
  
    [image: Wolf Hunt]
  


  
    
      Wolf Hunt

      Immortals Novella

    

    
      
        Jennifer Ashley

      

    

    
      JA / AG Publishing

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          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

        

        
          Excerpt—Immortals: Forbidden Taste

        

        
          Also by Jennifer Ashley

        

        
          About the Author

        

        
          Copyright

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Logan got the call while he was making an arrest.

      The vampire he cuffed in a West Hollywood club had been running a slavery ring of what was called “blood donors”—people who fed vampires a little at a time without the vampires draining them completely. Some had volunteered, others were kept quiet with drugs and the high that came with the feeding.

      “Septimus will hear about this,” the vampire snarled. Septimus was the kingpin vamp in charge of Los Angeles, and now the entire west coast.

      “Septimus gave me his blessing,” Logan said as he locked magically charged cuffs around the vamp’s wrists. “You’re embarrassing him.”

      The vamp started to snarl about vampire rights at the same time Logan’s cell phone rang. He passed the vamp to his partner, Tony Nez, and slid his phone out of his pocket. He didn’t recognize the number as he thumbed the pad to answer.

      “Yeah?”

      “Logan.” A female voice went breathless with relief.

      Everything in Logan’s world stopped. The dense beat of the music inside the club, the thick sound of traffic at the end of the street, and the continued arguing of the vamp Tony held receded into the background. Logan could only see her—Nadia, her black hair and dark eyes regarding him over a table while they shared pizza, before that, from a hospital bed.

      She’d been beaten down, exhausted, but she’d been brave enough to tell him everything about her ordeal. Her evidence of how demons were being kidnapped and slaughtered had saved others. Many others.

      Logan had seen Nadia twice more since she’d helped in his investigation, and each time they’d met, he’d vowed to never see her again. At the same time, he craved to be near her. Dangerously so.

      “Nadia? What’s the matter? Where are you?”

      “I don’t know.” Her words came breathlessly, as though she’d been running. “There’s lots of woods, and they’re coming.”

      “Slow down, slow down. Who’s coming?”

      “Logan . . . Oh, shit.” There was a harsh rattle, and then nothing.

      “Nadia? Nadia? Damn it.”

      The unfamiliar phone number with no name attached slid neatly to the top of Logan’s recent calls list. Logan started to tap it to call back, but he stopped. He pictured a phone ringing in silence, giving away Nadia’s location.

      The wolf in him growled, his fingers turning to claws, gouging the plastic of the phone. Everything Were in him wanted to sling the phone aside, shift to his wolf, and tear away to find her.

      Logan took a long breath, forcing himself to calm, to fight the shift. He’d get nowhere until he had some idea where Nadia was. Once he found her rough location, he could scent her, track her, hunt her . . . but until then, he was in the middle of Los Angeles, the polluted air foul to his predator’s nose.

      Nez and some uniforms shoved the arrested vamps into the paddy wagon. The one Logan had cuffed started yelling that it was nearly dawn, and they needed to hurry and get him inside. Wuss.

      Logan walked back to his unmarked car and punched the phone number of Nadia’s call into his police computer. Nothing. Growling in impatience, he called his favorite desk sergeant back at the paranormal division who was good at stuff like this. Experienced sergeants trumped computer searches every time.

      As soon as he finished talking to the sergeant, his cell rang again, same number.

      “Nadia?” Logan shouted into the phone. “Where are you?”

      “She ran away,” a male voice said. He sounded wrong, keyed up, filled with adrenaline and excitement. “More fun that way.”

      Click.

      Tony slid into the car’s driver’s seat while Logan remained staring at the phone. Tony was Navajo—Diné—with smooth brown skin, black hair he wore in a long ponytail, and eyes that held many stories.

      “Vamps today,” he said in disgust. “All they do is bleat about lawyers. How about a real paranormal crime for a change? Supernaturals out here are wimps. Hey, did I ever tell you about the time my cousins and me tracked a skinwalker up through Chaco Canyon? Now he was a fight worth having.” Nez started the car. “Where to, boss?”

      “Station,” Logan said.

      “Why?” Their shift was over, and usually after a bust this early, they’d go get breakfast. “What’s up?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Yeah? Who was on the phone? Something’s going down, isn’t it? I can tell. You look like I did the first time I saw a ghost.”

      Logan tucked his phone back into its holder, his heart hammering “A woman I know. Sounds like she’s in some deep shit.”

      He related what he’d heard in both calls, and Tony looked worried. “Hell. Guess we better find out where she is, then.” He turned on the siren, put his foot down, and zipped through L.A. traffic toward the paranormal division headquarters downtown.

      Logan knew that the second caller, the man, had been a shifter, a wolf. One riding on an adrenaline high in pursuit of Nadia.

      Worse, Logan knew the caller, though he hadn’t heard his voice in years. He was the Were who’d forced Logan out of his home, his pack, and his life, and why Logan had taken up a lonely exile on the streets of Los Angeles.
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      The desk sergeant had succeeded in tracing the number by the time Logan and Nez strode into the paranormal division headquarters at Parker Center.

      “Payphone at a gas station in a place called Brookside,” the sergeant said. He was a small, spare man with a receding hairline and more know-how in finding obscure information than the youngest techno-geek in the department. “That’s a wide spot in the road on the California-Oregon border, according to the station owner. Guy on the graveyard shift said he never noticed anyone using the phone.”

      He wouldn’t have. A demon, even one being hunted through the woods at the crack of dawn, was stealthy enough to use a payphone without anyone seeing her. So was a wolf shifter on the prowl.

      Logan thanked the sergeant and went to his lieutenant, a small, black half-Sidhe woman, to ask for leave. He told her why, because he knew he couldn’t bullshit Lieutenant McKay.

      “I know you’ll go whether I like it or not.” Sheila McKay was half Logan’s height, but he’d seen her take down vampires three times her size. “I’d tell you to let the paranormal cops up there handle it, but they don’t have paranormal police in that part of California. Too remote, no funding.”

      “Their human police won’t be able to help,” Logan said. “This is definitely shifter and demon business.” Logan thought again about the elation in the wolf’s voice on the phone, and knew he’d be making the trip as a Packmaster, not a cop. This was already personal.

      “I know that,” McKay said. “Which is why I’m letting you check it out. But you keep me informed, all right? Every step of the way. Don’t make me come up there and extract your ass—or find you dead. I need you, Logan.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      McKay pinned him with a stare, no less intimidating though it came from his waist height. “Get her and come back. That’s all. Got it?”

      No personal vendettas, she meant. Too damn late for that. Logan left her office, making no promises.

      Nez stopped him on the way out. “You going after her?” To Logan’s brief nod, he continued, “The second you run into trouble, call me. I know people in the mountains, shamans and other interesting folks.”

      Everyone wished to help. Touching, even if they had no clue what was going on.

      “Thanks,” Logan said. “I’ll do that.”

      Logan had thought that when he left his pack in Minnesota, this would all be over. He’d walked away because that had been the only way to prevent others from being hurt, from dying even. Logan realized now that the problem hadn’t ended, it had only festered.

      He filled his duffle bag with bottles of water and extra ammo and let Nez walk him out to his Harley. Logan started it up and rode out of the LAPD Paranormal Division parking lot, watching in his rearview as his Diné partner lifted a hand in farewell.
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      Eight hours on the back roads later, Logan pulled into the gas station in the tiny town of Brookside, a stop on the way to Klamath Falls. The morning attendant at the convenience store who’d talked to the desk sergeant had gone home hours ago, but his replacement knew that the police from Los Angeles had inquired about the phone call.

      “If I’d been here, I’d have seen her,” the kid said. He had greasy hair, a raw-boned body, and a face scarred with acne. “I see everyone and everything.”

      “Maybe she’s come in here before,” Logan said. He described Nadia as he remembered her—five foot six with short, sleek dark hair, and coffee-brown eyes. He didn’t add that she also had one hell of a body, and voice that gave him a hard-on in his dreams.

      The kid shook his head. “But if I do see her, I’ll let you know. You got somewhere I can reach you?”

      Logan left his cell phone number without much hope. Nadia had been out of breath, scared, running for her life. She wouldn’t be back here.

      Outside, Logan approached the two lighted payphones on the left side of the building. In this day and age, payphones were relics, usually graffiti-laden and forlorn under their plastic half-domes. But there were still dead zones where cell signals didn’t reach, and land lines had their uses.

      Logan knew which phone Nadia had used before he reached it. Her scent was all over it. He closed his eyes and took in the brimstone smell of demon coupled with a flowery fragrance that was Nadia’s own. That scent was overridden with fear and the heavy musk of werewolf.

      Matt had been here. Logan couldn’t tell from the smell whether Matt had captured Nadia or whether she’d gotten away. But he knew one thing—Matt had made the challenge, and Logan would meet it. And this time, Logan would win.
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      Nadia kept running. Her feet ached, her bare body was coated with sweat and dirt, and her breath grated in her lungs. She’d been running for two days and two nights, with no rest. She’d shifted back and forth from demon form to human, the demon form giving her the advantage of stamina, the human of stealth.

      Though she’d had no sleep or food, she understood that her trackers would stop just short of letting her drop dead from exhaustion. Nadia dying wouldn’t be as much fun as Nadia fighting, running, or challenging them. The wolves enjoyed that she’d laid false trails and doubled back, had howled in triumph whenever they’d relocated her scent.

      Good prey, hard to bring down. Worth the price.

      Being able to call Logan had been an incredible piece of luck. Nadia had dashed out of the trees and found the convenience store in the middle of a crumbling parking lot, two lit phones turning toward her like friends.

      She’d morphed into her human form before cautiously approaching. She was naked after shifting, of course, and could only hope that no one would come around the building and spot her. But the parking lot had remained deserted, the only sign of life the hum of the ice machines next to the phones.

      Being without clothes and hunted meant she’d had no change handy, but Nadia had gotten an operator to take a credit card number and let her call Logan.

      She’d never told Logan she’d memorized his phone number. The few times they’d met socially, they’d kept the conversation neutral, mostly talking motorcycles, movies, and music. Logan had given her his number on the back of a business card. Nadia had never called him, though she’d often thought of doing it. Every day, in fact. She’d never been able to forget the wolf whose tawny eyes had burned with compassion when she’d lain, injured and shattered, in the hospital bed. Shifters hated demons. Logan was different.

      Far too much relief had flooded her when Logan answered. But she hadn’t had time to tell him anything, because the hunters had found her. She’d had to drop the phone and run.

      They were coming again. The shifters were in wolf form, running, tracking, but the human with them used an off-road motorcycle, its headlight slicing through the woods.

      Nadia scrambled up another hill and down its other side, keeping to the cold, deep shadows cast by the westering sun. She drew on the last of her strength to put on a burst of speed, as the wolves crested the hill then broke into howls when they spotted her.
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      Logan found a motel not far from the convenience store, a single-story, rundown lodge with a few pickups in front of the blue-painted doors. A tired-looking woman at the reception desk told Logan the rates and handed him a key.

      Logan parked his bike in front of the room five and dumped his backpack and plastic grocery bags on the sagging bed. He locked the door and closed all the blinds, pressing a chair against the door’s blind to close the gap between it and the wall.

      He laid his police-issue 9mm on the bed and stacked the magazines he’d brought beside it. He’d picked up a fleece-lined jacket at a Target on the way out of L.A., knowing he’d have to start his hunt in the mountains, where he could run into snowstorms.

      Next to the gun he laid a sheathed knife his former partner Samantha Taylor had given him after she quit the police force. She worried about Logan, she said, and the blade, spelled by an air witch, would help him against demons and others resistant to conventional weapons. Samantha was a sweetheart, even though she was now a demon queen.

      Demon matriarch, Samantha would correct him. Only pretentious demons from the deeper hells make themselves out to be royalty.

      Right, Logan would say with a teasing grin.

      Logan had brought one more weapon with him, a Colt .45 revolver he’d bought from a shaman long ago. He’d never used it beyond target shooting at a range to keep in practice, and he always stored it unloaded.

      He loaded it now. Logan had to wear leather gloves to slide the bullets into the chambers, because the bullets were pure silver.

      When Logan had been Packmaster up in the wilds of Minnesota, he’d never had to put down a werewolf. They’d obeyed his every command because they’d known that if they disobeyed, Logan would take them to face the mercy of the pack leader. And if the wolves were afraid of Logan, they were downright terrified of Matt Lewis.

      Logan’s job had been to enforce Matt’s decrees as well as overall werewolf law. Logan had worn a sword with a silver blade, which he’d kept safely in its leather sheath—the quiet threat of the enforcer.

      He’d never had to use either the sword or the silver bullets. No wolf except Matt had ever challenged Logan.

      When Logan had left the pack, he’d turned in the sword, which would be handed to the next Packmaster. But he’d kept the gun and the bullets. Werewolves, no matter that they were life-magic creatures and perceived by the public at large as “good guys,” were still effing dangerous.

      Logan slid his collection of weapons into various holsters strapped to his body. He pulled on the fleece-lined jacket, tucked the sheathed knife into his boot, and left, locking the room behind him. He shoved the empty grocery sacks into his saddle bags, started up his bike, and rolled out of the parking lot.

      Logan returned to the convenience store from which Nadia had phoned, then followed her scent up a side road that led into the foothills, away from the highway. He turned onto a narrow dirt road, going slowly, the shadows under the trees thick.

      When he decided he was far enough from civilization, Logan stopped the motorcycle and killed the engine. He concealed the bike behind a clump of brush, then he took a trowel from his saddlebag and dug a hole to hide his weapons, carefully wrapping them in the plastic grocery bags before he covered them with dirt.

      Logan straightened up and slid off his coat, flinching when the sharp cold cut through his shirt. He’d gotten spoiled in Los Angeles, where March could be merely cool, while up in these elevations, the mountains clung to winter.

      Logan stripped, folded his clothes into another plastic bag, and buried everything among leaves and branches. Before his shivering got too bad, he stood, stilled his mind, and willed the wolf to come.

      Legends said that werewolves changed only at the full moon, and at that time, they shifted whether they liked it or not. The rest of the time, Weres lived as perfectly normal humans, no teeth and claws.

      Those were fairy tales.

      Wolves did have to change at least once during the full moon or risk going insane—the theory was that fighting and mating instincts rose and ebbed with the moon’s cycle, peaking when the moon was fullest. If the wolf wanted to take over on nights of the full moon, it was best to let it.

      But Weres had evolved over the centuries just like any other species. The ones who could change at will, in whatever phase of the moon, had survival advantage, while those who changed only when their wolves compelled them to slowly died out.

      Logan’s body grew more powerful as his limbs changed, brute strength and instinct overtaking cautious intelligence. It was more than just the sensation of sprouting fur and claws—Logan felt his entire being disappearing into the beast, whose sense of smell and hearing far outstripped the human Logan’s. Logan didn’t lose his human thoughts and knowledge, but he tucked them away, keeping them from interfering with the wolf.

      Logan landed on all fours, the world taking a strange convex perspective. Scents and sounds became more important than sight, strength and speed more important than thought.

      Nadia’s trail blazed in front of him, her unique demon scent like a white-hot streak. Logan picked up other smells—the nose-curling odor of exhaust and oil, the stench of hot rubber. The wolves had left their own unmistakable smells as well.

      Logan followed, nose to the ground. He hadn’t met these specific wolves before, but the scent of Logan’s pack and their leader had been imprinted on them. They were Matt’s all right.

      The tread of a motorcycle wound up the hill under the trees a little way from the wolf tracks. They’d chased Nadia this way and did nothing to hide their passage.

      Logan ran through the woods, the trail so easy to follow he didn’t have to work very hard. He loped quietly, knowing how to miss dry leaves and tinder, how to keep to the darkest shadows.

      He spotted a glare of firelight in the late afternoon gloom. Not only had the wolves not bothered to hide their tracks, an odd thing for a Were to do, but the fire broadcast their position. Were they trying to get caught? Or so careless they thought they couldn’t be?

      Logan crouched low, keeping downwind so they wouldn’t catch his scent, and slunk toward the campsite. Four men sat around the fire drinking coffee, the human holding an uncocked shotgun over his arm. They looked like typical hunters in their thick jackets and hats against the cold, except that three of them were wolf shifters.

      Logan didn’t recognize the wolves or the human who held the shotgun, but again, he scented Matt on them. Where the hell was Matt?

      “Damn cold out here,” one wolf said.

      “You can always change back to your fur coat,” the human said, obviously trying to be funny.

      The wolves only looked at him, and the man fell into nervous silence.

      One of the shifters got up restlessly from his camp chair and started pacing. “What’s to say the bitch won’t get away while we’re warming our asses?”

      “She won’t,” the human said with confidence. “No one escapes one of my nets. It’s woven with spells I got from a life-magic witch. Don’t worry; it will hold a demon. She’ll be there when we’re ready.”

      The pacing wolf growled. “I’m ready now.”

      “Wait and let her get her strength back. It’s more fun when they fight.”

      “I wasn’t thinking about fighting her.”

      Logan barely suppressed the snarl in his throat. The beast in him urged him to attack, no waiting, to savage the wolves and human for even thinking about touching Nadia.

      Being Packmaster meant more than simply enforcing the pack leader’s law. The Packmaster also protected everyone in the pack from all danger, up to and including that from the pack leader himself. Nadia wasn’t a wolf, but Logan had considered her under his protection since he’d met her, when she’d been broken and grieving in the hospital.

      The instinct to fight those who threatened her was strong. Logan needed to taste blood.

      Reason kept him in his hiding place. Though Packmasters were bred for bulk and strength, three wolves plus a shotgun versus one pissed-off Packmaster were long odds.

      Logan swallowed his fury and circled the camp, moving in near silence to where he’d spotted the human’s motorcycle just outside the circle of light. He morphed into human form to crawl the last few feet to the bike, using its bulk to shield him from the four men at the fire.

      Logan knew exactly which wires to yank to prevent the motorcycle starting again. He was tempted to cut the fuel line, but a gas leak would smell, and there was open flame out here. The bike could explode, the ensuing fire spreading quickly through dry woods.

      Logan coiled the wires in his hand and slunk back into the shadows. Once he was well away from the camp, he paused to bury the wires in the underbrush, and morphed back to his wolf.

      He followed Nadia’s scent up the ridge. He picked his way through dry underbrush, until he finally found her, trussed up and tied between two close-growing, thick-boled trees. She was naked, in her human form, a net that smelled of magic clinging to her curves like a bizarre designer gown.

      Nadia’s dark eyes widened as she spotted Logan slinking toward her, her scent changing to one of terror plus a healthy dose of defiance. She must think one of the assholes from the camp was coming for her.

      Logan quickly morphed into human form. “Hey,” he whispered. “You all right?”

      Nadia wilted, a scent of relief replacing her fear. She closed her eyes a moment, then opened them again, her dark gaze meltingly beautiful as always.

      “Damn, Logan,” she said, her voice breaking. “I never thought I’d be so glad to see a werewolf in my life.”
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      Nadia went slack with relief. Logan, the tawny-haired, golden-eyed wolf shifter cop who’d been strangely kind to her, had come charging to her rescue. He looked at her with concern in his eyes, and asked if she was all right.

      He was also stark naked. His human body was absolutely beautiful without a stitch of clothing. Hard muscle moved under what little light filtered down through the trees, his golden eyes glinted in a hard face. He was a large man, but able to bend his lithe limbs into a crouch next to her. Naked, tight, nice.

      Nadia managed a nod, and answered his question. “Exhausted, starving, scared out of my mind. Other than that, just fine.”

      Logan reached for the net, then hissed and jerked his hand back. “Damn, there’s silver in it.”

      “Yep,” Nadia said. “To keep the werewolves from tearing me up. It’s also full of life-magic, anti-demon spells, which are making me sick. I can’t even shift to demon form. The Weres are waiting for somebody, from what I can tell. I guess they want me whole when he gets here.”

      Logan didn’t answer, but it wasn’t worry she saw in his eyes as he studied the net, or even cop-like efficiency. It was pure rage.

      Nadia didn’t know why everything in her was so happy to see him, other than the fact he might get her out of here. Logan was werewolf, life-magic, and shifters hated demons. He had no reason to help her.

      But in the past six months, Nadia had seen something different in Logan from the usual hate-all-demons attitude of wolf shifters. Logan was a good cop, helping paranormals regardless of species, and locking up the ones that broke the law. He was fair, loyal to his friends, and had integrity. Nadia had come to look forward to their casual nights out, enjoying their developing but unusual friendship. She’d thought maybe Logan enjoyed it too. She’d never hinted at her fantasies of taking things further than friendship, and Logan had never hinted of any either. They had a truce, an understanding. Nadia refused to mess it up.

      Until she’d been taken and hunted through the mountains, and had instinctively turned to him for help. She’d figured he’d send police up here after her, but Logan had come himself. That fact made Nadia’s heart pound and her body weaker than it already was.

      In silence, Logan searched for a way to pull off the net without touching it. Wolf shifters couldn’t touch silver—something in it messed with their life-magic essence. Nadia didn’t understand much about life-magic creatures, but she knew they had their vulnerabilities, just as death-magic creatures did. With vampires it was light; demons, witch spells; werewolves, silver.

      “I need tools.” Logan carefully reached through the holes in the net and touched Nadia’s face. His fingers were amazingly warm, his fingertips callused. “The last thing I want to do is leave you out here, but I have to get my stash down the hill.”

      Nadia tried a grin. “What, you didn’t have a rescue-dog pack strapped to your back?”

      “Funny.” Logan caressed the tiny bit of her cheek again, starting all kinds of fires within her. “You sit tight, and I’ll be back here as fast as I can.”

      “Sure. Where the hell else am I gonna go?”

