd take the light with her.
His chest tightened as he kissed her temple.
“I’ve wanted you for a long time, Kara, and this time, I will have you.” He brushed a lock of hair away from her cheek, exposing the scars. “You’re mine and I don’t care if I have to fight every single Lupine in the west. You’re not leaving here.”
The physical pain, hell, he’d endured.
The pain of losing Kara, knowing he’d never see her again, knowing all light and hope had evaporated, had crushed him in ways Alastair Mitchell never could. He’d barely survived the ten days and nights he’d spent in the solitary cell. Dense blackness had wrapped steel fingers around his body, squeezing until he screamed, his throat hoarse, his voice a whimper. The screams were echoes in the past now.
He couldn’t release Kara. If he let her go, he’d lose more than pack respect and loyalty. But what if she wanted to go? He knew he couldn’t keep her against her will.
A soft rapping sounded at the door. Only one reason someone would disturb him now…
Not wishing to awaken her, Ryder eased carefully away from Kara. He found his jeans, slid them on, zipping the fly as he padded to the door.
David stood outside, looking as stoic as ever. Ryder stepped into the hallway, closing the door softly behind him, knowing the male wouldn’t bother him except for an emergency.
“What is it?”
“I set up patrols two hours outside our boundaries as you asked. They reported that Aiden is on his way, in a pick-up truck filled with strong males. They will be here soon.”
He pushed a hand through his mussed hair. “So the cagey bastard isn’t giving me 24 hours. Smart move. I’d have done the same.”
David stole a glance at the bedroom door. “But you have made her your mate…”
“Not fully. She does not yet bear my mating mark.”
“Then sir, Ryder, you must do it soon. You said it yourself, Kara Mitchell is the only female who will unite the pack and stop those who wish to usurp you as the leader. You need her as your mate to secure your political position. This is why you chose to mate with her.”
Ryder narrowed his eyes, troubled by the Lupine’s words. Sex with Kara had been explosive and mind-blowing. He’d wanted her for years. But had he chosen her as a mate because of political reasons?
He loved her.
But did he love the power, the damn pack, more? A bitter laugh rose in his throat. All those years her old man loved his mate more than the pack and Ryder had damned him for it.
Now he understood the heated bonding between mates, and how a mate must come first in a male’s life, even before pack. She must. Because without Kara, he would become an empty shell.
David’s eyes widened and he stepped back. Ryder felt a draft of cool air. Aw shit…
He turned. The door stood wide open, Kara, clad in his thick robe, stared at him with a shocked expression.
She’d overheard everything.



CHAPTER 9
Ryder used her.
The betrayal shattered her. Kara stared at her lover, whose tightened expression showed the truth of David’s words. He only wanted her as a symbol of her family’s power, to secure his newfound position as alpha. She was a political pawn.
Seeing her expression, David raced down the hallway. She stepped back as Ryder walked into the bedroom and shut the door.
“You don’t want me as your mate. You needed me to keep the peace, to bring the pack together.” She gulped down a breath, feeling rage and grief claw her throat. “You used me as your political pawn. All those words you said to me in bed, to seduce me so you could secure your position as alpha.”
“I did,” he admitted.
“Bastard.”
Ryder's gaze darkened.
She raced for her clothing and began to dress. “Screw you. You can have the pack, everything. I’m gone.”
His fingers snagged her wrist. “You’re not leaving here.”
“Try to stop me.”
“Come here.” He took a deep breath. “Please.”
She joined him at the mirror, trembling with fury.
“Yes, I used you. But not as a political pawn. I used you because all those things I said are true. You are beautiful, Kara, and you can’t see it. No way in hell am I ever letting you return to Aiden’s ranch. Broken, a shell of yourself. That’s not you.”
“I’m going home.”
“This is your home.” Ryder clasped her chin and forced her to turn to the mirror. “Look at yourself. See yourself through my eyes. You’re not a crumbled female who remained broken by her father. You’re strong, proud and a leader. I need you. I will not let you hide anymore, as Aiden allowed. You need the light, Kara, not the darkness.”
Doubts filled her. He sounded convincing and sincere, but how could she believe him when he’d admitted to using her?
“You need me for the pack. That’s why you wanted to mate me.”
Pressure increased on her jaw as he squeezed his hand slightly. Ryder’s gaze glittered fiercely. “Godsdamnit, I need you for me, Kara. Can’t you see? Do I have to spell it out for you? I love you, damnit!”
An odd fluttering began in her chest. Her gaze collided with his in the mirror. She saw his ruffled, dark hair, damp with sweat, the sleek firmness of his cheeks, the curve of his kiss-swollen mouth. And then she saw his eyes, his beautiful, mesmerizing gaze that caressed her like the touch of his warm hand.
A gaze filled with tenderness and love.
Courage filled her to admit the truth she’d denied herself for so long. Denied herself out of fear of being hurt far more than her father ever hurt her.
“I love you too,” she confessed. “I’ve always loved you and leaving this place tore me apart more than anything my father did to me. But I never thought you could love me because my father made me ugly.”
Ryder bent his head and kissed her temple, his mouth quivering. He settled a warm palm over her beating heart. “You’re beautiful to me, inside and out. You have a gentle heart filled with love and strength and courage and this is what I see every time I look in your eyes. I see a female who will always fight for justice. And you love this pack as much as I do, you’ve cared for them when they were beaten down and you helped them to stand straight and proud.
“You set them on their feet and gave them hope when your father’s cruelties made them believe all hope was lost. And you gave them the glimpse of how rich and wonderful and joyous life could be for all of us. For me. That’s why I fought for alpha, Kara. Not for myself, or even the pack. I fought for that vision you placed in all of us when the nights were so long and desperate, none of us thought we’d make it out alive.”
Kara looked into the mirror again and saw his belief in her strength shining in his eyes. “You really see this when you look at me?”
He gave a crooked grin. “Oh yes. And besides that, you have really nice tits.”
“Ryder!”
“Had to say it…”
“Like it is.”
Ryder gathered her into his arms. “You are beautiful Kara. You always will be to me, even when we’re old and gray and wrinkled. I’ll always see you as the female who captured my heart.”
For a few moments, she rested against him, accepting her place in the pack. In his life. Then Kara lifted her head. “My brother will be here soon.”
Ryder brushed back a lock of hair from her face. “Yes.”
“Nothing will stop him from a pack war.”
His fingers stroked her throat. “One thing will.”
“The mating mark.”
“I must do this, before Aiden arrives. You have to bear my mark that we are bonded. It’s going to hurt, but just for a minute.” A heated intensity filled his gaze as he gathered her hands into his. “But I will not do it without your full consent. Do you agree to this, Kara? Do you wish to be mated to me for life? As much as it would kill me, I – I would let you go.”
She thought about her cold, lonely room back at Aiden’s ranch, and the fresh, new possibilities awaiting her here. She thought about how much Ryder cherished, and loved her. Oh, he admitted he needed her to help rule the pack, but it would be ruling with love and tenderness, not cold indifference.
Kara kissed him, and rubbed her nose against his neck, marking him in her own way, with her scent. “I love you. I will mate with you.”
A low growl of approval rumbled deep in his throat. They disrobed and he led her over to the bed. She lay on her stomach. Twisting her neck, she watched his fangs descend and sharpen. Kara braced herself as Ryder gently turned her head. His warm mouth nuzzled her throat, then he sank his fangs into her neck. Sharp pain flashed through her, along with an erotic throbbing in her loins.
Then he licked the wound, his tongue dragging slowly over her skin. The stinging faded, replaced by growing arousal. Wetness gushed between her legs.
She turned over. Ryder spread her legs wide and knelt between them. The musky scent of her arousal mingled with his sharp male fragrance of spices.
His mouth felt hot and wet as Ryder softly kissed her thighs. Trembling, she watched him lower his head between her legs. He blew a gentle, warm breath against her most intimate flesh, making her tingle with anticipation.
He put his mouth on her and she cried out in shocked pleasure.
Ryder tongued her, delving between her swollen, soaked folds as he buried his head between her legs. The silky hair on his head rubbed against her inner thighs as he slowly dragged his tongue over her clit. Cupping her ass, he rubbed his face against her and hummed deep in his throat, the vibration causing an erotic friction. Kara squirmed, eager for more.
“I love how you taste,” he murmured against her wet flesh. “I will never tire of you, sweeting.”
The flicks of his tongue intensified. A delicious pressure built, making her bottom clench hard, triggering the instinct to move her hips upward.
He squeezed and kneaded her ass as he continued pleasuring her. Kara fisted her hands in the sheets. Tension built higher as he stroked his tongue faster and harder.
And then he gave another flick, and she shattered with a sob. He remained with her, gently soothing her pulsing flesh with tiny kisses, staying with her as the last spasm faded and she lay limp and panting.
Sitting back, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, giving a wolfish grin.
“Turn over,” he said thickly.
Ryder’s darkened gaze met Kara’s. The bed dipped beneath his weight as he settled on it, behind her. The traditional mating stance for Lupines.
Kara climbed onto her hands and knees. The position made her feel exposed, vulnerable and aroused. She glanced over her shoulder. From its nest of thick, dark hair, his long penis thickened. Her core throbbed with need.
“It’s time to consummate our bond, Kara,” he whispered, guiding his engorged shaft between her legs.
Nudging past her soaked folds, he slid the broad head of his cock across her slick cleft. A delicious friction ensued as he repeated the action. Each slow push and drag caused her flesh to pulse in renewed pleasure. Kara gasped. Never had she imagined it would feel this good.
Awakened by the erotic friction, her wolf senses howled.
Guiding his penis against her soaked folds, he shoved hard, grunting with satisfaction as he slid deep inside. Kara pushed back, impatient for more. With a low grunt, Ryder began to hammer hard inside her. His enormous shaft throbbed inside her tight channel, binding them together in the flesh.
Caged by his strong body, she surrendered to sensation. Ryder dug his fingers into her hips as he thrust harder, his thick cock making a wet, sucking sound as he slapped against her. Her breasts bounced and then he reached around her and cupped one, squeezing the taut nipple.
She cried out as he slid his palm over her belly and then much lower, caressing her pulsing clit. With each relentless slide of his penis, she arched her ass upward, eager for more.
Ryder snarled. She felt his engorged penis swell and press against her wet, sensitive tissues. And then his penis suddenly grew thicker, rubbing against nerve endings engorged with blood.
The mating lock between Lupines, ensuring his seed would stay sealed deep inside her.
Awash in sensual pleasure, Kara cried out as an orgasm slammed into her. Ryder snarled and then shouted her name as he spurted deep inside her. For several moments he kept ejaculating, each wash of his hot seed making her come over and over until she felt wrung out. Finally his penis diminished enough and he pulled out.
When she fell exhausted to the bed, he gently rolled them over to the side, stroking her damp hair, sweat dampening their entwined bodies.
They were mated now, for life. And nothing, not even her brother, could tear them apart.
She only hoped Aiden would not tear Ryder apart with his bare hands for daring to abduct her.



CHAPTER 10
Kara insisted on joining Ryder on the porch, as word came that Aiden’s pickup truck sped toward the ranch.
Silently, they watched the black, beaten truck spit gravel and dirt beneath its tires as it slammed to a stop. Her brother, accompanied by Darius, his pack beta, climbed out. Aiden slammed the door and advanced. Several Lupines she recognized from his ranch vaulted over the truck’s bed, joining their leader.
Kara’s breath hitched in alarm. The strongest males in Ryder’s pack assembled on the porch, silently regarding their former alpha’s heir.
Aiden’s thick ebony hair curled at the collar of his shirt, the sleeves rolled up to display tanned, muscled forearms. Dark stubble shadowed his strong jawline. He stood well over six feet, all muscle and sinew, a Lupine who could bench press a pick-up truck.
Or take on Ryder in a challenge for his former pack and win.
Feeling Ryder grow bristle with tension, Kara put a calming hand on his arm. Hostility crackled in the air as the two powerful males faced each other. Feral anger radiated from both. She could scent it.
“Aiden. Welcome. Ryder has claimed me for his mate.” She squeezed Ryder’s hand and then lifted the long curtain of her hair to display her mate’s bite. “There will be no war, no fighting. Not even a growl. Understand? I will not have the two males I love most in the world at each other’s throats.” She tensed, ready for battle.
Darius chuckled, then pushed Aiden’s arm. “Told you.”
Her brother fisted his hands, glanced at his beta then back at her. “Very well.”
Prepared to argue, she stared at her beloved older brother. “What? It’s that easy?”
Aiden scowled. “Easy? Hell no. I wasn’t about to even listen to what you had to say, but Darius convinced me not to charge here, fangs bared, and attack.”
Ryder relaxed the slightest bit. “You decided to listen to reason.”
“For now. Only because I remembered how Kara felt about you. All she ever did was talk about you.” Aiden’s scowl deepened. “But if you ever hurt her…”
Pushing aside her hand, Ryder climbed down one step. “And if you came back to challenge me for your former pack, you’ve got a fight on your hands, Mitchell. I won’t let it go, and neither will I let Kara go.”
The pair bristled at each other like snarling wolves. Kara waved her hands. “Hello, can we tone down the testosterone just a bit? Civilized, remember?”
“I have no interest in claiming this pack, Carrington. I wanted closure.” Aiden looked at Kara and his expression softened. “And I wanted, more than anything else, for my little sister to be safe, and happy. She deserves nothing less.”
“I am!”
The scowl returned. “You’d better make her happy, and put her needs first. Or I’ll come back here and tear you to pieces.”
“Try it,” Ryder said softly. “I can take you, Mitchell. But I wouldn’t because it would break your sister’s heart if I turned her brother into lunch meat.”
Her stomach tightened. The assembled males shifted their feet, their stances threatening. Kara held her breath as the two leaders glared at each other, any second ready to shift into wolf.
Then Aiden’s shoulders relaxed the tiniest bit. “Lunch meat? That the best you can do?”
“Over processed and filled with preservatives. What more of an insult do you want?” Ryder descended the steps and held out his hand. Aiden shook it.
Her mate nodded at the restless males, shuffling their boots in the dirt. “Why all the muscle if you didn’t plan an attack?”
A slow smile touched her brother’s mouth. “I planned an attack of labor. Brought them here to work. Figured the place still looks like shit and you could use the extra hands. We’ve got hammers, nails and energy.”
Ryder laughed, turned and barked an order to the males on the porch. They led Aiden’s men in the direction of the barn.
