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      The light over my desk flickers once, twice, three times, making the words dance on the page and drawing me out of my deep concentration. I blink and look away from the papers on my desk as a chill breeze wafts through my open window. As always, my focus sharpens as I stare at the light bulb, heart pounding.

      Instinctually, I hold my breath and wait.

      When seconds tick by and nothing more happens, when the room remains empty and silent, I release my breath.

      Ignoring the shiver that moves down my spine, I try to pretend that I’m normal. That everything is fine. Because if I tell myself it enough, sometimes it starts to feel true.

      I drop the papers on my desk and shiver again against the breeze, my gaze moving to the open window. The last time I looked up the sun was setting, but now the campus was bathed in darkness.

      What the hell time is it? My gaze slides to the clock on the wall, and I startle, then check the time again, shocked. Shit, it’s midnight? Definitely past the time a TA should be grading papers.

      At least a normal TA, with normal teaching assistant requirements.

      Pulling my phone out of my desk, I wince when I see my mom has called three times. Her rule about me texting her before bed is an important rule, one I’ve always kept, no matter if I was texting her out at a bar with my friends. She wouldn’t sleep unless she knew I was safe.

      I almost text her back.

      But then something makes me dial her number.

      She answers in an instant, her soft voice as familiar to me as my own. “Are you okay?”

      Guilt chews at my gut. “Yeah, sorry, fell asleep grading papers.”

      My mom sighs. “If Professor Dickhead can’t start giving you a reasonable workload, I might have to fly down there and kick his ass.”

      “No,” I rush out, knowing my fiery mom will actually do it. “I’ve got another month left and then I’m free of him. Trust me, I got this.”

      I hear the sound of her settling back, and I know she was probably reading in bed and waiting for me to call. “How you doing, Liz-bear?”

      “I’m fine,” I say too quickly.

      Life had taught me that when my mom asked how I was doing, I should always tell her I was fine. I adored my strong mom, but I was her weakness. Her only family. Her only child. And if she thought I wasn’t doing well, it wore on her.

      And with me being far away, the last thing I wanted was to worry her.

      “No more… incidences?” She asks the question cautiously, as if fearing someone might hear.

      There had been one recently. Images flash in my mind of the car accident. Blood. Death. My loss of control. I’m breathing hard when I push the images to the back of my mind and prepare my lie. “No, not a single one.”

      She’s quiet for too long, and I wonder if she’ll pretend she doesn’t know I’m lying. “You have to be careful.”

      “I know.” But I want to say, like I have a choice.

      “Have you seen a lot of supernaturals?”

      I tense and lie again. “No. Not around here.”

      If my mom knew the truth, I know she’d start to worry again. She’d tell me to just join her editing business, to stay at home, and more than anything, stay away from people. But as much as I know she just wants to keep me safe, I want a life too.

      Living with her at home was wonderful, but it felt like a beautiful prison.

      “I love you,” she tells me, as if reading my mind.

      “I know, mom,” I say, and I mean it. “I love you too.”

      “You heading to bed?”

      That’s what she wants to hear, even though it’s not true. “Yeah.”

      “Good.” There’s a smile in her voice.

      “I should go,” I say.

      “Uh, before you do...” She hesitates. “Have you seen… anyone? I mean, anything… unusual?”

      She’s asking me if I’ve seen any traces of my father, but the answer’s always the same. “No.”

      Not that I’d have a clue who he is, even if I did see him. Hell, I had no idea what one of his kind would even look like. All thanks to the secrets my mom keeps.

      Because as much as I hate lying to her, I learned my skill from her. The woman is the queen of secrets and lies. I’m a novice in comparison to her.

      “Okay,” she says. “You get some sleep.”

      “You too.”

      And the phone goes dead.

      Sighing, I get up and close the window, then pull my jacket on. When did it get so cold and why didn’t I notice until now? Maybe it was all the riveting papers I was grading about Shakespeare.

      Looking at the pile of essays I still have left, my shoulders sink. There’s still way too many to get done. I can’t just go home and leave them until tomorrow. The professor will have my ass if they aren’t done in the morning, even though we both know it shouldn’t just be me doing this stuff. It’s easy for him to hand out essay assignments to hundreds of grad students, but then, the dickhead just hands them off to me.

      But if I ever want to teach here, I’m going need a good recommendation from Professor Dickhead himself. Which means I can’t just burn the essays and go out drinking with my friends for Thirsty Thursdays…

      My eyelids feel heavy, and I blink really slowly as I stare at nothing. I startle again, realizing that I’d swayed a little on my feet.

      Groaning, I rub my face, but the blanket of exhaustion lingers. My gaze moves to my desk. Would it be so wrong to just curl up and take a little nap? I could set my alarm and just nod off for an hour or two. Fuck, you’ll never wake up, my inner voice scolds me, and I hate that the bitch is right.

      Still, both my bitchy inner-voice and I know I don’t have the willpower to stay up on my own. I need some coffee. Some major coffee. And I know just where to get the best coffee this time of night.

      Putting the essays and my phone into my messenger bag, I sling the strap over my shoulder, determined not to let my exhaustion slow me down. As I cross the room, the light over my desk flickers again, and my gaze snaps to it as that familiar rush of anxiety pounds through my veins. My stomach turns, and I hesitate another long moment before releasing the breath I didn’t even realize I was holding.

      “It’s the damn bulb, and this place. This place no one ever repairs,” I tell myself, but still I can’t escape the unsettling feeling that rises in my stomach.

      Leaving my office, I lock the door and start down the hall. The entire language arts building is deathly silent, so silent that my footsteps seem to echo around me. Normally, I’m not the type to get jittery when I’m alone or in the dark. I’ve seen so many bad things that the dark is the least of my worries. But for some reason, I’m on edge tonight.

      It’s just the damn flickering bulb. That’s all. Shake it off. But it’s easier said than done.

      When I finally escape the building, I take an uneven breath and laugh. “Scared of shadows. Come on, Elizabeth, you’re better than that.”

      I then try my best to ignore the pounding in my chest, or the fact that my head snaps in the direction of every shadow. My steps are rapid, given how tired I am, but I pretend it’s just because I’ve got coffee dangling on a carrot stick not far ahead of me.

      Lying is sort of second nature to me, so it’s no surprised I try to lie, even to myself.

      I cross the campus and hit Main Street within a few minutes. Instantly, the air changes. Students walk in all directions, drunkenly going from one bar to the next. Music pounds out of the many clubs along the streets and plenty of the restaurants are still open, appealing to the late night party crowd.

      “Elizabeth!”

      I turn to see another TA, Brian, waving to me as he rushes toward me. Instantly, I let my gaze scan over his well-built body. Brian is definitely on my list of “bangable guys,” if I ever get the chance to do anything but work. But Professor Dickhead makes sure I don’t have time for an actual guy. It’s gotten so bad that I’m pretty sure my vibrator is on its last leg, and I’ve forgotten what a real dick feels like.

      “Hey,” I say as he comes to stop in front of me.

      “You’re looking good tonight,” he blurts out, his eyes glazed.

      “You’re looking drunk.”

      He grins. “Drunk and lonely.”

      I can’t help but let my gaze flick to the front of his jeans. “God, you have no idea how much I wish I wasn’t working for the asshole. I’m hungrier than you could imagine.”

      And by hungry, I mean horny, but my mom raised a lady, so I keep that to myself.

      He leans in a little closer, knowing exactly what I’m not saying. “We could find a bathroom around here…”

      I’m not usually the bathroom sex kind of girl, but tonight I seriously contemplate it for a long moment before sighing. “Nah, even if we were quick, I have a whole night’s worth of work to get done still.”

      “I could be really quick, Elizabeth. Like so quick you’d barely feel it go in.”

      Sexy. That helps to take my horniness down a few notches. “I think I’ll pass. Have fun, Brian.”

      He looks like he’s going to protest, but I turn around and head for the coffee shop. When my hand touches the door, I freeze. A bulb over my head bursts, sending glass raining down on top of me. I wince, not because of the glass, but because I know what’s about to happen.

      I have a secret hate-hate relationship with light bulbs.

      “No,” I groan, even though I know it’s pointless.

      Already my muscles are stiffening. In seconds, my body will no longer be under my control, which is a feeling I hate more than I could ever explain, if I were ever to tell anyone about this particular non-human part of my life. Which I wouldn’t, since I like continuing to breathe.

      My hand falls limply from the door knob, and after a few muscles spasms, my feet turn me around. A chill rolls down my spine and goosebumps erupt over my flesh as I push back images of what I know I’ll soon see. Images that will fill my nightmares for years to come.

      Sometimes I can fight the tugging, but not when it’s this powerful.

      Not when death is calling.

      “Ms. Elizabeth!” someone greets.

      One of my students, a shy woman with many amazing qualities yet an unexplainably low level of self-esteem, comes up to me. Her smile is gentle, and I find myself hoping she’s out here with someone. She seems like just the kind of girl to get into a bad situation without someone watching her back.

      “Hey, good to see you. Can’t talk now,” I say, my feet continuing to drag me toward death.

      “I was just wondering… Have you gotten a chance to look at my paper yet?”

      The truth was that I had, but it wasn’t great. “Not yet. Let’s talk tomorrow before class. Go enjoy Thirsty Thursday!”

      Her smile leaves her eyes. “Everything okay?”

      It won’t be if you keep following me, because you’re going to see some things you can’t un-see. “I’m fine. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      I know she’s disappointed, and I feel like a real bitch. I didn’t become a TA because I love research. Like a lot of the professors, I’m on this path because I like teaching. I even like my students, even when they act like tool bags. But this girl was one of the good ones, the ones I could really help to become a better writer.

      But it’s better that she thinks I’m an asshole than that she knows the truth. No one but my mom knows what I am, and no one can ever know. Not the humans, not the supernatural community that I’ve avoided at all costs, no one. Because, apparently, even the supernaturals don’t like what they don’t understand.

      I’d gotten my hands on a supernatural history book as a kid. After a few hundred pages showing unknown supernatural beings strung up, drowned, and tortured to death, I’d decided that I was perfectly happy pretending to be human for the rest of my life.

      Every day, I just stuff my hands in my jacket and pretend I don’t know what vampires and shifters look like. I just do my best to blend in, because there’s nothing obvious about me that marks that I’m anything but human.

      Except these little “episodes.”

      “Ms. Elizabeth.” I hear her sad voice behind me, but can’t turn to look back at her. “Is there something wrong with me?”

      I try to fight my steps, but I can’t. “What do you mean?”

      “High school was brutal, but I thought college would be different. That I’d have friends. That…”

      My heart aches for her. It should be easier. If she could just get out of her own way.

      Up ahead, I spot a small group of women. One of them I recognize, and suddenly an idea dawns on me. But do I have time?

      “Marcy!”

      A dark-haired woman with green streaks weaved through her hair turns in the group, and her gaze meets mine. She grins and rushes toward me.

      “Marcy, meet Sharon,” I say, continuing to be dragged forward.

      Sharon is suddenly keeping pace with my odd steps. “Uh, hi,” she says.

      My gaze locks with Marcy’s confused one. “Sharon has some amazing ideas about Shakespeare and feminism.”

      Marcy looks surprised as she gazes at the woman at my side. “Really?”

      “Yeah. You ladies want to take her out for a fun night of drinks and intellectual conversations?”

      Marcy is smart and probably one of the most empathetic women I’ve ever met. It takes her about two seconds for it to click in her expression that I’m trying to help Sharon make friends.

      “Come on then, Sharon. Let me introduce you to everyone.”

      I wink at her, and Marcy gives me a slight grin before wrapping an arm around Sharon’s shoulders. The woman looks back at me as she’s tugged across the street towards the other women. I can see she’s nervous, but I also know without a doubt that she’s going to have a good time. Some women could be catty, cliquish, and just plain jerks, but not Marcy and her crowd. They’d include her and make sure she got home safely.

      They were the ride or die bitches that I loved to be around.

      If only death wasn’t waiting for me, I think, trying not to sigh again.

      I continue being dragged off the main road, towards a familiar park near campus. A poorly-cared-for place full of drug dealers and homeless people. Definitely not somewhere for a woman in her mid-twenties to be walking alone. Because even if I’m not technically human, I don’t have any awesome powers to keep me safe from the world, just the knife in my pocket and enough judo classes to break the nuts of a few gropey assholes.

      As I continue getting dragged through the park, my feet leave the main path and I move away from the lights. My heart races faster as I move through bushes and beneath trees. The fear of getting hurt is starting to overshadow the fear of watching someone die.

      Which is definitely not a good thing.

      Suddenly, something in the air changes. I hear the bulbs in the park lamps shatter, and the little bit of light I still sensed from them is gone. Instead, the full moon bathes everything around me in an eerie light.

      Fucking hell. This isn’t good.

      My feet bring me past one dead man. His eyes are still open. Blood runs from his mouth and someone, or something, has torn him to shreds. I pass one more body, two more bodies. By the time I pass a sixth body, I’m sweating. This is strange, even for me.

      What the hell could have killed all these big men? And is it still in the shadows of this park?

      Energy crackles in the air. I sense the wisps of these people, not quite their spirits or their souls, but the white clouds that bubble out of them. After a moment, the clouds form and then curl around me. And that odd feeling, like I’ve drank ten cups of coffee at once, comes over me. So much so that I feel like a person must after a lightning strike. Stronger than anything I’ve felt before.

      But then, I’ve never been around this many freshly killed people at once.

      I hate this feeling. For days afterwards I can’t sleep. My movements are too fast and jerky, and I feel a need to release the energy. Usually through sex, which isn’t always a good thing.

      But I’d take the energy and deal with it, if it meant I could leave this place. Now. Because a deep sense of foreboding is shadowing me. A sense that everything about this is wrong.

      I’m brought to the edge of the bodies, and instantly I see the man. The one who called to that dark side of myself, to that inhumane part of me. His eyes are glassy. Blood bubbles from his lips. And I know he breathes his dying breaths.

      My knees collapse next to him, and I see the shred marks in his chest. Could he survive this? I can never save anyone, but I tear my jacket off and try to staunch his bleeding. His eyes are filled with so much pain and so much fear. I need to help, if I can.

      “I’m going to call an ambulance,” I tell him, reaching for the pocket of my messenger bag.

      He snags my wrist with a movement that is too fast and too strong to be human.

      Oh hell, these guys aren’t human? That sense of dread increases.

      “They took her,” he mumbles as his eyes close. “All is lost.”

      And then, he dies. I feel it, because suddenly I could leave if I wanted to. I could get far away from this place as fast as I can. But the cloud rises from his lips, and I linger, watching it surround me before it sinks into my skin.

      That sense of energy inside of me is overwhelming. But my logic fights through the overwhelming feeling.

      I need to go. I need to get out of here, now. Before whatever killed these men kills me too.

      “Stop right there!”

      My eyes widen and I jerk my head toward the sound. Men in black uniforms with black gloves and shaved heads are heading toward me. They don’t hold guns, but they don’t need to. They’re Supernatural Enforcers, police for the non-humans, and they’re dangerous as hell.

      If I move right now, whatever magic they hold will kill me, so I stay still. Perfectly still. And I swear my life flashes before my eyes. My mom’s smile. My years spent keeping my head down and trying to stay out of trouble, at least as much as I was capable of.

      And now, despite all that, I’m pretty sure I’m going to die.