      Logan kept his fingertips on her face, maybe trying to give her reassurance in the wolf way. Wolves liked touch. And you know, Nadia thought shakily, it’s working for me.

      “I won’t leave you here for them, Nadia,” Logan said. “I swear that to you.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      She wanted to nuzzle his hand, but the net wouldn’t let her. Logan gave her a long look, withdrew, shifted to his wolf, and vanished into the shadows.
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      Waiting for Logan wasn’t pleasant. Nadia could hear the Weres arguing with each other in their camp down the hill. They were shouting at each other, voices carrying. One of them proposed going at Nadia right away—they should chase her, catch her, and share her between them, then kill her in whatever hideous way they decided. The others kept telling him they needed to wait for some person they didn’t name. While they argued, the woods grew darker with coming night, and the air developed a cold bite.

      But Logan had found her.

      Nadia fought the compulsion to lie back, close her eyes, and relax all her defenses. The sane part of her knew nothing was all right. Even if Logan did rescue her from the hunters, this was far from over.

      She’d known Logan for a powerful werewolf the first time she’d met him. She’d been alone in a hospital bed grieving the death of her sister, when a tall, hard-faced man with wolf eyes had stalked in to question her. He’d reeked of werewolf and life magic, and she’d seen anger in his eyes. During the interview, Nadia had realized the anger was toward the people who’d kidnapped her and tortured her, killing her sister. Logan, a life-magic creature, had been outraged that humans had hurt her. A werewolf who cared about what happened to a demon.

      She’d thought about the strange encounter for a long time afterward. A chance meeting with Logan at a Harley shop several months later had led them to grab a pizza at a nearby sports bar, which would have been harmless if they’d both been human.

      Beneath their mundane conversation, Nadia had sensed Logan’s restlessness, the power of his wolf. The demon in her thought about fighting him, to see what he was made of. The female in her wanted to sleep with him. No, not to sleep with him—that sounded too tame. All-night, sweat-soaked, hard-pounding sex—that was what she hungered for. She’d wake up tangled in the sheets with him, smile at him, and do it all over again.

      Nadia wondered what she wanted most. Was it the seductive danger of sex with a life-magic creature, or being with Logan specifically?—his hot gaze roving her, his big hands on her body.

      But Nadia had sworn off sex since Bev had died. She hadn’t had the heart for it, hadn’t desired anyone, human or demon. Maybe her celibacy had been a mistake, because anytime she saw Logan, she went all that more hot.

      The argument between the werewolves escalated. The one who urged them to go after her now would soon lose patience with the others and do what he pleased, regardless. Werewolves were all about the good of the pack, but when pack safety wasn’t a question, they went with their own instincts.

      Come on, Logan.

      Nadia stifled a shriek when something touched her skin. It was Logan, crouching next to her, a knife in his hand, his hair a pale smudge in the gathering gloom. She caught her breath, her pounding heart winding down.

      Logan was fully dressed, a fleece-lined coat and a duffle bag lying on the damp ground beside him. Even in her terror, Nadia reflected that though his naked body looked better, he didn’t look bad in a form-fitting black T-shirt and jeans either.

      She scented life magic on the knife—witch-spelled. Logan carefully worked its blade through the cords, avoiding touching them with his fingers. Whatever magic was in the knife cancelled out the magic in the net, apparently. Nadia wasn’t certain how life magic worked. Soon the net loosened and fell away from Nadia’s cramped body.

      Nadia’s demon immediately tried to flow through and take over, but she found that she couldn’t make the change. The residue of the anti-demon spells crawled on her skin, and she was just too exhausted for the shift.

      Logan put his hand on her shoulder. Nadia gasped. Logan’s life essence flowed to her like white fire, the silver and spells in the net no longer dampening it. It was incredible—hot and bright, strong like the mountains, Logan’s heat cutting the chill.

      The demon in Nadia told her to reach out and pull that life essence into her—she needed it, craved it. Her hunger burned. Demons had to feed on life essence to survive, and Logan’s cried out to her.

      Nadia used all her remaining strength to curl her hands at her sides, to shut down the hunger and not touch him. In her weakened state, she wanted life essence too much. If Nadia opened herself to Logan right now, she might suck Logan dry—which would kill him, powerful werewolf or not.

      But she couldn’t entirely shut down her hunger for him. Every part of her yearned for every part of Logan, and had since she’d met him.

      Not noticing her dilemma, Logan picked up the coat and draped it around her. The fleece inside held his warmth and the tiny piece of his life essence, which relieved Nadia’s hunger the slightest bit. She shivered and pulled the coat close.

      Logan had to help her limp away, but at least he was touching the coat now instead of her bare skin. Walking was difficult, though. Twigs and pebbles cut Nadia’s already raw feet, and she bit back a cry.

      Logan immediately lifted her into strong arms. Nadia’s desires came out to play again, but she clenched her hands and closed her eyes against them.

      He carried her silently and swiftly beneath the trees, surefooted in the pathless woods. Nadia wasn’t sure how far they’d gone when Logan set her down next to a motorcycle he’d hidden in the scrub. A Harley, sleek and lovely in the dusk.

      Logan stowed his gear in the saddle bags and helped Nadia mount the bike. His coat was long enough on her that she could pull it under her butt and not have to sit bare-assed on the cold seat. Logan swung on in front of her, the jolt of his life essence when he slid against her making her crazy. Nadia clenched her teeth and made herself wrap her arms around him.

      “They’re going to hear us when I start up,” Logan said. “So keep your head down and hang on tight.” He glanced over his shoulder at her. “Ready?”

      Nadia gave him a nod. Logan pushed the bike forward with his feet and let it coast silently a down the slope before he kicked on the engine.

      The roar of the bike was loud in the silent woods. Animals skittered or flapped away, and Nadia heard shouts behind them—the hunters realizing their prey had gotten away.

      Logan shot the motorcycle out from under the trees to a jeep trail that ran down the side of the hill. He maneuvered along the twisty, rutted road at high speed with seeming effortlessness. Nadia grinned in spite of her fears and tightened her grip around Logan’s waist. This man could ride.

      He navigated them down the mountain to a paved road that dipped and rolled with the terrain. Freezing air flowed over Nadia’s legs, but where she pressed against Logan she was fiery warm.

      They were the only vehicle on the narrow highway, passing no others, not even when they came to a little town. Logan pulled into a deserted parking lot of a one-story motel on the main road. Nothing stirred but flakes of snow on the wind as Logan stopped the bike and killed the engine.

      He swung off and went a few steps to door number five, unlocking it. Nadia tried to slide off after him, but she didn’t have enough strength even for that. Logan turned back to her, lifted her as though she weighed nothing, and carried her into the musty motel room.

      He more or less dropped her onto the bed, but before Nadia could relax into the rather hard mattress, Logan was climbing on top of her, straddling her on all fours, and not in a sexual way. He was a wolf enraged.

      His life essence swamped her as he pinned her to the bed, his face grim and set. Anger swirled in his amber-colored eyes, a werewolf in fury.

      “All right, Nadia,” he said, his voice low and fierce. “You want to tell me what the hell you’re doing here, and why you’re being chased around the mountains by the leader of my old pack?”
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      Nadia’s combined scents of fear and relief roused the beast Logan constantly strove to tame. He wanted to shift to wolf, to close his mouth gently over her throat as though she were an unruly cub who had to learn to obey. Then he’d shift back and kiss her, warming her and taking what he wished. The erotic position and Logan’s own worry were making his body hot and pounding hard.

      Nadia glared up at him with coffee-brown eyes that held a hint of demon red. “It’s none of your business what I’m doing here. I didn’t ask those wolves to hunt me.”

      Logan lowered his face to hers, breathing in her scent. “You called me. Why, if you’re only going to lie to me?”

      Her eyes flickered. “Yours was the first number I could remember.”

      That wasn’t a lie, Logan saw, but not the entire truth either. He resisted the urge to shake the story out of her—at the same time he resisted smoothing her dark hair and whispering that everything would be all right. Nadia’s hair would be silky soft and so would her skin.

      “Why did you need me at all?” he made himself ask. “Why not just morph to demon and fight them?”

      Her brows drew down in a scowl that still managed to be beautiful. “That question shows you know damn-all about demons. Even if you’re cozy with a demon matriarch.” Nadia’s voice was hard, but she smelled of sharp fear.

      “Did they hurt you?” Logan asked, unable to keep the growl from his voice. “If they touched you, I’ll go back and kill them.” The last words ended in an inhuman snarl. Facing three pissed-off werewolves by himself, not to mention a human with a gun, would be stupid, but Logan didn’t care at the moment.

      “They didn’t,” she said, still rigid. “I’m just tired. I ran for such a long time.”

      She closed her eyes, her face too pale in the harsh yellow glare of the bedside lamp. Nadia was exhausted yes—anyone would be—but she was also demon, and she needed more than just food, water, and a place to sleep.

      Logan gave up on not touching her, and brushed his fingertips across her cheek. Her skin was warm, smooth, but still too bloodless. “Do you need life essence?” he asked her.

      Nadia’s eyes popped open, and he saw the hunger in her dark demon gaze. “What do you know about that?”

      “I know demons need a certain amount of life essence, or they can’t survive. I learned a lot about demons working with Samantha, believe me.”

      Half-demon Samantha, when she’d been Logan’s partner at the LAPD, had without knowing it siphoned off a little of Logan’s life essence each day. Samantha had been upset when she’d discovered that, but the small act had calmed the magical ferociousness of the Packmaster somewhat, which had been fine with Logan. He’d been having difficulty staying under control away from his home and pack, and Samantha had helped him, even if she hadn’t known it.

      When Samantha realized what she’d been doing, she stopped. Cold turkey. Logan, who’d grown used to the calming effects of Samantha’s siphoning, found his Packmaster instincts flaring doubly strong.

      Since Samantha had ceased and then left the department, Logan had been a little more vicious with the paranormals it was his job to arrest, and more protective of his new partner. Nez never said anything, but Logan sometimes sensed the man’s uneasiness with him. Logan knew his control was slipping. With Nadia, that control cracked like thin ice.

      Logan caressed her cheek again. “Take some from me.”

      Nadia’s eyes widened, and she tried to twist away from his touch. “No.”

      “You have to. Take a little.”

      “You have a death wish or something?” she demanded. “I could kill you.”

      “I’m a powerful werewolf. I can take a little essence sucking. So do it.” Logan pressed his hand to her face.

      Nadia tried to squirm away again, but then something dark tugged at Logan, and Nadia gasped.

      Light flared under Logan’s fingertips. He felt his life essence leap up and flow rapidly into her through his fingers, a sharp pain slicing through him as it went.

      It had never felt like this with Samantha. With Samantha, he’d experienced a tug, a loosening of tension, and an easy, almost meditative release. With Nadia, the life essence rushed rapidly out of him, the demon in Nadia imbibing it as though she couldn’t get enough. The pain washed away, to be replaced with a flood of longing.

      Logan’s hardening cock pushed at his jeans, the scent of her exciting him as did the sight of her lying under him in nothing but his coat. He could rip the coat from her, enter her, and thrust until he was groaning with it, until she was. He wanted it. Now.

      Nadia grabbed his wrist and forced his hand away. Logan jerked back and dragged in a breath of cold air. “Shit.”

      “Enough.” Nadia sounded stronger, the red glint in her eyes replaced with tiny white sparks. “Get off me, Detective.”

      Logan made himself roll off the bed and to his feet. He knew that a demon taking life essence could give the donor an orgasmic high, but the elation that flooded him was more than that.

      Craving for a demon was old magic, leftover from the days when demons kept their hordes of human slaves pacified by the satiation that went with being fed upon. If a human let a demon take his life essence too often, he’d start to have a jones for the experience, be unable to function unless he had a little demon contact. That was why people nowadays went to the demon clubs—for the pleasure of letting someone like Nadia feed from them.

      With her eyes half closed, drunk with his essence, Nadia was so sensual Logan had to take another step back. His hard-on pushed at him until he gritted his teeth.

      “Get under the covers and sleep,” he snapped. “I’ll find you some clothes and food for both of us.”

      “Fine,” Nadia said. She was angry, but to Logan’s demon-needing senses her voice was the sexiest thing he’d ever heard.

      Logan knew, logically, that he was reacting to her demon glamour, the beauty that sucked in the unwary. At the same time the Packmaster in him longed to touch her and reassure her that she was protected.

      The conflicting desires ripped at him. Logan the man and Logan the wolf weren’t often at odds, but his wolf’s mind was snarling and snapping at what Logan’s human body needed.

      He had to get out of there.

      “Double-lock the door behind me,” Logan said, forcing himself to turn away. “Make damn sure it’s me before you open it again.”

      He walked across the room and reached for the door. The cold embraced him as he yanked it open.

      He had to look back. Nadia had lifted herself on her elbow, a delectable picture of lovely woman on his bed, wearing nothing but his coat.

      Logan deliberately turned away, slammed the door, and plunged into the cold.
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      Nadia let out a breath of release and frustration as Logan’s motorcycle rumbled off into the evening. She swung out of bed, locked and chained the door as he’d instructed, then stood with her back against it.

      Her body was hot and aroused; Logan’s life essence like nothing she’d ever tasted. She knew it was dangerous to take from a powerful life-magic creature, but oh gods, wasn’t his essence sweet? It still surged through Nadia like a white-hot flame. The temptation to lace her fingers around his neck, open her mouth, and suck it all into her had been hard to resist.

      Logan tasted like fine wine laced with hot peppers, and felt like . . .

      Nadia closed her eyes and pressed her fingers to her lips. She was lucky she’d been able to stop and push him away. Logan had been aroused too—she’d felt his hard cock through the denim that separated them. What would it be like to drink his essence while he was inside her?

      She stifled a groan. She had no business thinking things like that.

      But Nadia could still feel his essence inside her, a connection to him. Damn. The heady afterglow gave her a strong impulse to relax, to sleep and recover, but Nadia had things to do.

      She limped to the duffle bag Logan had dumped on a rickety chair, pried it open, and began to sift through it.

      Something heavy rattled inside a small box, and she opened it to find revolver bullets. She lifted one and examined it. Silver.

      So Logan had come prepared to shoot and kill the werewolves of his own pack. That made her feel even worse.

      Nadia dropped the bullet back into the box. I’m a demon. I’m not supposed to give a damn about the feelings of a lone werewolf. She shoved the box back inside.

      Logan’s bag also held a couple of sweatshirts and a pair of jeans, all with the price tags still on them. Nadia slid off the fleece coat and pulled on a sweatshirt. Even brand new, the shirt already carried a trace of Logan’s life essence.

      The unopened package of briefs did likewise. Nadia pulled the package apart and shook out the generic white cotton. Very practical, no racy thongs for Detective Logan Wright.

      Nadia couldn’t help imagining Logan’s butt filling out the briefs. He had the sweetest ass.

      He’d fill out the front side well too. She’d felt as much when he’d lain on top of her. Nadia slid the underwear on, trying to forget the heady joy of the whole Logan experience.

      Nadia was pleased that her hips were slim enough for the underwear, though the briefs felt weird on her. The spare pair of jeans felt odd too, too tight in the wrong places, too loose in others.

      She straightened up and caught sight of herself in the mirror, her eyes dark in a pale face. Here she was, all dressed up and nowhere to go. She couldn’t simply call Samantha and ask for a ride back to Los Angeles. That wasn’t an option. She had to finish her part in this, or risk everything she cared about. There were things she had to do, a hole in her heart.

      Another search of the duffle bag rendered a money clip with ten twenties in it. Interesting. Was it a spare stash Logan had forgotten about, or had he left it to tempt Nadia?

      Stupid werewolves. Just because they were life-magic creatures, people got the idea that they were on the side of good. But werewolves were only for themselves when it all came down to it.

      Nadia turned to the phone. She didn’t really want to use the hotel’s telephone, but she didn’t have much choice.

      The first was to a house in suburban Los Angeles. “Is everything all right?” she asked the woman who answered. “Is Joel home from school?”

      “Yes, he’s fine. Why wouldn’t he be?”

      Nadia exhaled in relief, said a few more expected and reassuring things, and hung up. She dialed another number but had to leave a message when voicemail picked up.

      The sound of a motorcycle made her jump, and she slammed down the phone. She knew it was Logan—she recognized the purr of his Harley. She tossed the money clip back into the bag and peeked out the tiny window to see Logan’s bulk under the yellow porch light before she opened the door.

      Logan swirled in on a wave of wind and snow, his hands full of bags. She closed and bolted the door behind her, then turned to find his golden gaze taking in his clothes on her body.

      “I told you I’d get you something to wear.” His eyes darkened. “Although you look pretty good in those.”

      “I was cold.”

      Logan turned away, his expression guarded. “You can take a shower, if this dump has any hot water.”

      Nadia imagined herself in a steam-filled bathroom with glorious water beating down on her. Even better if Logan came through the steam to her, sliding his hands around her body, and leaning down to kiss her lips.

      Stop.

      “I’m more interested in the food right now,” Nadia said, trying to keep her voice steady.

      “I didn’t have to go far to find it.” Logan held up a white bag from a fast food chain. “How many cheeseburgers do you want?”

      Nadia’s stomach rumbled. How long since she’d eaten? Forty-eight hours?

      “Just give me one.”

      Logan tossed her a paper-wrapped burger. Nadia sank to a chair at the scarred table and ripped open the paper, barely getting the wrapping out of the way before she bit into the burger.

      Meat, juicy and hot, melted cheese oozing over everything. Junk food had never tasted so good.

      “Demons like cheeseburgers?” Logan asked.

      Nadia swallowed and wiped her mouth with a thin paper napkin. “You thought we craved the taste of human flesh? Or yummy life-magic creatures?”

      “Very funny. Don’t eat so fast. You’ll just bring it up again.”

      Nadia didn’t care. She could eat everything on this table and be hungry for more.

      “Thank you,” she said, her mouth full.

      Logan shrugged, unwrapping a burger for himself. “They weren’t busy. It was easy to persuade them to give me everything they’d already made.”

      With Logan, that probably meant looking at them with his golden wolf’s eyes before the kids behind the counter fell all over themselves to do whatever he bade them.

      “Are you ready to tell me what happened?” Logan asked, putting his burger down after only a few bites.

      Nadia sighed. “Logan, don’t ask me. I appreciate your help, but please take me somewhere safe and then forget all about me.”

      “I can’t do that.” He looked straight at her. “I told you I’d protect you, and I take my oaths seriously.”

      “All right, but who protects me from you?”

      Logan continued to hold her gaze, and Nadia felt the power of the dominant werewolf touch her. The demon in her didn’t like it, at the same time she was fascinated by it.

      “I’d never hurt you, Nadia,” he said evenly.

      Nadia shot him a smile. “Unless you caught me sucking too much life essence out of a human or doing something equally demonic? Especially if I did it in your jurisdiction?”

      Logan didn’t laugh, his tawny eyes narrowing. “Is that what you think? That I’m a cop twenty-four, seven?”

      She shrugged. “You’re paranormal police—it’s your job to stop demons getting chaotic. You’re also a werewolf, and I’m a death-magic creature. We’re natural enemies. Neither of us is safe from the other, although I admit I couldn’t kick your ass if I tried right now.”

      The hint of a smile touched his mouth. “Why would you try to kick my ass? I just rescued you.”

      Logan really shouldn’t smile like that. Was he trying to melt her? “And now I’m in your power,” Nadia said. “Samantha told me you were a Packmaster, which she said meant the equivalent of head cop of your pack.”

      Logan’s smile died. “Used to be.” He pushed the burger aside and rested his elbows on the table. His forearms were covered with golden hair and crisscrossed with tiny scars. “One of the wolves hunting you was my old pack leader, Matt Lewis.”

      Was it Nadia’s imagination, or was Logan waiting to see if she recognized the name? She shrugged. “Does he hunt demons a lot?”

      “He shouldn’t be hunting them at all. I think this is about me, not you. He’s using you to draw me out.”

      Nadia looked down at the remains of her burger. “Why would he do that? You barely know me.”

      Logan waited a moment before he answered, his voice low. “I know you well enough.”

      Nadia wondered why he thought so. They’d met two more times after their first pizza together to have beer or coffee and talk about Harleys. They’d never asked each other personal questions or gone out on a serious date or home with each other. No matter what sexual fantasies Nadia had spun about Logan, they’d never happened. Probably never would.

      Logan went on. “I’m sure Matt has a spy in Los Angeles keeping tabs on me. Did Matt or his wolves nab you in L.A.?”

      Were half-truths better than none at all? “Not exactly. I came up here on my own.”

      “What for? Can’t be the weather.”

      Nadia carefully picked cheese from the wrapper. “I was looking for a change. I thought I could find a job up here.”

      Logan studied her the same way he would a suspect across an interrogation table. “There aren’t a lot of supernatural beings around here. No werewolf packs, no vamps, no demons. What made you think someone would hire a demon? Or are there demon clubs even in this remote area?”

      “It’s not what you think,” Nadia said. “I wasn’t looking for a job in the demon trade, but for something different—like a concierge or something at one of the ski resorts. Planning outings for wealthy skiers. I only did the clubs in L.A. because I needed the money. Desperately.” Pandering to those who loved the high of a demon taking their life essence had disgusted her, but Nadia hadn’t had much choice.

      “You left the clubs, though, you and your sister,” Logan said.

      “Because the asshole who ran the club in Santa Monica kept after Bev to become his permanent mistress,” Nadia said, old anger rising. “She was afraid of him. So I told him what to do with himself, and we walked.”

      “The club owner wasn’t your clan, was he? You’re Lamiah clan, he was Obsejan.”

      Nadia felt uneasy. “Good work, Detective. Checking up on me?”