Her mate clapped her brother on the shoulder. “Come in. I’ve saved all your father’s papers for you to go through. There’s forms you need to sign. Legal shit Skins need to turn the ranch over to me. I have enough cash from my land sale to keep your ranch from foreclosure. Long as you’re here, let’s take care of business. Beer?
“Beer, hell yeah. None of that cheap crap Alastair always stocked.”
“Hell no, I have the good stuff.”
They walked away, talking, their stances relaxed. Kara leaned against the door frame with a heavy sigh of relief.
She looked up and saw Darius shaking his head.
Kara raced down the steps. She hugged the Lupine, inhaling his unique scent. Tugging him inside to the living room, she sat down at the sofa, patted the space beside her. “How did you convince Aiden to call off the war?”
He grinned, shoving a hand through his thick, black curls. Mischief danced in his deep blue eyes. “I told him like it is. Said that if he stormed the castle, he’d probably catch the princess in bed in a very compromising position with her new mate. That’s what I’d be doing instead of preparing for battle. Making love is much more pleasurable than making war.”
Kara blushed.
“I think the visual was too much for your brother.”
“Thank you.” Grateful this charming Lupine had diffused Aiden’s anger, she squeezed his hand. “When you’re finished here, will you return to the ranch or go fetch your mate? I know you’ve been dying to see her.”
Darius went silent, staring into the empty fireplace. Kara’s heart gave a painful squeeze. “What happened? You told me as soon as everything was stable, you’d go get Sam. Did they move? You can find her, we can help…”
“She’s dead.”
Kara stared, her throat tightening.
“I snuck back to my old man’s pack. Knocked on her mother’s door, asked for Sam.” Darius laughed, but there was no humor in it. “She told me Sam died.”
“She might have lied, might not have wanted to give up her daughter…”
“I saw the gravestone.”
Dear gods. Kara squeezed his hands, feeling helpless, wishing she could comfort him. Gone was his cheerful, mocking air, replaced by a male who seemed cold and distant as an iceberg.
“It’s okay to mourn her,” she told him. “You must grieve.”
“I can’t. I won’t break down.” His rough voice caught. “Sam was my life, and she was the only person I’ll ever love. I can’t mourn her in public because Aiden needs me to appear strong at all times.”
And then she knew that even when a love so deep existed, and your heart shattered after losing a mate, a Lupine could act with strength and courage. Darius had lost everything, but stood firm in his resolve to help her brother build a new, resilient pack.
Kara suddenly knew how to help him. She opened her arms. “Then while your pack is at the barn, allow me the privilege of letting you mourn her here in private.”
A single tear escaped his brimming blue eyes. It cascaded down his thin cheek, splashed onto her hand. Kara drew him close, like a sister would a big brother she comforted.
Darius sobbed, his broad shoulders shaking, as he wept. Tears clogged her own throat. This big male who had helped her brother keep the peace, who held the frail pack together through hard work and respect, needed to grieve.
You are our strength, the heart of our people, who keeps us alive and strong and lets us be whoever we are, omega or alpha. You give us the rare privilege of releasing our feelings without fear. Your father used our frailties to tear us down. You take our frailties and make us stronger.
Ryder’s words echoed in her mind as she held her brother’s best friend and beta, letting him finally grieve his true mate’s death. After a few minutes, he lifted his face, his eyes reddened and swollen. He grabbed some tissues from the box on the end table and wiped his eyes and blew his nose.
“Thanks. I needed that. I look a mess.” He looked around, clearly uneasy. “I can’t let anyone see me like this.”
Kara thought hard. “Wait here. Give me a few minutes.”
She returned with a plate of corn chips. Darius blinked, his eyes puffy and red. “A snack?”
“Aiden’s special recipe for macho nachos. Jalapeno and habanero peppers. And I seasoned the chips and cheese with hot sauce. No one can accuse you of anything more than being stupid, for eating more than one.”
She picked up a chip and nibbled on it, her tongue on fire. “Oh my gods, that is freaking hot!”
They ate the nachos, both of them now crying, their faces red and eyes swollen.
Footsteps sounded on the staircase. Five rugged males from her pack entered the living room, saw Darius sitting with her. One frowned.
“Why are you with my alpha’s mate?”
“She’s my adopted sister. We’re sharing a snack.” Darius coughed. “But don’t try it. It’s lethal.”
“Lethal for weak Lupines,” the male taunted. Scoffing, the Lupine picked up a chip loaded with peppers. Red suffused his face as he ate it. He began to cough and gasp and then tears streamed down his face. The other males pounded him on the back. Suddenly the Lupine shifted into his wolf. Howling, he ran off.
Darius gave the remaining males a level look. “Care for a chip?”
They shook their heads.
“Then get to work on the barn.”
They stared at him.
“Now,” he snapped.
They scurried to obey. Kara grinned at him. “You talk like an alpha.”
Darius shrugged. “It helps keep our males in line, knowing Aiden’s not the only one who can order them around.” He squeezed her hand. “Thanks, kiddo, for everything.”
“Just remember to wash your hands very thoroughly before using the bathroom.”
“Yeah, did that once. My dick felt like someone slathered lava over it. Think it took a whole day before I dared to piss again.”
He reddened. “Sorry about the swearing. Forgot myself.”
Kara laughed. “Never do that, Darius.”
“Piss again after eating hot peppers?” He gave a charming grin.
“Apologize. This is me. And as my mate has pointed out, no one needs to fear being anything but themselves around me ever again.” Ever.



CHAPTER 11
Kara continued sitting on the sofa after Darius went to supervise the Lupines fixing the barn. She gave a long, luxurious stretch, wincing at her sore muscles. Everything would work out. It was going to be great. Terrific. She closed her eyes.
“It’s not ours,” her brother said roughly.
Kara opened her eyes. Okay, maybe not so terrific. “What are you talking about? Where’s Ryder?”
“In dad’s old office, going through some stuff. I found these, and thought you should look before we tell your new mate.”
The blood drained from Aiden’s face as he set down a dusty box and a sheaf of papers onto the coffee table. “The ranch doesn’t belong to us, Kara. It never did.”
Stunned, she shuffled through the legal papers as he sat beside her. “I don’t get it.”
“Did you know this property belonged to Ryder’s family?”
Kara’s heart stopped.
Her brother's expression tightened. “Dad didn’t legally own the ranch.”
“But he and mom bought the property fifty years ago!”
“They owned it back then, but money was tight, so they sold it to the Carringtons and Mom and Dad stayed on as managers. Dad paid the taxes, worked the land, and no one ever questioned it. No one bothered going through the crapload of documents until now.”
The papers fell from her trembling hands. Kara stared at Aiden. “Everything he ever said, about us being the alphas, it was a lie.”
“Not a lie. Alastair was an alpha and so was Ryder’s dad.” Aiden opened the box and removed a typed manuscript. “Just a broke one. It’s all here in dad’s book. The Carringtons left their family because Ryder’s grandfather ruled the roost and kept threatening to take Ryder away and raise him the way he thought an alpha’s son should be raised. So they came here for a fresh start, bought the ranch and all the contents from mom and dad. It was an unusual arrangement, but not too odd for the time when Lupines banded together for protection. The ruling of the pack by an alpha pair, while a second alpha pair took care of everyday business. They left the ranch in trust to Ryder.”
Their inheritance had never been theirs after all. Everything belonged to Ryder. She felt cheated for herself, but panicked for her brother.
Kara’s heart thudded harder. “Then there is nothing here to sell. You own nothing.”
“Not a damned acre.” He looked at her solemnly. “I’m all right, though. I’ll survive.”
Her mate came into the room, holding a sweetener packet she’d seen in her father’s office. “Damn that stuff is strong. Just a taste and my mouth went numb.”
“What stuff?” she asked.
“I went to move the bowl of sweetener on Alastair’s desk and noticed something odd. The packets had been opened and resealed. No one ever bothered looking because he was the alpha and that was his desk.”
Stunned, she stared as her mate ripped open a small blue envelope and spilled out the white substance onto the cocktail table.
“Put a little on your tongue,” he told Aiden. “But not much.”
Her brother did so and blinked hard. “Shit. That’s not sweetener.”
“Illegal drugs. He was hiding it in the packets. Always wondered why Alastair kept all that sweetener on his desk. Used it right before he beat the shit out of me. I left everything in his office alone for you to go through. And now that you’re here, Aiden, I needed to find out what it was.”
Ryder licked his lips. “No wonder the old man went batshit. He was on some lab-created crap that made his system go haywire.”
Aiden swore. “A local Lupine physician gave him pills after my mom died, to help him get through the pain of losing her. He must have gotten addicted, and moved on to something else.”
The granite cocktail table cracked beneath her brother’s smashing fist. “Son of a bitch! Dad knew Lupines can’t handle drugs, especially the shit that gets Skins high. Why did he do it?”
“Maybe he was desperate. Losing control. Every day he struggled to function after losing Mom because he missed her terribly. He probably took the drugs to dull his grief. And then it got too late.” Kara struggled with grief. “That’s why he’d have those horrible mood swings. He’d be calm and peaceful and happy, and perfectly reasonable, and then turn into…”
“A monster.” Ryder tensed, every muscle clenching as if he tried holding back his rage. “It’s why he was so easy for me to take down. He was stoned.”
“No. There’s another reason, Ryder.” She gestured for him to join her on the sofa. Kara squeezed her mate’s hand. “Tell him, Aiden.”
Her brother took a deep breath and revealed what he'd found. Her mate’s eyes widened.
Grief tightened her throat as she remembered all Ryder had suffered at her father’s hands. “You are a true alpha, Ryder, not an omega like Dad said. It’s in your nature to rule. That’s why you always rebelled against my father and why he always punished you. He was desperate to remain in power. But no matter how much he put you down, you came back up fighting.”
She struggled to keep her voice even. “The ranch is yours. When the pack discovers the property legally belonged to your family all along, you’ll have no problem gaining their loyalty. You don’t need me for that.”
“Huh.” He kissed her cheek. “I need you, sweeting, more than ever. I told you, titles are no good in this pack anymore. Other than the only one I’ll allow. Yours. You’re queen of the pack. Ruler of my heart. My mate.”
Aiden grinned. “Spare me the sappiness.” Then his smile dropped. “Legally, the ranch belongs to you. The trust is in your name.”
Her mate’s expression tightened. “Won’t do me any good without an official death certificate. We never told authorities about Alastair’s death. That leaves everything in limbo.”
Aiden frowned. “At least you’ll have the gold to restore the ranch to full working order.”
Kara sighed. “There is no gold. I looked in the trunk Dad kept hidden. All that’s there are photos.”
“If it ever was here.” Aiden ran a hand through his dark hair. “Always thought Dad bragged about a myth. He said he had stored gold for us if we ever needed it, but we had to be damn desperate to sell it.”
Her heart sank to her stomach. “Aiden, you’re going to lose everything you’ve worked so hard to build. All the Lupines you took into your pack will be homeless.”
“Hey.” Aiden framed her face with his large hands. “Listen to me, sis. I love you. Don’t you dare worry about me. You love him, with all your heart, enough to stay here and make this place your home again?”
She nodded. “I love him and this is my home. Our home.”
Gently, he kissed her forehead. “Then that’s all I need to know. Ever since that night when we left here, you’ve been miserable. It’s about damn time you came home and were happy.”
“But what about you and your pack?”
He gave a crooked grin. “We’ll survive. And if I can’t come up with the money somehow, maybe I’ll hire myself out as an escort. I bet women would pay good money for me.”
She wrapped her hands around his wrists, refusing to let him off the hook with a joke. “I love you Aiden. Thank you for everything you’ve done for me.”
His smile faded. “Be happy. It’s all I ask. And when you and this arrogant SOB here have young, send me photos of my nieces and nephews.”
Ryder rested a possessive hand on her shoulder. “I’ll take good care of her.”
Aiden’s gaze turned hard. “You’d better. I made a vow two years ago to protect every female under my care and never let her go unless I was absolutely certain she was going to a male who’d protect her as fiercely as I did.”
He stuck out a palm and Ryder shook it.
“If only Alastair had stored treasure.” Ryder shrugged. “All that’s down there in the basement is old junk that’s been there for years. Antiques. Old signs, toys still in their boxes…”
Suddenly his eyes widened and a wide grin split his face. “Antiques. You guys remember the Skin who visited the ranch who offered $1,000 for that old Texaco sign Alastair had hanging by the feeding station? He hung it there as a joke for the cattle, and the old Skin really, really wanted it. He said if we had more old stuff like that it would be worth its weight…”
“In gold,” Aiden finished.
She and Aiden exchanged glances. “Antiques,” she said. “Grandmother’s china, Dad’s collection of old Colt guns. Oil paintings and those jade pieces Grandpa bought in China. All that stuff…”
“Gold,” Aiden finished for her. He rubbed his whiskered chin. “Damn. There’s probably at least $50,000 worth of antiques in that room.”
“It must be worth more. The jade alone was expensive. We have to get it all appraised.” Kara couldn’t believe it. “I also found a crate filled with silver coins.”
“Ingots,” Aiden murmured. “The old bastard collected them, and original Morgan dollars. He could have thousands.”
“Alastair gave me 100 silver ingots when my parents died.” Ryder’s eyes widened. “I sold them last month for cash to pay bills. Each one was worth around $40. I’d say you have at least six figures in coins alone.”
“More than enough to pay off the bank loan, Aiden.” Her voice cracked.
Hope lit Aiden’s eyes, and then he shook his head. “The lands, the buildings and all their contents belong to Ryder. Legally, everything on the property was left in trust to him.”
“Those antiques belong to your family, not mine,” Ryder said solemnly. “I’ll get the items appraised, find a dealer to sell all of it, and in return for doing all the work, I’ll take 10 percent of the profits. Deal?”
Aiden nodded.
They went outside on the porch. The sun shone bright on the fields as a Lupine on a tractor cut the overgrown grass. It promised to be a fine day.
A battered white pick-up truck rattled up the drive and parked before the lodge. David climbed out and mounted the porch steps. “Everything is complete here. My work is done. I shall take my leave now.”
Ryder hooked an arm around Kara’s waist. “Leaving now, when life promises to be much better?”
“I cannot stay. I came here for a purpose, to see this pack settled once more.”
Kara’s jaw dropped as David shapeshifted into a dark-eyed man. Clad in black leather pants, a black shirt and doeskin boots, he stood well over six feet tall. Wind lifted the man’s shoulder-length black hair, each strand tipped with silver, glinting like polished chrome.
Tristan, the Silver Wizard, a member of the Brehon, the four powerful wizard judges of OtherWorlders. Kara lowered her gaze, but Ryder did not, and neither did Aiden.