      One of the men stops right in front of me. His face is somehow familiar, but it could be the shadows playing tricks on my mind. He looms over me and speaks, his question containing an unspoken threat. “Where is she?”

      Sweat rolls down my spine. She? Who are they looking for? And why doesn’t this man seem concerned about all the dead people around me?

      “Where’s who?” I ask, my voice trembling.

      Is there any way I can survive this? Any way they’ll let me go?

      A terrifying anger twists his expression and my blood runs cold. “If you think you’re going to get away with this, you’re wrong.”

      No, they can’t blame me for this. I just have to get them to understand. I just have to get them to see the truth, without telling them what I am.

      “Get away with what? I didn’t do this. I just—“

      “Showed up at the scene?” His voice holds mockery. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      I shake my head, terrified out of my mind. He looks familiar, but I can’t quite pinpoint how,

      “I was there for one of your other situations when you just ‘happened’ upon a body.”

      My gut turns. Of course. He didn’t speak to me, but he was there the one time I was dragged to the body of a supernatural being. Men in these uniforms had come; they’d questioned me for hours, and then finally let me go.

      As terrifying as that experience was, it gave me hope that soon this would all just feel like a bad dream. Like the day with the shifter. I just needed to stay calm and make it clear that I had nothing to do with this.

      “Since that day, I’ve watched your file, Elizabeth. You’re found around a lot of bodies, aren’t you?”

      What can I say? That’s part of what I am. Not that I can tell him that. “It’s bad luck,” I lie.

      He smirks. “Yeah right. The thing is, showing up at a bunch of human deaths didn’t matter to us. Even the fucking shifter I found you with didn’t matter. We couldn’t prove anything, and their lives were… insignificant.”

      I stare, waiting for the but.

      “This time is different,” he continues, and his words hold a chill that has nothing to do with the autumn night. “This time you’ve gone too far.”

      “I didn’t do this,” I argue, trying to sound firm and not terrified out of my mind.

      He simply looks down at me with cold, cruel eyes.

      “Should we kill her?” another Enforcer asks from behind him. He lifts his hand and flames dance along his flesh.

      Kill me? Suddenly all I can picture is how those flames would feel burning my flesh.

      “No, what?” My voice takes on a hysterical note. “Shouldn’t you question me? If you do you’ll see that I don’t know—“

      “No,” the man above me says, cutting me off, his gaze never leaving me. “I have a better idea. A place she can go that will be worse than anything we could do to her tonight.”

      Worse than being murdered by them in the park? This doesn’t sound good, not at all.

      A chill moves down my spine. “Listen, I didn’t do this. I just came and they were all already like this.”

      “And you’re totally human, right?” His eyes hold mine.

      I squeeze my mouth shut. I could die for what happened here, but I would die if he knew what I was.

      “Nightmare Penitentiary seems like the perfect place for someone like you.”

      Nightmare what? I shake my head. “Any judge would rule—“

      “Your judgment will be over in one minute, girl,” he snaps back. “We supernaturals don’t worry about all those things like reasonable doubt or innocent until proven guilty, we just get rid of anything that threatens our society. And you, you threaten our society.”

      “I don’t—“

      “Cuff her,” he commands.

      “But sir, shouldn’t we find out what she knows first?” the man behind him asks, the flames fading from his hand

      He nods. “First, we’ll get some answers from her, then we’ll turn her over to the warden.”

      But the way he says it…it kind of sounds like however they plan to get answers from me won’t exactly be pain-free.

      “Please, I’m just a TA.”

      The man lights a cigarette above me, and the smoke curls around his face like a nightmare. “Say goodbye to that life, Elizabeth, and hello to life as a prisoner in the worst place our kind could create...”

      Two of the men move forward and grab me by both arms. One wrenches my arm behind my back.

      Which is the moment all of it hits me. The moment I realize that this is really happening. That I’m being dragged off, accused of a crime I didn’t commit. A crime that I’ve, apparently, already been found guilty of.

      I fight them. I scream. I thrash and twist.

      But in the end, they capture me. And the life I’ve known is snuffed out in an instant.
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      I’m the only prisoner on the small bus. Two guards sit behind me, and the driver sits in front of me, staring up ahead, waiting for the massive gates of Nightmare Penitentiary to open. I lick the cut that’s still healing on my lip from one of the Enforcer’s punches. And I lift my shackled hands and shift them to the other side, still stiff from the beating I took, even though it’s been days.

      I close my eyes, fighting the memories of the weeks spent in the Enforcers’ cells. Weeks where strange creatures would come in, touch the side of my head while I screamed and fought, and pour lava into my mind until my world would go black.

      They said they were searching for something. Information about someone who was missing.

      But after a time, I think, they realized I didn’t know anything. At least nothing of use.

      And the pain had stopped.

      They’d readied me for travel. A few of the Enforcers had tangled their hands through my long red hair and asked things like if the carpet matched the drapes. After a few comments, I’d fought back.

      And lost.

      But at least the beating was better than the painful creatures tearing my mind apart. Anything was better than that. When they’d said I was off to Nightmare Penitentiary, I’d been glad. Jail, boredom, and three meals a day I could handle.

      Not the mind creatures.

      “Don’t see a lot of women here,” the driver says to me in a lazy voice.

      My eyes flash open as I’m pulled back to the present. My gaze pours over the middle-aged man with greying hair and a significant belly. I catch his gaze in the rearview mirror. “Really? At least that means the women’s side of the prison might not be too full.”

      The guards laugh behind me, and I frown.

      In the rearview mirror, I catch the guard’s wince. “Sorry, sugar tits, but this ain’t no fancy human prison. Women and men… they’re in the same place.”

      I swear I feel like the floor drops out from under me. “No, I—“

      The driver gives me a sympathetic look. “It’s going to be bad. Just find yourself the biggest motherfucker in the prison and let him do what he wants to you. Better to be one guy’s fuck toy than the pussy for the entire prison.”

      I look back at the guards. “He can’t be serious.”

      One of the guards lets his gaze roam down to my breasts, which are encased in an orange jumpsuit. Without a bra. Because, apparently, I could use it as a weapon.

      “You guys really let that happen to women?”

      The other guard shrugs. “Criminals don’t exactly get the red carpet.”

      I look straight ahead of me, feeling sick. “If anyone tries to touch me, I’m going to rip their dicks off.”

      The guards laugh, but the driver locks eyes with me in the mirror. “What are you, girl?”

      I don’t know what to say. “I’m just a human.”

      Something flashes in his eyes. “There had to be a reason they put you here.”

      “Wrong place wrong time,” I lie.

      His eyes narrow. “Are your powers useful at all?”

      They’re not. “I don’t have powers.”

      “Fuck,” he mumbles, looking at the gates as they slowly open. “Definitely give that pussy of yours to a big guy. Life in the prison doesn’t have to be all bad, if you line yourself with the right giant asshole.”

      I’m going to be sick, but damn if I‘m going to show them that. “You guys ever heard of a pencil dick?”

      “A pencil dick?” the quiet guard repeats. “Never heard of it.”

      “A pencil dick is when you shove a pencil so far inside a guy’s dick hole that even the doctors can’t remove it.”

      Every guy shifts at once, and I sense their mood change. At least none of the bastards are grinning now. But my reprieve from them only lasts a moment.

      “No one better give her a pencil,” the obnoxious guard says behind me.

      And then they all laugh, and their tension fades away.

      My hands curl into fists. It doesn’t matter what I use, I’ll find a way to stay safe here. I’ve survived this long; I’ll continue to do so. No matter that everyone here is probably bigger, stronger, and deadlier than I am.

      The driver pulls into the prison, beyond the massive brick fence, going slow. On each side of us are barbed wire fences that look out into empty prison yards. And around the outside of the huge brick fence are lookout towers. Guards stare down at my bus, and they carry guns, but guns unlike any I’ve ever seen.

      I wonder what those do against supernatural beings. Probably nothing good.

      And yet, there’s still something inside of me that hopes this prison will be better than the Enforcers’ cell. No more mind creatures at least. But more than that, there will be a different set of leaders, and I’m hoping, maybe foolishly, that they’ll be more reasonable than the Enforcers. That even if they won’t let me go free, they’ll tell me when I will be. Or even…or even just let me call my mom so she knows what happened to me.

      My throat closes at the thought of how worried my mom must be. I have no doubt that after she didn’t hear from me for a few days, she flew down to my college. But what did she do when no one knew what happened to me?

      Did she suspect? Or will she spend the rest of her life wondering?

      I blink away the tears that fill my eyes. I need to be tough right now. So the last thing I should be thinking about is my mom. If I played my cards right, if I was a good prisoner, I hoped my sentence wouldn’t be too long, and that I’d get to see my mom again soon.

      The thought might have been foolish, but I had to hold onto that small hope or I’d completely unravel.

      Our bus stops in front of huge metal gates at the side of a prison that seems to stretch out in all directions. The guards behind me stand, and I do too. They look surprised, as if they thought I’d fight, cry, or plead. But they push me forward, and the driver opens the doors.

      I look down at the older driver one more time.

      He actually looks a little sad. “It’s a shame to die so young.”

      “I won’t die,” I tell him, stiffening.

      Prison is probably miserable, but I doubt I’d die here. Right? Unless they plan to lead me to the electric chair or something…

      “Nowadays everyone dies,” he says under his breath, then looks away from me.

      And the way he says it… I kind of believe him.

      I open my mouth to ask more, but the guards shove me forward so hard I nearly stumble down the steps. If the driver’s hand hadn’t caught me, I’d be eating dirt.

      “Fuck,” the guard mumbles. “Maybe she is human.”

      The other guard shrugs. “Some supernatural are weak. They wouldn’t send a fucking human here.”

      I hear the driver say a prayer for me under his breath, which doesn’t exactly scream of his confidence in me. I manage to make it down the stairs without tripping, and then the guards shove me along, a bit more gently, until we reach the door. More guards take my paperwork, sign it, then flash a card that opens the massive doors.

      We continue through twisted hall after twisted hall of dimly lit areas and through more security checkpoints. at the fourth checkpoint my cuffs and chains are removed and my old guards are replaced by new ones. We pass cells, all of which are empty and open, in a huge room that seems to go on forever, with cells lining each side of us.

      They take us to the other end of the room, flash a badge, and open the door into a slight hallway. Across from us is another door. There seems to be the briefest moment of hesitation between the two men behind me, but then they push me forward.

      Instantly, I’m overwhelmed by sound. Prisoners in orange jumpsuits eat in a large room. There’s easily 50 massive men, and not a single woman. Guards line the walls with huge guns clutched in their hands.

      Butterflies fill my stomach. Should I take a tray? Find an empty area in the back to sit at and hope not to be noticed?

      Suddenly, the guard behind me shouts, “Fresh meat! And this one’s of the female sort!”

      All the sounds in the room die down, and every eye turns to me.

      Holy hell. What now?

    

  







            Chapter Three

          

          

      

    

    






Elizabeth

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I don’t know what to say or do, so I stand frozen, knowing this moment is important. Really important. The driver’s words ring through my mind. There are so many eyes on me, burning through me, that I can see the logic in his words. Of picking one of these assholes and hoping he might offer me protection.

      But maybe I really am my father’s daughter, because there’s no way I’ll bow to one of them.

      Keeping my back straight, I go to the cafeteria line and grab a tray. When I hold it out, the man on the other side just stares at me, his ladle unmoving in his hand.

      “What are you waiting for?” I snap at him. “A girl’s got to eat.”

      “I got something you can eat,” a guy says behind me.

      I turn slowly around and see a huge man rise from the table. I have no doubt he’s some kind of shifter, probably a bear, lion, or some shit like that. He’s got long hair and hair sprouting from every visible area of his body. He’s also easily the size of six of me.

      “Sorry,” I say. “I’m kind of picky about my food.”

      Anger burns in his eyes. “What, I ain’t your type, princess?”

      Don’t back down. “Not even close.”

      A smirk curls his lips. “We’re going to have to do something about that dirty mouth of yours. Come here and show me how you use it,” he says as his hands grab at his crotch.

      My gaze slides to the guards. I notice they seem to be working really hard to pretend not to notice me. No help there.

      Back down now, and you’re screwed.

      I take my tray and walk right up to the massive man, hoping no one can see my legs shaking. “If you even try it, you’re going to regret it.”

      “I’m going to make you very sorry you didn’t obey me.” The big man’s words hold a dark edge as he reaches for me.

      I hit him in the face with my tray, kick him in the nuts, and sweep his feet out from under him. He hits the ground like a tree crashing down. There’s one beautiful moment when everyone stares at me in shock, and I feel like I’ve made myself clear, when the big man roars from the floor.

      Oh, shit. I tense, no idea how I’m going to fight him if that only slowed him down.

      Suddenly, someone rises from the back of the cafeteria. He moves through the benches, heading straight for me. Instantly, I recognize him, and my fear’s replaced by shock. Gabriel? There was no way I was actually seeing him. The guy I’d had a brief, but very hot, fling with on a summer break, before he had disappeared without saying goodbye.

      I was imagining him. Gabriel was human. Gabriel was hot and laughed easily.

      He was not a supernatural criminal.

      My ex saunters up to me and stands in front of me, between me and the angry man on the floor. “Enough, Grisly.”

      I look around Gabriel, frowning. There’s no way he stands a chance against the giant on the floor. But the big man lumbers to his feet and squares off with Gabriel.

      “Enough,” my ex repeats slowly.

      The giant roars again. “She’s mine!”

      “Then come get her.”

      The room descends in silence and I hold my breath, waiting for the punch that’ll surely kill Gabriel. But after a tense moment, the giant looks between me and Gabriel and slowly returns to his seat.

      I realize my mouth is hanging open, and I close it as my ex turns back toward me. “Go grab your food and come sit with me.”

      The urge to tell him to go fuck himself bubbles on my lips. I had a whole speech I’d practiced over years that I’d say if I ever saw him. But then, I never imagined he’d be saving my life.

      So, I bite down on my words, promising myself this isn’t over.

      This time when I hold out my tray, the guy slops some suspicious-looking gruel into a bowl and hands it to me. Gabriel waits silently behind me, and the room slowly returns to its buzz of conversation. Then Gabriel leads me to a table with two other men.

      All stare at me as I sit down.

      “So,” Gabriel begins, “this is Elizabeth.”
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      Elizabeth was the only woman I wished I could be human for. The only woman who made me convince myself that  I could give up the darkness and the death. My time with her was like a moment of pure sunlight and goodness in a lifetime of shadows and gloom.

      A thousand times a day, I still think of our summer together, the memories clear and crisp in my mind. That day, I’d just finished killing someone…who I don’t remember. I’d gone to the beach and torn off my blood-soaked clothes and scrubbed all the evidence of what I’d done from my body.

      When I’d resurfaced, Elizabeth had been on the beach. Her hair was long and a brilliant red shade unlike any color I’d seen in my long life. It streamed around her in the warm breeze, beckoning to me. Her feet were bare, and her face was turned toward the sunrise, as if she were drinking it in.

      It was early in the morning. No one else was out, and I was caught in her spell. She was wearing a cotton dress with little smiles on it, and I’d heard her say, “Fuck it!”

      She’d torn off her clothes and raced into the waves, oblivious of the man who stared at her in longing. Every curve of her body seemed flawless… There were no scars. No battle wounds. And her skin was sun-kissed, as if even the sun recognized her beauty.