      Logan shrugged. “I was curious as to why two girls from a Lamiah family would work for a rival clan’s club. And why you didn’t go back to a Lamiah club, like Merrick’s, when you and Bev left the first job.”

      Nadia gave him a wry smile. “It’s not as easy in the clubs as you think. The bosses believe they own everyone who works for them. Merrick was cool and left us alone when we went independent, but he wasn’t about to help us without getting something in return.” She paused, letting the smile die. “I’ll give you three guesses what he asked for in return.”

      Though Logan didn’t move, Nadia sensed rage inside him. “Now I know why I never liked Merrick,” he said carefully.

      “He can be a real sleazebag,” Nadia agreed. “Though a helpful one sometimes.”

      “I’m glad you stopped.” His voice was quiet.

      “After what happened to Bev . . .”

      Nadia broke off, the emptiness inside her swelling. She and her sister had been abducted and beaten because they were demons, rendered helpless by spells so they couldn’t fight back. Bev had lost her life at the hands of a fanatic, and Nadia had vowed never to put herself or anyone she loved in that kind of danger again.

      She’d even found herself advising demon girls in clubs and on the streets about what kind of dangers they faced. A crusader, that’s what she’d become.

      The club owners had started to ban her from coming around, because demon clubs made fortunes off the idiots who sought the demon experience. Some of the girls had already listened to Nadia and given up the life.

      “What did you need the money for?” Logan asked.

      Nadia jumped. “What?”

      Logan pinned her with another hard gaze. “You said you worked the clubs because you needed the money. You came up here looking for a job, so I assume you still do.”

      Nadia pressed her hands to the table. “And now we’re into things that are none of your business.”

      “It’s my business now.” Logan frowned at her. “You aren’t safely home with your Lamiah clan, and my pack leader is pursuing you through the woods.”

      Nadia folded her arms, feeling slightly queasy. Her cheeseburger wrapper still held a bit of melted cheese, but her appetite had disappeared. Logan had been right that she probably shouldn’t have eaten so fast.

      “My clan disowned me and my sister. You knew that.”

      Logan nodded. “Yes, but the old matriarch is dead. Samantha is your clan leader now, and she’s made it clear you’re welcome back.”

      Nadia shot him another smile. “Leave it alone, wolfman.”

      “I can’t, hell-spawn,” Logan said without humor. “I consider you a friend. Doesn’t matter that you’re not werewolf. I’ll do whatever I can for you.”

      “And I’m grateful to you for helping me. Believe it. But please stop asking me questions I can’t answer.”

      “I can’t do that.” Logan’s eyes flared with the wolf’s anger he was keeping under control. “If you don’t want me knowing anything about you, why, when you were in trouble, did you decide to call me?”

      “Because I couldn’t think of anyone else,” Nadia got to her feet, her uneasiness spinning to fear again. “I had to risk it—I didn’t know what else to do.”

      Logan got out of his chair and met her, toe-to-toe. “Tell me why you really came up here.”

      Gods, was he not going to leave it alone? He towered over her, and she took a step back. “I told you. To get a job, start a career. You know, have a life.”

      “On your own.”

      “Yes, on my own.”

      “You wouldn’t be alone.” Logan’s voice was harsh. “You’d be unprotected, prey to every shark looking for a victim. Look what’s happened already.”

      He closed the small distance between them. When Nadia took another step back, he did too, and another, and another, until she banged against the wall and its peeling wallpaper.

      Logan caught her shoulders with strong hands, as intimidating as ever. He had the best eyes, tawny like a lion’s, and a stare that stabbed through her as though he knew all her secrets.

      All but one.

      “Being hunted wasn’t my idea,” Nadia said with heat. “I didn’t run up to the werewolves and yell, ‘Hi there, I’m a demon woman, helpless and alone, why don’t you chase me?’”

      “You didn’t have to. They knew. How did they?”

      “I don’t know!” she said in a near shout. “If this is all my fault, why did you bother to come after me? And help me? I’m a demon—what do you care?”

      Logan leaned closer, finger pressing his temple. “How could I not come after you? You’ve been burned in my brain since the day I met you.”

      Nadia wanted to laugh. “Because the mighty werewolf cop likes to keep track of the demon element in his city?”

      “No,” Logan snarled. Because of this.” He cupped his hands around Nadia’s face and covered her mouth with a searing kiss.
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      Gods, she tasted good.

      Logan shuddered as she laced her fingers around the back of his neck, her lips opening to his. He slid his tongue between them and stroked through her mouth, tasting her fear and anger, her desperation.

      Forget about her? Never.

      Logan had desired Nadia the moment he’d seen her, with her dark brown eyes in a softly curved face and the set of her shoulders that said she’d not break down. Logan’s interest in her had only grown as he’d kept tabs on her these last six months.

      He’d felt more than interest, more than simple need. Logan had felt the bonding magic a werewolf high in the pack developed for his mate, but he’d resisted. He should resist now.

      Logan deepened the kiss and leaned Nadia against the wall. Her body was slim and small compared to his, but so strong. Even the weakest demon was stronger than any human and even many weres could be.

      Nadia’s tongue tangled his, finding the depths of his mouth. She wasn’t afraid. She welcomed this.

      Logan furrowed her hair as he eased the kiss to a close. Nadia’s face was dirty from her run through the woods, scratched and cut from sharp branches. He traced his fingers over the cuts, wishing for the healing powers of Tain, one of the Immortals, who could have closed up her wounds in two seconds flat.

      The urge to heal her, to hold her, to take care of her was strong. Logan longed to sling Nadia over his shoulder and carry her home, to keep her there until he made the world safe.

      He should feel that for a pack mate, not a demon woman, no matter how beautiful.

      It was possible that Matt, as pack leader, had sensed Logan starting a mate bond. Packmasters were deeply connected to every nuance of every wolf in the pack, and Logan was willing to bet that simply walking away hadn’t broken the connection. Matt must be exploiting it, the same way he exploited everything else.

      “You should shower,” Logan said, his voice not working right. “And sleep. You need the rest.”

      The spark in Nadia’s eyes made his heart hammer. The bed was right next to them, a rickety thing covered with a threadbare blue plaid bedspread.

      He saw Nadia glance at it. Heat flared inside him. She wanted it.

      No.

      Logan pushed away from her. “Go take a shower. We’ll talk about what to do with you later.”

      Nadia flushed. “What to do with me? Is it too much to get your brain around, werewolf, that you don’t have to do anything with me?”

      Without waiting for answer Nadia slid out from between him and the wall, strode into the bathroom, and slammed the door. The thin-walled room shook with the impact.

      Logan heard the shower snap on, pipes groaning as hot water dragged through them. He pictured Nadia peeling off her clothes—his clothes, actually—and letting them fall one by one to the cold bathroom floor. Naked, she’d pull back the plastic shower curtain and step under the steaming water.

      Logan made a move toward the bathroom but then stopped, his gut clenching.

      He’d come to protect Nadia, not claim her. He wouldn’t be as bad as Matt.

      Logan turned away from the bathroom, his body tight. He ached for her, and his arousal hated him for not pulling her down onto the bed when he had the chance. He could show her, with his body, how much he’d been thinking of her all this time.

      He had a more basic reason for being with her—the need for her warm female body under his. Logan wanted to look into her eyes when she came, feel her move with climax while he thrust into her.

      Stop.

      Logan took up his cell phone from the table. He stared at it for a long time, then slowly punched in a number he’d tried to forget and hadn’t been able to.

      A woman picked up on the other end with a breathless, “Hello?”

      “Kayla,” Logan said. He didn’t have to tell her who he was. She knew. “Where’s Matt?”

      “You’re not supposed to call, Logan,” Kayla said with continued breathlessness. “You’re not pack anymore. You’re outcast . . .”

      “Where the hell is Matt?” Logan snarled. The Packmaster in him was strong enough to cut off her words but not allow her to hang up the phone. “Do you even know?”

      “I know.”

      “He’s after me, isn’t he? Why?”

      “Matt can go wherever he feels like going,” Kayla said, trying to be strong. “He’s pack leader, asshole.”

      To think, Logan used to be in love with her.

      No, not love. Kayla had been promised to him, and he’d been loyal to her and protective. Logan’s reward for taking care of her all those years was her running to Matt and sparking the challenge.

      “Matt has come here to kill me,” Logan said in a hard voice. “Why is he bothering? I left the pack, like you said. I walked away so you two could live happily ever after.”

      “Because it’s not over,” Kayla said.

      “Yes, it is.” Logan was over and done with it—he’d turned his back on his old life and that was that.

      “You never fought him.” Kayla’s words tumbled out. “You didn’t take up the challenge. You ruined him. Half the pack thinks you’re the stronger wolf, that you would have won if you’d fought. A lot of them won’t listen to Matt anymore. They say you should be pack leader, that him driving you out was against pack law. Karl, the new Packmaster, can’t keep order. Not like you could.”

      “So Matt came out here to challenge me again?” Logan asked when Kayla finally slowed down.

      There were tears in her voice. “Yes. Please don’t kill him, Logan.”

      So even Kayla believed that Logan was the stronger wolf. Interesting.

      “Why didn’t he just confront me?” Logan demanded. “He kidnapped one of my friends and tormented her to get me up here. Why didn’t he simply come find me? Or send someone to drag me back?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know anything about that.”

      Because Matt was a coward, Logan realized. He’d used Nadia to lure Logan alone into the wild, far from any help he might have from his L.A. friends.

      Stealing Nadia served two purposes—the beginnings of the bond would ensure that Logan would come after her; and second, the other wolves would hear about how much Logan cared about a demon. What kind of werewolf sought a death-magic creature for a mate? Logan’s value in the pack’s eyes would lower once they knew.

      “Are you going to kill him?” Kayla asked in a small voice.

      “That all depends on Matt,” Logan said.

      Kayla started to bleat something else, but Logan hung up on her.

      He wanted to throw the phone across the room, to punch the wall, anything to release the rage inside him.

      Logan heard the water go off, the shower curtain slide back, and then Nadia came out of the bathroom, wrapped in a towel.

      His breath caught in his throat, his rage giving way to roaring desire. Damn it, was she sexy like that on purpose?

      Of course she was. Nadia was a demon.

      The motel’s one thin towel barely came together around her torso. Her limbs were shapely but strong, muscles playing as she walked across the room toward the plastic bags Logan had carried in.

      “Oh, good, you bought toothbrushes.” Nadia rummaged in the bags, pulling out sweatshirts and jeans made for women. She held up a shirt to look at it. “How did you know what size to get?”

      “I remembered.”

      She turned around, her short hair dripping water. “Remembered from what?”

      “The matriarch’s records.”

      Nadia’s eyes widened, this time with outrage. “You looked at my file? That’s private, Detective. Wait—Samantha let you?”

      “She didn’t exactly let me.” Logan’s cop instincts, much like his wolf instincts, died hard.

      Nadia glared at him, the towel baring the cleavage between lovely round breasts. “You mean you snooped. Samantha should have kept the policy of barring non-demons from the matriarch’s mansion.”

      “That would put a damper on her marriage to Tain,” Logan said, straight-faced.

      “Why did you read my records?” Nadia said, ignoring the comment. “What were you doing? Making sure I hadn’t broken any of your paranormal laws? What were you going to do if I had? . . . Shed on me?”

      He held up his hands. “I was making sure you were all right.”

      “What, you couldn’t just ask me?”

      Logan hardened his voice again. “Someone hurt you, Nadia. Bad. I need to know all about you so I could make sure it didn’t happen again. I won’t let it happen again.”

      Nadia opened her mouth to answer, then broke off. Logan wished she weren’t so damned delectable, that he didn’t ache to throw her to the bed and pull the towel off her.

      “Who were you talking to on the phone?” Nadia asked abruptly. “I have good hearing. You sounded pissed off.”

      Logan’s mouth hardened. “Kayla. Matt’s mate.”

      “The woman you were supposed to marry?”

      “How did you know about that?”

      She gave him a little smile. “You check up on me, wolf; I check up on you. Why didn’t you marry her?”

      Logan turned his back, surprised at how angry the whole situation still made him. “We were pledged to be mates since childhood. My father, who was Packmaster before me, and her father arranged it. When it came time to take Kayla as my mate in truth, Matt stepped in and claimed her for himself. I either had to answer his challenge or go. I decided to go.”

      “Werewolves arrange their marriages? I’ve never heard that.”

      “Most don’t, not anymore. But werewolves at the top of the pack marry for the good of the pack. Kayla’s family is high-ranking, and she was a good match for Packmaster.” He smiled wryly to himself. “Matt decided she was better for pack leader.”

      “So why didn’t you fight him?”

      Logan heard the plastic bags rattle and the thump of the towel as it hit the floor. He kept his back firmly turned.

      “Because Kayla hoped one of us would die. If I won, I’d become pack leader. If Matt won, I’d just be dead, wouldn’t I? Kayla wanted to be pack leader’s mate, and she’d have it over Matt’s dead body or mine. I didn’t intend to give her the satisfaction of getting one of us killed. So I walked.”

      “I bet that was hard.” A note of sympathy entered Nadia’s voice.

      “The hardest thing I ever did,” Logan said, letting out his breath. “The wolf inside me snarled at me to kill Matt and hang his body out for the vultures. But I wasn’t dying for Kayla. Or killing for her, either.”

      “She sounds like a real bitch,” Nadia said. “Pun intended. You can turn around now.”

      She was settling a sweatshirt over her new jeans as Logan turned. His blood pounded when he saw the sliver of her belly, the shadow of her naval, before the shirt came down.

      He wanted to push her back on the bed and lick across her skin until he was satisfied. Which he wouldn’t be. He’d have to unbutton and unzip her jeans and tug them down, dipping his tongue to taste the heat of her.

      Logan dragged a chair from the table and straddled it wrong way around, hoping that hid his pounding erection.

      “So tell me what happened,” he said, forcing himself back into the role of investigating officer. “Why did you come up to this particular area to hunt for a job? Did you have a specific place in mind?”

      His voice sounded natural, normal. Nadia sat herself on the bed, cross-legged, resting her elbows on her knees, her expression still wary. Logan remained in the chair, hanging on to the back of it for dear life.

      “I got an email,” she said. “A job offer.”

      “What kind of job offer?”

      Nadia studied her fingernails, now clean, and he had the feeling she was choosing her words. “To come up to a lodge here in the mountains and work. I saw it as a chance to start over. So I left L.A. and hitchhiked north.”

      Logan clutched the chair until the wood dented. Imagining her out on a dark rural highway, all sexy in her tight jeans, sticking out her thumb for any lust-starved lunatic to pick up, made his blood boil.

      “What lodge?”

      “A resort near Crater Lake that’s always looking for people. Apparently it’s so remote people don’t like to stay long, but that sounded perfect to me.”

      “How did they get your email? Or was it a bulk thing?”

      Logan heard himself rattling off the questions, but Nadia answered without rancor. “It was addressed to me personally. They named a woman I’d met when I worked in Santa Monica. It seemed like a good offer.”

      “But you never made it to the lodge.”

      “I almost did. I hitchhiked to Sacramento, then got a bus up to the mountains. It took forever, but it was so beautiful.” She sounded wistful.

      “And you met the guy who sent you the email? What was his name?”

      “Dan Martin, but I never met him. When I got off the bus, a van with the resort logo on it was there to pick me up. I figured it was legit.” Nadia shifted, tensing again as she spoke. “There was a man in the back, and as soon as we got down a road, out of sight of other traffic, he shot me with a tranquilizer dart.”

      Logan’s growl came from deep inside himself. “Go on.”

      “When I woke up, I was in deep woods. I was naked, and the man who’d picked me up from the bus station had a gun pointed at me. He explained that he’d brought werewolves out to hunt me, and I had to give them a good chase or he’d shoot me. If I survived the hunt alive, he’d give me two thousand dollars and a ride to anywhere.” Her smile was shaky. “I didn’t have much choice, did I? I ran like hell. They chased me, three werewolves and the first guy, who was human. I did everything I could to lose them, but I couldn’t. Damn wolves could track me anywhere.”

      Logan’s growls wouldn’t stop. They rumbled up in his throat and rippled through his body. He felt his skin flash hot, as it did just before he changed.

      “What was this resort called?” he managed to ask.

      “The Lodge of the Pines.”

      Logan got up from the chair and paced the small room, trying to keep the beast inside from breaking free. “Where is it?”

      “Since I don’t know where we are, I’m not sure where it is from here. I looked it up before I left home, but the email said a van regularly took guests up from the bus station, so I didn’t worry about exact directions.”

      “Bus station.”

      “That’s what I said. What do you plan to do, go to the station and wait for another van to show up?”

      Logan turned to her, feeling his skin rippling as he again fought the change. “Yes,” he said.
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      Nadia got to her feet and planted herself in front of Logan on his next restless stride across the room. “What makes you think they won’t shoot you with a tranquilizer?” she demanded. “If one of these wolves is your pack leader, don’t you think he’ll be waiting for you?”

      “I hope he is,” Logan said in a savage voice.

      Her heart beat swiftly. “Don’t, Logan.”

      Logan pinned her with his stare, his body vibrating with rage. She’d never seen him like this. The couple times she’d gone out with him, he’d been hard-faced but quiet, calm but not overly friendly, seeming alone even when he was with other people.

      Nadia could imagine him as wolf, sitting unmoving on a hilltop, wind gently ruffling his fur, while the other members of his pack avoided coming too close. Wolves were beautiful—she wasn’t immune to that—and the wolf Logan became was a magnificent creature. She’d seen that.

      She wondered how lonely Logan was, how hard it had been to leave his pack behind. Leaving everything he knew—Nadia had some idea what that was like.

      “Don’t?” Logan asked her with a snarl. “Why not?”

      “Because he might kill you, that’s why not.” Nadia’s pulse kept pounding. “You’re alone here, Logan, and Matt brought friends.”

      Logan gazed down at her with an expression that must have scared the bejesus out of the wolves when he’d been Packmaster. “They hunted you. It’s my job to show Matt what happens when he messes with one of mine.”

      Nadia kept her voice steady. “What do you mean, one of mine?”

      Logan’s golden stare burned her. “I’ve made a connection with you that must have vibrated through the pack. I didn’t mean to, but I did. So you’re under my protection now. It doesn’t matter that you’re not werewolf. I’m bonded by laws that go way beyond what Matt understands.” He closed his eyes briefly, and when he opened them, a little more of Logan the man looked out. “And I want to get the bastards who did this to you.”

      Nadia put her hands on her hips, her breath hurting her. A connection? If she was honest with herself, she’d admit that she’d felt something sliding into place when she and Logan had first gone for that beer. She could talk to him so easily. At least, she’d been able to when nothing was at stake.

      Matt Lewis had already gone back on his bargain with Nadia, but the hold he had over her terrified her. She had to make sure Logan stayed alive long enough to complete the deal, or there was no help for her.

      “If you go charging in there with nothing but your arrogant attitude, you’ll get the shit kicked out of you,” Nadia said, trying to sound reasonable. “We need a plan.”

      “Yeah? Who’s we?”

      “I want to get them too, Logan.”

      Logan’s mouth turned down, and his eyes went quiet, once again making him look like the L.A. cop who kept himself distant from everyone.

      Except now Nadia had kissed his mouth, felt his lips respond to hers, tasted his life essence. The magic of him had singed her, tightening her body and making her crave more.

      “I can call for backup,” Logan said. “I have a new partner, a Navajo shaman who’s great at misdirection magic. I hate to drag him into this, but he’d be good if I need help.” He turned to the table and lifted his gun and holster. “In the meantime, I’m going to find this resort. You stay here, lock the door, and get some sleep.”

      “Don’t be stupid. I’m going with you.”

      “Like hell you are.”

      Nadia put herself in front of him again. “You aren’t my Packmaster, Logan. We aren’t in L.A., and you have no authority over me.”

      Logan’s glare held both anger and surprise. Nadia realized, with a jolt, that Logan wasn’t used to being disobeyed. She suspected that every wolf in his pack had fallen all over themselves to do whatever he said. The perps in L.A. certainly never gave him any trouble.

      “Can I point out that it’s common sense?” he growled. “You’re exhausted, and I can look around more easily if I don’t have to worry about you every step of the way.”

      Nadia shook her head. “You don’t have to worry about me at all. We’ll be two people going to a mountain lodge. If the only thing the lodge did was hunt demons, I’d think every demon matriarch in the country would know by now, and be up here raising hell—literally. More likely, it’s a secret sideline, or else the hunters are using a van with their logo as a blind. The resort might not even know about it.”

      “Or the resort doesn’t exist at all.”

      Nadia shrugged. “Another possibility. One way to find out.”

      She opened the drawer of the bedside table and pulled out a tattered phone book.

      Logan leaned over her shoulder, his breath hot on her neck as she flipped through the yellow pages to hotels and resorts. Not many were listed, and she easily found a small ad for Lodge of the Pines.

      “That’s it.” She rested her finger on the logo that had adorned the side of the van. “Oh look, they’ve even printed a helpful map.”

      Logan gave her a deprecating glance, then sat next to her to look at the ad. The sagging bed rolled his thigh to hers, and her breath stopped.

      Nadia glanced at him to find him looking down at her with glittering eyes, the warmth of him shooting heat all through her body. Nadia’s gaze went to his lips, remembering his kiss, and the spark of his life essence.

      Logan looked away and grabbed his cell, frowned at its lack of bars, then tossed it onto the bed and picked up the black land line phone on the nightstand. He punched a number and waited.

      “Nez,” he said when a man answered. “Can you do something for me?”

      “Sure thing, wolf boy.” A smooth voice come out of the phone plenty loud enough for Nadia to hear. “You got a mountain lion I need to tame for you?”