Her brother leaned against the railing, and folded his arms. “Tristan. Last time Ryder and I saw you years ago, you kicked our asses for shifting into our wolf forms when those Skins jumped us outside the bar.”
“I could have fried your asses for that indiscretion. But you were both drunk and I had mercy,” the wizard said evenly.
“So now what the hell are you doing here?” Aiden asked.
“I came here to help Ryder assume leadership. And now it’s time for me to step aside.”
“Terrific timing.” Ryder growled. “You couldn’t have gotten here sooner, say when Alastair was ruining the pack?”
“Things were meant to happen as they will unfold.”
“Stop sounding like a damn fortune cookie,” Ryder snapped. “Where were you when everything was going to shit?”
“At your side, as you will recall. Do not judge me, Lupine.”
The wizard’s voice was dangerously soft.
But Ryder ignored the warning. “Alastair turned psycho long before I was pushed into challenging him. He hurt Kara!”
“You have free will, Ryder. You did not choose to leave,” the wizard pointed out. “And neither did Kara. You did this because of your love for Kara, and your respect for her father. Is that not true? If not, correct me.”
Ryder fell silent at that.
He gave them a critical look. “Alastair committed many wrongdoings and now it is time to heal. It is up to you, and Aiden and Kara, to forgive the past and move ahead. To forgive Alastair for all he did.”
A knot formed in her stomach. Kara stepped forward and looked directly at the powerful wizard. “I can forgive him. I know now what it is like to love so completely, your heart shatters when your mate is missing.”
Her mouth wobbled and her voice dropped to a bare whisper. “I just wish, wherever he was, he’d be at peace. He never had any peace after she died.”
The wizard gave her a gentle smile. “He’s with your mother now, Kara, and they are at peace, in Tir Na-nog, the land where the departed live, home to the Brehon. He did what he did because he loved her so much he could not bear the pain of losing his mate. He’s suffered enough in his earthly life.”
The wizard gave Ryder a solemn look. “You will find the official death certificate for Alastair on his desk. It is dated for today. With the death certificate you may fully assume ownership.”
“How did you get the death certificate? We buried him on the property and never informed the authorities. It’s why I kept forging his signature to pay bills and purchase food,” Ryder asked.
Tristan gave a mysterious smile. “You are not the only one who can forge signatures, Ryder Carrington. What is the use of having power as a wizard if I cannot help my people? It was the last action I had to take to set you on your way to leading the pack.”
The wizard waved a hand and vanished.
Aiden snorted. “Always the showmanship. Comes and goes when the fun gets started.”
Something inside her tight chest eased at last. “Come on. Both of you.”
Taking their hands, she led them inside, past the dining hall. They walked down the steep steps. Kara found the hidden key and unlocked the basement door. At her father’s office, she walked inside as they silently waited. Kara remembered all the love her father once showed her, and how cherished she once had felt, before her mother died.
“I forgive you, Dad. Be at peace,” she whispered, placing a palm on the table where he’d hurt her so much.
They went into the cell where Ryder had been imprisoned. Ryder placed a palm on the wall where he’d marked the days with his own blood. “I forgive you, Alastair. Be at peace.”
Then they walked upstairs. Aiden led them outside onto the porch. He turned, his expression deeply troubled.
“I can’t do this.”
“You must,” she said gently. “You must because you need healing. Dad is gone now, and you have to carry on.”
His silky black hair became tousled as Aiden shoved a hand through it. “There is no place where I suffered the most, like you two did. I never shared what the old man did to me. I know what he did to you.”
“Tell us, Aiden,” Ryder said.
His expression turned haunted. “He didn’t beat me as he did to you, Ryder. He didn’t burn me, like he did you, Kara. He hurt me with words. Every day, telling me I was incompetent and could never rule a pack of my own because I cared too much. He said I’d be even bigger fool if I fell in love because love is a bitch that will rip your heart apart. And an alpha must never let that happen. I made a vow to him that I’d always remain strong, and never let a woman capture my heart.”
Kara blinked and put a palm over her brother’s strong, beating heart. “Then he placed the deepest wounds of all on you, Aiden. That’s why you must forgive him.”
Aiden sucked in a deep breath and closed his eyes. He placed a trembling hand over his chest. “I forgive you, Dad. Be at peace.”
Tears glistened when he opened his eyes. Aiden gruffly wiped them away. “Damn, enough of this. I’m going to the barn to supervise my men. They’re probably flirting with all your available females right now, Ryder. Don’t be surprised if a few steal away in my truck.”
“It’s the mating heat,” Ryder agreed, sliding an arm about her waist. “Turns level-headed males mindless with lust. All they think about is the mating frenzy.”
She watched her brother leap off the porch and head for the barn. In the yard, children played and shrieked as they chased a soccer ball. The sounds of hammers in the distance assured her that this pack would soon get back on its feet and with the assistance of the sold antiques and coins, Aiden’s new pack would thrive as well. Perhaps she’d visit in the future. But she would never return there.
For her heart belonged here with her pack. Her heart belonged to Ryder. And here, at home, she’d remain, ruling at his side.
The End
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Keep reading for a preview of The Mating Rite, Book Four in the Werewolves of Montana series.



The Mating Rite - Preview
At precisely 7 p.m. a woman walked into the hotel and hesitated at the top of the stairs. The tantalizing scent of lilac and vanilla teased his Lupine senses. Mesmerized by the vision of ethereal beauty, Darius stared. Dressed in a green floral dress, clutching a big black designer bag, she wore pink strappy heels that accented legs that, whoa, went on forever.
Gone were the coltish lines of youth, replaced with a mature female form. Masses of shining hair the color of corn silk spilled down her backside. She was voluptuous, with generous breasts, wide hips and a slight curve to her belly. She had grown up and filled out quite nicely. But the flushed cheeks, full rosebud mouth and big violet eyes remained the same. 
It was Sam, his mate.
He’d wanted her for 10 years. No one but Sam could satisfy him. Every other woman paled in comparison. Darius felt as if he’d been handed his life back.
He set down the wineglass, unable to drag his gaze away. Ten years spent mourning her loss. Ten years spent with other women in his bed simply to forget her. Ten years spent dreaming of holding her close, only to awaken and find his arms empty.
The dreams had been woven from opaque memories he’d fought to keep alive. And now Sam stood on the steps in the flesh. He could taste her scent on his tongue, hear the increased pounding of her heart, see her expression alight with hopeful anticipation. She was real.
He forgot about the Skins crowding the bar.
 He forgot he was meeting her on the pretext of a blind date.
 He forgot everything, except the ancient Lupine call to mate and claim.
The slow heat building inside him became a consuming need, then a possessive frenzy triggering the instinct to rush up the stairs, tear off her clothing, toss her down on all fours and cover her. Mine, he snarled silently. 
Deep inside, the man wrestled for control of the wolf. With every ounce of considerable strength, he roped his beast and held it at bay. Thoughts of Sam naked and soft beneath him burned through his brain. Darius gripped the table’s edge.
Something cracked beneath his hands.
He looked down.
The marble table had a wide fissure running through it. Oops. 
Covering the line with his linen napkin, Darius drew in a deep breath. He adjusted his tie and tried to look like any other normal, eager man hopeful for a first date. Maybe a glass of wine leading to animated talk and then a good dinner, and if he was lucky, a tumble between the sheets.
Not what his wolf snarled to do. Forget the wine, the food, the formalities. Get the female naked, and pleasure her so completely that her brain cells scrambled, then do it again and again until she clung to him, begging, screaming his name, sealing the bond of flesh between them. Keep her trapped in his bed for three days until she lay exhausted, her belly filled with his young.
Oh yeah, yeah, his wolf panted, nodding eagerly. Let's do it. Let’s make a baby.
"Down boy," he murmured. "Easy. Let's make dinner first."
 

 

Look for The Mating Rite, Book 4 in the Werewolves of Montana series, coming out late April 2014. Darius discovers that his mate is not dead after all and he will do anything to have her…
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Trapped
by Caris Roane
Mastyr Vampire Zephyr, a one-man fighting force, struggles to save the life of a woman who despises his warrior ways.
He won’t give up his warrior life to please a woman…
Zephyr can’t keep away from Alesia and feels obligated to keep her safe. They’d broken up, unable to reconcile painfully opposing views on what should be done to the evil Invictus pairs. But when several wraith-pairs attack her diner, he flies her to safety, taking her home where they’re trapped together for the entire day. His chronic blood-starvation problem surfaces and it soon becomes apparent that she’s the key to taking away decades of suffering. But if she offers to take care of his needs, will he be drawn in once more only to have her disapproval ruin the moment yet again?
Surrendering is dangerous…
Alesia wishes Zephyr would just leave her alone. She broke up with him months ago and wants to start a new life. The trouble is, he’s still the one man who can curl her toes. But when several deadly Invictus pairs attack her diner, Alesia has no choice but to go home with Zephyr, something she’s promised herself never to do. Trapped all day with the powerful warrior, she finds it hard to resist the comfort of his arms and the sensual feel of his lips pressed to hers. Will it hurt to offer to meet his blood-needs just this once or will surrendering leave her more vulnerable than ever?
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CHAPTER 1
Just before dawn, Alesia turned the diner lights out and stared at a shadow beneath the lone pine tree at the far edge of the gravel parking lot. She held her breath, waiting to see if the dark shape turned into a friend or someone out to kill her.
The last of the cars had left over an hour ago. Most of her customers had headed home for the day to avoid the damaging, or in the case of vampires and fae, deadly sunlight rays. She owned a small diner in the south of Merhaine Realm, an area known to have a lot of enemy traffic.
The shadow finally moved, heading in her direction, and her heart set up a loud thumping in her ears. Sweet Goddess, she went through this every night, wondering if this time one of the dreaded wraith-pairs had finally shown up to finish her off.
However, when Zephyr came into view instead, the air rushed from her lungs, both in relief and with the excitement she always felt when she saw him. He was a powerful vampire who made war against the wraith-pairs and who saw her home every night just to make sure she was safe.
Even though she’d already dated him, slept with him and broken up with him several months ago, she still had such a thing for the man. Which begged the question, would she ever really get over him or would she feel this hunger forever?
As he made his way toward the diner, she left the lights off but warmed up her fae vision so that the closer he drew the better she’d be able to see him. Her vision was one of the most useful abilities she’d gained from her fae mother. Her human side, however, wreaked havoc with her sensibilities, having decided that this warrior vampire was exactly what she wanted to take home with her tonight. He walked up the steps of her diner, carrying his two-hundred-and-forty pounds like a god.
He opened the door with an easy shove of his hand. He stood six-five and because he worked out, he had massive shoulders and arms, which were well-defined by a snug t-shirt. He had clear blue eyes and his thick, wavy black hair hit the space just above his shoulders. A freaking sexy look for him.
She’d always loved his hair, the coarse feel beneath her fingers and especially the way it had moved when he’d made love to her, swaying in rhythm. His hair even smelled good, the same way he smelled, like a woodland of oaks: strong, slightly bitter, woodsy.
As he stepped inside, his scent wrapped her up and made her feel about a hundred things she shouldn’t be feeling. As attracted to him as she was, she’d ended things for a reason and had no intention of resuming their relationship. But for her, perhaps forever, he was nothing short of temptation on two legs.
And here he was again, performing his last self-assigned duty of his rogue policing activities for the night. Zephyr was a one-man show, who worked apart from Merhaine’s vampire Guard, patrolling the south, the poorest part of the realm, the same area where she had her diner.
She at least had this much in common with him, that each served the poorer element of Merhaine. She provided good, cheap, home-cooked meals for the locals and Zephyr battled the Invictus every night to keep the community safe. With just the power of his battle frequency and the energy he could release from the palms of his hands, he had more kills than any of the traditional Guardsmen who worked the region.
If she’d been in support of all that death and destruction, she’d be proud of Zephyr. Instead, she despised his nocturnal killing efforts, the source of the contention between them and the exact reason she’d never give herself to him again. She believed in the absolute necessity of rehabilitating wraith-pairs. Simply put, he didn’t.
“We’re closed,” she stated, opening their age-old argument. She didn’t need him to fly her home, and it would help her a lot to get over the vampire if she didn’t have to see him every night.
“Alesia, you didn’t lock the door. What the hell is wrong with you?” His voice fell into the lower timbres, not quite bass but damn close, a sound that teased her in all the wrong places.
She shrugged. “Do you honestly believe that a lock is going to keep out a powerful Invictus wraith-pair?” The bonded pairs had an amplified level of power that could easily take down the solitary realm person.
“I think turning that damn lock would give you an extra few seconds to escape out the back door.” He glanced around. “I take it you’re all set for the night.”
“I am, which means you can go now. I can see myself home.”
He snorted. “Like hell. You know the drill, Alesia, and we can do it the hard way or we can do it my way.”
She rolled her eyes. “Fine. You can fly me home. Will that make you happy?”
“Damn straight it will. You serve the community, something I’ve always admired about you. It’s my job to keep you safe.”
Her lips curved. “Because I’m a good citizen of Merhaine?”
“Exactly. Now go get your purse.” He was always commanding her.
“Couldn’t you at least talk nicer to me?”
“Don’t see the point. You’ll just argue anyway, tell me how wrong I am about what I do and how I do it. Besides, if I’m not home in the next thirty minutes, I’ll be toast.”
Dawn was coming fast.
She huffed a sigh, slipped behind the long, metal counter, and retrieved her shoulder bag. “All right. Let’s go.”
***
Zephyr wished like hell Alesia wasn’t the most beautiful woman he’d ever known, inside and out. For him, she was perfection with layered brown hair, neither dark nor light, just a soft shade between. She had large, green eyes, thick lashes. Her human genetics had softened her fae appearance so that her chin wasn’t as pointed as most of the fae he knew. The result somehow charmed him as no other woman ever had.
Her ears had rounded fae points that he’d enjoyed tonguing and she’d loved how he’d worked her ears. He’d never been with a woman who liked her ears sucked and tongued the way Alesia had.
She stood five-ten, a perfect armful. She wasn’t a skinny type either, but had a rounded ass he couldn’t get enough of and full breasts. At the same time, he could fit his hands around her small waist.
Damn all the elf lords, he missed the woman, ached for her, but she’d broken it off after their last big fight in which they’d called each other a few choice names, some of which fit. She could be opinionated as hell and he definitely, on occasion, fit the epithet of a stubborn, intractable male.
Still, nothing he’d said, no amount of apologies could eradicate the sore point between them that he killed wraith-pairs on the spot. She believed, with every ounce of her lovely self, that wraith-pairs should be captured, not killed, and afterward rehabilitated.