      When she’d spotted me in the water, she hadn’t been frightened. Her brows had simply risen, and her gaze had slid over me, her expression curious. I’d opened myself up to her emotions and felt not a single negative emotion, just delight, tinged with arousal.

      I’d stared back at her, surprised by the pureness of her emotions. Everyone was afraid of me. As if some instinct deep in every person knew that I was dangerous to them.

      But she was the first person I’d ever met who I didn’t want to fear of me.

      “You’re naked,” she’d said, her voice strangely intrigued.

      “So are you,” I’d told her pointedly.

      And then, she’d grinned. “I’d thought I was going to check one thing off my bucket list today, but I guess it could be two.”

      I’d found myself smiling, and I never smiled. “Bucket list?”

      She nodded, swimming closer, and my eyes had run from her stunning red hair to her brilliant blue eyes and across the freckles that were scattered upon her skin. A thousand warnings rang in my head. I wanted to tell her she was a woman alone on the beach, and I was a dangerous man. I wanted to scold such an innocent creature for not instantly recognizing me as a predator and her as prey, but I couldn’t seem to find the words.

      “Surely you’ve heard of a bucket list?” Her smile widened. “It’s all the things I want to do before I die, and one of those things is going skinny dipping.”

      A bucket list. What a concept. As if we had any control over when we died. Especially humans. Their lives were snuffed out like candles, so why focus on a list of things to do first?

      “What’s the second thing you might check off your list?”

      Her cheeks turned red, and she dove under the water.

      I was far too old to be so intrigued by a beautiful woman, but it didn’t stop me from diving under the water and following her. Something had sung to life inside of me that I couldn’t ignore.

      When I caught her, we’d come exploding from the water. She’d laughed, throwing back her head, and I’d hardened at the feel of a naked woman against me. “The second thing…was to have sex in the ocean.”

      I remember my brain just stopping then. This woman was offering to have sex with me?

      “You don’t even know my name.”

      She’d placed her hands on my shoulders and leaned in closer. “What’s your name?”

      “Gabriel,” I’d told her, my eyes locked onto hers.

      “I’m Elizabeth,” she’d said, then wrapped her legs around my back.

      I was breathing hard. “You’re sure you want this?”

      She nodded. “You are by far the sexiest man I’ve ever seen.”

      I swear to all the gods that I’d never had an experience like that before. I wasn’t sure if it was because she seemed like some creature of goodness and light, and I was all darkness and shadows, but I’d come alive beneath her touch. It wasn’t just a hard fucking to get myself off like it had been with other women. I’d loved the sensation of sliding inside her. I’d watched her every expression as I’d brought her pleasure.

      And when she’d kissed me, instead of breaking away and telling her I didn’t kiss whores, I’d kissed her back. I’d let those soft lips of hers explore mine, almost shyly, before our kiss had grown harder and more desperate. Her nails had dug into my back. She’d chanted my name, and her mind had overflowed with such an incredible desire.

      The knowledge that I was bringing her pleasure had amazed me. A chill had moved down my spine as I pressed her harder against me, wanting not just to feel her pussy, but her whole body. And I’d waited to come until she’d orgasmed, bouncing hard on my dick.

      Afterwards, my head had spun. A strange feeling I’d never had before had come over me. A possessiveness. A need to make this woman mine and mine alone forever. Something I imagined was akin to when light fae created their bonds.

      She’d seemed willing to walk away from me then. And, normally, that’s all I would have wanted. But I couldn’t let her walk away. Even after we’d fucked again on the beach, I’d gone to her hotel room. I’d taken her in the shower, in her bed, and in the shower again. I’d had her so many times, and yet, I could’ve had her more.

      I’d followed her, like a man in a spell. We’d gone to meals. We’d explored boardwalks. She’d told me jokes, and I’d laughed.

      No one died from me those days. No blood was shed from my hands. It was as if that other side of myself had faded away.

      Until it came back. And I’d had a choice: drag the human into my world or lose her.

      I was a selfish man. A cruel man. So I had no idea how I let her go. How I walked away that night and never pursued her again.

      But now, as she sits at our table, I’m stunned. Her red hair flows over her shoulders, just as it had back then. Her freckles are just as…lovable, only her skin isn’t nearly as tan, and those blue eyes are calculating every time she glances my way.

      My Elizabeth… She’s not human. And she’s here, in this dangerous place. In a place even I might not be able to keep her safe.

      For the first time since coming here years ago, I feel uncertain. I haven’t cared about anything. It was better not to care about anything. But I cared about Elizabeth, and that made her a weakness.

      I’d be doing her a kindness if I reached for her now and snapped that neck of hers. If I watched the life drain from her eyes quickly and painlessly.

      But she has made me weak, because I don’t do it. I just sit, staring, torn between the present and our time together years before.

      At our table, the two men I’ve created a bond with sit silently, but I know they have questions. And I know they’re doing everything in their power not to look at my woman. Perhaps they sense that I wouldn’t welcome anyone’s eyes on her, or perhaps they see her the way I do…as something precious and wrong here.

      Either way, I know they’ll have questions for me later. Questions about Elizabeth and I, and how she complicates our plan. I need to have answers, because the truth is...this changes everything.

      If we don’t get out of here soon, we’ll all die.

      And now? Now we have to find some way to save her too.
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      A short time after I force myself to take several bites of the food that somehow tastes both like ash and throw-up at the same time, a bell sounds. I jerk in surprise, but the men around me all stand from the tables at once with their trays in their hands, like trained dogs. I follow them, getting up from the table and glancing at Gabriel from beneath my lashes as I wait for the other inmates to get out of the way.

      He hasn’t changed at all. I mean, at all. I’m pretty sure I look five years older than I did when we were last together, but his brown hair is the same shade, almost like caramel, and his grey eyes are still the same intense color. His skin has tanned a bit since the last time I saw him, and a scruff of a beard cloaks the fine lines of his perfect jaw. A small scar runs through the scruff, and another scar runs from the bottom of his earlobe down his neck.

      I remember that scar. I remember kissing it. Licking it. I remember running my mouth along it as I grasped his cock and lowered myself onto his throbbing erection.

      Our eyes suddenly meet, and heat fizzles between us.

      Does he ever think about that summer? I push the thought away, anger rising inside of me. He walked away, not me, without even a “Thanks for the weeks of sex”.

      I deserved better.

      As we put our trays away, one of the guys from our table leans a little closer to me. “Outside time. The best fucking time of the day.”

      I stiffen, not exactly wanting anyone in my space right now. But as my gaze catches with his, my tongue forgets how to work. This guy is flawless. And I mean, flawless. Not nearly as muscular as Gabriel, but he’s trim, with slightly long black hair that almost covers his eyes and a face so smooth I want to touch it.

      “Everyone calls me Ax.”

      I hesitate. I can feel Gabriel’s gaze on us. “Elizabeth.”

      “Well, Elizabeth, if Gabriel’s willing to fight for you, then so am I.”

      “Keep an eye on her,” I hear Gabriel’s velvety voice say. “I’ll be back soon.”

      I hate that I look up to see a guard leading Gabriel out another door, and that my heart flips at the sight of him walking away from me. As angry as I am at him for walking away without a word years ago, it gave me a little bit of comfort to have the big guy watching my back. What will outdoor time be like without him?

      I’m also kind of surprised that he told Ax to keep an eye on me. The guy can’t exactly care that much about me after a few weeks of fun years ago. Right?

      But then, he almost fought some giant prisoner for me.

      It was all pretty confusing.

      We leave the dining area through another set of doors. Guards in their crisp blue uniforms walk on each side of us, leading our group away from the cells and toward a set of huge double doors. When one of the guards uses his key to open the doors, a blinding light covers our group. I shield my eyes against the sunlight, but keep moving forward as the crowd presses closer.

      I nearly trip on something, but a strong hand catches my arm and keeps me upright.

      My gaze snaps to the man who holds me, and I find Ax right next to me, his eyes focused in front of him. Heat travels from his touch, sending goosebumps racing along my arm, and then we reach outside. Inmates around us break off into different directions, and his hand drops away.

      It’s strange when I realize just how much comfort his touch brought me.

      For one minute, I stare out at the huge yard, feeling small and vulnerable. The outdoor space curves around both sides of the building and for several yards in front of me. One end seems to have a bunch of workout equipment. Another area looks like it’s being used for people who run laps. And there are different areas spread out around the yard with plastic, picnic-type tables, and I swear the start of a garden is around one of the sides of the building.

      “Come on,” Ax says, and starts to walk away.

      Heart racing, I follow after him. This yard doesn’t look nearly as scary as I thought it would, and yet, I’m on edge. The men move to their different areas, but far too many of them keep glancing in my direction. When my gaze meets the eyes of the giant from earlier, his eyes narrow, and I swear there’s a threat in his expression.

      “You coming?” Ax looks back at me.

      I swallow hard. “Yeah.”

      His long stride is hard to catch up with, but I scramble after him.  We swing around the corner of the building and hurry to a couple of benches attached to tables against the massive fence that surrounds the entire prison. A garden does wind around this side of the building, but it doesn’t stretch all the way to our tables.

      Ax plunks himself down, sitting on the top of one of the tables. He leans against the wall and stretches his legs out in front of him, his body language screaming of a comfortability I can’t imagine anyone feeling here. His expression moves to me after a moment, and my heart races a little faster.

      What can he be thinking? And why is he just staring at me?

      There are some weights on the ground near him, but he ignores them.

      I move a little closer, eyeing the two tables, not really sure what the hell I’m doing.

      “So this is paradise?” I say, trying to break the ice.

      He laughs, and the sound is surprisingly nice. Sincere and pure, and not at all worthy of someone who deserves to be locked up here. “Compared to the rest of this place, yeah, this is paradise. Not even considering the fact that a lot less of us die out here, you can also get a pretty decent tan.”

      “Die?” Like from old age? Or being shanked? Either way, I wanted nothing of it. “Sorry, but I’m not dying here.”

      “Oh?” He lifts a dark brow. “How long are you in for?”

      My thoughts snap back to my “trial” in an Enforcer’s office with an old man with cruel eyes and two Enforcers behind me. The asshole Enforcer, Hank, had informed the old man that they’d tortured me for information until a mind reader had been called in, and then after weeks they’d found out that I knew nothing of use, yet couldn’t prove I wasn’t responsible for the deaths of the other Enforcers. The judge had asked what I was, and the Enforcer had told him in a strange voice, “We don’t know, but she’s powerful.”

      Silence had descended for a long minute, and the judge had said, “Nightmare Penitentiary,” before stamping a paper. I’d argued as they dragged me away. I’d screamed and fought.

      But none of it mattered.

      “They didn’t say,” I tell him, and realize there’s a cold quality to my voice.

      He gives a humorless laugh. “Yeah, none of us have been told. Other parts of the prison are different, but no one on this side plans to get out.”

      I feel my entire body stiffen. No, there has to be a time limit here. This can’t just be forever. “I’m innocent, and I’m getting out.”

      His pale blue eyes snap to my face, and then his gaze sweeps down my body in a way that makes my nipples harden. “I wish it was that easy, girly. Someone like you isn’t going to do well here.”

      The change in conversation, and my reaction to him, leaves my head spinning. “Why?”

      He doesn’t hesitate. “You’re a beautiful woman. There’s no greater curse in the prisons than to be a beautiful woman.”

      “I seriously doubt that,” springs from my lips before I can stop myself.

      His gaze meets mine again. “Trust me. I’ve been here for three years.”

      “Three years? Then I guess this place isn’t that dangerous,” I say, trying to keep my voice light.

      His lips twist down. “The deaths didn’t start until recently.”

      “Still, you don’t seem so tough.”

      He leaps gracefully off of the table and is in front of me far too quickly. Suddenly, the big man is towering over me, and every thought in my mind disappears. “Rule one of Nightmare Penitentiary, you can’t always tell who’s dangerous.”

      I swallow hard. There must be something wrong with me, because the threat in his voice is more hot than scary. “I’m pretty sure I knew that giant asshole was dangerous, and I was right about him.”

      “Grisly, the bear shifter? Yeah, he’s a mean motherfucker, but not nearly as scary as Gabriel.”

      All my enjoyment fades away, and I replay the events in the dining area. The massive man’s reaction to Gabriel was weird, and the way the prisoners seemed nervous… that was weird too. “What is Gabriel?”

      “You don’t know?” He looks shocked.

      I shake my head.

      “Fuck,” he mutters. “I kind of thought you two had to be close after he stood up for you like that. I mean, the guy pretty much just put a price on his head with all the shifters, and you don’t even know what he is?”

      “I thought he was human, like me.”

      He smirks. “Yeah, Gabriel is as human as you are, sweetheart.”

      “Don’t call me that,” I say, anger rising inside of me.

      “What?” He brushes my hair back from my shoulder. “Sweetheart? Or not human?”

      “Either,” I say, and I can feel how hard I’m breathing.

      He leans in even closer. “I hate to tell you this, sweetheart, but humans don’t go here.”

      I hit him in the stomach as hard as I can, surprising even myself, and the asshole doesn’t even have the good manners to flinch. While I have to bite back a scream of pain as my fist throbs.

      “You okay?” he asks, pity in his eyes.

      I hit him again, but not as hard. “I’m fine!”

      He’s back to smirking. “And another thing: if you’re going to try to keep going with this whole, ‘I’m a human thing,’ you might want to be aware of how many of us can sense power.”

      “Sense power?” I knew some beings could, but until I’d been taken by the Enforcers, no one had ever seemed to take notice of me.

      He nods. “I sense power. And when new people come along, I can’t help but take a little taste of what they’re packing. And you, sweetheart, are packing something dangerous.”

      Am I? “What are you?”

      “What are you?” he throws right back at me.

      I lift my chin and hold his gaze. “Human.”

      “Fuck,” he mutters.

      “What?”

      “I’m just so damned turned on right now.”

      My jaw drops open, and I take a step back from him. “Are you kidding me?”

      “Don’t pretend you didn’t feel it too!” His heated gaze runs over me, and I swear my inner muscles clench, aching for something hard to fill me. “And it isn’t just because it’s been three years since I fucked someone, and you’re a gorgeous red-head with tasty tits.”

      Tasty tits? Did he really just say that?

      I feel my cheeks heat. “I’m going to go… somewhere else for a little while.”

      “Not a good idea,” he says. “No matter where you go, dicks are gonna get hard. You can’t fight nature.”

      “Besides,” someone says behind me, “it’s not safe.”

      I whirl around to see another ridiculously handsome guy standing behind me. What the hell? Are all sexy supernaturals locked up here? He stands at least a head taller than me, with wavy blonde hair smoothed back from his face and a slight beard. His eyes are an intense baby blue color, and his skin is tanned. There’s something both gentle and dangerous about him, at the same time, that leaves me unsettled.

      “What are you?” I blurt out.

      He flashes his teeth, which is a telltale sign of a shifter. But even though he’s got the size and sheer strength of a shifter, I’m not entirely sure what he is just from looking at him.

      Which explains the smooth way I asked him.

      I feel my cheeks heat. “I’m sorry, I—“

      Ax interrupts before I can make more of an ass out of myself. “This is Blade.”

      I look between the blond and the dark-haired man. “You’re joking right? Ax and Blade?”