      “No, a suspicious resort. Find out anything you can about a place called Lodge of the Pines in . . . Point Grace, Oregon. Not far from Crater Lake.”

      “Got it,” Nez said. “Should I call you back at this number?”

      “Try my cell first, then here.”

      “Right, partner. Your friend all right?”

      “I think so. I found her in time.”

      “Good.” Nez sounded relieved, which touched Nadia. “You want backup?”

      “Not yet. I’m going up to the resort to check them out.”

      “Be careful, my friend.”

      Logan glanced at Nadia. “I’ll report in if I find out anything.”

      “Me too. Good luck.”

      The phone clicked on the other end, and Logan hung up, but not before Nadia heard a second click.

      “Someone was listening,” she said, alarmed.

      “I know. I heard them breathing.” Logan stood.

      He moved to the table and leaned to reach for the things on it. Nadia couldn’t stop herself admiring the view of his jeans-clad backside.

      Logan turned around with the .45 in his hands, clicked open the cylinder, checked the bullets, then shoved the gun into his shoulder holster and replaced the witch-spelled blade in his boot. “Nice knife,” she said nervously. “What made you bring it? I thought only silver bullets worked on werewolves.”

      The look Logan gave her made her stop. Nadia expected the cold eyes of the Packmaster again, but she saw only sadness, fear, and relief.

      “It was for you,” he said. “In case it was all I could do for you.”

      Logan turned his back, shutting her out again. He swung on the fleece-lined jacket that he’d let her wear on their ride in, and banged from the room.
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      Logan was very aware of Nadia on the motorcycle behind him, her slim body hard against his back.

      The jacket he’d bought her fit her snugly, and the jeans nicely cupped her ass. He longed to turn the bike around and ride straight back to his apartment in L.A., peel the jacket and jeans from her, and kiss every inch of her flesh.

      Nadia leaned against his back, her helmet hard on his shoulder as she tried to hide from the wind. It was tempting to make sure she rode behind him the rest of his life.

      The map to the Lodge was easy to follow—Logan remembered passing the turnoff to the narrow numbered road. A small sign beyond the intersection proclaimed that Lodge of the Pines was five miles away.

      It all looked legit. Logan’s bike hummed under the trees, his headlight picking out the road under the tall trees. The woods were so thick the snow hadn’t gathered on the road yet.

      Around a few bends, the road widened a little and ended in a parking area in front of a cluster of buildings. A wooden sign with burned-in, stylized lettering proclaimed LODGE OF THE PINES.

      Logan parked the bike next to a line of SUVs. He waited for Nadia to hop off, then swung his leg over the seat and settled the bike on its stand.

      “It looks nice,” Nadia said, taking off the helmet and ruffling her hair. “Like a place humans would have a honeymoon, if they were into hiking, or snowshoes and skiing.”

      Or cuddling in front of a fire, the words ran through Logan’s thoughts. He imagined lounging on a sofa with Nadia curled up next to him, her head on his shoulder. Her warm curls would tickle his cheek, and he’d have his arms around her waist.

      His imagination shifted to them being naked on the sofa under a blanket. Her bare body would be flushed with warmth, her soft bottom rubbing his hip.

      Logan banished the picture before his swift physical reaction could embarrass him.

      Inside the resort, they found a huge lobby with split-log walls and a fire warming one end of the room. An elk’s head peered down from above the fireplace, and other unlucky deer decorated the walls. Chairs and tables were scattered across the wooden floor. It was about seven or so now, and people had come in from daily activities. They wore sweaters and jeans, and were reading, talking, and drifting into and out of the restaurant.

      The clerk looked up as Logan approached the check-in desk in the corner, then he did a double-take. Logan realized he must look like hell, pale and dirt-stained from his long trip and then the hunt through the woods for Nadia. He put up his hand and felt the beard growth on his face.

      Nadia looked better for her shower and clean clothes, but dark shadows of exhaustion marred the delicate skin beneath her eyes. Logan half-expected the clerk to call security and throw them out.

      Logan jerked out his badge and ID. “LAPD, paranormal division,” he said, laying the ID down so the clerk could see it clearly. “I need to speak to Dan Martin.”

      “Dan?” The clerk looked at Nadia, then Logan, obviously not recognizing Nadia. “I’ll see if he’s free.”

      The man disappeared through a door into the back, and Nadia looked around. “On second thought, I don’t like this place.”

      “I know. It smells wrong.”

      “No werewolves, though.”

      Logan shook his head as he scanned the room. Everyone here was human. Ordinary, average, everyday humans. No witches, no demons, no vamps, no werewolves. So why did his hackles rise?

      The clerk came back with an apologetic smile and told them Dan would be out in a moment. He turned to a newly arriving customer, banishing Nadia and Logan from his sphere of attention.

      Logan moved to the window and looked out at the darkness, feeling Nadia stop beside him. It would be the most natural thing in the world to slide his arm around her.

      “Must be a great view at sunrise,” she said. “From in here, that is. Trying to survive being hunted through a beautiful landscape changes your perspective of it.”

      Logan imagined her alone, frightened, hurt, running for her life. When he found Matt, he’d punish him, brutally and slowly.

      A man in a black suit and navy blue tie approached them. “Can I help you? My clerk said you were with the police?”

      His tone and look, though polite, requested they prove it. Logan flashed his ID again, and the man didn’t change expression.

      “You Dan Martin?” Logan asked. “Manager?”

      “Yes.” He motioned them over to an isolated corner. “Why?”

      Logan believed in the direct approach. “Do you know why one of your resort’s vans was used to kidnap my friend and take her out into the woods to be hunted?”

      Dan Martin’s face paled. “What?”

      “I’m not mistaken,” Nadia said in a hard voice. “It was a Lodge of the Pines van. And they were werewolves. One human.”

      “Couldn’t have been. Not werewolves.”

      “Why not?” Logan asked.

      Dan had trouble meeting Logan’s gaze, but that might not be because he was lying. Logan was ready to take the place apart, and he could feel his wolf’s rage glowing out from him. Not all humans could stare down a wolf.

      “Paranormals aren’t allowed here. Humans only.” Dan lifted a brochure from the rack next to them and showed them a tiny symbol at the bottom, a horned head with an X through it. “That means this is a haven from vampires, demons, werewolves and the like.” He gave Logan a disparaging look.

      “I wasn’t planning to check in,” Logan said. “I’m looking for someone to arrest for kidnapping, assault, attempted murder, and maybe conspiracy to assist in all these crimes.”

      Dan went even more pale. “Well, I can’t help you. All our vans are accounted for, and no werewolves are guests at our lodge.”

      “I can check that, you know, with a warrant.”

      “Go ahead.” He tried to sound nonchalant. “You won’t find anything.”

      “Then you won’t mind if I talk to the drivers?” Logan asked. “If you have a van driver conspiring with paranormals to commit crimes in your pristine community, wouldn’t you like us to find him?”

      Dan hesitated a moment, then nodded. “Fine. The garage is in the back. Tell them I said you could speak to them.”

      “You’re not coming with us?”

      “I’m busy. I guarantee, it wasn’t one of my drivers. Anyone can copy a logo and paint it on a van. The sooner you figure that out and leave, the better.”

      Logan felt Nadia looking sideways at him, but he shrugged as though he didn’t care one way or the other what Dan did. He thanked the man, gave him a half smile, put his hand on Nadia’s shoulder, and turned away.

      “He sounds sure,” Nadia said as they descended the steps outside. “But it still smells wrong.” She glanced at the stone balustrade of the wide porch, the rising moon throwing the mountains beyond into sharp silhouette. “Guess I won’t be staying here for my honeymoon.”

      “You planning on getting married anytime soon?”

      She shrugged, her slim shoulders moving under the thick coat. “Who knows? I might meet someone.”

      A basic, primal instinct made Logan want to turn around, gather her against him and tell her like hell he’d let her meet “someone” let alone marry the bastard.

      They walked around the lodge to the garage. The garage had four bays, all open and lighted, with a van parked inside each one. Men in coveralls were checking the vans, or making repairs. An office lay on the left.

      Nadia scanned the identical vans, her expression puzzled. “I can’t be sure, but I don’t think any of these were the one that picked me up. It was smaller. My memory is fuzzy—I was tranquilized, and I’m working on no sleep.”

      “Let’s see if you recognize a driver.”

      But she didn’t. Logan introduced himself in the office, which was warmed by a space heater, and said he was making a routine inquiry about their vans. He didn’t mention werewolves.

      Dan Martin had apparently called them, because the head driver readily showed Logan the log of when each van had been used in the last few days. None had gone to the bus station at the time Nadia had arrived.

      When they headed back to motorcycle, Nadia shook her head. “I didn’t see the guy who picked me up.”

      Which left them back where they’d started. “All right.” Logan took up his helmet. “We tried this the polite, legitimate way. Now let’s do it the werewolf way.”

      “What’s that?” Nadia asked, her one hand on her hip sending Logan’s need soaring. “Glare at everyone until they confess?”

      “Very funny.” His heart beat faster as Nadia absently ran one hand over the motorcycle’s handlebars. “Where did you get such an adorable sense of humor?”

      “I’ve always had it, Logan. You just haven’t noticed.”

      Logan put his hand on her shoulder and turned her to him. “Believe me, I notice everything about you, Nadia.” He tightened his grip as he bent down and gave her a swift, intense kiss.
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      Logan’s mouth on hers was hot and bruising, and Nadia bit back a whimper when he too soon took it away.

      Gods, if he kept kissing her like this, she would follow him anywhere and do whatever he told her to. The urge was strong. The need to taste Logan’s incredible life essence again was even stronger.

      Logan’s eyes glittered behind half-closed lids as he curled his fingers through her hair. He leaned down and gave her another kiss, lips burning, before he finally released her.

      Logan mounted the bike, adjusted his weight to let Nadia climb on behind him, then he started up. The bike throbbing under her punctuated the wanting rocketing through her. She’d never get through this.

      Nadia slid her arms around Logan’s waist as he guided the Harley onto the road. It scared Nadia how safe she felt hanging on to him, but feeling his solidness made her yearn to relax all her worries. How wonderful if she could. She’d lay everything bare to him, let him hold her, kiss her, touch her, and everything would be all right.

      Logan took them through winding roads back to the campsite near where Nadia had been held captive. The fire the hunters had started had long since been buried, but the motorcycle Logan had put out of commission still lay there, useless.

      Logan crouched by the remains of the fire. “They didn’t bother to cover scents. I can track them easily from here.”

      Nadia felt a prickle of fear, not for herself, but for Logan. “Why do you want to track them? They’re werewolves, Logan, out to get you.”

      Logan shot her a feral smile. “So, now I’ll hunt the hunters.”

      Nadia’s heart beat faster with worry. “And then what? Attack four men on your own? What kind of a plan is that?”

      “I’m not going to attack them,” Logan said calmly.

      Could have fooled her. Logan’s eyes sparkled with raw intent, the blood thirst pouring off him. He might claim to have gone civilized in Los Angeles, to be an integral part of the paranormal police, but right now Logan the Packmaster was ready to rip the disobedient wolves of his pack apart. By himself.

      “So you’ll morph into a naked man and scold them instead?” Nadia demanded.

      He shrugged. “I’ll locate them and then decide what to do.”

      No, Logan would attack. Nadia knew enough about paranormals to know that an angry werewolf, especially an über-dominant one with a score to settle, wouldn’t let anything like bad odds slow him down.

      “This isn’t your fight,” Nadia tried.

      “’Fraid it is.”

      Nadia stepped in front of him. “You don’t have to take vengeance for me, Logan. I’m not a little wolfie in your pack.”

      Logan’s smile died, his eyes going hard. “They have to be stopped.”

      “Sure they do. So round up the paranormal police and help them stop it.”

      Logan’s stare would have sent a weaker woman scrambling for cover. Nadia lifted her gaze to his and held it.

      Logan growled. “Don’t keep telling me this isn’t personal. It’s damn personal. It always will be with you.”

      The intensity with which he studied her made Nadia’s body hot. “Just promise me you’ll be careful,” she said in a low voice.

      Logan gazed at her a moment longer, his expression unreadable, before he finally turned away. The flicker in his eyes as he did so made her heart pound.

      He hid the bike in a stand of scrub then, in fluid movements, shed his coat and sweatshirt.

      Nadia’s gaze fixed to Logan’s baring body and wouldn’t move. He had the hard torso of an athlete, the broad shoulders of a fighting man. His chest was dusted with golden hair that caught the moonlight, a thin trail gathering to point to his waistband.

      Nadia didn’t realize she was intently watching his hand on his fly, waiting for him to unzip, until he caught her eye. Logan said nothing, didn’t change expression—he only turned away and finished undressing behind a tree.

      The tree wasn’t wide enough to hide his well-formed body, or his nice ass when he slid out of his jeans and bent over to bundle his clothes together. Nadia started to grow fond of that tree.

      Nadia knew she could help him hunt the werewolves, but only if she too changed her form. She hesitated.

      Most humans and life-magic creatures were repulsed by a demon’s true form. People could handle demons in everyday life as long as said demons retained their glamour as beautiful humans. Physical beauty tended to disarm even the most prejudiced person. Scales and horns, on the other hand, made them reach for weapons. Though not all demons had scales and horns.

      Nadia quickly stripped off and willed the glam that kept her in human form to fall away. She felt herself growing taller, her limbs smoothing at the same time they became stronger and more muscular.

      She was in mid-change when a wolf trotted out from behind the tree, a huge gray animal with tawny eyes and a heavily-muzzled wolf’s face. Logan’s wolf glanced up at her, the fur on his neck rising as he saw her changing. He growled once then sat down and watched Nadia in silence.

      Nadia’s body took on a white sheen, a glow she could escalate or dampen at will. Her hair fell, black and long, to her waist, and her eyes enlarged as her vision strengthened. She could see shapes that shadows would hide from her when she was in human form, and a spectrum of colors humans didn’t even have names for.

      Black feathery wings emerged from her shoulder blades and cascaded down her back to her heels. Nadia unfurled the wings and felt herself float a few inches above the forest floor.

      Logan regarded her intently, his wolf’s gaze never moving. After a moment of them regarding each other in silence, Logan rose and walked toward her. He moved faster with every step.

      Nadia held her breath, knowing that as strong as she was, a werewolf, especially one with Logan’s power, could easily take her down. Logan kept his tawny gaze fixed on hers as he charged straight at her. At the last minute, Logan swerved by her, his hard body sliding against her legs.

      Nadia reached down and ran her slender-fingered hands across his back. Logan’s fur was rough and wiry but tickled at the same time.

      Logan circled her again, and this time Nadia crouched down to meet him, her body shimmering as her fears flowed away. Logan looked straight into her eyes, then closed his own and rubbed his muzzle under her chin.

      “Mmm.” Nadia wrapped her arms around Logan’s strong wolf’s body, burying her hands in warm fur. “Nice doggie.”

      Logan snarled gently, lips peeling back from ferocious-looking canines. He pushed her with his body, and Nadia toppled lightly onto her back, a couple hundred pounds of wild wolf landing on top of her.

      Nadia’s wings cushioned her fall, and Logan shifted his weight to not crush her. His paws rested on her shoulders, pinning her, his breath hot on her face.

      “Wolf breath.” Nadia grinned. “Yum. Just what I’ve always dreamed of.”

      Logan growled again. His entire body rumbled with it, like a cat purring, but ten times as powerful. Nadia brought one wing around him to touch his back.

      Logan’s life essence shot through her, so heady Nadia feared she’d pass out. She longed to wrap her body around his, to put her face against his human one and suck that essence into herself. She’d drink him greedily, unable to stop herself. Nadia had only ever taken the life essence of humans who were perpetually half-drained by their addiction to demons—she’d never felt anything like the wild, powerful life essence of this wolf.

      “My,” Nadia said, willing her voice not to shake. “What big teeth you have.”

      Logan very gently touched those teeth to her throat. A dominant gesture, the wolf saying, I outrank you.

      His hot breath did things to her insides, making Nadia wish he’d morph back to his human self and kiss her until she begged for more.

      Logan took his teeth from her neck and licked it instead.

      Nadia laughed. “My, what a big tongue you have.”

      Logan growled, licked her cheek, and heaved himself off her.

      Nadia remained stretched out on the ground, arms overhead, letting her wings flow out to either side of her. She was in no hurry to leap up and chase the hunters, no hurry to help Logan get himself killed.

      But in spite of the danger and her ongoing worry, she basked in vast relief that Logan didn’t hate her in this form.

      If Logan had decided to hate the demon she truly was, he’d have let his wolf take over and do what werewolves instinctively did—kill demons. But he’d accepted her. Nadia wanted to celebrate, to leap up and twirl around and shout to the starry sky.

      Instead, she climbed slowly to her feet, while Logan watched her with his yellow gaze. “I suppose we have werewolves to track,” she said.

      Logan gave her an admonishing look, rumbling low in his throat. Nadia realized she was glowing, a beacon in the dark woods. With effort, she dampened the fires within her, and the light died. Logan growled again, glad she finally understood how to be stealthy, and walked back toward the campsite.

      Logan sniffed around the abandoned campsite for a time, then he raised his head and loped off under the trees. Nadia followed easily—though Logan was a faint shadow in the dark, his life essence led her like a glowing trail.

      Nadia’s heart squeezed as she remembered the terror of her flight through the woods, of her desperate fight when the hunters finally caught her, of the burning pain when they’d thrown the spelled net over her.

      She knew Logan thought he’d already solved the problem—he planned to track his pack leader by following these wolves, put Matt Lewis in his place, and take Nadia home. But Nadia’s predicament wasn’t over yet.

      Matt had her over a barrel, and he knew it. His instructions had been clear—Nadia brought Logan to Matt, and Joel would be safe. Matt hadn’t mentioned he’d have his wolves chase Nadia through the woods until she dropped and then do what they wished to her. She’d assumed that ploy had been to make sure her fear was real, so she’d sound truly desperate when she called Logan for help.

      Her heart was ice in her chest. Damn all werewolves. She’d just been putting her life back together when they’d decided to tangle her in their problems. Nadia didn’t have much, but she had Joel, and he made life worth everything.

      Ahead of her, Logan slowed and came to a silent halt. Nadia moved to stand just behind his shoulder while his ears pricked forward and he tested the wind.

      Logan started walking, every step deliberate and silent. After a few yards, he dropped into a crouch, then slunk like a cat to the top of a rise. Nadia folded her wings close to her body and moved silently with him, coming to a rest beside him.

      Below them lay a half ring of tents surrounding a camp stove. Canvas chairs had been placed near the stove, the three werewolves lounging in them. They were drinking coffee— espresso, Nadia put a name to the odor. Arrogant shits.

      Logan was flat on the ground, but his nose was working. The human guide came out of his tent, straightening up nervously as the three werewolves snapped their gazes to him. They eyed him with the contempt of paranormal creatures for someone who, in the deep past, would have been their lunch.

      “You know,” one of the werewolves drawled, “if we can’t find the cute demon, we can always hunt you.”

      The human stopped, his fear cranking high.

      “Not as good as the demon woman,” a second werewolf agreed, “but fun in its own way. You deserve it for letting that sweetie get away before she got filled up with werewolf cock.”

      Nadia made a noise of disgust, then cut it off. Logan was utterly silent, but his body was rigid, the glint in his eyes murderous.

      Logan watched another few seconds then backed carefully away. He sped noiselessly down the hill, leading Nadia the way they’d come until they reached the spot where they’d left their clothes. Nadia relaxed the glowing magic inside her, and her demon form slid away, her wings receding until they vanished, her human features returning.

      Logan watched her again, just as intently. When she was human again, he circled her, pressing her legs hard with his wolf’s body. Nadia gave a half laugh as she stumbled then caught herself and lowered herself to her knees.

      She wrapped her arms around Logan’s warm, furry body, smiling as he let her rub her forehead against his. He’d never do anything so affectionate human to human, she thought, but right now he was still thinking like a wolf.

      Logan licked her face, then his body began to change, his wolf flowing away as he became a human male, his hair becoming the close-cropped sleekness she’d liked the first time she’d seen him.

      Logan’s arms remained around Nadia, and the tongue-swipe he’d begun ended with their mouths meeting. He tightened his hold around her, his body covering her as he deepened the kiss. He cradled her head in one hand as he drew her up to him, his mouth hard and hot.

      He tasted of his wonderful life essence and the uniqueness of himself. Nadia opened for him, unable to get enough. She slid her fingers down Logan’s back as he kept kissing her, his mouth a place of warmth. She found the taut muscles of his backside, daringly caressed him there. It was cold in the woods, but with Logan on her, kissing her like this, Nadia was warm and happy.

      Her heart beat double-time. She was falling in love with this man—a dangerous thing to do. When she’d seen him through the tangled hunter’s net, there for her, coming when she’d called, her fate had been sealed. He’d cared enough to come for her himself, to make sure she was all right. Her heart, which she’d been in danger of losing to him, decided.

      Nadia pulled him closer. Logan smelled of the woods, the musky odor of wolf, and the tang of man. Logan, the Packmaster, the strongest of them all, was gentling his touch for her.

      Not too gentle, though. Logan bit her cheek before he kissed her lips again. His weight pinned her to the forest floor, never mind the mud and dead leaves everywhere.

      Logan lifted his head, his eyes glittering. But instead of leaping off her, he smoothed her hair, his fingers shaking. “This isn’t the time or place,” he said in a low voice.

      “No kidding.” But maybe the last chance Nadia would ever have with him.

      Logan kissed her one more time, then he took away his lovely heat. He got to his feet and reached down for her, pulling her up beside him. Nadia landed against him, and Logan slid an arm around her and kissed her lips again.