The first time he’d heard her opinion, he’d laughed, thinking she’d been joking. But she hadn’t. Instead, she’d been so offended that she’d thrown a small but heavy ceramic dish at his head. Her apologies about the bump on his forehead had been long and regretful since she’d felt like such a hypocrite having used violence against him.
He’d healed within a minute, the wound completely disappearing, then set aside the argument by kissing her, working those sexy ears of hers, then making love to her.
Sweet Goddess, how he missed sexing her up, watching her body move beneath his, her moans and the final cries of ecstasy. She always sounded like a hunting bird in flight when she came, and he’d loved it.
Now he served essentially as her bodyguard, escorting her home last thing before dawn, night after night. He had to know she was safe. He couldn’t sleep otherwise. She didn’t like that he looked after her in this way and was perpetually mad at him. But as long as she didn’t look to her own safety, in a part of Merhaine where wraith-pairs hunted more heavily than any other part of the realm, he’d fly her the hell home at dawn.
More than once, he’d almost talked her into another round in the bedroom, but she kept steeling herself against him. She held rigidly to her rehabilitation philosophy and for some reason, he couldn’t get her to see that every time he fought and prevailed over yet another wraith-pair that he was saving dozens, maybe even hundreds of innocent realm lives.
Though she would concede that he had a point, she didn’t sway from her belief that wraith-pairs could and should be rehabilitated.
He thought her position foolish beyond words.
As she locked up the diner, he held out his arm to her.
This was the moment he loved best, when she slid her arm around his neck, climbed onto his booted foot and he pulled her tight against him. She smelled like berries soaked in red wine. She tasted like that, too. He ached to feed from her throat, something she’d never allowed him to do, but Goddess help him he wanted to know, just once, what it would feel like sucking from her vein, and what her blood would taste like.
A full-body shiver ripped through him.
“Not gonna happen, Zeph.” She understood him pretty well, too.
“I know. But you smell so good.”
“Did you call one of your doneuses?” She looked angry now, her brows pinched together. “Even I can sense that your blood-needs are at a critical level.”
“That’s not your concern.”
Because he’d reached mastyr status, he suffered from chronic blood-starvation that kept his nerves raw and his stomach cramping. He had to use a donor at least once a day, which kept him alive but didn’t do much to alleviate his symptoms. But like all mastyrs, he’d learned to live with his suffering as just one of the unfortunate results of gaining an unparalleled level of battling power.
And that power allowed him to hunt down and destroy several wraith-pairs every night, all by himself.
Before he took to the skies, he turned into her and licked her ear, hoping to tease her into a couple of hours with him in her bedroom, but she drew back.
“Hey, none of that.”
He smiled. “But you like it so much.”
He felt her hesitation and his chest lit up with sudden hope.
She shook her head. “Just take me home, Zeph. I’m tired and my feet hurt.” Her gaze flitted past him and her face twisted with sudden horror. “Red wind. Sweet Goddess, no.”
An unusual red wind always presaged the arrival of wraith-pairs, but not everyone could see the telltale sign of the Invictus. Yet apparently Alesia could.
He felt the vibration in the air at almost the same moment as he released her, shoving her behind him for protection. He turned to face the wraith and in this case her bonded troll. She wore the typical gauzy red strips of fabric that most wraiths wore and the troll had a vicious, fierce look as he lifted a battle axe, ready to engage.
The wraith shrieked, a sound designed to strike fear into the hearts of their intended victims.
Just stay behind me, he pathed to Alesia. And whatever you do, don’t run.
Not going anywhere.
Zephyr dropped into his hunched battling position, shoulders lowered slightly as he gathered power from all around him, the earth, the air, the nearby pine forest. At the same time, his mastyr level of power allowed him to erect a protective blue shield between himself and the wraith-pair that would help keep Alesia safe.
“This one has power,” the wraith shouted, hovering a few inches above the gravel. “But we can take him.”
“Yes, mistress.”
The troll lifted his arm and the axe flew. At the same time, the wraith shot a powerful red blast from her hand. Both were aimed at Zephyr.
His shield shunted the axe aside and he countered the wraith’s battling frequency with his own. He settled into his power and created a surge that broke apart the wraith’s energy beam so that the resulting unimpeded flow hit her square in the chest.
She screamed as she flew backward several yards, while the troll collapsed where he stood. Zephyr wasn’t surprised, since the bonded mates often became incapacitated when the controlling wraith was injured.
He lowered his blue shield and was about to go in for the kill, when he felt a hand on his arm. “Don’t, Zeph, please. Call for someone to take them to the rehab prison. Please.”
The wraith was already rising, clearly a profound self-healer. She bared her yellow fangs and hissed. Her long, thin blond hair floated around her head, having a life of its own.
“Please, Zeph. I knew this troll before he was abducted. He had an auto parts business about two miles from here and used to eat at my diner every night. He lost his wife in the attack, but he didn’t deserve this fate, to lose his essential identity when the wraith bound him. Don’t you get that part of the equation? For every wraith-pair that you save, you’ll be bringing a realm-person back from the dead?”
He stared at her hard, willing her to understand. “But how many have they killed tonight? That’s what you’re not considering, what you never think about.”
Tears tracked her cheeks. It occurred to him suddenly that she must have other reasons, more personal reasons for feeling this strongly. But he’d seen way too many innocent people drained-to-death, or slaughtered outright, to believe it would be wise to let either of these two live.
“Zeph, I’m begging you.”
“Even if I called for help, the recovery team wouldn’t arrive for hours. I’d have to spend the better part of the morning, probably in your diner, continuing to hurt them in order to keep them locked down. And even then, surely you know the rehab rates are really low.”
But she was adamant and though it went against his principles in the war against the Invictus, he knew for her sake, he had to try.
He was about to acquiesce and make the call, when suddenly two more wraith-pairs dropped out of the night sky. In addition, the time he’d used up arguing with Alesia, had given the wraith enough time to complete her healing.
“Oh, Shit.”
Alesia grabbed his arm. “Zeph, what are we going to do? Can you battle all three pairs and survive?”
Only if he was alone, but he didn’t tell her that. Instead, he shifted into action and without giving Alesia a warning, he whipped her into his arms, shot straight up into the night sky, then streaked north as fast as he could.
If none of the wraith-pairs were unusually fast, he’d reach his locked-down, fortress-like home and they’d be safe.



CHAPTER 2
The sudden shift to flight mode, faster than Alesia had ever experienced before, sent a wave of nausea flowing through her. But that was a small price to pay for staying alive.
The fae part of her knew extremely well that all three wraith-pairs were right on their heels.
Using telepathy, she pathed, Let me turn in your arms, Zeph. Let me see what’s going on behind us. Maybe I can help.
He released his iron grip just enough to allow her to turn so that she faced backward.
How far away is the lead pair? he asked.
A hundred yards.
Good, that should give us enough time.
Time to do what?
To get to my house.
Oh, that’s right, you live even closer to the diner than I do. The lead couple is moving fast. They’ve gained by at least a third of the distance. 
Maybe without realizing he was doing it, Zephyr pathed a long string of obscenities straight into her head.
She blinked a couple of times, but didn’t say anything. Given the circumstances, he’d earned the right to let loose a little.
What about the other two? Same distance?
Alesia glanced past the lead pair. Much farther behind but, Sweet Goddess, the lead couple is moving incredibly fast. I think the bonded mate is a vampire.
That would explain it. He might even be close to mastyr level, which means he has more power. We’re going to have a fight on our hands.
Zeph, he’s gearing up his battle frequency. I can sense it. 
We’re not far, about half-a-minute away.
But Alesia could see that the lead wraith-pair would reach them well before they arrived at Zeph’s house. She could also sense that the vampire’s hand-blast energy had sufficient power to take them both out of the sky if he decided to fire at them.
She felt suddenly sick at heart because she knew what she needed to do, but it went against everything she believed in. Yet, if she didn’t act, the part of her that was fae knew they would die.
How close are they? Zephyr had tensed up.
Just hold us steady, I’m going to do something.
Alesia, what the fuck do you mean? Oh, shit … Am I feeling a battle vibration coming from you?
Yes, you are. She hated revealing the truth that she had some battle chops, but she had no choice. Just keep flying at top speed. I’ve got this.
She stretched out her left arm, bracing herself against his chest and pressing her arm into his shoulder for balance. She let her battle energy build and as the vampire fired, she released her own stream, sending a blue wave pulsing toward the wraith-pair.
Their frequencies met in the middle and her whole arm felt as though it was on fire.
Zeph pathed. We’re almost there.
She didn’t know how long she could keep it up, but suddenly the vampire’s blast gave way and she watched as her battle energy struck home and he started tumbling through the air. His bonded wraith-mate shrieked as she headed after him.
Got him, Zeph. 
Good job. 
But the other two pairs are still in pursuit, maybe two hundred yards away now.
Hold on. We’re not far from my house and I need to shift direction.
She clutched at his shoulders, grateful for the warning, since he jerked in the air and sped straight down. Her stomach lurched as she closed her eyes, then she saw stars, a lot of them.
The next thing she knew, she was lying on her back on a soft carpet, staring up at a round, metal ceiling and hearing wraiths shriek outside the house.
She sat up, but dizziness swept over her and she put a hand to her head, breathing hard. She glanced around and saw that Zephyr sat at a nearby desk, his laptop open. He worked the keys like mad.
The next moment, she heard screaming outside then everything fell silent.
She looked up at the ceiling once more. “What did you just do?”
“I fired up an electrical charge.”
Rising to her feet, she continued to stare up at the interlocking metal supports, waiting, but nothing happened.
Zephyr flipped through images on what proved to be his security screen. “They’re gone. As they should be. Dawn’s about to break in the east.” Wraith-pairs, thank the Goddess, usually shut down when the sun came up.
Relief washed through Alesia in a wave so powerful that if she hadn’t moved to sink into the corner of the nearby couch, she would have dropped to the carpet once more.
She leaned forward, burying her face in her hands. Her arm still hurt and tingled something awful. Even her spine felt like fire had run through it.
A moment later, she felt something cool tap her fingers. “Here. Drink this.”
Opening her eyes, she saw that Zephyr had poured something amber into a tumbler. She took the glass readily, not caring what was inside, put the glass to her lips and threw back what proved to be whisky. She came up sputtering and coughed a couple of times. But the alcohol content did its work and put a quick ease through her body.
“Well, that was horrible.”
She leaned back and without wishing it, tears started to stream down her cheeks.
Zephyr disappeared for a moment, but came back with a box of tissues. She plucked out three, then wiped her face, but the tears kept falling.
He sat down next to her and when he put his arm around her shoulders, she leaned into him and started to sob.
She wasn’t sure how long her crying jag lasted, but she definitely used up a lot more tissues.
At last, she lifted her gaze to his. “And you do this every night?”
He nodded, his expression grim.
She hugged him hard. “Thank you for getting us out of there.”
“You’re welcome, and thank you for firing up your battle energy. You’ve never done that before, have you?”
While still plastered to his chest, she shook her head, her cheek moving against his soft t-shirt. His body was warm and he smelled of resinous oak. She owed her life to him and his quick thinking at flying her away so fast.
More than at any other time, she was aware of just how much of a warrior he was, that this was his life, night in and night out, that he battled the enemy of the Nine Realms without ceasing.
She tilted her head back to look up at him. He caressed her shoulder and in his eyes, she saw the depth of his concern for her. “Are you okay?” he asked.
“Yes. Are you? Zeph, how do you bear your life?”
At that, his lips curved slightly as he gently pushed her hair away from her face. “It’s simple, really. I’m built for it. If I wasn’t doing this, I’d serve on a local police force, probably solving realm homicides.”
“Yeah, I guess you would.”
She lifted her hand to his cheek and let him feel how willing she was to be kissed right now, and a lot more, if that’s what he wanted.
He angled his head slightly and the next moment his lips were on hers, a warm, soft pressure that sent a thrill racing through her. She parted her lips, moaning as his tongue pierced her.
She writhed against him and his arms tightened around her. Her body lit up with a new kind of fire as she clutched his shoulder.
But after a moment, he drew back and held her gaze. “Are you sure about this? I don’t want you to have regrets later because you gave in to an impulse.”
She wished he hadn’t asked.
She grew very still as old memories surfaced, about the fights they’d had, and how hard it was, after they’d broken up, for her to stay out of his arms.
She knew then she couldn’t do this with him, couldn’t open up the old wounds. “I’m sorry, Zeph, and you were right to ask. This doesn’t really change anything, does it?”
He looked incredibly sad as once more he pushed her hair away from her face. “No, it doesn’t. Just wish you weren’t so damned pretty.”
She frowned. “There is something I need to know about what happened out there, what I did.”
He removed his arm from around her, rubbing his neck in a weary manner. “You mean when you sent your battle energy toward the enemy?”
“I need to know if I killed that vampire.”
“Tell me what you saw.”
She explained about watching the vampire spin out of control and how the wraith chased after him, flying through the air. “If the wraith couldn’t stop his fall, he probably crashed hard to earth and I have no idea how much damage my blast did, no way of gauging whether I’d really hurt him.”
“You’re worried that he died?”
She heard the incredulity in Zephyr’s tone, but she had to be honest with him. “Yes. I am.”
Zephyr leaped from the couch, rage pouring off him as he wheeled on her, his hands held wide. “Why do you give the smallest fuck what happened to that wraith-pair? They were going to kill us, both of us. Don’t you get that?”
“Of course I do. But he wasn’t always bonded to a wraith. There would have been a time when he’d have had his own ideas about how his life should progress. And I’d bet you a fortune it had nothing to do with joining up with a wraith.”
“He might also have chosen wraith-bonding. Not all realm-folk dislike the idea of teaming up like that.”
“But those kind of people are a really small minority. You know that.”
“And I don’t care. That’s the real problem here.” He shoved both his hands through his hair, grimacing. “You’re the only woman I know who opposes what I do. Alesia, you owe me some rational explanation why you’ve held to your position in this way, even after having faced death just now.”
Alesia looked away from him. She held a lump of tissues in her hand, which she slowly set aside, her mind drifting into the past. In all the time she’d known him and dated him, she’d never really told him the truth, what lay at the heart of her desire to see every wraith-pair possible sent to prison rehab rather than killed outright.
“No one knows this, Zeph, but three years ago, my mother was abducted by a wraith and forced to bond with him. I watched it happen. A wraith-pair attacked our family home, killing my father outright. The only reason I survived and why I saw what happened to my mother was because I’d slipped behind a door and watched through the narrow space next to the hinges.”