      Ax’s mouth lifts into half a smile, but Blade’s expression never changes.

      “I mean, you see why that’s funny, right?”

      Blade just stares at me.

      “Your name is Blade,” I say, emphasizing each word. “His name is Ax. Like, an axe and a blade, you know, weapons? Like, ‘I have an axe to grind with you’—“

      “He gets it,” Ax says, full-on grinning now.

      “Are you sure?” I say, lifting a brow. He doesn’t look like he gets it.

      “Yes. For the love of God, woman, he gets that our nicknames are both weapons. We’re in a prison. Do you really think that none of the bored assholes here have thought that was funny?”

      “Sorry,” I say, shrugging, but I don’t feel sorry. They’re the ones with the dumb nicknames.

      “So, you’re Elizabeth,” Blade draws out each word. “I’m strangely not impressed.”

      My jaw drops open. “Are you serious? Well, I’m not exactly impressed by the big, sexy Blade. I doubt you’re half as tough as you look.”

      Ax is suddenly at my side, his warm breath tickling my ear. “No, actually, he’s one of the supernaturals who’s more dangerous than he looks.”

      I can’t help but take my time letting my gaze move from his big, booted feet, over his orange jumpsuit that looks a size too small. I try my best not to let my gaze linger on his package, although maybe I think a little about what the big guy is hiding there. My gaze then moves up to  his big chest and muscular arms. When I reach his face, I want to look unimpressed. Instead, I’m practically ready to tear his clothes off.

      “You look terrible in orange.”

      Ax laughs, but Blade… he just lifts a brow.

      And then something else occurs to me. “So, Gabriel has talked about me to both of you?”

      Blade doesn’t answer.

      Ax looks away from me, running his fingers through that dark hair of his.

      “Helpful. Thanks, guys.”

      “You know you’re in prison, right?” Blade asks me.

      I roll my eyes. “No, thanks for telling me. I thought I was on vacation at a really bad resort.”

      He continues as if I hadn’t spoken. “Because you seem to have no concept of how dangerous a prison is to everyone, but especially to a woman.”

      I glare at him. “I’m aware.”

      “Are you?” His annoying brow lifts again. “Because, if you were smart, you wouldn’t be insulting criminals, who you know nothing about, nor attacking men who could snap your neck without the slightest effort.”

      “I didn’t start that fight with the bear shifter! And if you weren’t acting like such an ass, I might’ve been nicer to you!”

      “I doubt that,” he tells me. “You don’t seem to have enough common sense to survive a day here.”

      Anger uncurls within me, and I march right up to him and jab his chest with my finger. “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

      He looks over my head to Ax. “Gabriel better not want us to have anything to do with her, or she’ll doom us all.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to have anything to do with you.” My voice comes out surprisingly cold.

      And suddenly, I feel tears choking my throat, and I hate myself for it. Wasn’t it bad enough that I’d spent my life pretending to be human, only to end up at a prison for the supernatural? Wasn’t it enough that I was imprisoned for something I didn’t do? Now I’m in a dangerous place, with no useful powers of any sort, and I’m being made to feel worse.

      Turning, I walk away from both of them, heading through the sparse garden. I hear Ax call my name, but I don’t look back at him. I just need to be alone, without being attacked by some powerful paranormal being that will hurt me. Is that even possible in a prison?

      Probably not. Probably I’ll just be stuck clinging to Gabriel’s asshole friends, completely useless without powers, and not have a thing I can do about it.

      Right now, I hate myself. I’ve never considered myself weak or fragile, but here I am. I needed to figure out how the hell I could protect myself, without needing to rely on Gabriel and his friends, and quickly.

      I just had no idea how to do it.

      Moving through the rows of vegetation, I find a small collection of sad-looking trees growing near the wall and head for them. Pressing my back to the cold brick, I will myself to be smart. To figure out a way to be independent here.

      And then that feeling comes over me.

      “Shit, no.” Panic uncurls in my belly. “Not here. Not right now.”

      But my feet don’t move. It’s like I’m frozen in place.

      Is death coming to me this time? The thought makes ice run through my veins.

      And then, Grisly the bear shifter appears at the end of the garden. He storms through the rows of vegetation, his eyes narrowed.

      My heart races. There’s no doubt in my mind that he’s looking for me. And, what’s more, even if I shouted for Ax and Blade, I knew they wouldn’t make it here before Grisly finds me. So, I stand absolutely still as the massive man sniffs the air, and then his gaze snaps to me.

      His big steps stomp toward me. I try to turn. I try to run. But my feet are rooted in place.

      I’m the daughter of a wraith. I’m drawn to death. And right now, I’m drawn to this spot. I’m going to die. The realization makes my head spin.

      “You,” the bear shifter hisses.

      “Walk away,” I tell him, but my words come out high and shaky.

      “Not until you apologize. Real nice and slow.”

      My stomach turns, and I curl my hands into fists, wishing like hell I had enough control over my body to start walking. “No.”

      “No?” He lifts a brow. “I wasn’t giving you a choice.”

      Something crackles in the air. Something unfamiliar and frightening. But my eyes are glued to the danger in front of me.

      “I’m not going to be your bitch, bear man, so get that idea out of your head and walk away. Now. Before I have to do something about it.”

      He laughs, a big, bellowing laugh. “You? What are you going to do about it?”

      He leans in closer.

      There goes my idea to pretend to be more powerful than I am. “You have no idea what I am or what I’m capable of, so this is your last warning,” I tell him, trying my best to sound frightening rather than frightened.

      His lips brush my neck. “I think you’re bluffing.”

      This time, I try to scream for help, not caring if it makes me weak. Not caring what it’ll cost my pride. But no words come out.

      Instead, a sound like thunder rolling clouds the sky. An energy, like lightning just before it unleashes, fills the air. Briefly, I wonder if there’s a powerful siren in the prison. If from some window far above me she stares down and wants to offer her help.

      But I know there’s no siren in this prison with her power still intact.

      This is a storm. Not a way to escape what’s about to happen.

      And then the bear shifter jerks back from me. His eyes widen, and his hands grasp at his throat. His eyes slowly begin to fill up with blood, and blood pours from his lips before he falls back, away from me, stone dead. The white smoke that lifts above him swirls for the briefest moment, then dives into me. Energy makes my blood race.

      I’m breathing hard as I stare down at him. What the hell just happened?

      Near me, I see a rabbit stand up from the vegetation, staring straight at the bear shifter. From one minute to the next, the rabbit shifts from a tiny animal to a short man with dark brown eyes and the same brown fur as the rabbit.

      “She killed him! She fucking killed him!” He shouts each word louder and louder.

      My body is suddenly my own again. I spring back from the dead bear shifter, shaking my head. More prisoners come. Guards push through them. My gaze goes over the crowd as they stare at me in shock before my gaze meets Ax and Blade’s. Blade looks surprised. And I could be wrong, but Ax just looks impressed.

      A guard moves to stand in front of the crowd. “Prisoner on prisoner violence is forbidden.”

      I stand up straighter. “And yet you assholes weren’t exactly jumping in to help when the bear shifter wanted to kick my ass.”

      He levels his gun at me.

      I open my mouth to shout, but a blue light slams into me, and the world goes blank.
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      We had an agreement. We had rules. Rule #1: Don’t Attract Attention to Ourselves. Rule #2: Let No One Else in Our Circle. Rule #3: Watch Each Other’s Backs.

      Gabriel had broken nearly every rule the moment he’d stood up for the woman in the middle of the cafeteria. He was putting everything we’d worked so hard for at risk for someone from his past who could be of no use to us. And I resented him for it.

      Every day in this place our lives were at risk. Something was hunting the prisoners. Something was killing us one by one, violently, and no one escaped once they were chosen.

      No one except Gabriel and Ax. I shivered at the thought, then tried to push that horrifying night away. Night time would fall soon enough; there was no reason to think about the monster until I had to.

      My mind swept instead to my dead parents, and then to my uncle who raised me. The old boxer had taught me every day of my life that there was nothing more important than loyalty. Being loyal was a code I’d lived by, and loyalty is why I’d killed.

      And killed.

      And killed.

      I respected Gabriel and Ax more than anyone else in my life. They were my family, now that no one else was left. But I never expected Gabriel’s loyalty to waver from me.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t feel bad for the beautiful redhead. I did. But it would do none of us any good if her presence here got us all killed. And I believed she would be the death of us.

      Because she could never blend in here. She could never go unnoticed. And she could never watch our backs the way we could watch hers. She was…a weakness. And I didn’t like weaknesses.

      And yet, as the guards drag her unconscious body away and my gaze moves to Grisly, I realize I may have to rethink my earlier impression. She may be of some use, but I doubt she’d be worth the trouble.

      “Come on,” Ax says at my side, frowning.

      He follows the guards as they haul her back through the massive doors that lead into the prison. I study his face, realizing that it’s concern that colors his expression. Shit. I’d thought I’d only have to convince Gabriel to let her go. Was Ax already getting attached to her?

      “She’s trouble,” I tell him.

      The corner of Ax’s mouth lifts into a partial grin. “She’s definitely that.”

      “You like her.” It isn’t a question, it’s a statement.

      His smile fades and his expression grows neutral. “I have a certain amount of respect for a woman like that. I mean, she fought Grisly. She stood up against both you and I, and somehow she killed the massive shifter. I might be a twisted fuck, but I like a certain amount of fight and bloodlust in my women.”

      “Is she worth dying for?” The question lingers between us. “Because helping her might just get us all killed.”

      He’s quiet for a long minute. “Or we could save her too.”

      I swear under my breath. It doesn’t matter that she smells like hazelnuts and vanilla, or that the sight of her pulse makes my blood heat up. She’s trouble; I can feel it in my bones.

      “Gabriel will be back soon. We need to be on the same page. Incorporating her into our plan is too dangerous.”

      Ax turns to me, and his gaze holds mine. “I don’t think you get it.”

      “Get what? That you see a beautiful woman and start thinking with your cock? No, I get that. She is…remarkably lovely, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to forget why we’re here.”

      He scratches at the scar on his wrist, a familiar sign that his nerves are more frayed by the woman’s presence than he’s letting on. “That’s not what I mean. Gabriel isn’t going to leave without her, no matter what you say or do. No matter if I side with you.”

      I frown. But we’re his family. “What makes you say that?”

      He looks at me like I’m stupid. “He’s in love with her.”

      Every muscle in my body stiffens. Love…no, he can’t be. “He’s mentioned her in passing—“

      “Didn’t you see the look on his face when she walked in? Didn’t you see the look on his face when Grisly confronted her?”

      I hadn’t.

      “If Grisly hadn’t backed down, he would’ve killed him. His control was hanging by a thread.”

      “No, he seemed—“

      “Blade, trust me. Gabriel is good at hiding the way he feels, but I knew what he was feeling in that moment, and nothing was going to stop him from protecting her. So, we either include her in our plan, or we don’t have a plan.”

      I look back at the door the woman was dragged through, my mind spinning. Gabriel and I had bonded from the time we’d come to this place, along with Ax. Few half-breeds were powerful enough to survive here for long, and we’d gravitated toward each other. But this Gabriel? The one whose love clouded his logic? I didn’t know him.

      And that troubled me.

      “Perhaps we don’t have to worry about any of this. Perhaps after killing the bear shifter, she won’t be our problem any longer.”

      Ax made a sound beside me. “You better hope not, because Gabriel might not handle that well. And right now, the last thing we need is for him to snap.”

      “You might be right,” I say, realizing that he is.

      When death is stalking us, we can’t be distracted.

      And death is coming for us, one way or another.

      I sigh, hating how uncertain I feel. “Then, I guess I hope she lives.”

      Ax laughs. “Don’t sound too happy about it.”

      I think of her face. Of the freckles that scatter her nose and those angry eyes of hers. I think about how her finger had poked my chest, and about how she’d made fun of our names. Something moves inside of me. Something foreign and unexpected.

      And I stiffen. Holy hell, I think…I think I find her attractive.

      This wasn’t good. Not good at all.

      The two opposing forces inside of me were both naturally dominant, naturally uncontrollable, but never as much as when I was aroused. I kept those parts of myself carefully locked down. If I found the woman attractive, my control would slip.

      So all I could do was make certain I stayed far away from her. As far away as I could, at least.

      Damn it.
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      The air teases my hair, streaming over my face as I race around the prison’s track. Ever since I was a boy, I’d run when I was upset, and I hadn’t broken the habit when I came to the prison. My first day here, a group of demons had beat the shit out of me for running on “their” track. It probably wouldn’t have been half as bad if I hadn’t kept taunting them, but being told what to do always seemed to piss me off.

      So, of course, I’d just kept talking…and I’d talked myself right into one hell of an ass kicking.

      When they’d broken another one of my ribs and I’d spit out blood, gasping in air, then called the biggest demon the devil’s bitch, he’d come at me, ready to break my neck.

      Which was the moment Gabriel stepped in.

      I’d been as surprised as the shifters when the most dangerous guy in the prison had stood over me, his hands curled into fists, and told them that the next person who touched me would die a very slow and painful death. Then he’d turned to look at me, those cold grey eyes of his pinning me where I’d laid.

      “That was stupid,” he’d said, no judgment, just curiosity in his voice.

      I’d spit out more blood and grinned. “My dad never accused me of being particularly smart.”

      He’d sighed and helped me up, but when he pulled me close he’d whispered, “What are you, boy?”

      I was seeing spots around the outside of my vision and holding my side. I’d ignored his “boy” comment and rasped, “Nothing, now,” as I showed him my wrist.

      He’d looked at my massacred flesh, and more gently than I could ever imagine one of his kind being, he’d run his fingertips along it, feeling the bump underneath. When his eyes had caught mine again, the coldness had faded, if only by a little. “You like running?”

      I’d nodded.

      “I’ll make sure you can run whenever you want.”

      And he had kept his word, even if it’d taken him a hell of a lot longer to let down his walls enough to let a friendship emerge between us. Even when Blade and I had both sat with him, mostly because as half-breeds we weren’t welcome at any of the other tables, he’d basically ignored us. I’d talked a lot. Blade had done little more than grunt in response. And Gabriel had just looked like a very dangerous man trying to figure out how the hell to interact with people.

      I smiled even while I pushed myself harder around the track. In life, I went with my instincts. My instincts had told me that Blade and Gabriel were good guys, and I’d been right. Now, my instincts were telling me that Elizabeth had come here for a reason. Even if she might be trouble, we all were, and it was a bad idea to ignore the workings of fate.

      Pushing myself harder on my last lap, I let the world around me blur until I went sprinting over my imaginary finish line and finally slowed, then stopped. Breathing hard, hands on my knees, I’d almost been surprised when the male siren came to stand in front of me. Male sirens were rare, and unfortunately for this man, not treated very well in the prisons. With their strange lure, no powers, and their training in the art of sexual pleasure, he’d been “lucky” to be protected by a childhood friend…eventually.

      “Hi, Duke,” I greet, still panting.

      He smiles, showing his dimples. “It seems you three have acquired a fourth.”

      I shrug, thinking of the sexy redhead. “I guess so.”

      His smile fades, and he leans closer. “Just…keep a careful eye out on her. The things the other guys are saying...I mean, I’d expect them, but it makes me worry for her.”

      I nod. “Thanks.”

      “They won’t touch her in front of Gabriel, but they need to know not to touch her in front of any of you…if you get my drift.”