      “Now it’s time to get some justice,” he said.
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      Logan swung away from Nadia to retrieve his clothes, leaving Nadia’s heart thumping. The bereft feeling didn’t go away even as Logan bent to gather up his jeans and underwear, giving her an enticing view. He was less inhibited after his shift from wolf than he’d been before it, as though the animal in him realized nudity was nothing to be ashamed of.

      “What do you mean, get justice?” Nadia asked worriedly. “What are you going to do?”

      “Find Matt.” Logan jerked his jeans on over his delectable body. “After I take you someplace safe.”

      Nadia realized she stood in the woods without clothes, and her human flesh was growing cold. She snatched up the clothes Logan had bought for her and slipped them on. “What are you planning? Try to force the werewolves to lead you to Matt? They’ll kill you.”

      Logan shook his head, settling his sweatshirt over his torso. “No, I’ll just keep an eye on them. They’ll need to meet with him sooner or later, and I’ll be right behind them.”

      Nadia’s unease didn’t fade. “What if they see you?”

      Logan shrugged on his coat and shot her a smile. “I’m armed and dangerous.”

      Dangerous was right. Logan was furious. He wanted vengeance, not simply justice for wrongdoing.

      “How about we watch them together?” she suggested.

      Logan’s eyes glowed a sudden yellow. “You are getting out of here, Nadia. This isn’t your fight anymore. Do me a favor and do what I ask.”

      “Screw that, mighty Packmaster.” Nadia met his gaze squarely. “What guarantee do I have that as soon as you have me tucked away somewhere, you won’t go back and all-out attack them?”

      He would, she saw it in his eyes, and she’d seen it in his wolf’s eyes. Logan would hole her up out of the way so she couldn’t stop him.

      “It will be more dangerous for me if I have to worry about you,” Logan said. “You know that.”

      True, and if the werewolves caught her again, they’d use her to lure Logan to them, and he would be dead.

      Nadia gave him a nod. “All right, I’ll go, but only if you give me your word you won’t try to take those werewolves down by yourself after I’m gone.” She held out her hand. “Give me your pledge.”

      Rage rose in Logan’s eyes. Werewolves didn’t lightly pledge anything, not like demons. Demons had many different levels of oaths. There were the offhand promises that had no binding, hand-clasping oaths that were only binding if both parties had decided beforehand that they planned to keep their word. Then there were the serious oaths, done in secret, in dark places with blood symbols drawn and ancient incantations recited. Those oaths were the ones that bound you until death.

      “I can’t,” Logan almost snarled.

      Nadia lowered her hand. “Then I’m not leaving, not without you.”

      Logan folded his arms, shutting her out. “Damn it, Nadia, we don’t have time for this.”

      “Make it quick and easy, then. Swear on your blood that you’ll get backup before you confront the werewolves, and I’ll let you take me out of here.”

      Nadia’s words were calm, but her breath came fast. She was too afraid to not have his promise. If Logan died, there was no guarantee the rest of her life would be worth living. “I’m not going to lose you, too,” she said quietly.

      The fury in Logan’s eyes sparked. “What do you mean, swear on my blood? Is this some demon thing?”

      “Blood swearing is a level-nine oath. A pledge binding you until the circumstances change. Werewolves keep their words, I’ve heard.”

      “I’ve heard that too,” Logan said, tone dry. “What do I do?”

      Nadia explained, while Logan listened skeptically. When she finished, he let out a breath and pulled a pocketknife from his coat. His movements stiff, he quickly nicked his palm, and blood trickled across his skin.

      Logan came to Nadia and clasped her hand, repeating the words she told him to say. “I pledge on my blood that I won’t attack the camp or go after Matt until I get help.” He spoke rapidly, irritated. “All right?”

      Logan’s hand burned against Nadia’s, his powerful latent magic searing through her from his blood on her flesh. A part of his life essence seeped into her, curling through her in tendrils of heat. The little life essence he’d given her in the hotel room had lit up her body. What would it be like to take even more?

      Nadia made herself let go of his hand and step back. She saw the honor in him when she caught and held his gaze. Logan wouldn’t break his word, no matter how angry he was.

      Nadia stepped to him, rose on tiptoe, and kissed his lips. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      Logan’s eyes darkened. “Unless they attack me first. I reserve the right to fight back.”

      “I’m not that unreasonable.” Nadia kissed him again, withdrew, and turned to the bike. “Can I drive back? This is one awesome machine.”
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      Logan rode back to the hotel room with his arms firmly around Nadia. While her lithe body moving against his drove him into a frenzy of lust, Logan also admired the way she handled the bike. She was good at it, leaning into the turns, compensating for Logan’s weight as well as her own, playing the throttle like a musician played a fine instrument.

      Logan would love to ride behind her out on the open road, letting mile after mile of the world go by. They could head out everywhere and nowhere, sleep curled up together by the side of the road, keeping each other warm.

      It was deep night now, and Logan fought the instinct to sleep. His body reminded him he hadn’t slept since before he and Nez had spent all night staking out vamp clubs, and that he’d eaten only one small cheeseburger in all that time.

      His instincts were telling him to hunt, kill, eat, then drop into sleep. Whenever Logan punished his human body, his wolf liked to take over, no matter how inconvenient that would be. His overwhelming protectiveness was rearing its head as well, snarling at him to keep Nadia safe.

      I am keeping her safe, Logan told himself irritably. I’m taking her in the opposite direction of the danger.

      Logan knew this logically. The wolf in him, on the other hand, snarled at him to lock Nadia in a guarded room while he hunted down and murdered those who’d dared hurt her.

      Nadia’s demon form had surprised him. Demons were more varied in looks than any other species, their true forms ranging from small batlike creatures to tall horned beings with cloven hooves. But Nadia was like nothing he’d ever seen before.

      Her demon was tall, like a Sidhe, her body beautiful and glowing white. He hadn’t been certain which part of her had been light and which flesh. Her face had been delicate-boned, and her black eyes almond-shaped, wide and beautiful.

      And wings. Her long, black, feathery and warm wings had wrapped around him in a loving caress. Logan had wanted to morph back into human form and rub himself all over the soft feathers, and have Nadia hold him while he did it.

      Logan wondered if his longing for her was part of her glamour, the demon’s siren call to life magic creatures. Nadia was full demon, and although Logan was strong, he knew she could drain him if he wasn’t careful. And Logan would smile all the way down.

      He thought again about how Nadia had wrapped her arms around him and rubbed her forehead against his. The wolf in him had reacted strongly to that simple caress.

      She’d been behaving like a mate.

      Logan’s heart throbbed. Yes. That felt so right. The bond he’d begun to feel for her twined more tightly around them.

      She’s a demon, his common sense snapped at him.

      So? She knows what it’s like to be separate, apart. I no longer belong to my pack. Nadia’s family and clan disowned her, and tragedy found her because of it.

      Logan would make sure she never knew tragedy again. He’d protect Nadia as his mate—he’d kill for her.

      Logan’s palm tingled from the drying cut on his hand. He’d blood-pledged not to kill any of the werewolves until he had backup. Nadia had made him promise, had made him blood swear, knowing he’d never break an oath like that.

      Damn her cute little ass and big brown eyes.

      They drove down the mountain without meeting any other traffic, and Nadia pulled expertly up in front of the motel room and shut off the bike. She dismounted after he did then leaned against the seat and ran her hand through her hair, yawning.

      “It’s a wonderful ride. Thank you, Logan.” She smiled as she yawned again. “I think I need a nap.” She stretched, hands over her head, and Logan’s libido soared.

      He snaked his arm around her waist and yanked her against him. Nadia looked surprised, then smiled and snuggled in under his chin like she belonged there. They were silent a moment, not kissing, only sharing warmth, sharing the touch.

      Logan could stand like this with her indefinitely, but danger was too near. He pressed a kiss to her hair. “Let’s get inside.”

      He made himself step away from her so she could enter the hotel room first. Her scent as she brushed by him, the sway of her body, made Logan long to seize her and hang on, but he deliberately turned around to shut and lock the door.

      She smelled of violets and roses. He’d never get her scent out of his head. It was imprinted upon him, as was her voice, her smile, the beauty of her dark eyes.

      Logan didn’t look at Nadia, who yawned again and slumped tiredly into a chair, but rummaged in his things for the big topographic survey map he’d brought with him. He traced their route and fairly easily pinpointed where they’d seen the camp. Logan pulled out his cell phone, which had a signal this time, and called Nez.

      He talked to his partner for a time, while Nadia watched and listened to his side of the conversation.

      Logan let out a sigh as he hung up. “Nez said he’ll try to put together an investigation team,” he told her, “but he’s not getting much cooperation. He talked to the police here. They’re denying that anything bad is going on with Lodge of the Pines. Nez can smell a lie like I can smell blood, and he thinks the local authorities might even have been in on your abduction. Or at least aware of it and looked the other way. I’m guessing Matt paid them off and paid the lodge to use one of their vans.”

      Nadia gave him a nod when he finished. “Makes sense. People who run no-paranormals-allowed resorts wouldn’t care much about the abduction of one demon. Demons are evil, didn’t you know?” She shot him a smile that fired Logan’s blood.

      He kept control of himself by putting away the map. “I’m glad you got lucky enough to find a phone and call me. How did you know my number, by the way?”

      Nadia didn’t answer right away. When Logan turned to her, Nadia flushed. “I remembered it. You gave me your card once, told me to call you if I needed anything.”

      Logan looked at her in surprise. “That was months ago.”

      Nadia shrugged, looking away. She was embarrassed that she’d memorized his number, but the fact made his heart warm. “Thank all the gods you did,” he said.

      The embarrassment left her face, and she looked exhausted. Tears started in the corners of Nadia’s eyes, but she blinked them back.

      Her bravery made Logan’s pride in her surge. Nadia had gone through hell last year when demons had been hunted on the streets of Los Angeles, and now she’d gotten mixed up in Logan’s chaotic life.

      Logan had no business bonding with her, but he’d been interested in Nadia from the first time he’d seen her. He’d liked how her brown eyes had gazed at him in fury from her hospital bed, liked how she’d agreed to testify against the people who’d hurt her and killed her sister, liked her determination to get the bastards and make them pay.

      He’d learned from Samantha that Nadia was into motorcycles and managed to encounter her at a popular Harley spot. Logan had enjoyed their conversations about bikes, telling himself that was all their relationship would be, friends who shared an interest in motorcycles.

      But his wolf had other ideas, and had started bonding with her before his human self could stop it.

      His wolf’s interest in her had nearly got her killed.

      Logan went down on his knees beside Nadia’s chair and pressed his face to her lap. He felt her hand on his hair, a tender caress.

      He was supposed to fear and hate her kind; she was supposed to hate his. Death magic and life magic cancelled each other out, right?

      Or were they like yin and yang, two opposites that made a whole?

      Nadia stroked his hair, and Logan remained still, loving her touch.

      “Thank you,” Nadia whispered.

      She couldn’t believe Logan knelt beside her with his head so tenderly on her lap. She loved the feel of his hair, rough but silken, sleek and warm.

      Logan raised his head but remained on his knees, bringing his face to her eye level. Rough stubble covered his jaw and chin, and his skin was creased with red scratches. From his smudged face, his eyes blazed yellow-gold, the wolf awakened.

      Nadia leaned forward and kissed his mouth, letting her yearning for him surge. Logan touched her face, his thumbs at the corners of her mouth opening her lips.

      Nadia pulled him closer. No matter what happened next, she could have him now. After this was over, Logan might decide never to see her again, but she could be with him now.

      To her acute disappointment, Logan gently eased her hands away.

      “I need a shower. You get some sleep.”

      Nadia laced her fingers through his, holding on. “We’re both a long way from home, and there aren’t any rules for us here. It’s only you and me.”

      “I know.” Logan stood, letting his hands go slack so hers slid from them. “That’s why I’ll be in the other room.”

      He turned and walked into the bathroom, closing the door firmly behind him. The sound of the lock clicking cascaded pain through her, but it couldn’t erase the heady vision of his fine backside as he walked away from her.
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      Logan’s hand shook as he adjusted the temperamental faucets of the shower. Fatigue, anger, and fear didn’t cause the reaction—holding himself back from Nadia did.

      He shed his clothes and stepped under the water, liking the bite of heat on his cold and weary body. Nadia was right that they were far from home and had no rules to keep them from each other. Walking away from her had been one of the toughest things he’d ever done.

      Logan’s skin might be cold, but his body was hot and hard, his heart still jumping from his decision to reject what she offered. He craved her—had for some time now—but too many things bothered him to lose himself in sex.

      For instance, where was Matt? Why hadn’t the pack leader followed Logan or attacked him yet? Why had the werewolves stayed in camp with their human guide instead of spreading out to look for Nadia?

      Logan had no illusion that Nadia was safe in this motel room. The door had a lock, and they had weapons, but he remembered the click of the second phone when he’d talked to Nez earlier. The motel clerk could just be nosy, or she could be in Matt’s pay.

      So, why hadn’t Matt shown himself? Why had he let Nadia get away?

      Nadia had been very lucky to find a phone, lucky to remember Logan’s number. And if she’d made it to the phone, why hadn’t she called 911 or run inside the convenience store for help?

      The questions nagged his fatigued brain, but wouldn’t resolve.

      The bathroom door opened. The draft sent the thin white shower curtain against him, and the plastic stuck to his skin. Before Logan could peel it away, the shower curtain moved back, and Nadia stepped over the tub rim.

      She was naked. Steam curled her hair into ringlets, moisture beading on her skin and on her lashes.

      As Logan stilled, Nadia stepped close and twined her arms around his neck. Her eyes had widened and darkened, like her demon’s eyes.

      A low growl came from Logan’s throat and rapidly filled the room. Nadia growled back playfully and kissed his chin.

      Logan’s resolve vanished in the face of his need. He pushed her against the tiled wall and nuzzled her, inhaling the scents of outdoors, sweat, and her own musk. She smiled under his lips, her eyes heavy.

      Logan cupped Nadia’s waist with his hands, liking how it curved beneath the swell of her breasts. He’d seen her naked in the woods as they’d shifted back and forth, but when he was close to his wolf he paid little attention to nudity. Not until he’d settled back into human form a while did clothes and modesty seem to matter.

      Now Logan’s human body throbbed at the beauty of her. Nadia smiled against his lips, then licked them.

      The brush of her tongue made his already stiff erection rise. Nadia rubbed against his hardness, sliding her body against his so that his tip poked at her naval. She laughed.

      “Stop that,” he growled.

      “Stop what?” Her eyes held challenge.

      “Being so damn adorable.”

      “Adorable?” Nadia’s eyes widened. “Adorable is for kittens. I’m a demon, sweetie.”

      And her demon was seducing the hell out of this werewolf. Logan skimmed his hands to her breasts, holding the weight of them, brushing his thumbs over her nipples, which were tight points. He’d wanted her for months, had been resisting her for far too long.

      Logan ran his hands to Nadia’s hips, lifted her, and slid her up against the tiles. He felt his own eyes burn golden, and her answering smile made everything go dark.
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      The cold tiles pressed Nadia’s back, hard yet supportive. Logan hadn’t shaved yet, and Nadia gave in to the urge to lick his jaw, to feel the sandpaper roughness on her tongue.

      Logan grunted and scooped her up to him, so he could slant his lips across her mouth. Nadia tasted a hint of toothpaste he’d used before he got into the shower along with his own, heady spice.

      Her breasts burned where they brushed his chest. Nadia slid her hand between his body and hers until she clasped his hard arousal, which was hot and huge.

      By all the gods, why was Logan so sexy? And why had Nadia fallen for a werewolf? She had to be crazy.

      Nadia cupped the head of his cock, liking the heat of it against her palm. When she closed her fingers around it, Logan groaned into her mouth.

      How fate let her stand in this shower and hold this beautiful man in her hands, Nadia didn’t know. She’d always loved his body, his strength, his touch. And now she had all of him.

      Logan’s eyes were fierce when she pulled out of the kiss. Nadia licked her way down his throat, tasting sweat in the hollow at his collarbone. She went on licking as she slowly sank to her knees.

      “Damn it, Nadia, don’t kill me.”

      “I don’t want to kill you.” Nadia smiled. “I just want to suck you.”

      He put a heavy hand on her shoulder. “You have to stop.”

      Nadia shrugged, pretending nonchalance. “All right.”

      “No.” Logan balled his fist and pressed it into the tiled wall beside her. “I don’t want you to. That’s the problem.”

      “Good.” Nadia opened her mouth—wide—and teased him with her tongue. Swiping his cock once made it dance, and then she caught it in her mouth.

      Logan groaned again. He was smooth and hot, tasting of himself and the tinny water from the hotel’s pipes.

      “Why are you doing this to me?” he whispered hoarsely.

      Nadia’s mouth was too full of him to answer. She suckled him gently, then rubbed the underside of his head with her tongue. She withdrew a little, but only to nibble on his tip.

      Logan threaded his fingers through her hair, his other hand remaining fisted on the wall. He rocked back as she kept on, quiet sounds of pleasure coming from his mouth.

      Nadia glided her hand to his hard balls, liking the warm firmness of them. She squeezed one.

      “Shit,” Logan said.

      He rocked faster, driving himself into her mouth. Nadia licked, suckled, and nibbled, at the same time squeezing his balls with shaking fingers.

      Strong hands landed on her shoulders and dragged her firmly away. Nadia looked up in surprise, and Logan yanked her to her feet.

      “Not yet.”

      His eyes blazed gold, and a hint of fang poked from his curled lips.

      “Why not?” Nadia’s body throbbed for him, every part of her burning.

      For answer he lifted her slippery body in his arms. Logan stepped out of the tub and ran with her, both of them dripping wet, to the bedroom.

      “Aren’t you going to turn off the water?” Nadia asked as she landed on her back on the rickety bed.

      “Screw that.”

      The water continued to patter merrily in the bathroom as Logan landed on the bed over her. His cock pointed firmly to her as he positioned himself on hands and knees.

      The bedroom was cold after the roiling heat of the bathroom, but Nadia’s flesh was plenty hot. Hotter still when Logan lowered himself onto her.

      “What do you mean, not yet?” she asked him, giving him a smile. “Didn’t you like what I was doing?”

      Logan put his face to hers. “When I come, I want to be inside you.”

      He pressed her thighs apart. Nadia snaked her fingers down to help him, revealing moisture between her legs that wasn’t from the shower.

      “Damn you,” Logan growled as he looked her over.

      “For what?”

      “Why are you making me hurt for it?”

      Nadia blinked, startled. “I’m not.”

      Logan’s hair tickled her skin, his legs rigid inside the spread of hers. Every muscle on him was hard, from his strong neck down his back, his thighs, his calves, his backside.

      When Logan finally eased inside her, it was all Nadia could do not to scream. He was huge and hard, and she was tight with longing.

      “Logan.” She bit her lip.

      He stilled. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes. Why are you stopping?”

      His breath was ragged. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You can’t.”

      “I could. Believe me, I could. But I won’t.”

      Nadia’s heart beat faster, and she slid her hands to his hips. “Come to me.”

      Without answering, Logan slid in all the way inside. Nadia dragged in a breath as he filled her. He was big, but it didn’t hurt—it was wonderful.

      “Logan. Please.”

      Logan was beyond questions, beyond talking. He kissed her, his lips bruising, then began to thrust.

      Their lovemaking was silent and intense. The bed creaked and rocked, both of them holding each other while Logan drove in and in.

      Nothing slow, nothing sweet about this sex. It was pounding hard, need held back for too long finally finding release. Nadia met his thrust with her own, their bodies coming together in hard desire.

      They were both strong enough to take it. Nadia skimmed her nails down Logan’s back, and he nipped her throat, his teeth scratching her. He held himself back and didn’t bite, and Nadia shivered as she wondered wildly what would happen if he let go.

      She was demon; she could take what he gave and give it right back to him. She’d never been with anyone as strong as Logan, someone who made her feel delicate. She laughed at the thought of it.

      He gazed down at her, his wolf’s stare intent. “What?”

      “I love how strong you are.”

      He growled again and nuzzled her, very wolflike. “I love how strong you are, Nadia. And how beautiful.”

      He kissed her, his body opening hers in a way that had never happened before. Nadia hadn’t made love like this in many years, and that encounter paled compared to Logan. Then she’d been little more than a child and madly in love; now she was an adult and better understood adult needs.

      She felt the burn of Logan’s life essence, and the demon in her couldn’t resist it. The essence sparkled across Nadia’s hands as she brushed her fingers across his face.

      She made herself pull back, resolving not to steal it as she would from an addict. She didn’t wish that with Logan.

      “Take it,” he whispered.

      “What if it hurts you?”

      “I’m a big, bad werewolf, sweetheart. Your matriarch fed off me for a year and it never weakened me.”

      Nadia’s heart squeezed with a dart of jealousy. “She did?”

      “She didn’t mean to. Take it, love.” His eyes glinted, the wolf shining through. “You’re dying for it, and I have it to spare.”

      The demon in Nadia was snarling, starving for what she’d only been given a taste of. She held Logan’s face between his hands as he continued to love her, letting the darkness in her reach out to his light.
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      Nadia nearly screamed at the sensation. Logan’s life essence poured into her and swamped her with light. She rocked her body, hips arching to take him all the way inside.

      She grabbed his face and forced his mouth to hers. His beautiful life essence sparkled over her tongue, and she drank like a woman dying of thirst.

      Her body moved with his, he thrusting hard into her again and again. She shouted his name, and he groaned hers. Sweat slicked their bodies despite the cold, Nadia hotter than she’d ever been.

      His life essence coupled with the climax was the best thing she’d ever felt. She had all of him, drew all of him into her body. Gods, Logan, I love you.

      Logan gasped out loud and shot his seed deep inside her, his eyes flicking to lupine and back to human again.