“So, your parents didn’t die in a car accident.”
She shook her head.
“Sweet Goddess, I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”
“A day doesn’t go by that I don’t think about my mother and hope that some miracle will happen, that she’ll be saved and rehabilitated, instead of slaughtered. Given that so few are spared, it’s a vain hope, but one I have anyway, despite the odds against it.”
***
Zephyr stared down at the woman he’d fallen in love with well over a year ago, the one he wanted to spend his life with. He finally understood why she’d held so hard to her view of wraith-pairs. “You must have thought me the most cruel and insensitive man in the entire Nine Realms the way I’ve talked to you on this issue. I wish you’d told me before. So, why didn’t you?”
“I couldn’t, but I don’t know why. I’ve never told anyone. The local police know but that’s it.”
“Alesia, I’m so sorry.”
Now that she’d opened the door, she added, “But the memory of her caught in the wraith’s arms and carried into the night, of seeing her twist just enough so that she could see me, still haunts me, probably always will. She even pathed her love and that was the end of it.”
He took her hand and lifted her to her feet. “Come on. You’re exhausted. How about a shower and bed.” He added hastily, “Just for sleep.”
“I’d like that.”
He guided her to his bathroom and gave her some privacy. He had a guest room and told her he’d sleep there, but she called out, “No, Zeph. Please sleep in the same bed with me. I don’t want to be alone.”
“You got it, but I’ll grab my shower in the other room and be right back.”
Twenty minutes later, and wearing pajamas that he never slept in, he curled up behind her and held her tight. She fell asleep right away, but he remained awake for a long time.
He kept thinking about the loss of her family. Learning that her mother had survived an attack, but only to be forced into a wraith-bonding, helped him to understand Alesia. Having spent some time in the rehab center, he also knew that those realm-persons who survived a bonding said they had only faint memories of their time as part of an Invictus pair.
But these people also lived with a painful realm version of post-traumatic-stress-disorder. Many lost years and even decades of their lives and returned to find their children grown, beloved spouses remarried, jobs and businesses long gone.
At least now he understood why Alesia was so adamant about her insistence that wraith-pairs should be rehabilitated.
Until this moment, he’d never been so close to someone who longed to have a loved one returned to them. Compassion had always been the last thing on his mind when he battled the Invictus and witnessed the results of their carnage every night. Except for the attack on her parents, Alesia never saw what he saw, the drained and mangled bodies of realm-folk.
Finally, the night’s fatigue got to him and he fell asleep. But a few hours later, a different issue surfaced. He awoke in acute pain, his stomach twisted into an excruciating knot. Because his attention had been fixed on Alesia, and not his blood-needs, he’d forgotten to call one of his doneuses. 
Right now, he was just a couple of hours away from death.



CHAPTER 3
Alesia opened her eyes, uncertain what had awakened her. For a moment, she wasn’t even sure where she was.
She looked around and recognized Zephyr’s bedroom, but he was no longer in bed with her. Glancing at the open door of the bathroom, she was pretty sure he wasn’t in there either.
Exhaustion crowded her and her heart seemed to be laboring in her chest. She’d been feeling like this a lot in recent weeks, especially when Zephyr would show up last thing at night to take her home. A couple of times, she’d almost offered to feed him just because she felt certain she’d feel better if she opened a vein for him.
She sat up and rubbed her chest.
Then she heard his voice. “You can’t come? Are you sure?” A pause. “No, that’s okay. I’ll call someone else.” A heavy groan followed.
Her senses came alert and her drowsiness disappeared.
Zeph was in trouble. She could feel it now.
She slipped from bed, wearing a long t-shirt of his that hit her mid-thigh.
She hurried into the living room, took one look at his pallor, and made a quick decision. “Zeph, you need to feed, as in now.”
He looked up at her, his arms around his stomach, his body bent over in pain. His blue eyes had a wild, almost feverish appearance.
“Oh, dear sweet Goddess, why didn’t you reach for me? Damnit, you’re the most stubborn man.”
She dropped in front of him, and swept her hair away from her throat. “Take what you need.”
He probably couldn’t have stopped if he’d wanted to.
He fell on her, pushing her to the floor, his fangs at her throat, striking to just the right depth. Withdrawing his fangs, he sucked hard, too hard.
She beat at his shoulders. “Zeph, you’ll collapse the vein. Ease back.”
He pulled away and struggled through several deep breaths. He resumed, more gently this time, and her blood began to flow.
She patted his back. “Better. Much better. You’re okay. You’ll be okay. You’ll be fine.”
He was so close to death, the man who had saved her life just a few hours earlier.
She’d never fed a vampire before, but after about a minute, she began to experience an extraordinary euphoria, like nothing she’d ever known before. Her heart felt light and free. She realized she hadn’t truly felt normal in weeks.
Now that she did, she rubbed his shoulders but wanted more than just the feel of the flannel beneath her hands.
She caressed his bare neck, and slipped her fingers down his back, savoring his warm skin. Her hips arched against him and that’s when she felt that he was fully aroused, a very natural state for a vampire, lying on top of a woman and taking from her throat.
He groaned, and though he continued to nurse at her throat, he pathed. Don’t do that, Alesia. I won’t be able to control myself. Damn all the elf lords, but your blood has the flavor of berries steeped in wine. I’ve never tasted anything like this in my life. And the power that comes with each hit. I feel like I could do anything.
Maybe it was his voice in her head, or maybe her own latent desire for the man, but desire flooded her like a sudden tsunami. She pulled away from him and started tearing at his pajamas.
He froze and drew back, blood on his lips, his eyes still wild and feverish, but for a completely different reason this time. He tugged at his shirt as well, which popped all the buttons, and at the same time, he freed her in order to strip out of her t-shirt.
By the time she’d tossed it on the carpet next to her, he was fully naked, pushing her shoulders back, and spreading her legs with his knees. Desire and need poured through her, rolling like waves as he positioned his cock at her entrance. He pushed into her while at the same time, she angled her throat once more. Only this time she exposed the vein on the opposite side.
He grunted his approval, a low guttural sound, more animal than man. It sent shivers chasing down her abdomen to sink deep into her well.
With his fangs fully emerged once more, he struck again, then latched onto her throat.
With his cock moving in and out of her well and his mouth sucking greedily at her vein, she cried out over and over. His hands skated up and down her sides, then over her breasts. With so many sensations pummeling her all at the same time, she was already close to an orgasm.
If she’d known that feeding him would be like this, she would have offered her neck the first time they’d been together and never stopped.
Hard as a rock, he thrust faster now, grunting as he sucked. Her fingers played over the thick muscles of his shoulders, arms and back, then moved lower to caress his buttocks. She savored the flex-and-release as he pumped into her.
Zeph, you feel like heaven. You’re so damn built.
At that, he left her throat, his eyes at half-mast, pupils dilated. He supported himself on his forearms as he looked down at her, thrusting into her, hair swaying. She loved the sight of her blood on his mouth and leaned up to kiss him, to taste what he’d tasted.
He kissed her fiercely in return, rolling his hips to drive his cock deep. She sensed a vibration building in him, then suddenly felt it through his cock, an intense sensation that tripled the pleasure she experienced. She gasped and moaned at the same time.
“Zeph, what are you doing. Sweet Goddess that feels good.”
“That’s my mating frequency and I wanted you to feel it inside you.”
She cried out repeatedly as the sensation took her to the edge.
“Alesia, are you ready for me? Are you ready to come?”
She met his gaze, her body writhing against his. She nodded and pleasure released from her in a driving swell.
He moved faster, which caught up the sensation and carried it deep. The vibrations brought everything to a peak that made her scream. Ecstasy ripped through her, riding her body, up and up, causing her heart to expand and her lungs to fill with fiery passion.
He shouted his release, pumping harder still, as his body twisted over hers. “Alesia!”
She saw stars or she swore she did. Pleasure kept flowing and moved in sweet aftershocks so that she continued to grind against him, savoring the last bit of ecstasy.
Finally, he settled down as well and lay on top of her, though breathing hard.
She gasped out a few breaths as well. “I’ve never felt like this before,” she murmured. “Like if you weren’t holding me down, I’d float all the way to the ceiling, then back.”
She giggled and with her body lax, she wrapped him up in her arms. She held him, petting his back, now damp from his exertions. She kissed his neck.
“Thank you. More than anything in the world, I needed that.”
***
Zephyr knew what Alesia meant about floating. He didn’t feel anchored to the earth right now at all. Instead, he drifted somewhere in space, his mind and body free of everything that had caused him even the smallest pain or distress.
He couldn’t remember why they’d ever broken up, or what could have been so important to keep them apart. Not when he felt like this, when he loved her so much. And he didn’t want to spend even one more second away from her.
At last he recovered some of his strength and leaned back a little so he could look at her. “I love you, Alesia. I’ve loved you from the moment I first kissed you. Do you remember, at your diner about a year ago? I was the last customer to leave and I was at the register and I knew I had to kiss you.”
She smiled softly, her green eyes full of affection. “I remember.” She pushed strands of damp hair away from his forehead. “I fell hard for you, too.”
He nodded, but his throat grew tight. “I don’t want this to end.”
“I don’t either.”
He kissed her for a long moment, wanting her to feel the depth of his love for her.
When she dug her nails in his back, the sensation firmed him up again and he began moving inside her once more.
“Yes,” she whispered against his lips. “Make love to me, Zeph. Make love to me.”
***
When Alesia woke up again, hours later this time, she was back in Zephyr’s bed. She saw that the east-facing shutters had been raised a few inches and a dusky light showed through. Full-dark would come along in less than an hour.
How long had she slept?
Stretching, she turned over. She had a cloth between her legs and that made her smile.
Zeph had made love to her for a long time after he’d fed. She felt well-used and sore in just the right places. She pulled the comforter up to her chin, then giggled.
She’d even opened a vein for him a second time, which seemed to have added to his stamina. She couldn’t recall just how many times he’d made her come—maybe a dozen.
He appeared in the doorway carrying two mugs, and looking sexy as hell with his black hair combed away from his face and hanging just above his shoulders. He wore a navy t-shirt and blue jeans. He’d already donned his usual black leather boots, the kind he’d worn last night, the kind he always wore when hunting the enemy.
Of course, she set those thoughts aside, the ones that had to do with what he did for a living.
“Want some coffee?” He smiled as he asked, then moved toward the bed.
She scooted to a sitting position, arranging the pillows behind her. She held out both hands. “I’d love some. Have you been up long? Geez, you look good. In fact, I don’t think you’ve ever looked better.” Maybe that much sex had put a glow on his skin.
When she took the mug, he leaned down and kissed her on the lips, then moved to sit beside her. He angled his body so she was able to see the deep pinch between his brows, a sure sign that something was troubling him.
“What is it?”
He sighed and sipped his brew. “I’ve been on the phone with Gerrod for the past half hour.” Mastyr Gerrod ruled the entire realm.
“With Mastyr Gerrod? Really? Is he going to send more of his Guard into our area to look for those wraith-pairs?”
“Actually, we didn’t discuss that.”
She wanted to ask him why not, but her faeness kicked in suddenly. She felt that he was about to tell her something she probably didn’t want to hear. He’d never looked more serious, not even when they’d argued about his belief he had a duty to kill any wraith-pair that got within ten feet of him.
Her nerves did a sudden summersault. “What did you talk about then?”
When he didn’t answer right away and the frown on his brow deepened, she reached out and touched his arm. “Tell me, Zeph. What’s going on?”
He lifted his gaze to her. “I haven’t had a single cramp in my stomach since you fed me the first time a few hours ago. Not one.”
The words went into her brain, but she couldn’t seem to process what he was telling her. She knew what all the mastyr vampires of the Nine Realms went through, that fairly small group of men, not more than a few hundred in number, who’d achieved mastyr status. Something about the increase in power made it impossible for their blood needs to ever be satisfied.
Until now.
There was only one type of woman who had the ability to resolve a mastyr’s chronic blood starvation, to bring an end to years and sometimes even centuries of constant suffering: a blood rose.
She stared at nothing in particular, her gaze skating over the beautiful paneled wall opposite, the fireplace burning three good-sized logs, a metal sculpture of a woman with long robes, arms flung back so that she appeared to be flying.
She couldn’t make sense of what he’d just told her.
Finally, she met his gaze once more. “I don’t understand.”
“Just think about it for a moment.”
“Well, I know that a blood rose can relieve the symptoms that a mastyr lives with.”
He didn’t say anything. He just stared at her, but his clear blue eyes had a haunted look.
She sipped her coffee, then shook her head. “Zeph, I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I’m not a blood rose. If you’re feeling better, it’s because you’d gone way too long without being fed, and you were close to dying. Besides, I can’t be a blood rose. I don’t have that kind of power.”
“All right, let me ask you this. Have you experienced any particular heaviness in your chest lately? Gerrod said Abigail felt that way before she first fed him, and still feels that way when he’s in need. Apparently, as a blood rose, she’s constantly producing a steady supply for him.”
She just stared at him.
He continued, “Gerrod also said that sex becomes an amazing ride, with the mastyr achieving greater stamina. Any of this sound familiar yet?”
She squeezed her eyes shut, disbelief rolling through her in the most painful way. “Oh, dear sweet Goddess, I’m a fucking blood rose.”
“I have no doubt that’s what you are.”
She shook her head. She didn’t know what more to say and she definitely didn’t want to speak the truth aloud that she could never serve a man who killed wraith-pairs the way Zeph did.
“I want to take a shower.” She shoved her mug at him. When he took it from her, she threw the comforter back and headed swiftly to the bathroom.
Once beneath the warm spray of five jets, she let loose with a heavy fit of screaming.
And Zephyr showed great sense by leaving her alone.



CHAPTER 4
Zephyr listened to Alesia shout her rage and oddly enough, the sound eased something inside him. Similar feelings held him captive and he was pretty sure that her venting somehow gave expression to his own deep frustration.
Now that he’d grappled with all that had happened in the last few hours, he knew they were in trouble. The incredible taste and effect of her blood on his system and how extraordinary it was to make love to her had thoroughly disrupted his view of his world.
For one thing, he hadn’t been free of pain like this from the time he’d first become a mastyr vampire over thirty-five years ago.
Now he was free, yet at the same time, he felt possessive of Alesia, something she really didn’t need to hear. Gerrod had warned him that other mastyrs would be drawn to her from this point forward and unless he was willing to complete the bond with her, she’d be fair game. In addition, she’d feel compelled to serve any mastyr who came to her.