      “Understood,” I say, trying to keep the rage from my voice.

      A woman shouldn’t need three men to keep her safe. These fuckers should be man enough not to use their strength against a woman. But apparently, their dads hadn’t raised them to be men, just pricks without souls.

      If I had my powers, oh the things I would do to them. No, I didn’t hurt women, but I wouldn’t hesitate to rip them limb from limb.

      A shudder moves through my body as my bloodlust awakens, and I scratch at the bump on my wrist again for a second before I force myself to stop. My gaze moves back to the handsome siren as he continues to linger in front of me.

      “Uh…” There’s hesitation in his face, his dark eyes shifting to me and then away.

      “Is there something else you want to say?”

      He releases a slow breath. “I heard rumors about her.”

      “Rumors?” I ask, frowning.

      “Something huge went down a few weeks ago. Something that has the Enforcers and all the big-wigs freaking out. And it happened around the time she was taken in.”

      “Do they think there’s a connection between her and whatever pissed everyone off?”

      He runs a hand through his too-long brown hair. “I don’t know, but I thought you should know they’re probably keeping a really close eye on her.”

      Does Duke know what we’re planning? “Thanks.”

      “Always,” he says.

      We shake hands and then he walks away, returning to his best friend and lover. The big demon glowers at me for a minute before slipping his arm around the man.

      With both their eyes off of me, I consider what the siren told me. Something weird going down around the time Elizabeth got taken isn’t enough to be too worried about without an actual connection, but the fact that she was the only woman here would make our plans harder.

      I hated that Blade was right, but it didn’t really change anything. We would keep her safe, no matter how hard it made things for us. Maybe the world thought I was the kind of guy who killed innocent women, who painted rooms in their blood and loved punishing them, but that was not who I was.

      Even if it was part of the reason I was here.

      My mother might have left me at my father’s door as a child, but he’d raised me to respect women. He’d engrained it into me each and every day. So I wouldn’t tell the others about the siren’s rumors. It wasn’t worth raising more conflict between Gabriel and Blade over her, especially when Elizabeth was now our problem, whether Blade liked it or not.

      Across the prison yard, I look at Blade where he works out near our favorite table. He does arm curls with a weight, his gaze far away but angry. His dirty-blond hair falls into his intense brown eyes, and even from where I stand, I can see the way his jaw clenches and unclenches.

      I can’t imagine what he went through being two of the worst combinations of supernaturals he could possibly be. With me, at least I had no idea what my mother was, just that I was only half my father’s people. He’d spoken very little about what growing up as basically the product of two rival gangs was like, and even less about coming home and finding his family murdered. But I’d always been good at reading people, and Blade was struggling right now.

      The man he was inside could never let someone like Elizabeth be hurt.

      But the man his experiences had tried to force him into becoming screamed at him to protect himself, to focus on our plan and the three of us.

      Whether he knew it or not, he was conflicted.

      I only wished I could reassure him that at the end of the day, he’d do the right thing. But I couldn’t, because our time together had taught me that he needed to come to the conclusion himself. Just as it had taught me that Gabriel might love Elizabeth, but he wouldn’t like it if he knew we knew. The man prided himself on being dark inside and out.

      Smiling again, I decide to run another lap.

      My two best friends were idiots who were more scared of their softer sides than finding an ass snake in the prison toilets. Luckily for them, they had me.

      I’d give them time to figure things out, but I wouldn’t let them fuck things up. No matter what.
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      I jerk awake, my heart pounding. My gaze snaps around a room that looks like the inside of a palace. Definitely not the place I expected to end up. A chandelier hangs over my head, and tall shelves of books line the walls. A fire crackles in a fireplace against the back wall, somewhere behind me, and I’m slumped into a chair facing a massive desk with an empty chair.

      Where the hell am I?

      “Elizabeth Skylar…”

      I jerk and spin in my chair. Directly behind me, leaning near the fireplace, is a tall man with dark hair and dark eyes dressed in a long trenchcoat with mud-splattered boots. A cigarette is clenched between his teeth, and he stares down at a file in his hand.

      “Who the hell are you?”

      His dark eyes connect with mine. “The warden of Nightmare Penitentiary. I try to always make it a point to meet new inmates, but I hadn’t planned to meet you so soon.”

      The warden? “So you’re in charge around here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well then, I have a bone to pick with you. First of all, I’m innocent.”

      He releases the page in his hand and lets it fall back to the file. Lifting his hand, he gestures for me to stop, and I have to bite down not to say more.

      “It’s not my job to decide who is guilty or innocent. If you’re here, you’re guilty.”

      “I’m not—“

      “Save your breath. It’s wasted on me.”

      A string of curses leaves my lips.

      The warden stands up taller, grasps his cigarette, and takes a long draw before crossing the room and settling into his chair. “I was just looking over your file. At first, I didn’t find it terribly interesting, but given the way you killed Grisly, well, let’s just say you’ve become a little more interesting.”

      “I didn’t kill him,” I say.

      “Then what happened to him?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Just like you had no idea how all the many bodies you were found near had died. Is that correct?”

      I glare at him. “Yes. Although, as you said, it appears I’m wasting my breath talking to you.”

      He suddenly smiles, but the smile makes my skin crawl. “Whatever you are, Elizabeth, believe me when I say we’ll figure it out.”

      “I’m human.”

      He sets my file down on the desk in front of him and smokes that cigarette for another long minute, blowing the smoke at me like a jackass. “I’m not going to play your game. So listen to me when I say this: anyone else dies around you, and I’ll make sure you disappear in a very painful way.”

      Something dark awakens inside of me as I look into his eyes and a shiver moves down my spine. This man means what he says, and he’s more than capable of doing what he says. But the deep sense of foreboding inside of me is more than just fear. It’s like something terrible is clawing to get out of me. Something I’ve never felt before. A panic is awakening that feels close to madness

      “What are you?” I ask, because I know in my heart he’s doing this to me; he’s making me feel this way.

      His gaze finally releases me, and the terrible feeling fades away. “Show yourself out.”

      My knees shake as I rise and move to the door. Unable to help myself, I look back when my hand wraps around the handle. He’s still watching me, and there’s something in his eyes I don’t like.

      I shiver again and turn the handle to walk out. Two guards separate from beside the door.

      “Take her to see the psych,” I hear the warden say.

      The psych? Was that a good thing or a bad thing?

      One of the guards is far taller than the other. He nods and reaches forward, closing the door behind me. When he draws back, I catch the strangest smell. Like wet reptile.

      His blank expression lands on me, and there’s something strange about him that I can’t quite put my finger on. “This way,” he says, his voice smooth, almost like a melody.

      “Shouldn’t we go the other way?” the shorter guard asks, scratching at his long, messy hair.

      The strange man doesn’t react, but he answers in that same smooth tone. “You go do something else. I got this.”

      The other guard looks at me, and there’s a flicker of concern in his eyes. “You sure?”

      “Trust me,” Mr. Smooth says.

      Something about his words makes it feel as if ice is moving slowly down my spine. As the short guard turns and walks back the way we came, the remaining guard puts a hand roughly on my lower back. “This way,” he says, and he shoves me in the opposite direction.

      My heart races as we travel down the strange hallways. We pass the occasional guard or prison staff member, but the further we go, the fewer people we see. I finally pause as we reach a hall with a steadily flickering light. Something’s definitely wrong.

      “This doesn’t seem like the way to the psych office.”

      “How do you know, bitch? Have you ever been there before?” he barks back at me.

      And the way he snaps... If I needed another sign to know something’s off, that was definitely it. “I’m going back the way we came.”

      Suddenly he slams me against the wall and lowers his face until our eyes are level. “That was a mistake.”

      My angry retort dies on my lips. That sense I get sometimes, the one that says death watches me, I feel it now.

      And for the second time today, I’m pretty sure I’m going to die.
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      The prison psychologist shifts in her chair, and I know she’s just as aware as I am that our time is coming to an end. In our session today, I’ve done what I always do. I’ve said enough not to be thrown in the hole for disobedience, but also not given her any useful information.

      Nothing she can order pills for and drug me up to my eyeballs.

      She uncrosses her legs again, and her short, tight skirt gives me a not-so-subtle peek at her underwear. Almost reflexively, I reach out with my mind and search her for darker emotions. It takes nothing at all to feel her arousal. It’s so strong that I’m sure she’s damp with desire.

      Carefully, so as not to alert her, I sample her emotions, eating them like a person snacking while bored. When I’m done I feel fuller, but not at all pleased with my meal.

      But then, there are few people here that I enjoy feeding from, and the psych certainly isn’t one of them. For a moment, my thoughts slip to Elizabeth. Feeding from her was always a banquet. A feast that left me throbbing with desire and full to my core.

      I shudder, pushing the thought away, and I focus instead on the woman in front of me. Sometimes I wonder if the psych feels tired after our sessions, if she suspects I use her, but the truth is I’m also certain she wouldn’t care.

      Because she wants me… She desires my darkness.

      The other men wait for their opportunity to see her, but the woman does nothing for me. She’s simply…not my type. It isn’t her short, a-line bob of hair, nor her intense green eyes that fail to interest me. Objectively, I can see that she’s mildly attractive. It’s simply that I see her as an enemy, like all the people who work for the prison.

      “Gabriel,” she draws my name out.

      I give her my best what the fuck do you want look.

      “You seem more stressed than usual today. Are you sure there isn’t anything going on?”

      Of course there’s something going on. Elizabeth is in this prison with me. Elizabeth is not the woman that I thought she was… She’s not even human. Since the moment I left the cafeteria, my mind has been spinning. What could she have possibly done to get thrown in here? And what is she?

      But more than that, did she know I wasn’t human when we were together? I replay the moments of that summer in my mind. Perfect moments that seem frozen forever. Yet in all of them, I never detected any type of deception. But was I wrong?

      The psychologist sighs. “We both know you haven’t had an easy life. Your kind—“

      “We adapt,” I cut her off, even though I know that wasn’t what she was going to say.

      She was going to say my kind are hated. That we’re despised and feared by every other species, and that often leads to poor choices and dangerous actions, or complete isolation. But as much as she tries to pull information out of me, I’m careful about what I say.

      “I was looking at your file today,” she continues, and I stiffen. “It’s actually kind of strange. Were you aware that the man you killed was later revealed to be a child molester? Several children came forward just recently.”

      Yes, I knew. Why did she think I killed him?

      My kind feed on dark emotions: fear, desire, anger, and hatred. When I’d walked through that carnival, negative emotions had pulled me to a little girl. Never in my life had I felt that level of emotions swirling, especially in someone so young. I’d watched her, the girl who was allowed to spend a lot of time with her parent’s ‘very involved’ neighbor.

      When I’d realized what was happening, I’d killed him out of sight of the girl. A slow and painful death. And then I’d taken her hand, told her he’d never hurt anyone again, and walked her home.

      In retrospect, it was a mistake to kill in public. It was a mistake to make certain the girl got home safely. There were cameras. There was evidence.

      And yet, I didn’t regret it.

      I simply regretted not knowing he was a powerful vampire. If I had, I would’ve killed him in a quieter place. I would’ve covered my tracks, as I did with all my other marks.

      The psychologist’s gaze pulls from the file in her hands to me. “There are also suggestions that this wasn’t your first kill. Your DNA was tied to at least ten other people. Many of whom had long records.”

      I see it in her face. She wants to believe that I’m some caped crusader, going around killing all the bad people in the world, but she’s wrong. My kind feed on dark emotions. And while sometimes we feed and our victim doesn’t even realize it, sometimes we overfeed, and the bodies pile up.

      But yes…it was true that other times when I tasted my victim’s emotions and was left with a foul taste in my mouth, I knew the person wasn’t just sad, struggling, or lonely. I knew they were a bad person. A monster cloaked in the flesh of a human. And maybe I ended their lives with little thought.

      It didn’t make me anyone special. Just a specific type of killer.

      “So you don’t want to talk about the past. How about what happened in your cell last week?”

      I stiffen, and the urge to throw my chair and leave builds inside of me, but I fight down my temper. “What about it?”

      “You and your cellmate…Ax, is it? I’m told they found you both nearly dead.”

      A shudder moves through me as I think of the beast. Of the moment we realized it was coming for us. For too long I couldn’t feel it, I couldn’t use my powers against it.

      We’d both almost died.

      And then I’d felt its pleasure, and I could finally cause it pain.

      “Gabriel.” She reaches across and puts her hand on my knee.

      “I don’t have anything else to say about that night.”

      Her hand travels up to my inner thigh, and I try not to react. “Maybe we should stop talking for a little while.”

      I don’t know what to say. I knew she found me attractive. My kind have a dark allure that’s hard to resist. But all I could think about was the murderous man I am, and about Elizabeth out in the prison yard.

      Ax and Blade will keep her safe because I asked them to. I have no doubt about that. I’d trust them with my life, so I have to trust them with hers, but it still makes me uneasy. I should be there at her side. I should be finding out why the hell she’s here.

      Not in here, wasting my time.

      The psychologist licks her lips and uncrosses her legs again, leaning even closer.

      “I think my time is up,” I tell her.

      Disappointment turns her lips down. “You’re right. But are you…sure?”

      “Absolutely,” I tell her. Then, hoping she won’t retaliate with some pills that will keep me numb and docile, I force a smile. “Like you said, today has been a hard day.”

      She returns my smile. “Another appointment next week, same time?”

      I agree, even though deep down I hope I won’t be here next week.

      Whether it’s because I escape or because this place finally kills me.
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      The guard’s eyes flash yellow with snake-like pupils, and I realize he has to be a snake shifter. His arm against my throat feels rough and scaled, not at all human, even though he could pass for human. His breath is hot on my face, and a thousand terrible possibilities run through my mind.

      “What do you want?” I say.

      For a second, a flash of fear comes and goes from his eyes. “It’s you or me, understand that.”

      I frown. “You or me? What are you talking about?”

      He looks away from me. His free hand slams against a block on the wall and I flinch, fully expecting the blow to land on my face. Instead, I look up slowly to see the block slowly sinking in. The hallway seems to shake, like a minor earthquake, and the ground in the center of the floor opens up into a dark pit.

      He drags me away from the wall by the throat. My feet barely dangle on the ground, and I struggle against his grip to breathe, but my hands grip his hand, keeping him from choking the life out of me. “You should’ve killed yourself before being sent here, because this is going to be slow, and it’s going to be painful.”

      Panic uncurls inside of me as he holds me over the pit and my gaze slides down. Suddenly, light brightens the dark space, and I hear a terrifying roar. As I struggle to look beyond the bright golden light, it fades ever so slightly, and a creature comes into a view. The light illuminates from flames on its back. The creature is something…something like a hellhound.

      Oh fuck.

      “It’s a CorpseSnare,” the guard tells me, watching me as if drinking in my terror.

      “A CorpseSnare?” I repeat in confusion, and then I remember what it is and my head swims with fear.

      It’s a demonic wolf, a being that kills for both pleasure and food. A being that has flames that leap from its fur and sharp teeth capable of killing me in one bite.

      I’d read about them in a book, a long time ago. “I thought they were just a legend,” I say, the words coming out raspy.

      “Oh no, he’s real, and he gets hungry,” the guard says, grinning. “And since you won’t possibly be of use here as anything but a pussy for these assholes to fuck, I thought, why not?”