      “I love you,” he whispered hoarsely. “I love you, Nadia.”

      He collapsed onto her, breathing hard, kissing her with hot, swollen lips. Nadia wrapped her arms around his massive body, making the demon in her ease back from his life essence.

      It was over. Logan’s life essence tingled through her fingers a moment longer, then it was gone. She closed her eyes so he wouldn’t see her tears.
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      Logan lay heavily next to Nadia while she slept. Her chest rose and fell with her even breathing, her nipples dark against pale skin.

      Taking his life essence seemed to make her rest peacefully. Logan was glad of that, because the exhaustion that had been etched on her face had finally smoothed away.

      Logan was tired too, but he didn’t feel drained. This mating between himself and Nadia had sealed the bond between them. For the first time in his life he felt fulfilled rather than empty.

      Nadia had looked stunned when Logan had declared he loved her, her eyes betraying her deep shock. Logan smiled a little. He’d have to get her used to the fact that a life-magic creature loved every bit of her. He’d also have to explain that he needed her as mate. His wolf had already decided that, but Nadia had to choose.

      Restless, Logan rose from the bed and quietly pulled on his jeans. Nadia continued to sleep, her lashes black crescents on her white face. He gently tucked the cover around her and went to the table to pack for the journey back to Los Angeles.

      As much as Logan longed to confront Matt and tear his head off, it was more important to get Nadia home safely. Samantha would let Nadia stay in the matriarch’s mansion in Beverly Hills, a place with security so tight Matt would never be able to penetrate it. Samantha’s house was the only demon stronghold in the world with an Immortal warrior protecting it. Samantha and Tain would make sure Nadia stayed safe.

      After that, Logan would get with Nez and return to flush out the werewolves and find Matt. Logan was tired of Matt’s games and ready for a final confrontation. If it had to be a fight to the death, then so be it.

      Logan turned off the water in the bathroom, which had gone ice cold. He pocketed the hotel room key and stepped out into the snow and darkness. He’d pay the bill up front so he could wake Nadia, and they could leave right away.

      The tired-looking woman in the office fished out the list of charges and took Logan’s credit card. In the room behind her, two children yelled at each other over the blaring television.

      “What’s this charge?” Logan asked, pointing to a number on the receipt she’d given him.

      The woman glanced at it. “Phone calls.”

      Logan had only made one, to Nez. “Can you break it down for me?”

      She gave him a blank stare, sighed, and pushed keys on the computer keyboard. The printer spit out another sheet, which the woman shoved at Logan before she turned to the back room, obviously finished with him.

      Logan looked at the list. One call was his to Nez. Another call was to an 805 area code—Los Angeles vicinity—and two calls to a number that made Logan’s blood freeze.

      Logan stared at the white sheet with the sharp black numbers on it, stark and damning, but they didn’t change.

      Someone in room five had called Matt Lewis.

      Logan slammed out of the office and strode back to the room, never noticing the chill. His fury mounted at every step, as did the bile in his throat.

      He swung open the door , letting the freezing air slice through the room. Nadia was still sleeping on the bed, and didn’t stir.

      The wolf in Logan snarled. How easy it would be to become the werewolf, rip the covers from Nadia’s body, and tear into her. She lay asleep, trusting him, as Logan had trusted her.

      Logan had even let her take his life essence, weakening himself for her. And he’d smiled and said, I love you.

      Logan felt his face start to change, his teeth sharpen, claws sprout from his hands. He forced himself to stay human. Logan didn’t wish to kill Nadia. He wanted to look her in the eye and demand to know why she’d betrayed him to Matt.

      He strode into the bathroom and snapped on the faucet at the sink, splashing cold water on his face. Wolf’s eyes looked back at Logan from the mirror, yellow and angry. Logan splashed more water on his face until he calmed down a little.

      When he went back into the bedroom Nadia was still asleep, still beautiful. Her hair curled against her forehead, her cheek rested on one slim hand.

      Logan dragged in a breath and jerked the covers from Nadia’s body.

      Nadia stirred and blinked sleepily. She put one hand up to rub her eyes. “Logan?” she asked, her voice muzzy. “Has something happened?”

      For answer, Logan held the list of phone calls in front of her face, Matt’s phone number sharp and clear on it.
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      It took Nadia a few sleep-drenched seconds to figure out what she was looking at. Logan held the piece of paper rock steady in front of her face, showing Nadia the evidence of her phone call at the bottom of the list of numbers.

      “Logan,” she said quickly.

      Logan’s eyes were glittering gold and impossibly still. “Get up and get dressed,” he said clearly. “And then get the hell out of my life.”

      Nadia sat up, pulling the bed’s dingy coverlet over her bare breasts. “Logan, he didn’t give me a choice.”

      “You told Matt where I was. When is he supposed to get here?”

      “He already knew you were here. The front desk clerk told him.”

      Logan’s expression remained like flint. “What do you get out of this? Money? Or the satisfaction of taking down a werewolf? Or was it my life essence you were after the whole time?”

      Nadia sat still, tears trickling down her face. She’d done what she had to do, and she’d known she’d lose Logan for it. But she hadn’t realized how much it would hurt. Her dreams about finding a happy ending with him were dissipating like the smoke they were.

      “I was eighteen,” she began.

      “When you met Matt?”

      “No, when I got pregnant.”

      Logan turned away. He was already dressed, the bag on the other side of the room half packed.

      “I don’t need to hear your life story. I’ll read it in your police file.”

      Nadia wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand. “I’m telling you for a reason. When I was eighteen I fell in love with a human called Terry. I met him at a department store in Westwood, where I worked. They liked demon girls because we could make ourselves look good and entice in human customers. I thought he loved me. I was naïve. I had Terry’s baby, a son. Joel is ten now.”

      Nadia broke off, swallowing her grief. It was difficult to talk about it, but Logan had to understand. He might still hate her, but at least he’d know why she’d done what she had.

      Logan tossed loose clothes into his duffle bag. He wouldn’t look at her, made no indication he was listening.

      “Terry didn’t want Joel,” Nadia said. “And he didn’t want me, not the real me. My family and clan is very old-fashioned. They don’t think demons should mix with other races, and they refuse to acknowledge Joel. Joel lives with his human grandparents now. The Snyders are good people, ashamed of the way their son treated us.”

      Logan continued to silently pack, his movements stiff.

      “I worked the clubs to support my son,” Nadia went on. “I wasn’t about to make Terry’s parents pay for everything. Terry didn’t contribute at all, just went on to seduce the next demon woman he could fool. He was always driving around in flashy cars, and one day he killed himself in a wreck. I’m pretty sure it was an accident, not of my demon family taking revenge or anything. The entire Lamiah clan had shut me out by then.”

      Logan finally turned around, his expression forbidding. “What the hell has all this got to do with Matt?”

      “I’m getting to it. You were right that Matt had someone in Los Angeles watch you, until he figured out every person you got close to. He knows how fond you are of Samantha, but he wasn’t stupid enough to use the matriarch of a powerful demon clan to trap you. Besides, he heard about Tain, and decided it was a bad idea to piss off an Immortal.” Nadia felt herself smile, but her heart was empty. “Matt decided I was much more vulnerable.”

      “I’ve figured out most of Matt’s plans by myself,” Logan said tightly. “That he used you to lure me up here. What you’ve left out is why you helped him.”

      Tears stung Nadia’s eyes. “Because he threatened Joel. Why else? Matt said that if I didn’t get you up here, he’d kill my son. He has some of his own people following Joel, waiting for their orders. All Matt has to do is make one phone call, telling them either to go ahead and kill him or to call it off. If I do what Matt tells me, he promised me Joel will never even know he was in danger.”

      Logan’s hard look didn’t change. “So the hunt through the woods, your capture, was all a setup for me?”

      She shook here head. “No, it was real. I hitchhiked and took the bus, like I told you. The van met me. When I woke up from the tranquilizer, Matt pushed me out of the van and told me to run. My fear had to be real, he said, or you’d know something was wrong.”

      Logan turned away again, a muscle in his back jerking. “More like a reality show then.”

      Nadia studied the blanket, her voice subdued. “Matt forced me to choose between you and Joel. I had to pick Joel. You have to understand that.”

      Nadia finished, drained of words and emotion. Logan continued to stare at the table, his black T-shirt tight against his back.

      Logan had said he loved her. And Nadia loved him back.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked, voice grating.

      “Because Matt would kill Joel if he thought I ran straight to you.”

      Logan swung around, eyes blazing. “I meant about having a kid at all. Did you think I’d hate you for having him? Or for letting Matt use you? He’s a twisted bastard who’d use his own mother to get his way—he has, in fact. Or is everything you’ve just told me bullshit, so I’ll feel sorry for you?”

      “It’s all true.” Nadia sat up straighter, letting anger give her strength. “I’ve never lied to you.”

      “Omitting big chunks of truth is the same as lying. You still haven’t answered me—why didn’t you tell me what was going on? Did you think I wouldn’t try to keep your son safe?”

      “I don’t know what I thought. I only know that if I told you, and you went after Matt or back to help Joel, Joel would die. Matt said that once he had you, he’d tell his men to leave Joel alone. But if they don’t get Matt’s call tomorrow, either way, they’ll kill my son. Matt promised that. He told me I had to keep you here and a long way from help.”

      Logan raked his hand through his hair, looking tired. “So you called Matt told him where we were. And then did your best to keep me here.” His voice turned bitter, and the look in his eyes broke Nadia’s heart. “Your technique was very effective.”

      Nadia got to her knees, the covers still around her. “I swear to you, that had nothing to do with Matt.”

      “Sorry, sweetheart, I don’t believe you.”

      Logan gave her a grim smile, then turned back to his duffle bag. Anger flowed from him in waves, rage at her betrayal, at Matt, at himself. Nadia hated that she’d had to choose to hurt Logan, but she’d never let her son be sacrificed.

      “I don’t plan on letting Matt kill me,” Logan said calmly, but she heard the fury in his voice. “I always thought that, when I walked away from my pack, this would be over, but I guess not.”

      “Why didn’t you fight him before? When you were Packmaster? I wish you would have. Then I’d never have met him,” Nadia finished, tasting bitterness.

      Logan met her gaze, his unwavering. “I walked away, because I knew I’d kill Matt if I fought him. The pack would then either have to accept me as leader or destroy me for killing Matt. Those are the rules. That’s what Kayla wanted, and I wasn’t about to give her the satisfaction.”

      The deadness in his voice hurt her worse than his anger. “Logan, I’m so sorry.”

      Logan shrugged. “Not your fault you got caught up in my joke of a life. Not your fault you did what you could to keep your son safe. I’m only pissed off at you for not trusting me.”

      Nadia gave up sadness for exasperation. “Think about it, Logan. You’re a werewolf, a life-magic creature. I’m a death-magic creature—you’re my natural enemy. You’re paranormal police, and I’m a demon woman who used to work the clubs. I can’t imagine why I didn’t automatically trust you.”

      His scowl didn’t soften. “You were happy to go out with me. I could talk to you about anything, and I stupidly thought we could be close. And in all that time, you never once mentioned Joel.”

      Nadia’s face heated. “You know why? Because gorgeous guys like you don’t always like to go out with single moms. When they date a woman, they don’t necessarily picture a kid popping up between them. I needed to get to know you better before I let you in on that side of my life. Sue me.”

      Logan’s mouth flattened to a hard line. “And here I’d thought we were building a relationship. Getting close. I guess that was my wishful thinking.”

      “I could have said nothing, you know, even now. I could have let Matt take you by surprise.”

      Logan growled. “You only told me now because you got caught.”

      Nadia fell silent. He was too angry to listen, and it wouldn’t matter what she said. She tossed back the covers and slid out of bed, not caring if he saw her unclothed body.

      Logan turned away. “Get dressed,” he said tersely. “I’m taking you back to L.A.”

      “Didn’t you hear me? Matt wants . . . ”

      “Screw what Matt wants.” Logan swung around again. His eyes had changed to wolf eyes, claws lengthening his fingers. “He won’t keep his side of the bargain, sweetheart. Werewolves don’t have levels of oaths or any respect for demons. They’re very direct.”

      Nadia’s heart squeezed with fear. “Logan. Please. This is my son, a little boy who has nothing to do with this.”

      “That’s why we’re going back to L.A.” Logan’s face looked more human, but his eyes still shone with rage. “To save your son from Matt. After that, what you do is up to you.”
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      Logan made two phone calls while Nadia dressed. She pulled on her clothes right there in front of him, but he deliberately didn’t look at her.

      As they left the motel and raced away to the highway on the Harley, Logan felt Nadia’s body warm against his back, but too much rage boiled through him to appreciate it. It was all he could do to stay human and ride.

      Nadia had betrayed Logan, but Matt would betray Nadia. That’s what Matt did—used people and discarded them. If Matt fought Logan and won, he’d kill Joel and Nadia as part of his vengeance on Logan. A werewolf victor was allowed to do whatever he liked with his rival’s women, children, and possessions. Even in these more enlightened days, the human police probably wouldn’t look too hard at the deaths of a demon and her half-demon get.

      Logan had no intention of letting Matt win, but Matt would do his best to inflict grief upon Nadia, and even kill her, before he died.

      Logan used his skills as a biker to eat up speed on the back highways without alerting local law enforcement. He made it to the southbound freeway in a couple of hours, and then opened it up and went as fast as he dared.

      It was nearly dawn when Logan saw the glow of Los Angeles on the horizon, the city having long since flowed around its barrier of mountains and out into the desert. Because it was so early, the traffic was only slightly maddening as they rushed from the 405 to the 101 and west. Logan would find Joel and make sure he and Nadia were safe, and then he’d end this.
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      Nadia directed Logan through the streets of Thousand Oaks, up through residences with neat lawns, until they reached the house of Joel’s parents. It was a moderate-sized home, very cozy and normal. Except now every light inside the house was on, and she felt the presence of too many life-magic creatures in and around it.

      She leapt off the motorcycle as soon as Logan stopped, and yanked off her helmet. “Joel?” she called as she started up the driveway.

      A powerful hand closed on her shoulder and jerked her back. Nadia gasped and looked up into the face of the most frightening man she’d ever seen.

      He had red hair cut short, a face scarred with fighting, and a patch over one eye. The other eye was piercingly blue, and two wicked-looking swords stuck out from sheaths in his belt. An overwhelming wave of life-magic rolled off him, swamping her and making her dizzy.

      “Tain,” Nadia exclaimed, relieved and alarmed at the same time.

      Logan came up beside them. “Tain, what’s going on in there?”

      Tain’s blue gaze raked over Nadia, and she read pity in him. “They’re holding everyone hostage inside the house,” he said in his lilting accent. “Waiting for you, Logan. I’d have taken them down, but Samantha is afraid they’ll kill the boy, and I think she’s right.”

      Nadia went still, her heart freezing as her worst fears assailed her. “No,” she whispered, then she shook off Tain’s grip and darted forward again.
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      Logan grabbed Nadia and yanked her back once more. “Where do you think you’re going?” he demanded. “Those are werewolves ready for a dominance fight. I can smell it.”

      “Joel is in there,” Nadia said, her face wan.

      Tain studied the house. “This pack leader of yours brought wolves loyal to him,” he said to Logan. “Ones he’s promised to promote. Forming a new pack, do you think, since your old one is in danger of splitting?”

      “Maybe,” Logan growled, wondering how Tain knew that. But Immortals had ways of getting information that no one else did. “What better way to prove he’s still strong enough to be pack leader than taking out the Packmaster?”

      “Inconvenient,” Tain agreed.

      “That’s my son in there,” Nadia snapped at him. “Don’t you dare say it’s inconvenient.”

      Tain turned a quiet gaze on her, not offended. “Samantha is waiting over there.” He pointed at a dark SUV in front of the next house. “Why don’t you go sit with her?” His accent was unusual for west L.A.—Welsh, Tain always said it was, but Logan knew it came from a time long before Wales had been its own entity. Tain was an Immortal warrior, born nearly two millennia ago.

      “I’m not leaving,” Nadia said.

      Logan wanted to demand she go wait with Samantha, but he knew he’d waste his breath. Unless he knocked Nadia unconscious and tied her up in the back of the SUV, she wouldn’t stay there. Samantha herself would join them as soon as there was any action. She’d been a good cop, and she wouldn’t let her friends and her husband enter a fray without backing them up.

      Logan sensed many more people in the dark than the shadows revealed. Some had black auras, demons. Others had powerful life magic, and still others were human. Tain and Nez had been busy.

      “Let me talk to them,” Logan said.

      Tain gazed at the windows, and Logan felt a faint tightening in his head, as though someone had wrapped a light band around it. “Speak in a normal voice,” Tain said. “They’ll hear you.”

      “I’m here,” Logan began without bothering to ask Tain what magic spell he’d done. “I’ll come in alone, but only if you let the little boy and his grandparents out first.”

      There was a silence. Nadia stood tense at his side, fists clenched.

      A front window opened. “You come in first,” someone called to him. “Leave your weapons.”

      Logan recognized the voice, one of the pack who’d been Matt’s sycophants.

      “Where’s Matt?” Logan asked.

      “Waiting for you.” The wolf sounded smug.

      “All right. I come in—you let them out.”

      Tain gave Logan a look and shook his head slightly, telling him not to believe them, but Logan knew the wolves would only be happy if they thought they’d be able to rip into Logan. They didn’t care what happened to Joel and his grandparents.

      Logan stripped off his fleece coat, no longer required in balmy Los Angeles, and shrugged off his shoulder holster and pistol. He slid up the leg of his jeans, unstrapped the witch-spelled blade, and handed both knife and pistol to Nadia. His 9mm was in his duffle bag, still with the motorcycle.

      “That’s all of it,” Logan said to the house. “I’m coming in.”

      Nadia gave him a scared look. Logan brushed his hand over her cheek and kissed her. She looked surprised, after all his anger at the motel, but Logan didn’t have time for talking, to tell her what he felt. He determined to come out of this alive so he could tell her, and take her in his arms again. They had a lot to work through, and they needed the time to do it.

      He turned to Tain. “Don’t do anything until Joel makes it to Nadia, all right?”

      Tain gave him a nod. “Get the boy out the door, and I’ll take care of it.”

      Logan knew Tain had the power to blow the roof off the house and destroy everyone inside, and that it must have been hard for him not to. He was glad Tain had worried about hurting the innocents. Tain had come a long way since arriving in Los Angeles, half crazed and dangerous, the year before. Samantha had been his salvation.

      Logan squared his shoulders and strode down the walk to the front door.

      The house had been built about thirty years ago, and the front entrance was typical of that time—a double door with solid panels on the bottom half and cross-hatch panes on the upper. The panes were covered with opaque curtains for privacy, but Logan didn’t have to see inside. The powerful musk of werewolves ready to kill came to him all the way down the walk.

      Four of them, angry to the point of insanity—and Matt himself. Three of Matt’s wolves were still in their human forms; one had already changed. Logan could hear the wolf snarling softly as well as the quick breathing of the three humans they’d trapped.

      Logan tapped gently on the window glass. “It’s Logan. Let them out.”

      A werewolf wrenched open the door. His eyes were flat wolf yellow, his teeth already elongating. “Put your hands on the wall and spread your legs.”

      Logan clenched his jaw, but he assumed the position, placing his hands on the stucco of the outside wall. The werewolf patted him down, but before he turned away, finished, he slammed his forearm upward into Logan’s balls.

      Through the sudden pain, Logan heard him say, “He’s clean.”

      “Send the kid out,” Logan repeated, straightening up, pretending he wasn’t hurting.

      “Sure, whatever.” The werewolf jerked Logan inside.

      The slate-floored foyer gave way to a living room that was one step down. A man and woman in their fifties sat in separate armchairs, each guarded by a werewolf with a semi-automatic pistol.

      The fourth of Matt’s henchmen, the one who’d already turned wolf, stood guard over a ten-year-old boy who had Nadia’s eyes. Joel was sitting in a corner, the large gray wolf’s body blocking him from the rest of the living room.

      Joel looked afraid, but not terrified. Logan sensed his demon magic in him, not very strong, his human side dampening most of it. But Logan scented the anger in him, a death-magic being not happy that life-magic creatures held him hostage.

      The werewolf who’d patted down Logan jerked his chin at the two guarding the man and woman. Those werewolves backed a few steps from the captives but didn’t put away their pistols.

      “Out,” the first werewolf said.

      The woman looked at Joel. The wolf in front of the little boy snarled at her, daring her to come and try to take him.

      “I’ll take care of it,” Logan said. “Go to Nadia.”

      The woman nodded, but he read anger, frustration, and fear in her eyes. She walked with her husband out the door the first werewolf held open, while the remaining werewolves trained their pistols on Logan.

      “And Joel,” Logan said.

      “The kid stays,” the first werewolf said.

      “That wasn’t the bargain.”

      “It’s the bargain now.” The werewolf had thin brown hair that needed a trim and glittering dark eyes. Aaron, Logan thought his name was. “Either the kid stays or we shoot his grandparents on the sidewalk. How’s that?”

      Logan corralled his anger with effort. “If you guarantee Joel’s safety, I won’t kill you.”

      Aaron chuckled. “You’re out of your territory, Packmaster. You don’t get any guarantees.”

      Joel looked over the wolf’s back at Logan. “Is my mom okay?” he asked in a steady voice.

      “She’s fine,” Logan said. “Worried about you, but fine.”

      Joel looked relieved. “She always worries about me.”

      “You’re being held hostage by a pack of idiot werewolves. Of course she’s worried.”

      Joel grinned. He was afraid, but mastering it. “Good point.”

      “Don’t push it, Logan,” a new voice rumbled.