The thought of Alesia with another men set him to pacing in front of the living room fireplace. He couldn’t bear the idea of anyone having access to her body either from sex or from her vein.
But the worst part was that nothing about Alesia being a blood rose changed their substantial differences. The fact that she could relieve him of his chronic blood starvation didn’t eradicate her belief that what he did night after night was a great evil. During the past year, she’d made her opinion clear a hundred times over.
He didn’t know what the hell he was supposed to do.
But as he paced and as Alesia’s shouts finally grew fewer and fewer, he knew one thing for certain, that he didn’t want to go back to his life without her. He loved her and he needed to be with her and it sure didn’t help that he’d been celibate since they’d broken up.
He didn’t know how to make this work, but he wanted to bond with her, more than life itself.
But how he was going to persuade Alesia to get on board, he had no idea.
***
Alesia slipped into her work jeans, red t-shirt and thick-soled diner shoes. Using Zephyr’s blow dryer, she even achieved a fairly decent look for her hair. Her shoulder bag had disappeared—probably left behind in the gravel parking lot during the attack.
Above all, however, the earlier feel-good from the sex had disappeared entirely in the face of her new, horrifying reality.
A blood rose.
How could she be a blood rose? From what she understood, only the most powerful women in the Nine Realms had that capacity, which didn’t exactly describe her.
But was that really true? Or did she have more ability than she thought? More potential?
After all, she’d seen the red wind of the Invictus before the first pair had arrived and as far as she knew, very few realm-folk could do that. Add to the equation that she’d actually knocked a power-enhanced Invictus vampire out of the sky with her battle energy, and maybe, just maybe, she possessed greater capacity than she’d ever thought possible.
But what was she supposed to do with this information? Was she supposed to bond with Zephyr?
And while the physical part of her did the happy dance at the sheer notion of getting to share his bed full-time, the rest of her cringed. He held an opposing view about what should be done with wraith-pairs and she saw no way around that, since deep in her heart, she hoped that one day her mother would be found, rescued and rehabilitated.
Alesia, and the fae part of her, was absolutely sure that one day her mother would come home.
She sat down on the long bench at the foot of the bed, and called for Zephyr. They needed to talk, get everything out in the open.
Zephyr appeared in the doorway and the mere sight of him filling her with tremendous longing. But she could never be with a man who slaughtered wraith-pairs, something she had to make him understand.
She would have opened the subject, but he spoke first. “I want us to form the blood rose bond.”
She blinked. “What?”
He then paced the east side of his bedroom and spoke for a long time about things Gerrod had told him, about how all the mastyrs in the entire Nine Realms would be after her, how he couldn’t bear the idea of her servicing other men in that way, how she’d be tempted, and on and on.
She finally covered her ears and squeezed her eyes shut. “Stop it. I can’t listen to this anymore. I won’t bond with you and I certainly won’t bond with any other mastyr, most of whom are warriors of one kind or another, just like you. I reject everything about being a blood rose.”
When she opened her eyes, he was standing over her.
He spoke softly. “I didn’t intend to overwhelm you. But I need you to understand that you’re vulnerable right now.”
“Well, you’ve made that clear, but please back off.” She lifted her hands up and patted the air.
He took several steps away from her and finally she could breathe again.
Glancing toward the east window, she saw that the dusky part of the evening was almost gone. “I’ll need to be at the diner in a few minutes. Will you fly me there?”
“Alesia, you can’t be serious. You can’t go back there, not yet anyway.”
“Why the hell not?” She rose to face him.
His eyebrows dipped. He looked mad as hell. “Because they’ll be back, all three wraith-pairs, if not here then at your diner, that’s why. They’ve marked you as someone dangerous and they won’t stop until you’re dead.”
She shook her head. “But, why?”
“Because you used your battle energy against that vampire.” His voice was softer as he said, “Listen, I want you to know that I’m so sorry about your mom. I had no idea and I wish like hell you’d told me sooner. Given what happened to you, I can see that I must have sounded harsh, even unkind, on the subject. And now I understand why you broke up with me.”
She lifted her chin. “But it doesn’t change anything with you, does it?”
He frowned. “The truth is, I don’t know.”
She’d never been more shocked. “Well, that’s something, I suppose.”
“I’m not saying this lightly, but if I’d been in your shoes, if I’d seen my mother carried away by a wraith knowing she’d be forced into an Invictus bond, I’d probably have spent every single minute of my life hunting for her, trying to rescue her.”
“You would have?”
“Yeah.” He nodded several times. “That’s exactly what I would have done.”
She finally crossed to him and put her hand on his arm. “Thank you for that, Zeph. I think that’s the kindest thing you’ve ever said to me on this subject.”
His frown deepened. “Again, I apologize for being so insensitive.”
Alesia stared into clear blue eyes, the eyes of the man she loved. She had no doubt about what she felt for him, not even a little.
But the idea of bonding with him still gave her shakes. She didn’t want to be this close to him, or to anyone, and maybe that went to the deeper part of the issue for her. She’d lost so much when her parents had been attacked and she didn’t want to go back there, having that much to lose ever again.
So, no, for her, being a blood rose, being close to any mastyr, would never be a simple thing.
She wanted to go home, to regroup, but Zephyr wasn’t likely to honor her request, not with an impending attack on the horizon.
She was about to suggest that he call Mastyr Gerrod so that he might send some of his vampire Guard all the way south to escort her home, when suddenly a loud banging sounded on the metal roof of his home, just like the night before. She flung herself into his arms.
He surrounded her quickly and held her fast. “It’s okay. I’ve got this. I’ll use some shock therapy again.”
“Yes, do that.”
He released her and moved quickly to his desk in the living room.
At the same time, another wraith shrieked at the front door and set up a second loud banging.
Alesia covered her ears.
More wraith-pairs arrived. She joined Zephyr by his desk and leaned her forehead against his shoulder. I can hardly bear this.
“Something’s wrong. I think they’ve cut the electricity to the house. I can’t even turn my computer on.”
By then, however, he had his phone to his ear. “Gerrod, we need back-up at my hilltop home. We’re under attack. We’ve got at least five wraith-pairs trying to break in.” He gave him the location and afterward returned his phone to the pocket of his jeans.
He said something but the pounding was so severe that she couldn’t make out his words.
Zeph, I can’t even hear you. What did you say?
Three squads are on the way, maybe ten minutes out.
When a booming sounded at the front door, which meant the Invictus were using some kind of battering ram to try to break in, he pathed, This place has a tunnel that leads a couple hundred yards out into an oak grove. You game? 
Sweet Goddess, yes.
He led her to a door that looked like a closet opposite his kitchen.
He opened it and ushered her inside. Once within the narrow space, he tried to use the key pad, but again the electricity wasn’t working. He opened a separate, hidden panel and using a mechanical handle, twisted it swiftly which caused a metal door to slide open.
A rush of cool air poured into the space. Closing the secret panel, he moved into the tunnel and she followed him. Once across the threshold, he turned and repeated the secret panel process so that the door closed behind them. He then led the way on a jog.
They’d run for a few minutes when he pathed, We’re almost there. As soon as I open the door, I’m taking you into the night sky.
Got it.
I’ll swing east about three miles before going north again.
The Invictus were slightly less active in the southeast than the western portion of the realm.
Reaching the door to the outside, he once again opened a panel, turned the handle and the door slid open.
***
Zephyr took a long moment to listen to the oak grove. The tunnel exit was well-hidden in a dense part of the grove where very few realm-folk ever went and no wraith-pairs that he knew of.
He grew very still and felt that Alesia did the same as she remained standing behind him, holding her breath.
The wind blew in his direction and no unusual smells came at him. He stepped outside, and listened a little more, then gestured for Alesia to join him.
But just as he reached for her, something heavy dropped on top of him, taking him to the ground.
He came up fighting what proved to be a male wraith. He grabbed him around the neck in a wrestler’s hold. Normally, he would have just snapped the thin bones, but not this time, not with Alesia nearby and staring at him in horror.
Alesia shook her head and cried out, “No, don’t do it. Zeph, please. Let this pair live.”
The wraith’s mate, however, dropped from the hillock that housed the tunnel exit, a knife in hand. He could see by the way she held the dagger that she’d had a lot of practice. She looked familiar to him, though he couldn’t place her. Perhaps he’d known her before her abduction.
Zephyr tried to launch his battle shield, to throw a layer of protection around Alesia, but he couldn’t, not while holding the wraith pinned against his upper body.
At the same time, he felt Alesia’s battle vibration gaining energy. He caught her eye as he pulled the wraith backward away from his mate.
Then suddenly, Alesia lowered her arm, her expression stunned. “I can’t believe it.”
“Alesia, what are you waiting for. You’ve got to fire. She’ll kill you with that knife.”
“I won’t hurt her. I can’t. Zeph, that’s my mother. I knew one day this would happen. I knew it. I’ve always known.”
“Holy fuck.”
Zephyr had been in too many battles, however, not to know exactly how this one would go because Alesia hesitated. Her mother wasn’t aware of her actions and had only one intention, to kill.
But Zeph knew better. He tossed the wraith aside and leaped in the air at the exact same moment that Alesia’s mother threw the knife at her.
The blade struck just below his sternum and he fell to the ground in immeasurable pain. Worse, however, he knew that the dagger had hit the artery that ran along his spine.
“Zeph!” Alesia shouted.
“You’ve got to destroy them, Alesia, or we’re both dead.”
He was mortally wounded and if she didn’t take charge and either kill or at least incapacitate the wraith-pair, they’d both die in the next few seconds.
Left alone, he could self-heal, but the Invictus wouldn’t hesitate to slaughter them both right now, if given the chance.
And it was all up to Alesia.
***
Alesia had her worst fear realized. Her mother, in a vicious Invictus state, moved swiftly in Zephyr’s direction, just as the wraith leaped toward Alesia.
The choices she made were instantaneous as she released her battle energy toward the wraith first and then her mother.
But just as the frequency would have struck her parent, Zephyr rose up and blocked the vibration, taking part of the hit with his hip.
He fell limp as did her mother.
Alesia remained frozen for a long moment. She took in the horror all around her. The wraith was dead. She’d taken out his entire chest with one blast.
Moving swiftly toward her mother and Zephyr, she saw that her battle energy had torn away part of his hip and side and that he gasped for breath. Her mother, with one arm almost completely gone, was unconscious but still breathing.
She heard battling in the distance and knew that Gerrod’s forces had arrived at Zephyr’s house.
Drawing Zephyr’s phone from the pocket of his jeans and with shaking hands, she called Gerrod, telling him where she was as well as Zeph’s condition and that he was near death.
Within seconds, several of the Merhaine vampire Guard surrounded her and a few seconds more a fae medic dropped down beside Zephyr. The medic immediately went to work. Many of the fae, male and female, were gifted in advanced healing arts.
Zeph had a chance.
When one of the Guardsman bent over her mother, she hurried to kneel beside her. “Is she dead?”
“Not yet.”
When he reached down with a dagger to finish the job, Alesia intervened. “Please don’t kill her. She’s my mother. And if she survives, I want her to go to the rehabilitation prison. Please, sir.”
The Guardsmen glared at her and perhaps for the first time since her mother had been abducted, she thought she understood why the Guard and warriors like Zephyr didn’t hesitate to kill the Invictus pairs. She might lose Zephyr tonight because of her failure to act and she wasn’t sure that if he died, she’d ever be able to forgive herself because of it.
“Guardsman, fall back.”
Alesia looked up and saw that Mastyr Gerrod, the ruler of Merhaine Realm, levitated nearby. He was an awesome sight with long black hair caught back in a woven clasp and wearing the traditional Guardsman uniform of long black leather coat, hips boots and battle leathers. “Get this realm-person to the prison, as Mistress Alesia has commanded. Are we clear?”
The Guardsman, though disgruntled, responded, “Yes, Mastyr.” He then lifted her mother in his arms and flew toward the east, in the direction of the closest rehab center.
Alesia turned her attention to Zephyr, who was unconscious and very pale. She could see that he barely clung to life despite the work of the powerful medic. “Feed him,” Gerrod commanded.
“What?”
“You’re a blood rose and you can do this for him.”
“But how? He won’t be able to drink.”
Gerrod dropped to the ground to kneel in the dirt beside her, then took her wrist in hand. “May I?”
She nodded. She’d do anything for the Mastyr of Merhaine. He was bonded to a blood rose so he knew what he was talking about.
Gerrod took her wrist and extended his fangs. He scored her skin until her blood flowed, then held the wound to Zephyr’s mouth. “Stroke his throat. That will help him know what to do since the swallowing reflexes are strongest there.”
The medic continued to work on Zephyr, holding one hand to the chest wound and the other to his severely burned hip. She could see that he was healing quickly. But the fae part of her told her that without her blood he’d die.
As instructed, Alesia stroked Zephyr’s throat and coaxed him. “Drink, Zeph, please. Take what you need from me. Let me heal you.”
He was so pale, so close to death, that she could hardly bear it. Tears streamed down her cheeks.
Gerrod spoke quietly from behind her. “You’re doing fine, just be patient. Once he catches your blood-rose flavor, well, you’ll see. His body will take over and he’ll do what needs to be done.”
Though most of the blood that seeped from her wrist fell into the dirt, enough pooled in Zephyr’s mouth that his entire body jerked suddenly. He brought his hands forward and grabbed her forearm, pulling her wrist tightly to his mouth. Though his eyes remained shut, he began to feed.
Alesia barely held back the sob that caught in her throat. Gerrod patted her shoulder and told her she’d done well. He then ordered three of his Guardsmen to stay with her until Zephyr was fully healed and could return to his house.
But before Gerrod left, he caught Alesia’s gaze. “He’s one of our finest, you know. And he’s saved my life more than once. You would do well to complete the bond with him.”
Alesia nodded. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right.”
With that, Gerrod wished her well and took to the skies. Alesia continued to feed Zephyr until at last the wound in his chest closed up and his eyes opened.
“Thank the Goddess, you’re alive,” he whispered, drawing back from her.
That those were the first words he said to her, not caring about his own condition, would forever fix in her mind just how much he cared about her, how much he loved her.



CHAPTER 5
An hour later and fully healed, Zephyr held Alesia’s hands in his. He stood in front of the bedroom fireplace where they’d been arguing earlier. Only this time Alesia had just told him she’d come to a decision.
Zephyr had never been in this place before. He was nerved up as hell and all because Alesia had said she’d bond with him, a blood rose bond, and that she wanted a permanent relationship with him.