      “No!” I cry out, sweat rolling down my spine.

      “Oh yes,” he says, hauling me a little closer to his face, flashing me a grin.

      I feel that strange sense of power and magic again, like what I felt when Grisly tried to hurt me. It tickles along my flesh, and I feel it spreading out around us and even spilling into the pit below. The guard’s expression changes, and for half a second I expect him to die like the bear shifter. Instead, his gaze refocuses on me, and he’s back to smiling.

      “Enjoy being a chew toy, bitch.”

      He holds me over the pit again, and I cling to his hands, kicking and struggling, wishing I had the power to leap free of the pit, or to tear this guard into a thousand pieces. Instead, I know I’m going to die. Because I’m not human, but I also don’t have any useful powers.

      Not anything that can save me now.

      That prickling sense of magic expands, and then I don’t just feel death coming, I smell him. The Grim Reaper himself. He doesn’t always come so quickly, but he enjoys a good kill. Seeing me torn apart by a demonic wolf must have been worth rushing over.

      Suddenly, the wolf leaps out of the pit. His forefeet grasp the edge, and his massive mouth closes over the guard’s ankles. I have a minute to scream before the beast drags the guard into the hole, and me along with them. I’m still screaming when I hit the ground, hard.

      The air gets knocked out of me. My head pounds in the back, where it hit the stone. And I gasp and gasp, struggling to sit up. I can’t see anything for a minute, but some instinct makes me scramble back.

      And then my vision returns.

      I realize the guard is screaming too. His snake-like tongue flicks out, and I can seem him trying to shift as the wolf’s teeth rip his leg off. The wolf tosses the leg in the air, then eats it in one gulp.

      My stomach turns and bile threatens to tear up my throat. I make some small sound as I fight my nausea, and the beast’s head turns toward me, its glowing eyes locking onto me. It stalks closer, and I bunch my hands into fists, knowing that I’ll fight, even if I won’t win.

      He comes right up to me, sniffs me so hard that my hair flutters into his nostrils, then he locks eyes with me once more, tilting his head as if asking me a question. I don’t move. I don’t breathe. I’m too terrified I’ll startle the beast.

      When he sets his massive head in my lap, I uncurl my fists ever-so-slightly. Breathing hard, I’m grateful the fire that leaps from his back doesn’t reach his head, or else this momentarily unaggressive moment would be painful too. Not sure what else to do, slowly, oh so slowly, I reach out and pet his head.

      He makes a soft sound, almost like a purr, and there’s the strangest moment between us. As if he and I aren’t that different. When I breathe in, just below the smell of blood, carnage, and rot, is some scent almost as familiar as my own. The dog rubs his forehead against my belly once.

      And then something hits the wolf.

      His head jerks off my lap, and his lips peel back. A growl builds in his throat, and those razor-sharp teeth are just inches from my face. His head, easily double the size of my own, turns slowly. Not far from us, the snake shifter holds bones. Bones that look oddly like human leg bones.

      “Kill her and let me go, you fucking beast! I work here! I command you!”

      The wolf tilts its head to me, turns, and leaps onto the man. His teeth close around the man’s neck. The guard screams, and the wolf tears the head free, sending blood spurting over the room and across my face, as I stare in shock. The sound of bones crunching fills the air, and I nearly pee my pants.

      Had I thought something had softened the beast? Made it less dangerous?

      Apparently, I was wrong. Dead wrong. And when the wolf got done with the man, I had no doubt I’d be his next meal.

      I stare up at the giant hole, and I know the distance is too far for me to jump. And the walls are slick and damp. Every direction I look, it’s all walls, and no doors.

      My stomach flips. How the hell am I going to get out of here?

      And then I hear my name, roughly shouted by a familiar voice.

      “Gabriel!” I call, then stiffen, expecting the sound to anger the wolf, but he simply begins to feed on the guard’s belly.

      A second later, a shadow comes over the hole, and I look up to see Gabriel. Climbing to my feet, I reach for him, but I’m not even close.

      Is he just going to have to watch me die?
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      I have never heard a worse sound than Elizabeth screaming. The terror in her voice carried through the prison, and I’d stiffened outside of the psych’s office, turning to the sound.

      “Elizabeth,” I’d whispered.

      Taking a step toward the scream, a guard’s hand had closed around my arm. “That’s none of your business.”

      I’d acted without thinking, my mind reaching out and striking at the guards’ minds, not killing them, but sending them tumbling over, unconscious. Then I’d raced down the halls, following the direction her voice had come from. Another scream had echoed down the hall, and I’d moved like the wind, winding deeper and deeper into the prisons, going in a direction I’d never been before.

      What would have led her this way?

      Ice chilled my blood. Something bad. It had to be something bad, and I hadn’t been there to keep her safe.

      Coming around another corner, I’d almost tumbled into a massive, yawning pit. Heart hammering, I’d prayed against all odds that this wasn’t where I’d find my Elizabeth. Not in a pit stinking of blood and death. But as I leaned over, my gaze had skid past a beast feeding on a man and landed on my sweet Elizabeth, covered in blood.

      I didn’t know if it was hers or someone else’s, but the fear that the sight awakened inside of me was daunting. Powerful. Like the waves of the ocean in a storm. She’d stood, reaching for me, and I didn’t care what I had to do to keep her safe.

      Leaping down into the hole, I’d fallen into a crouch between her and the beast.

      Instantly, the animal’s head lifted, and its muzzle covered in blood and strung with intestines had pulled back to flash a row of razor-sharp teeth. My gut churned as I recognized it as a CorpseSnare, a demonic wolf. Using my mind, I reached for its, hoping to kill it with a thought.

      But like the beast that stalks these halls, its mind simply…isn’t there. My powers are useless.

      There was no chance I would win against it. The creature was too powerful. Too strong. And too driven to kill. He was born in the Underworld, a being of death, and he sought to kill all living creatures.

      Its hind legs tense, and I expand my stance. All I needed to do was find the moment I could try and toss Elizabeth from the hole. Just one moment is all I needed.

      Nothing else mattered to me but her survival.

      “No!” Elizabeth shouts, and suddenly she’s standing between me and the creature.

      My heart stops. The beast would attack, and her fragile body would be torn to shreds. A feeling like my soul being ripped from my body tears through my chest, and I know that seeing her die will end my own life.

      But the beast doesn’t attack…

      The CorpseSnare tilts its head, regarding Elizabeth for a long moment. The urge to pull her safely behind me builds in my soul, but I don’t move, too afraid it might set off the beast once more. To my surprise, the creature’s muscles slowly relax, and it returns to eating the man on the ground.

      Its actions make no sense. But I don’t care. All I care about is that my Elizabeth was still safe.

      My heart hammers. I wrap an arm around the tiny woman who so foolishly decided to shield me with her body. The insane woman who almost died protecting me. I squeeze her against me for a half a second, then place my hands on her hips.

      “I’m throwing you free, be ready.”

      Taking a deep breath, I throw her up as hard as I can. She makes a small, frightened sound and lands outside the hole. The beast’s eyes lock onto me, and I bunch my legs and leap free too, landing just beside my woman.

      Without thinking, I drag her far from the hole and hold her in my lap with my back against a wall, breathing hard. My arms encircle her, as if my strength alone were enough to protect her, to draw her back from any and all danger. I breathe in the scent of her hair, something soft, like her, just beyond the scent of blood.

      When I stop shaking enough, when my thoughts become coherent enough, I draw her slightly away from me so that I can look her over. “Are you hurt?” I ask, and am shocked by how the words tear from my throat.

      She shakes her head, her eyes wide. “No, it’s the guard’s blood.”

      I take in my first full breath. “Thank the gods.”

      And then I draw her close again. Her face presses into my throat, and I feel her soft lips on my skin. Every hair on my body stands on end. How is it that even after all this time she can still affect me like this?

      I wanted her. Not just to spend the night fucking her the way I’d dreamed of over and over again. The way I’d imagined as I’d touched myself, hearing the way she’s said my name, even years later. I wanted more. To hold her. To feel her against me.

      To stop time and just live in a world where only she and I existed.

      Which is fucking stupid. Impossible. And not at all what a man like me should be focused on.

      A part of me hates myself right now. Hates myself for how weak Elizabeth makes me, in a time that I need to be strong. For her, and for Ax and Blade. Without me, none of them are safe here.

      I needed to grow a pair and forget the man who was Elizabeth’s lover.

      “We need to get back,” I tell her, my words coming out clipped. “Before they find the dead guard and you covered in his blood.”

      “Why?” Her voice is soft.

      “The guards tend to shoot first and ask questions later,” I say, not hiding the truth from her, even though I want to. Even though an instinct deep inside of me wants to shield her from the darkness of this world she’s entered.

      Her body stiffens in my arms. “What do we do?”

      My mind spins, and I look up slowly to see a movement at the edge of my vision. The ghost used to be a guard. He’s a ghost I’ve met before and has come around to the idea that he and I are friends of a sort. It’s more a truce than a true friendship, like I have with most of the ghosts in the prison, but I wasn’t certain he would help me with this.

      He had to be aware of why Elizabeth and I were here in this moment.

      “We need to get new uniforms and shower off,” I tell him.

      Elizabeth answers instead. “Good plan. But how do we do that?”

      The ghost nods slowly, then fades into the wall.

      I think it’s a little too soon to tell her that I see ghosts, that I speak them, so I simply say, “Just wait for a minute; I’ll come up with a plan.”

      Her body relaxes once more, and I can’t help but hold her close, even though I shouldn’t. She feels so small, so fragile in my arms. And yet, she’s not human. So her fragility could be all a deception.

      “You’re in a prison for supernatural beings,” I tell her, the words coming out slowly.

      She draws back from me, and I long to wipe the blood from her pale flesh, but I hold myself back. Already she has to know that I care about her. There’s no point in doing anything to let her know just how much.

      “Yes, so are you.” And I see that familiar spark in her eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I challenge right back.

      Her head tilts a little and defiance flares to life in her expression. “I’m human.”

      “So am I,” I lie right back.

      Her eyes narrow. “You just tossed me like a baseball out of a yawning pit then leapt an impossible distance. How do you explain that?”

      I lift a brow. “You just managed to protect me from a killer demonic wolf. I’ve never read anything in my life that indicates that anyone is capable of calming those beasts. Care to explain that?”

      To my surprise, her bravo falters. “Was that really weird?”

      I nod slowly. Doesn’t she know?

      “I thought it was weird, but I have no idea what happened.”

      And man, I must be a complete loser, because my heart aches a little for her. She just sounds so lost and confused. Could she be human? Hell, no. But does she not know what she is?

      Suddenly the ghost comes back. The big guy, with his neck bent at a weird angle, motions for me to follow him.

      “Come on,” I tell her, lifting her as I stand.

      For a second, I almost decide to carry her down the halls. She looks so pale and frightened, splattered in blood. But I set her onto her feet and follow the ghost, making certain Elizabeth is right behind me with each step.

      The guard tells us when to stop and when to go to avoid being detected. He even tells us when to be quiet, by pressing a finger to his lips. And I know Elizabeth is confused by my strange behavior as we wind through the prison, but she’s smart enough not to voice her concerns aloud.

      When we reach a strange hallway, he points at a door. I open it without hesitating. Inside I find freshly washed laundry, the guards’ uniforms in one bin and our orange jumpsuits in the other. I dig through the bin until I find one big enough for me and one small enough for her.

      Then the ghost guard directs us to another door.

      I open it and step inside to see a small room filled with showers.

      The ghost guard speaks softly, even though Elizabeth can’t hear him. “No one has come back here since that inmate jumped me and snapped my neck. No one should catch you.”

      “There’s still the guards I…took care of to get to Elizabeth. They’ll be looking for us when they wake up…”

      “If they find you back with the other prisoners, they won’t say a word. It won’t be worth the consequences. They’ll just make your life hell.”

      “Who are you talking to?” Elizabeth asks, and I jump a little.

      Usually I’m more careful about talking to ghosts in front of other people. “No one. Let’s shower and get back before we’re missed.”

      “I’ll keep watch, just in case,” the ghost says, then fades into the wall.

      Elizabeth gives a tight nod as I put our new uniforms on a rack by the door then I draw the zipper down on my jumpsuit, pausing to glance up to make sure Elizabeth is undressing quickly too.

      She’s not. In fact, she stands as if frozen in place. Her eyes widen as she stares at me.

      I look down. My dick isn’t even hanging out yet, just my chest and stomach. “What?”

      “There’s only one room,” she says.

      I lift a brow. “I’ve seen you naked before.”

      “Not for a while,” she insists, a stubborn note to her voice.

      I want to smile at her familiar willfulness, but I swallow it down. “Your choice. Stay covered in blood or get naked in front of me.”

      Then I pretend like I’m not aware of how her gaze clings to me as I unzip my jumpsuit the rest of the way. Pulling it off, I slide it off my body, then kick it and my shoes off. Standing in nothing but my boxers, I finally look up.

      Elizabeth’s mouth is hanging open. Completely open. And she’s staring at me like she’s trying to drink me in, which is the best damn thing I’ve ever seen. Unable to help myself, I reach out to her with my mind and the arousal I find makes my entire body shudder. This woman is beautiful and flawless, and she’s looking at me like I’m not a mess of scars.

      Still, I hate that I feel my dick rising proudly. And I hate that I wait until her eyes move straight to my erection before I hook my thumbs into my boxers and draw them off.

      Because we both know right now I’m just torturing us both. We don’t have time for anything real.

      The knowledge is almost painful after so long without touching her, and I find my irritation rising with my desire. “You just going to stare, or are you going to join me?”

      She jerks, and her mouth closes. “I—uh...”

      Fuck, as much as I want to act like this is her choice, it’s not. She needs to wash the guard’s blood off. She needs to arrive back in the yard before we’re sent back in and act like nothing happened. Otherwise, they’re going to slit her throat and be done with it.

      “Take your clothes off,” I order, my temper flaring.

      If she thinks I’m going to let her get killed to preserve her modesty, she has another thing coming.

      “No,” she says, then crosses her arms in front of her chest.

      I feel a growl build in the back of my throat. Is she being defiant just to piss me off, or is this really a big deal to her? Either way, she’s getting naked.

      Every muscle in my body is tense when I go to the shower and turn it on, giving it time to heat up, and giving myself time to let my temper cool. But when I look back at her, she’s still standing there, arms crossed over her delicious breasts, a look of defiance on her face.

      Oh hell. She better not challenge me. I’m in a mood…because of her. I don’t like the way she’s shaken my world, nor do I like just how upset I was when I saw her in danger.

      “Get naked.”

      “No,” she says without hesitation.

      There’s a small part of me that knows Elizabeth has only seen a side of me that I never knew existed. With her I was patient and kind. With her I was gentle.

      But I guess now is as good a time as any for her to see the real me. The me that should frighten her. The me that should destroy any illusion that something real could happen between us.

      Stalking across the room, I hold her gaze, even when I see a flicker of doubt in her deep blue eyes. As I come to stand in front of her, naked, my cock hard and aching, I find it hard to breathe.

      Does she know what she does to me? Does she know that I’m pathetic enough to notice the flecks of gold in her eyes? Does she know that when she bites her lip my erection strains even more painfully?

      Probably not. This woman probably has no idea, other than that I’m turned on.

      “Get naked. Fast. Stop wasting time.”