      Matt Lewis leaned against the doorframe to the back hall. He was naked and not self-conscious about it, which meant he was close to going wolf. His eyes glowed yellow as he watched Logan, and Logan noticed he’d positioned himself so the light would gleam on his tight body. Matt was big, the largest wolf in the pack, and he had a bully’s personality to match.

      Logan met his gaze and held it, no looking away in submission, no acknowledging that Matt was the alpha. “I accept the challenge,” Logan said. “But you send Joel out before it begins.”

      “Challenge?” Matt laughed, his voice thick with a wolf snarl. “Did you think I’d let you have the honor of the challenge? No, I’m just going to kill you.”

      “I don’t really give a shit what you plan,” Logan said, scowling. “But Joel is leaving.”

      “No.” The word was hard. “What I’m going to do is sit you down and shoot you in the head with a couple of silver bullets. That’s what we do to pack traitors. You let me do that, Logan, or my wolves tear the boy apart in front of you. What’s it going to be?”

      Logan calculated the distance between himself and the two werewolves with weapons. He might be able to reach them and take them down before they could fire, but there was nothing to stop the wolf guarding Joel from simply killing him with a swipe of his huge paw.

      “Fine.” Logan opened his hands. “Shoot me. But first call off the wolf and let the kid go. Once Joel is out the door and safely with his mother, you can shoot me all you want to.”

      Matt looked slightly surprised. “You’d die for a half-demon kid?”

      Logan shrugged. “He has nothing to do with this. This is your game, not his.”

      Matt’s eyes narrowed. “It’s not a game, Logan.”

      Logan shook his head. “Nope. Not anymore. Once you leave pack law behind, you’ve lost your hold on the pack.”

      “I haven’t lost my hold on the pack,” Matt snarled. “The most dominant female is my mate, and I’ve chosen a new Packmaster.”

      Logan’s gaze went to the wolf guarding Joel. “Is that him? What did Kayla tell me his name was—Karl?”

      “He’s a hell of a better Packmaster than you ever were. Karl obeys me.”

      “That’s not the Packmaster’s job,” Logan said in a hard voice. “Packmasters uphold the law of the pack; they don’t cater to the leader’s whims. Our loyalty is to pack law, no matter who the leader happens to be.”

      “You always had a fucking big mouth, you know that?” Matt’s gaze didn’t move from Logan. “The kid, is he yours?”

      “You know he isn’t. You’d sense it if he were part werewolf.”

      “But he’s the spawn of your demon lover. You betray your own kind, starting the bond with a death-magic demon. You make me sick.”

      “I spared your life,” Logan said. “And gave you Kayla.”

      Matt’s voice grated with his anger. “You ran away from the challenge because you’re a coward.”

      “I admit I made a mistake,” Logan said evenly. “I thought I was helping the pack by leaving, but I should have killed you instead. If I had, the pack wouldn’t be tearing itself apart now.”

      “It isn’t tearing itself apart. I’m still the pack leader. A few assholes have decided to cause trouble because you left, is all. They think they deserve more than their fair share.”

      Logan shook his head. “Kayla sounded scared to me.”

      Matt’s eyes took on a red glint, and he took a step toward Logan. “If you touched Kayla . . .”

      Logan gave him an impatient look. “I talked to her on the phone. She thinks I’ll kill you. She begged me not to.”

      “The bitch.” Matt was on the edge of shifting, the stink of his fury permeating the air. “Here’s what we’ll do. You fetch your so-called mate in here. I’ll fuck the demon whore and then let her kid go.”

      “No.” The wolf in Logan snarled in black rage, but Logan the human tamped it down. The second Logan leapt at Matt, one of the other werewolves would shoot Logan or maybe Joel. He had to be careful.

      “Then I get the kid,” Matt said. “And I try to turn him. Wonder if it would work with a demonspawn?”

      Logan went cold. Werewolves had evolved over the centuries to breed with other werewolves, and nowadays, most werewolves were born, not made. A human could still be turned by other werewolves, but it was unusual, excruciatingly painful, and most often ended in the death of the would-be werewolf. Logan had never heard of a werewolf trying to turn a child.

      “Fight me,” Logan said in a hard voice. “If you want to stay pack leader so bad, face the challenge.”

      “And have your warrior friend take me out the minute we start fighting?” Matt folded his arms. “I want a guarantee I can get away, and that guarantee is the little demon boy.”

      Logan’s wolf urged him to rip into him. Only his years controlling himself to be a good detective with the paranormal police stopped him. “I’ll tell them to give you and your wolves safe passage. Leave Joel alone.”

      “Like I’m going to trust you.” Matt moved his gaze to Joel. “I’ve already bitten the kid once.”

      Logan risked a glance at Joel, and the boy nodded slowly, putting his hand under his left armpit. There was no blood on his shirt, which meant Matt hadn’t been trying to savage. He’d been claiming a prize.

      “Why do you want him?” Logan asked, turning back to Matt.

      “Souvenir.”

      “Why? Can’t you and Kayla have kids?” From the new rage on Matt’s face, Logan knew he’d guessed right. “Adopt from the pack, then,” Logan continued. “A half demon couldn’t take over as leader anyway.”

      “No, but he’d be mine.” Matt ended on a wolf growl, and his face changed. His jaw curled back to reveal his huge teeth, and he swung toward Joel.

      “Joel,” Logan said rapidly. “Lie flat on the ground and put your hands over your head.”

      Joel unquestioningly lay facedown on the floor. Matt ran in a half-crouch to the boy and stood over him, growling.

      Aaron, the first werewolf, cocked his pistol and pointed it at Logan. “Get on your knees.”

      Matt snarled at the wolf guarding Joel, his human speech returning. “Packmaster. Execute.”

      The big wolf morphed into a large man with a shaved head. He picked up a sword from behind the chair Joel’s grandfather had occupied, the silver Packmaster’s sword Logan had once carried.

      “I thought you were going to shoot me,” Logan said to Matt, keeping his voice calm. “With silver bullets.”

      The new Packmaster looked at Logan with grim purpose. “Sword’s the better way.”

      “Do it,” Matt said, his words barely intelligible. “Or the kid dies.”

      Joel was going to die anyway, Logan knew. Tain wouldn’t have time to get Joel out before Matt ripped into to the boy.

      Logan sank slowly to his knees, his heart beating swiftly. He deliberately suppressed his wolf, knowing the others would sense his change if he started it. As Packmaster, he’d always been calm and cool, never betraying his emotions when he faced a member of the pack who needed to be disciplined. That calm was a long way from him now, but he managed to fake it.

      The cold edge of the sword pressed Logan’s neck, the silver stinging. The Packmaster lifted the sword high and brought it down.

      But Logan wasn’t there. He’d rolled, his vision going red as he changed. His clothes ripped from his body, but he didn’t notice the small pain of that as he leapt at Matt.

      Matt became wolf as they both hit the floor. Logan tore into the bigger wolf, teeth and claws ripping, fur and blood flying as they rolled together across the slate of the entryway.

      Logan heard the other wolves cursing, Karl shouting something, and then the sudden roar of a gun. Harsh pain bit into Logan’s back, along with a fiery burn as a silver bullet went deep inside him and started its destruction.
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      The sound of the gunshot froze Nadia’s heart. “Joel!” she screamed.

      The demon in her glowed white hot, and her wings unfurled, tearing the sweatshirt Logan had given her. She heard Samantha call out, but Nadia rose on outstretched wings and swooped toward the house, her demon fury bursting loose.

      “Nadia,” Samantha shouted again. “Get down!”

      Nadia felt a huge wave of life magic pour past her. The air filled with the magic, twisting around the very molecules of existence and erasing every bit of darkness in before it.

      Nadia’s wings gave out, and she fell facedown to the grass, the stifling life magic making her sick. She lifted her head to see Tain, his swords held straight out in front of him, snakes of electricity sparking up and down the blades. Another blast left his swords and hit the house, the magic surrounding it like the net had surrounded Nadia in the woods. The windows and doors of the house exploded outward, glass and wood splintering to rain across the lawn.

      “Joel,” Nadia cried.

      She heard his answering shriek. “Mom!”

      Nadia started running and launched herself into the air, her demon wings carrying her straight into the house.
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      Logan fought Matt in fury, the two wolves meeting in a frenzy of fur and fang.

      He lost track of Joel, but hoped the boy would run outside to safety. Logan felt Matt’s teeth ripping his flesh, claws sinking deep. The bullet in his back burned like fire. It hadn’t struck a vital organ, but the poison of the silver was weakening him and would kill him before long.

      Logan fought hard, landing punishing blows, trying to lock his mouth around Matt’s throat. Matt reeked of wolf anger, his claws scrabbling as he went for Logan’s underbelly.

      The other wolves had backed off. Logan saw Karl the Packmaster out of the corner of his eye, waiting, his silver sword held between the other wolves and Matt and Logan. This would be the challenge, a fight to the death. This was pack law in action.

      Something bright white slammed into the room, death magic flowing from it. The werewolves cringed away from it, but Matt, in a blood frenzy didn’t notice.

      Nadia’s black wings snapped against her white body, and she struck, feet first, into one of the wolves. That wolf turned and attacked her, only to meet one of Tain’s swords. Tain crossed his twin blades, and white-hot magic sparked through the air.

      “Where’s Joel?” Nadia yelled.

      Dimly Logan heard Samantha’s voice and Nez’s reply, both of them in full cop mode. “Contain this,” Nez snapped to his uniforms.

      Silver nets were slung through the air, trapping the watching werewolves. The Packmaster fought it the hardest, but he went down with his wolves. Matt snarled at the stench of silver, and Logan’s nostrils burned.

      “No,” the Packmaster shouted as the police and Tain converged on Matt and Logan. “Let them fight it out. There has to be a clear winner, or we do this all over again.”

      “Screw that,” Nadia said.

      Her bare feet connected with Matt, her demon strength bowling between him and Logan. Matt didn’t stop tearing at Logan, his wolf fighting for his life and his place in the pack. Killing Nadia, Logan’s mate, would give Matt great advantage.

      Logan felt himself going weaker still, the silver bullet doing its damage. Nadia was at full strength, having imbibed a huge amount Logan’s life essence, even so many hours ago. Her demon turned savage, claws ripping at Matt, fur and blood erupting everywhere.

      If Matt killed Nadia, Logan would want to die. The mate bond had sealed when he’d made love to Nadia in the motel, binding her absolutely to him. He could feel her fury, the dark fire of the magic inside her, and her joy when her claws tore open Matt’s flesh.

      Nadia kicked away from Matt and rolled to her feet. She snatched up the pistol Matt had threatened to use on Logan shoved it into Matt’s face. “You’ve hurt my son,” she snarled at him. “You dared.”

      Matt growled, low and savage. His face flattened to human long enough for him to say to her, “Look at Logan. I’ve killed your mate, bitch. I’ve broken your bond connection. That means you turn that gun on yourself.”

      “I’m a demon,” Nadia said clearly. “Not a werewolf.” And she pulled the trigger.

      The moment the silver bullet entered Matt’s brain, all the werewolves in the room, Logan included, lifted their heads and howled. The sound shrieked through the air, making the humans cringe back, curling their arms protectively over themselves. Only Tain remained standing, his face stark. Nadia dropped the gun and clapped her hands over her ears.

      Logan felt unspeakable sorrow wrench through him—wolves mourning the loss of their alpha—before his rational mind kicked in again. He morphed back to human form, panting heavily, his back a mass of pain.

      “The pack leader is dead,” Logan declared, his voice hoarse.

      “Do you claim the pack?” Karl asked him, no less shaky.

      Logan shook his head, looking down at Matt’s still body. “I didn’t kill him.”

      “You and your mate did,” Karl said, reminding him of werewolf law, as was the Packmaster’s duty. “Together. Do you claim the pack?”

      “No.” Logan turned bleary eyes to Karl. “It’s yours unless someone else challenges.”

      “Who gives a shit?” Nadia snapped. “Where’s Joel?”

      “He ran out the back,” Samantha said. “I sent a patrolman after him.”

      Nadia touched Logan’s shoulder, anguish on her demon face.

      “Go,” Logan said, still struggling for breath. Nadia caressed his cheek, eyes full, then she turned and ran, her wings giving her speed.

      The chiseled face of Logan’s Navajo partner filled his vision. “You all right, man?” Nez asked him.

      Logan couldn’t move. “I’ve been shot with a silver bullet,” he managed to say. “What do you think?”

      “Tain,” Samantha said quietly.

      The warrior knelt next to Logan and placed his hand between Logan’s shoulder blades. “This might hurt.”

      It couldn’t hurt more than all the gashes and bites Matt had given him, Logan thought. Or maybe it could. He gasped out loud as the bullet traveled backward along the path it came in, leaving a raw trail. Logan’s gasp turned to a groan as a burst of white magic seared him from the inside out. He felt the bullet wound close and fire chase the silver through his blood, catching it and eradicating it. All this came with red-hot pain, which slowly dissipated as the magic eased away.

      Logan had to wait a long time before he could lift his head to see his friends staring worriedly down at him. “Hell,” he said, switching his glare to Tain. “Remind me to stop getting hurt around you.”

      A brief smile touched Tain’s mouth. Tain had healed him once before, at a time when Tain had been half-dead himself. “I was in a hurry.”

      “Huh. You always are.”

      “Want me to read these guys their rights?” Nez asked as Logan sat up. “Or can I give you the honor?”

      “Right now I have to find Nadia.”

      Samantha reached a slim but strong hand to Logan and helped him stand. She didn’t pay attention to his nakedness, having gotten used to him changing from human to wolf and back again when they’d been partners. “You look awful,” she said. “I’m glad to see you still breathing.”

      “You and me both,” Logan said, giving her a shaky smile, then he left Nez to make the arrests and strode through to the kitchen and out the back door.

      The house had a wide yard behind it with a lawn running down a gentle slope to a cement-block wall. Logan saw movement far to his left, but his enhanced sense of smell told him it was more human police plus a few of Samantha’s most trusted demons.

      Halfway down the hill, however, in the darkness and out of sight from the house, Logan found the crumpled body of a uniformed LAPD officer.

      Logan halted, his heart pounding. Nadia’s scent came to him from the bottom of the hill, overlaying that of her son. But blanketing both Nadia’s and Joel’s scents was the powerful smell of wolf.

      “Damn it.” Logan started down the hill. Matt must have had backup, wolves waiting on the fringes, just out of scent range, to come in if Matt went down.

      The lights from inside the house didn’t reach the far corners of the yard, and none of the outside lights were on. Even in the faint light of dawn, it was pitch dark near the wall, but Logan heard the struggle—the sound of beating wings, of a soft cry from Nadia, the snarl of a wolf.

      A growl rumbled in Logan’s throat. He rushed into the darkness and spied a werewolf, one of Matt’s, the man half shifted to wolf, his arms hard around Joel. The wolf-man had lifted the little boy, his powerful arms starting to squeeze the life out of him, while Nadia, still in demon form, desperately clawed at him, trying to free Joel.

      Logan sprang, shifting as he leapt. The half-wolf went down with Logan on top of him, releasing Joel, who rolled away from him.

      Logan felt the Packmaster rise within him. He was the sword of justice—the pack’s judge, jury, and executioner. The wolf he fought had been doing his best to kill Joel for no other reason than Matt had ordered him too—to hurt Nadia and therefore Logan. That act broke every pack law there was. Kills should be clean, to protect the pack against enemies or punish those who would bring down the pack from within.

      Logan pinned the werewolf to the ground and went for his throat. The wolf twisted away, his claws tearing up huge chunks of grass and dirt. He managed to squirm out from under Logan and he leapt, not for freedom, but straight at Nadia who held Joel in her arms.

      His jaws were wide, his curved, razor-sharp claws spread. Joel’s eyes widened as he watched certain death come at him, but at the last minute, Nadia whirled around to take the brunt of the blow.

      The wolf hit Nadia. She fell hard, with the wolf on top of her, his frenzied claws shredding her back and wings.

      Logan landed on the wolf a second later, jamming his jaws around the wolf’s neck. He yanked the wolf off Nadia and shook the half-shifted man once. The werewolf yelped, and then his neck snapped, and he went limp.

      Logan dropped the wolf and swung to Nadia. She lay motionless on the grass, Joel under her. Logan shifted back to human form as he gently turned her over. “Nadia,” he said, pain twisting in his chest.

      “Logan,” Nadia whispered, her voice weak.

      Joel scrambled up, breathing hard, his eyes wide as he looked down at his mother.

      Logan gathered Nadia in his arms. Her blood was hot, her broken wings soft against his skin. He kissed her face, his eyes wet, his heart racing in fear.

      “Thank you,” Nadia said, barely able to speak. “Thank you for saving my boy.”

      “And I saved you,” Logan said fiercely. “I saved you too, love. I’m not losing you.”

      Nadia gave him a faint smile. “I didn’t tell you before, back at the motel.” Her eyes slid closed, her expression creasing with pain as she eased back into her human form. “I love you, Logan.”

      Logan leaned down and kissed her. “Hang on, Nadia. Help is coming.”

      Nadia didn’t answer. Joel grabbed her hand and pressed it between his small ones. “It’s all right, Mom. You’ll be all right.”

      Logan kissed Nadia again, but she didn’t respond. “I love you too, Nadia,” Logan breathed against Nadia’s lips, but he wasn’t certain she heard. “I love you so much. Stay with me, all right?”

      He continued to hold her and kiss her, Joel clasping her hand, as flashlights and life magic flowed toward them, blending with the light of the new day. Help was coming, with Tain leading the charge.
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      Nadia walked out of the house in Thousand Oaks a week later to see Logan explaining the finer points of throwing a baseball to Joel. Sun gleamed off Logan’s golden hair as he bent to show Joel exactly how to place his fingers on the ball.

      Joel wore a small LAPD T-shirt Logan had given him, which had become Joel’s favorite. He’d started talking about becoming a paranormal cop when he grew up.

      Nadia had stayed in bed for five days, recovering from the deep gouges the werewolf had torn into her back. Tain had begun the healing process, but her demon magic fought all the life magic she’d been doused with, and recovery was slow.

      Joel’s grandparents had been wonderful about taking care of her and of Joel, and they seemed happy with Logan, who visited every day. Trust the gorgeous Logan to soothe them from the traumatic event of a werewolf battle in their living room.

      Nadia paused in the sun, self-consciously straightening the sleeveless dress she’d bought herself as a reward for surviving. It bared her arms and legs and covered the hideous scars on her back that Tain told her she’d have for life.

      If not for Logan, Nadia knew she’d be dead, and Joel too.

      Joel caught sight of Nadia, smiled, and waved at her. Logan turned, saw Nadia, and went still. Only werewolves could go that still, standing motionless, waiting for their prey.

      Joel looked at his mother again, then at Logan, then nonchalantly moved to the corner of the yard and started practice throws against the fence.

      Nadia walked across the grass to Logan, liking the cool tickle of the grass blades on her ankles.

      Logan waited without changing expression, without speaking. Nadia folded her arms as she stopped close to him, and suppressed a shiver. “You’ve been here every day,” she said, keeping her voice neutral. “Keeping an eye on things, are you?”

      Logan gave her a brief nod. “I wanted to make sure none of the pack tried for revenge,” he said, his tone no more emotional than hers. “I thought Kayla might seek vengeance on you for killing Matt, but from what I hear, it sounds like she’s vying to become pack leader.”

      Nadia looked at him in surprise. “Female werewolves can become pack leader?”

      Logan shrugged. “They never have before, but times change. Besides, the Packmaster and Matt’s most loyal wolves are in a human jail awaiting trial for kidnapping and assault.”

      “Good,” Nadia said darkly. “I hope they get life.”

      “The humans will sentence them, but even when they’re done with that, they’ll have to face trial before the new pack leader and Packmaster. They broke a lot of pack laws, foremost of which is interfering with the challenge. Matt and I should have fought alone, with no help on either side, but instead he and his wolves kidnapped you to corner me and murder me.”

      “He did it that way because you’d have kicked his ass in a straight challenge,” Nadia said. “And he knew it. He had to shoot you before he could fight you.”

      Logan nodded. “Matt was always a cheater.”

      “And now he’s dead.” Nadia searched within herself for remorse, but her demon had killed to protect her young, and the demon didn’t care. The paranormal police hadn’t arrested her for it either. The paranormal police were busy as well, Logan had told her, trying to make sure the wolf hunt up at the lake didn’t happen again. Apparently Dan Martin at the lodge had been paid to lend a van to Matt and look the other way, and he was now trying to explain this to state law enforcement. Paranormal police didn’t just go after paranormal criminals—they protected innocent supernatural creatures, even demons, from harm.

      Nadia had another thought. “Will the new pack leader want try me?”

      “No,” Logan said at once. “Not only did Matt violate the challenge, you were defending your mate and your cub—your son.”

      “Werewolf law again?” she asked.

      Another nod. “Yes.”

      “Never studied it, sorry.” Nadia took another step closer to him, the warmth of his tall body and the tawny eyes that flicked to her. “You’ve come to see Joel every day.”

      Logan shrugged again. “To keep an eye on him, I said. And to show him that not all werewolves are bad.”

      “They’re not?” Nadia asked in an innocent voice.

      Logan didn’t smile. “Not even all the ones in my pack are bad. Some are still my friends.”

      Nadia suppressed a shudder. “Well, I don’t want to meet them. Not right now.”

      “Maybe later. Definitely when we go to Minnesota to visit. I’ll wait until things simmer down back there, but then we have to go. I’m still part of the pack, and there are rules.”

      Nadia blinked. “Wait a minute. What do you mean when we go? You mean you and me? Why would I go with you to your wolf pack?”

      The heat in Logan’s eyes was incandescent. “I mean you and me, and Joel too. Because I have to present my mate to the pack.”