At that same time, joy moved through his chest like a strong wind so that he smiled way too much, enough to feel like an idiot.
“Are you sure?” he asked. “I know I pressured you earlier tonight, but I don’t want you doing this unless it’s exactly what you want your life to be.”
Alesia’s green eyes glowed with new determination. “I’m sure, Zeph. More than sure. I’m astounded by how much I want to. I also have this terrible fear that if I don’t, I’ll lose you forever and I couldn’t bear that.”
“How would you lose me forever?”
“I don’t know. It’s not rational. But after all that happened near the tunnel exit, I saw you in a light I’d never seen before and I realized that more than anything I wanted to bond with you.”
He shook his head slightly as he thought about the battle with the wraith-pair. “You saved my life when you fired at your own mother.”
“And you deflected the shot just enough to save her. She would have died otherwise, but I still don’t know how you did it.”
“Lots and lots of practice in the field.”
She released his hands and slid her arms around his waist, hugging him tight. “Don’t remind me.”
He embraced her fully, caressing her, savoring this moment in time when they’d truly come together with one mind. “I want to do things differently, Alesia, and I’m wondering if you’d be interested in joining with me.”
She pulled back, her brows raised. “What do you mean?”
He chuckled. “I guess I didn’t make myself clear. I want you in the field. I want you to join me in the field, at night, when I battle wraith-pairs.”
“You want me to become a warrior? Battle like you?”
“Not exactly.”
“You’re not making sense. For one thing, I’m not warrior material.”
“Actually, yes you are. You just don’t know it.”
He could see that she meant to argue, but he lifted a hand and said, “Hear me out.”
“Okay.” But she looked extremely doubtful.
“You’re fearless, you fight when you need to, you don’t hesitate once you make the decision, and you have a lot of power. I’ve trained dozens of recruits in my day and you’ve got what it takes.”
“Maybe you’ve misunderstood, but I have no intention of going out and killing wraith-pairs.”
And here was the biggest change for him. “And I’m not talking about killing them. I’m talking about doing the very thing you’ve been pushing me to do since I first met you.”
“You mean capture-and-rescue followed by rehab?” Lips parted, she looked stunned as she stared back at him with unblinking eyes.
“I mean exactly that. The vision I have is that we’d work in tandem, as a team, but we’d be selective about which wraith-pairs to try to bring in.”
Alesia’s eyes went wide. “But how would we do that in the field?”
“With great care and I think I’d want to talk this over with Ethan, the Mastyr of Bergisson Realm. His blood rose, Samantha, has the power to separate the wraith-pairs, to sever their bonds, and I know they’ve been working to train his vampire Guard to assess which pairs to save.”
She shook her head slowly. “I never expected this. I never thought it would be possible. But, I trust you, Zeph. That’s the one thing I learned tonight, just how thoroughly I believe in you, that you’ll do what you say. And not only do I think this could work, but I want to be part of it. I mean, maybe that’s been my purpose all along. I’d want a lot of training, though.”
“Absolutely.”
She searched his eyes. “I never thought to see this level of compassion from you, at least where wraith-pairs were concerned.”
“Well, that’s because of you, that you’ve consistently pushed me this direction. More than anything I want to move out of warrior mode enough to start developing a rescue operation. I suppose until now, I never thought such a thing was possible and I was too lost in my fighting ways to see anything else.” He took a deep breath. “But there’s one thing you’ll need to be prepared for before you decide to take this on.”
“What’s that?”
“Things don’t always go as predicted in the field and there will be times that I’ll have to choose between your life and the life of a wraith-pair. I know myself well-enough to say with certainty that I will always choose you, which means I won’t hesitate to destroy an Invictus pair if it means I can save your life. Do you understand?”
She grew somber. “I do. I get it now. Before tonight, I’d never been up close to a battle before. And when I realized I had to choose between you and my mother, caught as she was in her vicious killing mode, well, it was probably one of the worst experiences of my life. But my choice seemed so simple. It had to be you. So I’ve already proven myself in the situation you’ve just described.”
He relaxed a little in that moment. His biggest concern about bonding with her, about engaging in a different kind of war against the Invictus, was over that issue. But it was clear she did understand what might be required as they moved together down this road.
He kissed her then, slanting his lips over hers, savoring that she tasted of berries soaked in wine. He slid his hands down to her waist and surrounded her fully, then squeezed.
She drew back. “I love it when you do that.”
His hands dropped to caress the luscious curves of her bottom.
“And that.”
He chuckled softly, but sobered almost as quickly. “And you’re sure you want to bond with me?”
She hugged him. “With all my heart.”
He kissed her again for a long moment, only drawing back because he needed to discuss the bonding process with her. “I know from talking to Gerrod and from listening to general Guard gossip, that there’s more than one way to complete the blood rose bond. But one thing for sure will absolutely help the process along, or rather two things.”
She smiled again. “Let me guess, your fangs in my neck, your naked body pressed against mine. Am I right?”
Desire for her heated up, and he lifted her into his arms. “Yep. Exactly right.”
When he reached the bed, she put a hand on his chest. “There’s just one thing. I need you to know that I’m really nervous about doing this, about bonding with you because I have no idea what’s going to happen.”
“I am, too, but I want this more than anything. I’ve missed being with you so much over the past few months.”
“That was my fault. I know it was. All this time I’ve been afraid of losing you. Then I almost did, you almost died, and all I could think was how much time I’d wasted being apart from you.”
“We both needed to shift our positions. I know that now. I was stuck in a rut of rage against the Invictus. I refused to see how those abducted, and forced to forge a wraith-bond, had lost their lives as well.”
She leaned up and kissed him. “But I refused to acknowledge how brutal the battling of these pairs really is. So for that I apologize. I never properly honored you for your service. But I do now. And if there comes a time, that you need to go back to fighting as you do, I promise you I won’t be so belligerent in my viewpoint.”
“And I’ll promise to keep finding ways to rescue wraith-pairs.”
With that said, he pulled the comforter back, then laid her out on the bed. This coupling would be different from all those that came before. And as he helped her out of her clothes, then stripped out of his, the nerves were back, that edgy feeling that always arrived in the face of the unknown.
Like Alesia, he had no idea what would happen right now.
Already firm and ready for her, he planted himself between her knees. He kissed her on the lips, then drifted a series up her cheek, afterward using his tongue to tease her ears, first one then the other. He licked and sucked, just the way she liked so that before long her body writhed beneath his and her hands were busy below his waist, playing with the crown of his cock and stroking him.
She knew what he wanted, so it wasn’t long before she guided his thick stalk to her opening and keeping him steady, helped him find his way inside. The whole time, she moaned as he took the slightly rounded point of her ear in his mouth and sucked.
“Oh, Sweet Goddess, that feels so good, Zeph.” His name came out on a breath of air, full of desire and need.
Slowly he began driving into her, stroking her deep as he plunged his tongue in and out of her ear. Her hands found the muscles of his arms and she dug her nails in, a sensation that sent a lightning strike of pleasure straight to his testicles.
He moved faster now, only this time he added a vibration the full length of his cock. She moaned heavily, and cried out. “That’s incredible. You’ll make me come soon.”
“Good.”
The faster he moved the more powerful the vibration he sent through her so that pretty soon she was undulating in synch with him as he slammed into her.
He dipped lower and licked a line up her throat.
“Yes, Zeph, please take from me. I need you to.”
Still moving, he pinned her opposite shoulder down with his hand in order to hold her steady. Letting his fangs descend, he struck swiftly.
The first hit of her blood exploded in his mouth and he almost came. He breathed through it though, knowing he needed to save his release for the moment of the bond.
When he was more in control, he began working her throat steadily, sucking down her wine-and-berry blood, as he thrust into her.
She panted now and to her mind, he pathed, I’m going to open my mating frequency. Are you ready?
Absolutely. I want this. I need this.
From deep within his body, what he’d call the seat of his soul, the most essential part of him came to life, vibrating heavily. He slowed the thrusting of his hips and the suckling at her throat and focused on sending that frequency into Alesia.
“Zeph, it’s the most amazing feeling.” She opened to him at the same time, a blossoming of her own mating vibration. The moment their frequencies met, a surge rose within her, then passed swiftly into him, moving through his chest. He felt lit up from within and pleasure boiled.
He could see the frequencies together in his mind’s eye, rolling and swirling together, moving in tandem.
He began to thrust harder again, pushing his cock deep inside her and sustaining the vibration low as well. His was a miraculous world of vibrations and never had the experience been more profound than in this moment.
Her well tightened around him. She moaned heavily. I’m so close.
He loved her voice in his head. Me, too, and I’m feeling something else.
That our mating vibrations are turning together, tighter and tighter. This has to be the bond forming.
It must be.
He moved into her faster now, but released her neck so that he could meet and hold her gaze. Passion darkened her green eyes and her lips were swollen.
She breathed hard now. “It’s amazing, our mating vibrations together.”
“They’re locking into place. Can you feel that?”
She smiled. “Yes. Oh, sweet Goddess, yes.”
The release came at the same time that he bonded with his blood rose, a powerful streak of intense pleasure pulsing through his cock, but rising as well through his abdomen to play like erotic fingers over their joined vibrations.
He roared, the pleasure igniting his body so that he felt as though ecstasy had lit a fire through every part of his being.
She screamed as well, her hips meeting his in hard thrusts, her nails digging into his back, her voice turning slightly so that she sounded like a hunting bird high in the sky.
Time drew the experience out, until the last drop of his seed passed into her body, and the entwined mating vibrations finally relaxed.
Euphoria followed, a sweep of sensation that brought him down onto her chest, her full breasts the sweetest pleasure against his pecs. She surrounded his neck with both arms and held him tight.
“I love you so much, Alesia.”
***
Alesia held heaven in her arms. She drifted her fingers through his coarse, wonderful hair, and savored the oak scent of him. She’d never known such happiness, such peace.
The blood rose bond felt like a bridge between them, something that would never go away, even though each of their mating vibrations had settled down.
The moment of ecstasy would live in her mind for a long time, perhaps forever, and would no doubt define the rest of her life with him.
“I love you, Zeph, with all my heart.”
He shifted inside her, still firm. She arched against him. “Would it be asking too much if we did that again?”
He drew back and pushed her hair away from her face. “Nothing would make me happier.”
He made love to her for a long time that night and her heart kept making all the blood he needed.
She slept deeply in his arms, maybe the first good night’s sleep she’d had since her father had died and her mother had been abducted.
When she woke up with his arms holding her tight, and his muscular warrior body spooning her from behind, she reveled in the knowledge that her life had changed forever, had become something new, something different, something extraordinary.
She’d come to understand Zephyr’s warrior nature better, just as he’d finally stepped out of his battling self long enough to see what each wraith-bonded realm-person had lost through being abducted.
She looked forward to becoming part of the solution and joining with Zephyr to rescue wraith-pairs. She’d been inside the rehab prison centers enough times to know that her mother’s recovery would be a long, slow process that would take years. But she meant to be part of that process as well and she would wait, however long it took, for her mother to recover.
As for Zephyr, she never thought in a thousand years that she’d get to be with him in a permanent way so that what had felt like a disaster when she’d learned she was a blood rose, had become the greatest miracle of her life. Not only could she ease his suffering, but she’d get to share his bed and perhaps one day in the future, they’d make a family together.
With these thoughts, she savored her life, her man, and the truth that sometimes the most difficult experiences brought the greatest rewards. Zephyr was proof of that. How grateful she was that she’d had the courage to accept her blood rose ability and to complete the bond with him.
She promised herself, from this time forward, that she would remember their joining and all the events leading up to it. And even if the time came when they celebrated their union with a wedding, this was the night she would mark as their true anniversary, the moment when she became his blood rose, now and forever.
The End
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Hunger - Chapter 1
“If you still refuse to budge, I don’t see the point. We should go our separate ways.”
Brianna sat with her boyfriend in their favorite bar, The Long Tooth, uncertain whether to break up with him or not. She tugged her shawl around her shoulders, her throat tight.
“Don’t do this.” Yolen looked hurt, but she refused to get lost as she always did in his dark brown eyes and in the scent he gave off like smoky wood, burning by a river. Sweet Goddess, she craved that scent. “You know I love you. Tell me you know I love you.”
She drew in a deep breath. “I do. But I need more from you and yes, I know you hate hearing that.”
He narrowed his gaze and leaned back in chair. “Wait a minute. Is this because I’m not going to your exhibition?”
“In part.” Her art show was their current bone of contention, but might just be their last. “This is the first one I’ve had in a year and given the write-ups in the Bergisson News, this could be a turning point in my career. At the very least, I want my boyfriend there and I don’t think that’s asking too much.”
His expression hardened and his gorgeous eyes started throwing off sparks. “So I was right. We wouldn’t even be having this conversation if I’d set aside my work schedule to be with you at the gallery tomorrow night.”
She sighed because this meant getting to the heart of things. “You’re missing the point. The exhibition is only part of the problem.”
“And I think you’re being ridiculous. We’ve got a great thing here.” He crossed his arms over his chest, which of course made his biceps look like the size of small boulders. A shiver raced through her all the way to her toes. She loved his body, loved making love with him. Hell, she loved everything about him, except that he was so damn obstinate about the strict box into which he’d crammed their relationship.
Friday nights.
That’s all she ever got.
“You’re not listening to me.”
He compressed his lips. Not a good sign, but a very familiar one. She knew what would follow almost as certainly as night followed day. She tensed up, waiting for the lecture.
But he surprised her. Instead, of going into his full-blown diatribe on how his plan was best for all concerned, he slid his arm around her shoulders and held her gaze. He was only a few inches away and she was pretty sure her heart had just slammed out a few extra beats. “This is the way I keep you safe. Don’t you get that, Brianna? Distance is good given that those of us in homicide are targeted by the enemy. Try to remember what happened to Alec and his woman. She died because she was with him when the wraith-pairs attacked. And he was a mastyr vampire.”
“I know you believe what you’re saying, but seeing you only once a week just isn’t working. I can’t explain it, but I get so hungry for you and I need so much more—like talking to you throughout the week, being with you, sharing your bed—”
Suddenly, he dropped his arm off her shoulders. “Fuck. I know what this about. It’s because I won’t embrace my mastyr calling, isn’t it? You and Ethan, always on me about this.”
She widened her eyes, startled how he’d shifted the subject. “I never said that,” she responded, shoving at his arm. “I do not pick on you about your refusal to rise to mastyr status, nor does Mastyr Ethan.”
“But you think it. You’ve shared your opinion often enough.”
“I’m sorry, but what universe are you living in? I think I may have said twice that you should think about it. That’s all. Just think about it and I’ve never brought it up again.”