      “You shower, then I will,” she says, tilting her chin up just a little.

      My resolve hardens. We don’t have time for this. And if Elizabeth can learn anything from me now, it’s that this prison is a place to learn to obey.

      Reaching out, I grasp the material of her jumpsuit and tear it off of her like it’s nothing at all. The shreds fall from her body as her eyes widen, and her arms move to cover her chest from my view. I reach for her, not hesitating. I can’t hesitate or I might cave to those big, innocent eyes of hers.

      Grabbing her, I toss her over my shoulder as she gasps and I carry her to the shower. It takes her one second to start swearing and thrashing in my arms, but the movement only draws me from my thoughts, making me intimately aware that her naked body is rubbing against my flesh.

      A shudder moves through my body as I set her beneath the spray of the warm water. I barely feel it as it touches me. I just watch as the water soaks her hair and slides down her body. Her breasts are exactly the way I remember them. Large for a woman with her naturally lean figure, perky, and tipped with pink nipples. The water slides down her smooth belly and down her legs. My dick jerks again as I stare at her pussy, aching for more than just to stare.

      “Now who’s enjoying the view?” she says, looking up at me, a challenge in her voice.

      “Wash and let’s be done with it.”

      “Make me.”

      Oh, fuck. I act without thinking. Spinning her around, I press her against the tiled shower. I don’t think as my body sandwiches her and my cock presses against her ass. But my hands tremble as I run them over her flesh, rubbing the blood away. My fingers tangle in her hair as I work to ensure there are no traces of the guard’s blood remaining.

      In a prison with vampires, even a drop will be detected.

      Elizabeth seems frozen in shock for the longest minute, and then she starts to struggle. And hell, that’s the worst thing she can do. Her delicious ass rubs against my dick, so hard that I almost come right then. She tries to spin around, but I press her harder against the tile, capturing her wrists with one my large hands and pinning them above her head.

      As I work to scrub her in such an awkward position, my head actually spins. Is all my fucking blood pooling in my cock? It's like a weird combination of a fantasy and a nightmare. All I want to do is plunge straight into this woman, but I won’t do it with her fighting me.

      I shouldn’t do it. Not with time working against us.

      “Fuck, Gabriel!” she shouts, only my name is a groan.

      I freeze. “Elizabeth…”

      She’s breathing hard, continuing to twist away. When she looks back at me, our eyes lock, and I swear to the gods she looks aroused.

      I open my mind to hers and realize too late that it’s a mistake. Her desire, her need, it’s blinding. It mixes with my own, chasing away anything but her and this moment.

      “You want me to touch you?” I ask, my question husky and filled with need.

      She doesn’t say a word, just looks back at me, arousal in her gaze.

      I reach between her and the wall, my hand sliding down her wet belly. We don’t have time for this. We really don’t have time for this. But that doesn’t stop my fingers from parting her pussy lips and slipping in.

      She gasps and her hips buck against me.

      A growl slips from my lips, and I hold her tighter. My fingers slip in the wet folds of her body, and I love the way her breath hitches. I find her clit, then circle it teasingly and flick it.

      She moans, and I can feel the precum slicking the head of my cock, even beneath the spray of the water. I work her harder and harder, then slip a finger into her channel while my thumb continues to work her clit.

      This time when she bucks back at me, I let her. I hold her wrists as she bends before me, and my dick stands hard and ready between her thighs.

      “Gabriel,” she begs.

      And I know exactly what she wants. “Spread your legs.”

      She does in an instant.

      Pressing my cock between her ass cheeks, I work her folds harder, adding a second finger to the one plunging inside of her. She moans and thrashes, pressing back harder and taking my length deeper.

      I wanted to be gentle, to be slow, to give her pleasure now and wait for my own, but I can’t say no to her. I can’t stop. I just push my thick length into her tight ass one inch at a time until I come to my hilt.

      We’re both breathing hard, slick with the water and our desire. I release her wrists and continue to fuck her with my fingers. Moving my other hand to her hip, I slowly thrust in and out of her as she presses back against me each time.

      My vision brightens as I take her harder and harder, feeling her pussy squeezing around my fingers as her ass squeezes around my dick. After all this time without a woman, I would’ve thought I’d have come in seconds, but for some reason my desire to bring her pleasure outweighs my needs.

      I want to make this woman want me. I want to make her beg for me. I want, no matter what happens in the days to come, for us to have this moment together.

      And so, I fuck her harder and harder, my cock throbbing with each powerful stroke. My fingers are so slick with her desires that I say to hell with it and press all my fingers into her tight channel.

      Elizabeth tosses her head, her hands pressing harder into the wall. She uses her leverage to meet each of my thrusts until we build to a frenzy. And then, she cries out, crashing over the edge, her inner muscles squeezing me as she reaches her orgasm.

      And it’s the sounds of her orgasm that finally send me over the edge. I release my seed into her ass, choking on my pleasure, overwhelmed as every nerve in my body screams in pleasure.

      I continue thrusting into her long past the time we’ve both finished. My dick doesn’t seem to have gotten the message that we’re done. It’s hard and aching for more. Only, I get the feeling no matter what I do to Elizabeth, I’ll always want more.

      She slowly begins to stand, and I force myself to pull out of her, even though it’s the last thing I want to do. My gaze drinks her in as she turns around, and this time I can’t stop myself from pulling her close and stroking her breasts, letting my thumbs flick over the hard peaks.

      “Gabriel,” she whispers my name.

      “Um?”

      “What does this mean?”

      I freeze. What does this mean?

      I’m a fucking prisoner. A supernatural creature hated by all the others. With me, Elizabeth has no life. But then, she has no life here either.

      All I can do is find a way to take her with me when I break out, not that I can tell her that. I don’t know what her defenses are. I don’t know if other beings in this place will be able to read her mind, or if she has the natural barriers that the guys and I have.

      And so, there’s nothing I can tell her. No lies. No sweet words.

      Instead, I reach between us and wash my cock in the water, then reach down and begin to wash her pussy and ass, holding her gaze as I touch her. I try not to notice that my touch gets her wet once more. I try to pretend my dick isn’t aching for another round.

      I just make sure we’re both clean, turn off the water, and throw her a towel.

      We dry in silence, then dress once more.

      “Gabriel—“

      “We need to get back. They’ll call everyone in to eat soon. We need to make sure we can blend in with them as they do.”

      “But—“

      “We both needed to get off, and we did. Let’s leave it at that.”

      I don’t look at her to see if my words hurt her, because I already know they did. Instead, I step out into the hall, spot the ghost guard, who gives me a knowing look, and then wait, letting him lead the way.

      Elizabeth follows behind me, her steps measured.

      If she didn’t hate me for disappearing before, I bet she hates me now.

      And I don’t blame her.
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      I don’t know how Gabriel knew the perfect moment to slide into the group of prisoners headed for the lunch room, but he did. The jackass. I guess he’s good at everything. Sex, pretending to be someone he’s not, and going unnoticed. Mr. Freaking Perfect. In fact, not a single prisoner or guard seemed to notice us. Even though he’s a huge guy and I’m the only woman in our group…

      Or maybe they didn’t want to notice us.

      Because that was another thing I’d realized. It wasn’t just the big bear shifter that feared Gabriel. Everyone seemed to. Even the guards had a way of giving him space that they didn’t with the other prisoners. Which, begrudgingly, I realized made me even more curious about him.

      What is he? And what can he do? I wanted to ask him, but I’d be damned if I was going to be the first one to talk after the way he’d acted after our shower together.

      As we sat down to another lunch of putrid food, Blade and Ax both gave Gabriel and I pointed looks, but neither said a word. No one at our little table actually spoke. They just ate their food, and the roar of the other prisoners speaking surrounded us in a cocoon of noise.

      At least for a few minutes before Ax cleared his throat and gave me a curious look. “So, what happened after they took you?”

      I stiffen, and it takes everything inside of me not to look at Gabriel. We fucked. “They took me to the warden.”

      “And?” Ax asks, lifting a brow.

      “And…” And what? “I realized that they’re never going to let me out of here.” I didn’t even know what I was going to say until I said it, but then it’s suddenly hard to speak. “My mom doesn’t even know I was taken, and no one cares that she’s probably searching for me right now, worrying herself sick.”

      I think even when they were torturing me in the Enforcers’ cells I’d believed that eventually I’d be free. That eventually someone would realize I wasn’t responsible for those men’s deaths. But after talking to the warden it finally hit me: no one was going to let me out of here. This place and everyone in it was corrupt.

      This wasn’t like human prisons where I’d get visitors, where the guards had to follow certain protocols. It seemed that none of them cared whether we lived or died. Or maybe they rooted for us to die. The guard who had fed me to a fucking demon wolf made that perfectly clear.

      I realize I’m shaking and force myself to take a bite of the mushy brown substance, wincing at the salty taste that assaults my tongue. The last thing I want to think about is the fact that I might never get out of here. That my mom might never see me again or find out what happened to me. If I think about those things, I might completely come undone.

      “Just be grateful there’s someone out in the world who cares enough to miss you,” Blade says softly, drawing me from my troubled thoughts.

      I stare at him. He’s so damned good at hiding his emotions, but I sense hurt within him. “Don’t you guys have anyone out there who would wonder what happened to you? Who would be worried?”

      “The only person I cared about let me get taken,” Blade says, shrugging. “Not that I blame him.”

      Someone let him get dragged to this awful place? I can’t imagine anyone knowing where he was going and just letting him get taken, not if they cared about him at all.

      Ax gives Blade a sympathetic look. “My people are gossips, so my family showed up before my ‘trial.’ My parents and sisters were angry, but there was nothing they could do.” Ax tries to sound casual and fails, his gaze swinging back to me. “Isn’t there anyone who might spread the word to your mom?”

      “My mom’s human,” I admit. “She wouldn’t know about any of this. I mean, I didn’t even know there were prisons or judges for the supernatural.”

      “Didn’t your dad tell you?” Ax asks, sounding surprised.

      “I’ve never met my dad,” I tell him honestly.

      The guys exchange a look that I don’t understand.

      Ax looks back at me, then pokes at his food. “So…what is your dad?”

      I don’t answer.

      Gabriel finally speaks, his tone tense. “Whatever he is, whatever she is, it kept a CorpseSnare from attacking her.”

      “A...” Ax sounds shocked as he starts to talk, but he’s too loud. A few people glance his way, and he leans closer, lowering his voice. “A CorpseSnare?”

      My heart races. “A guard tried to feed me to one, and then Gabriel showed up and saved me.”

      Gabriel grabs his drink, his movements jerky. “I didn’t do anything. It would’ve killed me if she hadn’t stepped in. Not that I expected a human to save us.”

      I feel my temper flare. “Don’t act like you guys have been honest with me, because you sure as hell haven’t been.”

      “I’ve never lied to you,” he growls, those grey eyes of his locking onto mine.

      I huff. “Omission is lying too; don’t kid yourself.”

      “Then how about you tell us how you killed Grisly?” he challenges, his expression thunderous.

      I glare back at him.

      “Or about how you stopped the CorpseSnare?” he barks.

      “Go suck a dick.”

      His face becomes a mask of fury, and my breath hitches. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone look that angry in my entire life, and yet I can’t bring myself to back down. The way he talked to me after the shower showed he didn’t respect me, but he’d see that I sure as hell respected myself.

      “Gabriel…” Ax begins, a warning in his name.

      Gabriel doesn’t look away from me.

      “Dick got your tongue?”

      Ax curses under his breath and mutters, “Beautiful but so damned dumb.”

      I ignore him, focusing on Gabriel. “How about you tell me why everyone is so scared of you?”

      He doesn’t even blink.

      I grab my cup and take a drink of my water, knowing I’ve pushed him too far, but I still can’t seem to shut my mouth. “Whatever you are, I find it pretty damn interesting that the baddest assholes in this place seem worried about you.”

      He finally looks away from me.

      “So it seems we all have our secrets,” I mutter, enjoying my victory, no matter how short-lived.

      This time, they all pretend to be really fascinated with what they’re eating, and I feel a wave of relief. I was so busy trying to keep my own with these guys that I didn’t even have enough time to process what had happened today. Because even though I pretended not to care about what had happened in that pit with the demon wolf, I did.

      Why didn’t it attack me?

      The CorpseSnare came from the Underworld, from hell itself. In my research concerning wraiths, they were beings of death, but no one quite knew how they were born, if they lived between moments of death, or what they were exactly. And my mother never spoke of what happened between her and my father, other than the one story of how they’d come together. So all I knew was that my strange heritage was steeped in death, which was the only reason I could imagine why the demon wolf didn’t attack me.

      Well, I guess that’s the first good thing about being the daughter of a wraith. Demon dogs didn’t attack me… Unfortunately, the rest of this wraith thing was awful.

      My thoughts moved to the strange death of Grisly. Something or someone had killed him when he tried to hurt me. But who or what? My gaze moved to the three men at the table with me. None of them seemed to have a clue about Grisly, but who else could possibly care if the bear shifter tore me apart?

      There were so many questions and so few answers.

      Including what the hell the three men at the table were. For some reason, I thought it only fair that they tell me. I couldn’t imagine that their heritage would mean instant death.

      But then, I doubted they’d understand that. Especially not Gabriel. For as gentle and fun as he was that summer, he was nothing like that man now. At least…I only caught glimpses of the man I once thought I knew.

      Gabriel was easily the most confusing man I’d ever met.

      Anger and desire roll through me. I honestly couldn’t believe that just a short time ago he was fucking my brains out in that shower. Giving it to me in a way only he could. And now we were sitting at a table together, each pretending the other person didn’t exist.

      And after it’d been so damned good.

      Just thinking about it made my thighs clench together. Usually I didn’t enjoy a dick in the ass, but with Gabriel, it’s always been so damned good. He knew just how to touch my pussy to make certain that everything he did was just a sea of pleasure.

      I kind of hated him for it. If he was bad in bed, it’d be easier to not be insulted at how he’d pulled away after. At how he’d acted like I was just a hole to get off in.

      But he’s a fucking wizard in bed. A big, sexy man with a big, sexy dick.

      I grit my teeth. If he wanted to pretend he didn’t care, I wanted to pretend I didn’t care too. Regardless of whether we both knew the other person was lying. It seemed only fair.

      The damn bell sounds around us again, and I jump.

      “You need to eat more.” Gabriel’s voice comes out soft and angry, even though he doesn’t look in my direction.

      “What’s it to you?”

      His grip on his metal cup of water tightens until his knuckles are white. “If you don’t eat, you won’t have the strength to fight.”

      “Fight what?” I ask.

      Instead of answering me, he slams the rest of his water, and then we all stand with our trays in hand and follow the others out of the cafeteria. The guards break us up for different work details, and I’m strangely relieved to be in a group with Ax.

      Gabriel speaks to him in a low voice for a minute after the assignments are handed out, and then gives me the strangest, most heart-wrenching look before turning away, his back stiff. Ax moves slowly to stand at my side, and there’s a tension in his shoulders that I don’t understand. And that, frankly, freaks me out.

      We’re led into a huge laundry room with other guys. The guys are massive, loud, and keep looking back at me in ways that make me even more nervous. Something about the way they carry themselves makes me think they’re a group of demons.

      Which isn’t good.

      The little I know of demons isn’t comforting. They like power, sex, and pain. And they’ll do just about anything to enjoy those pleasures in life.