      Nadia’s heart tripped in strange, fast beats. “Hang on, hang on. Present your mate to the pack? I thought the talk about me being your mate was just bullshit for Matt’s benefit.”

      Logan’s gaze pinned her, the wolf not letting her get away. “No. It wasn’t.”

      Nadia dragged in a panicked breath. “But Matt was right. I’m demon. Death magic. You’re life magic. We’ll cancel each other out.”

      Logan seemed to suddenly be closer to her, but she swore he hadn’t moved. “Samantha married Tain.”

      “That’s different. Samantha is only half-demon, and Tain’s a . . . freak of nature.”

      Logan’s body was against hers now. “You need life essence to exist, and I’m not letting you take it from anyone but me.”

      “Maybe you’re addicted to demons,” Nadia said rapidly. “Did you ever think of that?”

      Logan slid his arms around her, closing the last fraction of an inch between them. Nadia felt the warmth of his chest, the rough of his jeans against her bare legs, and the beating of his heart. “I’ve only given life essence to one other demon, and I never became addicted to her. I didn’t give you life essence until last week, and I’ve wanted you in my bed ever since I met you.”

      “Why? You have a thing for crime victims?”

      “I have a thing for you, Nadia.” Logan gathered her close and pressed his cheek to her hair. “You’re brave, and strong, and beautiful. I love your prickliness, and I love how I can surprise you into smiling. I love your dark eyes and your soft hair, and I love how you groan when I make love to you.”

      Nadia looked up at him. “I lured you to Matt—he could have killed you. I’m so sorry about that Logan, but I didn’t know what else to do.”

      Logan gazed into her eyes, and she read understanding there, not anger. “Matt had you cornered,” he said. “And you were right. If you’d told me about it, and I went on a rampage, Matt would have killed Joel without waiting to fight me. You keep on protecting your son. Only you won’t have to do it alone any more.”

      Nadia felt happiness breaking over her, but years of struggle and desperation made her continue the questions. “Are you sure, Logan? What about my demon form? Could you love that?”

      Logan smoothed her hair from her face. “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful as you in your demon form. Unless it’s you in your human form.”

      Nadia smiled, shyly pleased. “You and your wolf aren’t so bad either.” She slid her hand down between them, finding the bulge of him pressing the zipper of his jeans. “My, what a big . . . cock . . . you have.” She squeezed it through the denim.

      Logan laughed, turning his body to block Joel’s view, but her son was playing an imaginary baseball game, not watching them. “All the better to love you with, my dear,” Logan growled. “I like your wings. I keep thinking of them brushing over my naked body.”

      Nadia tightened. “I could arrange that.”

      The teasing look left Logan’s eyes. “Gods, Nadia. I love you and want you in my life. How can I prove that to you?”

      “Hmm.” Nadia touched her cheek, pretending to think. “By taking me home and screwing me senseless?”

      Logan laughed, then he slanted a hard, hot kiss across her mouth. “I could arrange that,” he said, breath warm on her lips. “And then I’m arranging for you to marry me. I’m not letting you out of my sight again.”

      Nadia shivered, the heat suddenly leaving her. “Are you sure? I’m not really the kind of girl you take home to mother.”

      “My family is gone. There’s only me, and you’re the kind of girl I marry.” Logan’s arms closed around her, his lips pressing a searing kiss to her temple. “You never have to worry again, Nadia. I’ll take care of you and Joel. When a wolf takes a mate, it’s for life, and we protect what’s ours.”

      “No kidding.” She gave him a shaky smile. “From what I’ve seen, werewolves, especially Packmasters, are overprotective as hell.”

      “Like I could ever keep you from doing something you made up your mind to,” Logan said. “I know you better than that. You’re strong, resilient, and independent. All I ask is that you share that strength and independent spirit with me.”

      Nadia pressed her hand to his cheek. “Being independent is one thing. Being alone all the time is another. I’d rather be with you. I’ve always wanted to be with you.”

      “That’s settled then.” Logan kissed her, his strong lips opening her mouth. Nadia let herself sink into the kiss, tasting his spice, feeling the spark of his life essence dance across her skin.

      “One thing first,” she whispered when the kiss eased to a close.

      “Mmm?” Logan wouldn’t release her, but Nadia turned in his arms.

      “Joel, honey,” she called to her son. “What would you say if Logan asked to marry me?”

      Joel caught the ball he’d bounced off the wall. He glanced at Logan and Nadia standing together then turned back to his game. “I’d say it’s about time,” he said. “He’s in love with you, Mom. It’s obvious.” He spoke with the quiet wisdom of a ten-year-old who knew what was what.

      “Then that really settles it.” Nadia turned back to Logan, letting her hands steal to his tight, very satisfying ass. “Now what about my request for you to take me home and screw me senseless?”

      Logan grinned and bent to her mouth. “You got it, my love. My wife.” His kiss turned dark, and the fiery taste of his life essence slid into her, filling all her empty spaces. “My mate.”
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      As the lowest ranking telepath in the paranormal police branch of the LAPD, Mariah got all the crap jobs.

      “Rogue vamp.” Sergeant Boone hovered in front of Mariah’s desk, folder in hand. Fluorescent lights gleamed on his bald head and the satisfied smirk on his round face. “Yours to deal with, Detective.”

      Mariah stilled her fingers on her keyboard, where she was painstakingly writing up last night’s busts. Demons, twenty of them, had been carrying on an orgy with some not-so-willing human participants in MacArthur Park. Mariah had been used like a hunting dog to track down the demons by detecting their auras. She’d spent all morning and afternoon going over witness statements and dealing with the demons’ lawyers—no one could quibble over the minutiae of the law like a demon.

      The dogs in the K-9 unit at least got treats for a job well done, and humans who made a fuss over them. Mariah’s reward was cold coffee and more reports.

      “I’m a little busy, Sergeant,” she said.

      “Aren’t we all, Detective?” Boone dropped the folder, displacing papers on her desk and sending the wisps of hair around Mariah’s forehead dancing. “Boss says you’re good at this shit, so you’re elected. Vamp holed himself up in a club. Club manager says can we please come pry him out?”

      “Great.” Mariah heaved a sigh. “Why isn’t Septimus taking care of it?”

      Septimus was the kingpin of vampires in Los Angeles, having emerged from the death-magic war a couple years ago with a lot of power plus the blessing, as it were, of the LAPD. He kept vampires under control, and the police let him go about his business.

      Lately though, small gangs of vamps, mainly younger ones, had been stirring up trouble, testing Septimus’s authority in downtown L.A. Septimus was mostly on top of it, but once in a while he had to reluctantly call in the police for help.

      Septimus was an Old One, meaning he’d lived for several thousand years at least. You didn’t get to be an Old One without cunning, power, strength, and sheer ruthlessness. If Septimus couldn’t control a rogue in his own territory, what chance did Mariah have?

      “I don’t know,” Boone said. “I’m just the messenger.”

      Mariah opened the folder as Boone spoke. She lifted the one sheet of paper with three lines on it, flipping it over to see if there was anything on the back, but no.

      “Seriously?” she stared up at Boone, who regarded her with a gleeful grin. “This is the case file? An unknown vamp is in a building, but no one knows where in the building? How can they not know?”

      Boone shrugged his large shoulders. “Guess that’s why they need a telepath. Cruz is with you for backup. He doesn’t look happy about it. He also looks hung over.”

      Better and better. Mariah bit down on her response, slammed the folder shut, and left her desk to fetch her weapons.

      She slid leather gloves from her pocket as she walked to the garage, fitting them to her hands. Their thin barrier would help her keep from touching any vampire or other death-magic creature she might encounter today.

      One touch. The words had been pounded into her all her life. One touch of a death-magic creature will be your ruin.

      The telepathic ability that ran through Mariah’s family was vulnerable to death magic. One touch, skin to skin, of a vampire, demon, or other creature that lived from death, and her ability to read thoughts would vanish. It had happened to one of her cousins, and he’d never truly recovered.

      Mariah had learned throughout her life how to control her gift and not be overwhelmed by the myriad thoughts around her. She could screen things back to faint whispers on the edge of hearing, pick and choose whom she read fully. She found the murmur that accompanied her all the time comforting, as though she were never truly alone. Her cousin had told Mariah, with deadness in his eyes, that the silence was the hardest thing to bear.

      Mariah shivered as she hurried to the parking lot to join Cruz, making sure the gloves covered her wrists under the cuffs of her blazer.

      Alejo Cruz was a hardworking, usually cheerful sergeant with a small amount of shaman magic. Today as he waited for her in the SUV, the engine running, he was quiet, his face gray and drawn.

      “Sure you don’t want me to drive?” Mariah asked, sliding into the passenger seat.

      Alejo’s hands clamped on the wheel. “No way. If you throw me around with your crazy driving I might puke.”

      Mariah was an expert driver but admitted she did it with gusto. Even the most hardened cops had walked away from a chase with her, round-eyed and vowing never to enter a vehicle with her again.

      “We’re going sedately across downtown L.A., not pursuing fugitives on the San Diego freeway,” Mariah pointed out. “Late night? It was a Thursday.”

      “My brother’s bachelor party.” Alejo swallowed. “He’s getting married tomorrow. I’ve never seen so much tequila in my life.”

      “How much ended up inside you?” Mariah asked with a grin.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” He shuddered and pulled delicately out of the garage and into traffic, which was moderately heavy, this being mid-afternoon on a Friday. A lot of people took off early on Fridays, deserting the hot city for the beaches and the mountains.

      The vamp club in question bordered Little Tokyo on the south, an area that was part gentrified, part seedy. A brand new low-rise apartment complex nestled across the street from a crumbling brick office building, the kind seen in 1930s noir films. A trash-filled alley bordered the office building, and beyond it rose a sleek, newly renovated high-rise, redone in an ultra-modern style. Mariah privately thought the building’s slanting lines and mud green and orange paint would look tired and dated sooner than the hundred-year-old art deco structures around it.

      The club was on the ground floor of the green and orange building, its insides still being renovated. Above it were loft apartments, which would be rented out to wealthy vamp lovers when everything finally opened.

      “How did this rogue even get into one of Septimus’s clubs?” Mariah asked. “He just walked in and hid?” Septimus officially owned the building, the report had said, but he’d left the running of the club to one of his employees, a vamp called Quintus.

      “Who knows?” Alejo returned, sounding uninterested. “Ready?”

      Mariah wasn’t, but the sooner they got this done, the sooner she could go home to her house in Silver Lake and put her feet up. A glass of wine, a good book, and no vampires or demons.

      The fact that it was mid-afternoon wouldn’t prevent Mariah and Alejo from interviewing the club’s manager. Unlike movie vamps, real ones didn’t drop into a deathlike state in the daytime. They did grow sluggish, and sunlight could kill them—ultraviolet rays were what did it for them. Sunlight ate through a vampire’s flesh with agonizing thoroughness.

      Vamps with money had vehicles that blocked UV rays, and hid themselves deep in the back while humans chauffeured them around. The SUV Alejo had checked out had a UV blocking compartment, so the arrested vamp could be contained but not killed. The compartment also had an extra-strong, reinforced cage with a stout lock to counteract a vamp’s incredible strength.

      The SUV had a solid sun roof as well. If the vamp managed to break the cage or endanger the cops inside in any way, the driver could push a button, let in the sunshine, and the problem would go away. Only worked during daylight hours, of course.

      The two men peering out from the open door of the club’s vestibule, one human, one vampire, looked askance at the SUV as Mariah and Alejo got out of it. Vampires called the special SUVs hearses and believed that when a vamp got loaded into one he never made it out the other side. Not always true, but the fear of it was useful.

      Mariah approached the vestibule. She didn’t hide the badge she wore around her neck, or the weapons in her belt. Pistols were useless on vamps, but stun guns brought them down just fine, and she had a short quiver with a couple of wooden stakes, just in case. She also had, for dire emergencies, a little ball zipped into her inner pocket that held a containment spell.

      Alejo carried more stakes and also a bullet-firing pistol in case the humans who guarded their vampires grew hostile. Humans could be fanatically devoted to vamps, Mariah reminded herself as she looked the human male in the eye, sometimes more dangerous than the vamps themselves.

      The vamp who waited behind the human, well in the shadows of the vestibule, was on the short side and in good shape, had close-cropped dark hair and dark eyes, and a large nose that didn’t mar the attractiveness of his face. He dressed casually for the day, which meant black trousers and a well-tailored shirt that probably cost more than Mariah’s house payment.

      “I’m Mariah Forrester,” Mariah said politely to the vampire. He’d be in charge here, not the human. “Detective, LAPD, paranormal division. You have a squatter?”

      The vampire looked pained, but he gave her a nod. “Apparently.” His voice was cultured, quiet. “I am Quintus—I run this club. Or I will if we can rid ourselves of, as you call him, the squatter.”

      The human closed the front door, which was made of solid iron, its severe lines softened by an art nouveau pattern of flowering vines embossed on it. Quintus and his human led them through the vestibule to the main part of the club.

      As they went, Mariah sent out telepathic feelers, but she found nothing unusual. There were other humans here, employees of the club who likely lived upstairs, and a few other vamps besides Quintus. Nothing hidden. Quintus was good at shielding himself, knowing Mariah was a telepath, but the human at his side was not.

      Mariah got from the human disgust at her and all cops in general, anger at the unknown rogue vamp for causing them problems, lust for Quintus, and unease about what kind of vamp they’d find.

      The center of the club’s ground floor had been removed and lined with a circular balcony, a bar occupying the far side. Two ramps curved down to the floor below, which had a wide space in the middle for dancing, plus plenty of tables around the dance floor and another bar so the partiers wouldn’t have to go back upstairs for drinks.

      Mariah pointed to a spiral staircase leading downward from the middle of the room. “Where does that go?” she asked. “To more of the club?”

      “Yes,” Quintus answered as he led her and Alejo down the ramp. “The sub-basement will be a more private area hired out for special events, parties, and the like.”

      “You’ll have vampire strippers, I heard,” Alejo remarked. “Of both genders.”

      Quintus nodded. His movements were slow and almost stately, which spoke of his age. The fact that he was called Quintus might or might not mean that he’d been around since Roman times—many vamps who had been christened Howard or Clancy at birth changed their names after they were turned, to sound more exotic.

      “All legal,” Quintus said smoothly. “I have the permits in my office if you desire to view them.”

      “Won’t be necessary,” Mariah said, keeping her voice brisk. “You called us to help, and that’s what we’re here for. Do you have any idea at all where this vamp is? I need a place to start.”

      Quintus gave her a dark look. His eyes held a flash of rage that told Mariah that if ever he lost his urbane facade, he’d be a dangerous monster. Some women found that attractive—Mariah didn’t.

      “My vamps and I can feel his aura but can’t pinpoint where it’s coming from,” Quintus said haughtily. “We have at least narrowed it to the lower levels.”

      He led Mariah to the spiral staircase. The art nouveau theme carried on, on the second level, in polished inlaid wood with patterns of flowers, leaves, vines, and graceful women. The spiral staircase that Mariah and Alejo carefully picked their way down, following Quintus, had an elegantly curved wrought-iron baluster.

      The subterranean room at the bottom of the staircase held yet another bar with a large mirrored wall behind it. The rest of the room was empty.

      The darkness that suddenly poured into Mariah’s mind grabbed her breath and dimmed her vision. It wasn’t simply the aura of death magic that permeated every vamp club like sticky tar, but something more. The spike of dark power penetrated Mariah’s brain … and became aware.

      Quintus halted in the middle of the floor, looking worried.

      “He’s in here somewhere,” he said. “This building was constructed at the turn of the twentieth century—1904, to be precise. It was abandoned in the 70s. Septimus bought it about ten years ago, and we’ve spent the last three years gutting, renovating, rebuilding. The rogue vamp must have lived here when it was abandoned, and possibly went into dark sleep. We think he’s somewhere behind the walls, but we can’t find him.”

      Mariah tried to take a step forward. She couldn’t draw a complete breath; whatever she had awakened slid over her skin like a cloak of night.

      “You okay?” Alejo asked in concern.

      Mariah couldn’t answer. The darkness closed around her in a trapping mist, building every second. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, couldn’t think.

      Dark sleep was a death-magic creature’s hibernation. Not all could achieve it. Powerful vamps and demons, when seriously hurt or needing to hide for long stretches of time, could go dormant for years. Centuries even. Dark sleep hid their auras, so that vampire hunters couldn’t find them—even other vamps wouldn’t know they were there, until they were uncovered.

      This vamp’s aura was no longer hidden. The immensity of it rained down on Mariah in a deluge. Alejo’s touch helped her, the bite of his life magic a light in all the darkness. But the power was crushing, invading her thoughts, turning her inside out. Whatever being was in this club wanted to strip Mariah to nothing, see what she was made of, invade every part of her.

      “Stop!” she shouted. She clapped her hands over her ears, though nothing had made a sound.

      The dark magic field quivered. Mariah felt rage, sorrow, emptiness—so much emptiness that she cried out again.

      The probing aura halted. It hesitated, as though it hadn’t realized it was hurting her, then receded the slightest bit. It didn’t shut off completely, but Mariah at last could draw a breath.

      Shaking, queasy, Mariah cast a swift glance around her. The others were looking at her in confusion—they couldn’t feel what she did.

      Mariah took in Quintus, his aura a mere smudge compared to the vivid strength of the vamp in hiding. Alejo was like a bright beacon, his shaman magic clean. The human who’d followed them downstairs had no magic in him, only devotion to Quintus and the vampire way of life, which rendered him a gray smear in the dim light.

      Mariah turned slowly in place until her gaze came to rest on the mirrored wall behind the bar.

      It was there, pulsating, waiting, poised to strike.

      Part of the mirror, Mariah realized as she spied a vertical seam in the glass, was a concealed door to another room. Whether that was the staff’s break room or another space for the clients’ privacy, Mariah couldn’t tell.

      The aura didn’t come from the back room, however, but from the wall next to it.

      Mariah walked to the place where the mirror was smooth and unbroken. Her own face looked back at her—brown hair pulled into a bun, light brown eyes wide and worried, face wan with strain. The black pantsuit she wore for work was softened with a light green blouse, but the aura of darkness washed out her perception of color.

      Mariah drew her stun gun and a stake, and focused on the mirror.

      “Behind here,” she said.

      Quintus flashed next to her with vampire speed. The mirror reflected him as well—the legend that vamps couldn’t be seen in mirrors was simply not true.

      “Do you know how much this cost?” Quintus demanded in irritation. “It was custom made.”

      “I can imagine.” The mirror was outlined with gilded art nouveau designs, a masterwork. Mariah sympathized. She’d recently had repair work done to her small house and it had cost her nearly a month’s salary. Replacing the mirror would set Quintus and Septimus back probably five figures.

      “It’s your choice,” Mariah said, her voice still not working well. “If you don’t knock down the wall, he’ll stay there exuding bad vibes and scaring off your clients. Septimus might not be happy about that.”

      Quintus growled. The sound, savage, reminded Mariah that though Quintus might not be as powerful as the vamp behind the wall, he was plenty dangerous.

      Finally Quintus heaved an exasperated sigh. Dangerous or not, he was a businessman, and this club had to earn back the money he and Septimus put into it.

      Quintus snapped his fingers at his human lackey. “Get the effing contractors in here.”
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      Digging out the vampire took the rest of the day. Mariah called in to report that she’d solved Quintus’s problem, but her captain told her to stay and wait for the vamp to be released and bring it in for processing.

      Standard procedure. Any vamp new to the L.A. area had to register him- or herself at the LAPD Paranormal Division, providing an address and phone number, and references. Septimus vouched for most vamps, but not all.

      Technically, if this vamp had been hidden down here for a hundred years, he wouldn’t be a new resident, but Mariah understood the point. She hung up after the conversation, her unease growing even more.

      Something told her that this vampire inside the walls would be the end of her. Mariah couldn’t say why or pin down the fear, but she knew that whatever they uncovered would be bad. Her fingers tapped the hilt of her stun gun, her other hand hovering near a stake.

      Alejo gave her a nervous look, but Mariah shook her head. They could only watch as the workers Quintus had called broke away the glass and jackhammered the deep stone walls.

      At last, one of them shouted. A jackhammer shut off with a snap, and the man wielding it backpedaled from the wall. The other workers peered at where he’d been digging, and they too backed hastily away.

      Quintus took one look and froze in place. He glared at Mariah, his aura shot through with terror, which he tried to hide as he motioned her forward to take care of the situation.

      Mariah, Alejo at her shoulder, moved to the broken wall. She hesitated for a long time, the darkness of the aura inside escalating.

      Then she squared her shoulders, took a final step forward, and peered inside the hole.

      Eyes looked back at her. Golden, wide, and fierce eyes set in a face creased with grime. It was a man, or at least he looked like a man, but those eyes belonged to a beast.

      His hair hung in hanks around his face, its color impossible to determine. From under it, he focused those savage eyes on Mariah.

      His strength came to her, his power flaring again to crush her mind. He fixed on her, and this time didn’t let go.

      Mariah also sensed desperation, rage, and grief so vast it reached out to swallow her. She knew never to look into the eyes of a vampire, especially one this strong, but Mariah couldn’t look away. Not because he trapped her—she simply didn’t want to.

      He was an Old One. Ancient, deadly, dominating, uncontrolled. Mariah should stake him right now and save the world from him.

      The golden eyes narrowed as though he guessed her thoughts. His lips parted then shut again, firming to a solid line.

      His voice rolled over her, but he wasn’t speaking out loud. The bass rumble of his words shook her to her bones, but Mariah knew no one else in the room heard him.

      Holding both fury and terror, he filled her mind with one hoarse plea.

      Help me.
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