He frowned. “You’re right and I’ll concede that.” But he rose suddenly. “I’ll get us some beers and I’ll try to calm down. But you’re really pissing me off tonight and I had all this stuff planned.”
“What stuff?”
“Just forget it. Forget I said anything.”
She watched Yolen wend his way through tall tables, stools, and chatting customers. The bar had an industrial feel with exposed ductwork and lamps that hung suspended from the twenty foot ceiling. Old, beat-up Bergisson license plates, along with some from their neighboring U.S. access point of Louisiana, covered the red brick wall behind a long glossy wood bar.
She felt guilty as she always did when she made a push. Yolen wasn’t a bad boyfriend. Far from it. And he always made their Friday nights together special. That he might have had something arranged for later, for just the two of them would have been exactly his speed and she appreciated the effort he made.
But her heart ached at the serious gap between what she had with him and what she needed. She also knew it wasn’t entirely his fault because for some reason, in recent weeks, she’d developed deep and at times almost painful longings to be so much closer to him, to share her life more fully with him.
She even carried around a strange weight in her chest, especially heavy on Friday nights before she fed him. Though she’d dated a lot of vampires, Yolen was the first one who had ever pierced her throat, a profoundly intimate act. And she loved him fiercely like air to her lungs.
She put a hand to her chest and rubbed. And there it was the weight and the ache.
But she couldn’t continue like this. Her feelings of desperation were tearing her apart. Unless he made more room for her in his life, she had to let him go, had to move on.
***
Yolen shook off the anger that radiated through his brain, making his biceps flex and release. He hated fighting with Brianna. But more importantly, he didn’t like her efforts to push him into something he truly disagreed with. He had his world set up very carefully to ensure that those he cared about stayed safe, yet somehow she refused to understand that.
But the thought of breaking up, of never seeing her again, tore a hole in his chest. He loved Brianna, more than he could say. The sex was amazing, she made him laugh, and they shared a lot of things in common, especially their love of Cameron, Bergisson Realm’s largest city.
He was also sorry he’d have to miss her exhibition, but it couldn’t be helped. He worked one of Cameron’s toughest crime districts, six nights a week, until dawn, keeping their city safe. He spent his hours investigating every murder within his jurisdiction and usually once a night helped the Bergisson Vampire Guard battle Invictus wraith-pairs.
Yet apparently all that wasn’t good enough for Brianna.
As he moved toward the bar, he worked to set aside his frustration. This storm would blow over soon enough, hopefully after a couple of beers. In the meantime, he greeted friends, shook a few hands, clapped some shoulders, and felt at least some of his aggravation drift away.
When he reached the bar, he glanced back at her. With any other woman, this kind of conversation would have obliterated his interest and the relationship would have disintegrated in a very short period of time. But in the year he’d dated Brianna, she’d gotten under his skin like no other woman he’d ever known.
It helped that she was beautiful. She had a sexy, almost willowy appearance with graceful fingers, a long, elegant throat that appealed to his vampire nature, and a way of moving that reminded him of the wind. Her light blue eyes, fringed with dark lashes, flashed lightning at times, and at others, when he was looking down at her, appeared like bottomless pools into which he could get completely lost.
Her long blond hair curled just at the tips and right now she wore it pushed back behind her left ear. She wore a trio of thin gold rings just below the sexy, fae ear-point. More than once he’d used his tongue along those rings to work her up.
His whole body heated up at the thought.
At the same time, he felt damn uneasy. He didn’t want to let Brianna go. For one thing, she got him. She never bitched about his temper or even flinched when he expressed a contrary opinion. Instead, she’d give him that straight-on look of hers until he finally apologized for being a Neanderthal and rephrased his statement.
He just didn’t understand why she couldn’t see how perfect their current arrangement was. They had the best Friday night dates of any couple he knew, and he saw to that.
He contributed.
In fact, tonight he’d planned on doing something he’d never done before, and for him this was a big concession. For the first time ever, he intended to take her back to his house.
He never brought women to his riverside home. But he knew Brianna needed more and he’d worked with his housekeeper to make tonight special. He’d timed things to have champagne ready in an iced bucket, flowers in a vase, rose petals on the carpet, lots of candles lighting the place in a glow. He’d even stacked up a fire on the hearth, ready to be lit when he brought her home. And he’d done this because he cared about her.
He just didn’t understand why she’d suddenly become so demanding? If he thought back to the time when things had shifted, he recalled that a tough battling situation one night had forced his mastyr calling to surge. He’d been sick as a dog afterwards, having tamped his calling down. He hated the surges, but having faced off against two wraith-pairs, and almost dying, had brought the flow of power rising, begging to be fully embraced. Fortunately, Mastyr Ethan had shown up, the ruler of Bergisson and the most powerful vampire in their realm. He’d taken both pairs out in less than a minute.
But after that surge, things with Brianna had grown strained. Yes, he could date the moment from exactly that point.
He just didn’t know why and to give her credit, she really hadn’t picked at him about accepting his calling and rising to mastyr status. That was all on him.
***
Brianna watched Yolen as he stood at the bar. He waited for a couple of pints and as always her gaze fell to his gorgeous ass tucked into snug, sexy jeans. He worked out and it showed. He had massive shoulders that tapered to a lean waist.
She had such a thing for him.
He wore his long, wavy brown hair in the woven clasp more typical of the Vampire Guard than the local police force. Decades earlier, he’d been a Guardsman for a while, but had found he preferred working in a city setting. He knew Ethan, the Mastyr of Bergisson, really well and in years past had done some serious bar-hopping with him, though that was well before her time.
She wished like anything she didn’t have to break up with Yolen, but her relationship had moved into a difficult no-man’s-land, the one involving what she needed and just how much he wasn’t willing to budge.
Not a single inch.
He wasn’t even coming to her exhibition, her first in a year, the one that could possibly define her entire future. And all because he had their relationship in a tidy little Friday night box. And in-between, he had a no-call policy so that for six days out of seven she was lonely as hell for him.
She watched him chat with friends at the bar, other vampires getting drinks for their dates. He laughed and smiled. He had an easy charisma that reminded her of Ethan, that kind of charm with a broad smile, handsome teeth, eyes that carried a lot of life and intelligence.
And this could well be their last date.
The man had his reasons. She’d give him that. He swore that keeping their dating life limited kept her physically safe. Even if on an essential level she disagreed with him, she couldn’t fault him for being capricious. Just unyielding.
He worked hard, in a dangerous line of work and had lost a good friend, Alec, a year ago to an enemy attack shortly after the friend had reached mastyr status. That Alec’s woman had died with him had affected Yolen deeply.
Yolen contended that Alec’s death had been premeditated, that the Invictus had targeted him because he’d gained a new level of power and had become an even greater threat. So the Invictus had singled him out because the fiendish element in the Nine Realms made up exclusively of bonded wraith-pairs, had become more organized in recent years. Brianna had no difficulty at all believing that Alec’s death had been part of a plot.
Yet despite Yolen’s reasons, every ounce of her being cried out for a greater connection to him.
Her throat grew unbearably tight at the thought of never seeing him again, so she got busy removing her shawl and draping it over the back of her chair.
The Long Tooth bar was their usual spot, full of warrior-types and the fae women who went for them. She waved at a few friends, smiled, and looked for some excuse not to break-up with her man.
The door behind her opened and a sudden cool rush of air flowed into the bar. She turned, as most everyone did, to check out the latest arrivals.
Two vampires walked in, one of them a mastyr with a swagger in his step, Mastyr Keynes. He didn’t belong to the Bergisson Guard, but he could have, he was that big and had that much power.
Without understanding exactly why, her gaze flipped to Keynes and for some reason got stuck. Was it her imagination or did he have a new and very intriguing aura going on? Even her heart started beating harder just looking at him.
She knew who Keynes was, of course. Everyone in Cameron did, though she’d never met him. He was a man of considerable wealth, who had a number of business interests in the city.
The funny thing was, she’d always thought him a bit arrogant for her tastes, very full of himself. But tonight somehow he seemed different. She’d never noticed before how much his mastyr status appealed to her.
Some said that if Yolen ever finally tapped into his mastyr calling he’d be equal to Ethan who ruled all of Bergisson Realm because of the level of his power. She knew that when a vampire accepted his mastyr calling and embraced the new mantle, the Sidhe Council measured his ability in order to determine if he should become the new ruler of his realm.
Nine Realms law was simple: the most powerful vampire ruled.
Brianna didn’t need Yolen to embrace his power, not if he didn’t want to, but she did need more from him. Although she supposed it was possible that the two concepts were somehow connected, though she truly hadn’t considered the idea before. Did Yolen’s unwillingness to become a mastyr vampire have something to do with how much he held back in his relationship with her?
Keynes met her gaze and narrowed his sharp, hawkish gray eyes as he watched her. She couldn’t look away. She didn’t even want to.
He whispered something to his wingman, who nodded, glanced at Brianna with a knowing smile, then headed toward the bar.
Keynes drew close. “You’re the artist, Brianna, right?” He had a resonant voice, though not as deep as Yolen’s.
“I am. And you’re Mastyr Keynes.”
He nodded. “You go out with that tall detective who works one of the eastern districts, if I’m not mistaken.”
She still couldn’t drag her gaze away from Keynes as she gestured with a toss of her hand the opposite direction. “Yolen’s at the bar.”
Keynes smiled. “That’s it. Detective Yolen. But why would he leave you alone for even a second? He seems to be taking some pretty serious risks with you.”
She turned toward him a little more, still surprised by his sudden appeal. “He’s getting us a couple of beers. Would you care to join us?” Okay, this was way off the grid, inviting another man to join in her date with Yolen. Somewhere deep inside her brain warning bells started going off.
His gaze drifted down the front of her shirt, dwelling for a long moment on her cleavage. She’d worn the deep-cut blouse for Yolen, yet right now, she didn’t mind Keynes looking. Sure enough, another warning bell sounded. What the hell was going on with her? Maybe she was more intent on ending things with Yolen than she’d realized.
His gaze drifted up her throat and his nostrils flared. “By all the elf lords,” he murmured on what sounded like a pained whisper, “you smell incredible.”
He breathed in again, closing his eyes this time, then leaning close. When he opened them once more, the hunger she saw there aroused her something fierce. Sweet Goddess, what the hell was happening?
But what she said next, startled her, as though she’d completely lost her moral compass. “See anything you want?” Then she slowly slid her hair away from her throat. Was this her? Why was she doing this? She didn’t understand. But a sudden need to feed the vampire rolled through her in a steady, hot wave.
“You smell like ancient seas rich with life, with a kind of sweet flower underneath. I don’t think I’ve ever known anything like it.”
Slowly, he settled a hand on her shoulder, moving in tight to sniff all along her cheek.
His touch ignited a fire that stunned Brianna and she almost asked him to take her out of there, to take her home, even to take her to bed.
But she couldn’t do that to Yolen. She tried to draw back, but his hand was clamped on her shoulder and a terrible part of her didn’t want him to let go. And she really didn’t understand why her heart pounded so heavily in her chest, crying out to satisfy what she could sense was the vampire’s terrible craving for her blood.
***
Yolen tucked his wallet into the back pocket of his jeans and was about to pick up the two pints he’d just bought, when an odd vibration in the air started pummeling him.
Leaving the beers where they were, he turned slowly in Brianna’s direction. Both biceps flexed all over again, but for a different reason. This time, he smelled Brianna’s desire on the air, his woman’s unique scent, a faint whiff of jasmine combined with sea air, a scent he’d come to love and to savor.
A scent meant only for him.
But a man leaned over her, way too close.
Mastyr Keynes.
He appeared to be nuzzling Brianna’s neck, his hand caressing her shoulder.
Worse, Brianna was into him.
Yolen had only been gone a couple of minutes and not only had another man put the moves on his woman, but Brianna liked what he was doing.
He heard a strange rushing sound in his ears, blood through his veins. Power rose in a terrifying geyser, a familiar surge attached to his mastyr calling, and he roared.
He launched himself in levitated flight across the room, well above the crowd. He nicked some of the hanging lights at the same time, which sent people ducking and screaming.
Keynes, in slow motion, pivoted in his direction, and smiled, his eyes darkening. Then he launched at Yolen.
At the same moment, he saw Brianna’s eyes widen. She grabbed her shawl and her satchel and moved to the far wall.
Good. She was safe.
Then it was game on as he caught the bastard midair and brought him hard to the floor, banging into chairs. Things crashed around him as he pounded Keynes’s face, that smug look of mastyr self-importance.
Something struck at his own chin and cheek a couple of times, but he wasn’t feeling anything except the need to connect his fist with any part of Keynes’s body.
But Keynes was damn strong and jumped his feet. Yolen followed and got in a hard hit. Keynes’s head jerked back, just enough for Yolen to watch as Brianna slung her shawl over her shoulders and, with her satchel tucked beneath her arm, left the bar.
His woman was leaving. He didn’t want her to leave. He couldn’t let her leave.
When she opened the door, he even felt a cool breeze blow through the space or maybe it was the wind caused by Keynes’s fist as he hit Yolen square on his unguarded jaw.
Stars followed, as well as an odd view of the bar’s ceiling and swinging overhead lights.
Yolen drifted to the floor, then everything went dark.
 

 

Hunger
Detective Yolen of the Nine Realms police force strives to keep his dissatisfied girlfriend safe from a mastyr vampire intent on possessing her at all costs.
He won’t become a mastyr vampire just to please his woman…
Yolen keeps his love life and his work life separate with one goal in mind – to protect Brianna. After seeing his best friend slaughtered by the enemy, he will do whatever it takes to ensure Brianna’s safety even if it means holding her at a distance. But the woman doesn’t seem to understand and demands more of him. At the same time, his mastyr calling surges whenever he’s around her, causing him to crave her more than ever. Because he believes in what he’s doing, however, he digs in his heels and sticks to seeing her only on Friday nights. But does he risk losing the woman he loves by keeping her at arm’s length?
She needs so much more from the man she loves…
Brianna longs for a deeper connection with Yolen, the man she loves, but he’s sworn to limit their relationship to a date once-a-week. At the same time, her heart labors with an overproduction of what her vampire boyfriend needs the most, yet he’s not around to relieve the strain on her heart. When another vampire courts her, one who has already embraced his mastyr calling, Brianna is drawn to him in a way she doesn’t understand. She can’t seem to help herself as she agrees to go out with him. Yet, how can she turn away from Yolen when she loves him body and soul? Will Yolen finally relent and give her what she needs?
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