      “Show her what to do,” a guard barks, glancing in my direction.

      But the look he gives me? It makes chills run down my spine.

      When he turns and locks us in the room, I instinctually move closer to Ax. His gaze flicks from me to the other men in the room, and I see fear in his eyes for half a second before it’s gone.

      “We’ll wash,” he tells them, then grips my arms and hauls me to the back of the laundry room where there’s easily two dozen plastic rolling carts filled with laundry.

      I glance briefly back at the men. Every one of them is watching me in a way that makes me feel violated. And it isn’t just that they look like they’re undressing me with their eyes; it’s that they look dangerous as hell.

      But then, being dangerous is probably a pretty basic requirement of this place.

      “So what do we do first?” I ask, trying to hide the tremble in my voice.

      Ax moves to the last laundry basket then turns and hauls me closer to him, so close that there’s only an inch between us. He’s breathing hard, and his hot breath tickles my ear. “Things are going to get ugly, sweetheart.”

      I shiver. “How so?”

      “How so? How so is that every guy in this room wants to fuck you, and I can’t take them all on. So, we need to come up with an…agreement.”

      “An agreement?”

      “Sweetheart, you have to understand there’s only been two women in this side of the prison since I’ve been here, and…”

      “Ax!” What the hell is he trying to say?

      “It’s either me or everyone else.”

      I draw back from him in shock. “What?”

      “Shhh.” He tugs me back to him. “We don’t have to fuck, but I need to make it clear you’re mine. Now, I don’t want to do anything you don’t want to do, but I’m telling you right now they’re deciding the order they’re going to fuck you.”

      All of them? I feel sick. “Aren’t they…aren’t they worried about Gabriel?”

      He shakes his head. “Not right now. Not when he’s not here to stop them.”

      Ice moves through my blood. I think of the six guys. All of them were big, but like Gabriel said, size wasn’t necessarily an indicator of how powerful they were.

      My heart beat hammers. “I could try to fight…”

      “What are your powers?” he asks, tension in his voice.

      “I, uh, don’t have any.”

      “Well, fuck,” he murmurs.

      “What can you do?” I ask.

      “Not much right now!” He sounds frustrated, with himself or me, I wasn’t sure.

      “So then…we we do what?”

      He releases a breath. “Sweetheart, I’m not going to pretend that I don’t love the idea of touching you. Hell, you can probably feel my chubby right now. But you’re Gabriel’s. I wouldn’t do this if I didn’t have to, and he knows that. He knew that the second we were sent on this job detail.”

      He did? I think of Gabriel and I together just a short time ago. Did he really let me go knowing that something was going to happen between Ax and I? My hands curl into fists. Of course he did. The man made it pretty damn clear that little episode in the shower was more about sex and dominance than any feelings between us.

      “Sweetheart, please.” And this time, he sounds worried.

      I take a deep breath, imagining being fucked by a room full of strange men. “What do I have to do?”

      Ax releases a breath I didn’t even know he was holding. “Just do exactly as I say. They need to believe I own you. That you belong to me. A lot of supernaturals can’t help but respect that dominance.”

      My heart races. What is he going to have me do? And is there anything he can ask that would be worse than being gangbanged by a bunch of prisoners?

      No, probably not.

      He tugs me to a metal table in the back. It’s low to the ground, like some miserable place to fold laundry in an uncomfortable way. Turning to face me as he leans against the table, he reaches for the zipper of his jumpsuit.

      My heart hammers against my ribs. This man’s beauty is hard to ignore. As I watch him, something inside of me longs to run my fingers through his jet black hair. I like the slightly-too-long look of it, and the way it almost hides his pale blue, almost white, eyes.

      But as those fingers tug that zipper down, I’m reminded of the way I felt when Gabriel got naked in front of me. How before him I’d never seen a man so well-built, so full of muscles and hard lines. Ax was no different. Not nearly as muscular, but impossibly trim. As the zipper goes down further and further, I see his hard chest and his chiseled six-pack. When he gets it all the way down, he shoves down his boxers and pulls his massive erection out of his pants.

      My gaze clings to his dick for a long second. I’ve been with a few men in my life, but Gabriel has always stood out to me as having the most flawless cock. He’d been so long and so thick that riding him filled me in a way no man had before. And sleeping with anyone else always felt oddly disappointing.

      But Ax? He’s built just as finely. His cock is shaved clean, which is a surprise given where he is, and his erection is long and deliciously thick.

      I’m licking my lips before I know what I’m doing. “What do you want?”

      “Suck me off,” he commands, that sexy voice of his dipping even lower with his arousal.

      Never before had I thought I’d be kneeling in a prison laundry room and taking some guy’s dick in my mouth, but I trust Ax. Even though maybe I don’t have any reason to.

      And so, I kneel down, my mouth perfectly level with his erection.

      But something in me won’t just let me submit. Won’t just let me obey. So, instead of taking him into my mouth, I lick his tip and enjoy the way he jumps a little. Then, running my lips along the sides of his long erection, I taste him. I suck at random, loving the way his breathing grows more rapid.

      Yes, Ax wants to be in control. Yes, I’m the one on my knees. But I’ll be damned if I don’t rebel against this with every fiber of my being.

      His hands dig into the back of my hair, and I hear him saying, softly under his breath. “You feel as good as I imagined.”

      I return to his tip and lick him gently, then suck on just his tip as his hips buck. His hands tighten in my hair, and I can practically feel his heart beating.

      And then some sound makes me turn away from him. The other men have gathered at the end of this area filled with washing machines, and they watch. Their gazes are glued to me on my knees.

      Something inside of me yells, “No!” I’m not going to suck Ax off with an audience.

      But when I try to rise, Ax shoves me back onto my knees. “Open that sweet mouth of yours.”

      I shake my head, glaring.

      He grabs my hair painfully hard. “Open your mouth.”

      I see it in his eyes for half a second. Him pleading with me. And I know this is an important moment. Do I trust him? Do I really do this?

      Opening my mouth to ask him, I’m shocked when his dick plunges in. The man begins to fuck my mouth with an aggressiveness I never imagined he could have. His grip on my hair is hard, and when I try to struggle against him, he shoves so deep into my throat that I start to choke around him.

      Frantic, I don’t notice that he’s unzipped my top until one of his hands begins to fondle my breasts.

      I hate it when a hot streak of desire shoots through me as his fingers pinch my nipple. And I hate it when his movements seem to gentle, slow, and he plunges in and out of me, giving me a bit more control. Because it’s hot. If I can forget our audience, it’s hot to see this beautiful man take control of me like this.

      Turning slightly, I look at the other prisoners. My eyes widen when I see they’ve pulled their dicks out and are stroking themselves while watching us. Ax jerks me back toward him, and shakes his head so slightly that it almost looks like a trick of the lights. But I know deep down it isn’t.

      His hand moves to my other breast, and he fondles the top until a moan slips from my lips.

      And the bastard smiles. He actually smiles.

      “One day I’m going to make you come so hard,” he tells me, rasping.

      I don’t know why, but something snaps inside of me. I go up higher on my knees and push his thighs further apart. Taking him deep in my throat, I hum around him, and a string of curses leaves his lips. And I work him. I work him hard.

      Does he think he’s turning me on? Hell, I’m turning him on. I’m going to be the best fucking blow job he’s ever had, so that when this is over, he’ll be the one longing for me.

      I hear one of the prisoners come, but when I try to look Ax jerks me back toward him. I hear the sounds of the men getting off, but Ax isn’t done. Sweat beads his forehead. It slides down his belly. But he continues to stroke my nipples, and I continue to work him, taking him to the edge, then drawing back, until he snaps.

      “I’m going to fucking come now, you goddamn siren.”

      I nip him slightly.

      His eyes widen. Both his hands dig into the back of my hair and he goes wild until a guttural sound tears from his lips, and he explodes. My mouth fills with his hot cum, but he doesn’t draw back until I swallow every drop. Then, finally, he pulls back. He tugs my jumpsuit back up to hide my breasts, and adjusts his clothes.

      When we both stand, he turns me around so that his still-hard dick presses against my ass. In my ear, he whispers, “That was bad, Elizabeth.”

      “Bad?” I whisper.

      “We were supposed to give them a show. You weren’t supposed to rock my world. How the hell am I going to give you back to Gabriel after this?”

      The hairs on my neck stand on end. “I don’t belong to anyone.”

      “Careful,” he whispers. “Or you might belong to me.”

      He grabs my breasts roughly and sucks on my neck. And I must be crazy, because I almost ask him to get me off. I almost beg him to ease the ache he managed to build inside of me.

      But I don’t.

      Glancing toward the other prisoners, I see a group of men with their spent dicks in their hands, staring at us like we’re today’s porno.

      “All done, guys,” Ax shouts. “My woman made me come so goddamn hard.”

      The men rouse, as if they’d been under a spell. Their dicks are put away. There’s a lot of cheering, and Ax grins through it all.

      And then, just like that, the men wash up and get to work on the laundry. Ax teaches me how to wash the clothes in the huge machines, his hand lingering on my lower back or brushing my spine.

      Every time our gazes lock, something dark and hungry comes over his expression, but I always look away, heart pounding. Gabriel sent me here knowing Ax would have to make some show of dominance, but did he think our little act might lead to something more? And did it even matter if it did?

      I wasn’t his, despite what Ax seemed to think.

      And yet, I was connected to him.

      So what did this mean?
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      That was a goddamn mistake. When Gabriel had seen the work assignments, he’d tugged me aside and told me to do what I had to do to keep her safe. We’d both known what that meant. And the truth was, as attractive as I found Elizabeth, I wasn’t excited about what I’d have to do.

      The guys in that laundry room were some of the worst motherfuckers on this side of the prison. They scared even me, and I wasn’t an easy guy to scare. The last woman who had come to this side of the prison had lasted two days before she had a laundry detail with some of the guys in this room.

      No one spoke of exactly what happened, but she didn’t make it out alive.

      I had been so stressed about making sure I came across as an alpha to the bastards in that room, that I convinced Elizabeth to trust me, that I’d dreaded every step of the way to the laundry room. Because with the most deadly of my powers locked away, I wasn’t nearly as dangerous as I once was.

      But still, I would’ve fought for her…and we wouldn’t have survived.

      But the second she started touching me, I’d forgotten I was just protecting her. I’d forgotten that I wasn’t supposed to lay claim to her. I’d just had the best goddamn blow job I’d ever had in my life.

      Had I thought she was sweet and innocent? Hell, I was so damned wrong. A woman who can use her mouth and tongue like that didn’t have a drop of innocence in her.

      I stiffen in the shower, my hands covered in shampoo in my hair. Could Elizabeth be a siren? Hell, I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised. Or maybe she’s got some vampire in her? That would explain her allure, which had nothing to do with being the only woman I’ve seen in a while and everything to do with her and her alone.

      “How was it?” I jerk and look at Gabriel. He moves to stand beneath the shower head next to me and turns it on, soaping his hands.

      “He doesn’t look like they tore him apart,” Blade says, coming to stand at my other side and turning his shower on too.

      I clear my throat, trying to find the right words. “We got out safely.”

      “How?” Gabriel asks, and there’s an edge to the word.

      “I convinced them she was mine.” My words drop between us.

      “Does she have a tight pussy?”

      We both look at Blade in shock. Yes, he’s part vampire. Which makes him a horny bastard capable of enthralling others. But no, Blade doesn’t let that side of himself show. He’s like a damned cardboard cutout of a man most of the time.

      “We’re not talking about her pussy,” Gabriel says, his voice little more than a growl.

      The two other prisoners in the massive shower room cast us a nervous look, specifically Gabriel, and turn and head out the door to the area where we get dried and changed. I don’t blame them. Gabriel has that whole, “I’m going to kill you with a thought” look, and unfortunately for us, that’s exactly what he’s capable of doing.

      Blade shrugs his big shoulders, his build not at all like the vampire side of him. “I’ve just been curious, since I saw her. There’s just…something about her…”

      “Is she a siren?” I ask Gabriel pointedly.

      “I don’t know what she is,” he says, turning, but I catch the look of frustration on his face.

      “And she doesn’t know what you are,” Blade says. “Why is that?”

      Gabriel doesn’t answer for a long minute. “I thought she was human last time.”

      “Are you going to tell her now?” I ask, truly curious.

      Hurt flashes in his eyes. “I guess I don’t have a choice.”

      I can’t help but watch him closely. This woman really did a number on him, but then, I’d only had a blow job from her and she might have wrecked me too.

      “It’s almost dark,” Blade says, his words falling between us.

      Every goddamn muscle in my body tenses, and that cold sense of dread moves through my body. In the prison, there are few places where we can see the natural light, but we’ve gained a sense of the time of day. And Blade is right, it’s almost dark. Which means soon we’ll be locked up in our cells.

      And soon someone else is going to die.

      I imagine tiny Elizabeth in the cell with some massive prisoner. Maybe out of our sight. How would we protect her then? From the men, and from the beast that stalks all of us?

      “What do we do about Elizabeth?” I ask, troubled by the tightness in my chest as I think of her.

      “We can’t protect her in the cells,” Gabriel says, and there’s a note to his voice I’ve never heard before. “But if any man tries to touch her, I’ll end his life, consequences be damned.”

      The tension in my chest eases, if only by a little. If Blade so much as got a feeling that the man sharing a cell with Elizabeth was hurting her, it’d take the smallest thought, and the prisoner would be dead.

      Not that his powers didn’t have their limits…

      Despite myself, I wonder what Gabriel would do if he knew the truth. That what I had to do in the laundry room might have meant more than I’m leading on. That ever since that moment I’d done nothing but think about her. That the sight of her breasts and the sounds of her pleasure were embedded in my mind forever.

      Fuck. Forget it. Gabriel wasn’t lying when he said he’d kill for her. And as much as we were bonded, like brothers, if he suspected my feelings, it might be enough to break the bond between us.

      “Your powers might protect her from the prisoners, but not from it.” Blade turns away from us as he speaks, and I get the impression he’s not as unmoved by the possibility of Elizabeth dying as he’s pretending to be.

      “It won’t come for her tonight.” Gabriel’s tone leaves no room for argument. “It never comes for people on the first night.”

      None of us say the rules have been changing lately. That whatever patterns we’d imagined to the killings were gone. Because we all know the truth.

      “Should we tell her about it?” Blade asks, letting the water run down his back.

      I stiffen, imagining telling her. Imagining her feeling the same terror that we feel.

      “No,” Gabriel says. “She’ll know soon enough.”

      I don’t know if I agree with him, but we finish our shower time, dress, and leave the bathrooms together. People part as they see us coming, mostly out of fear of Gabriel, and I don’t blame them. He looks pissed tonight.

      Even though I know him well enough to know he’s actually afraid.

      We eat dinner with Elizabeth, and I know she’s surprised by the change in the inmates. No one speaks as we eat. The only sound is the scrapping of our forks against our trays. Even the guards seem uneasy, jumping at every small sound and shadow.

      But I’m glad she doesn’t ask.

      As Gabriel said, she’ll know soon enough.
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      In the middle of dinner, and I use that term lightly to explain the sludge on my plate, a guard enters the dining area and calls my name. After my experience with the psych office, my heart immediately starts racing. I look at the guys, hoping I’m worrying about nothing.

      All of them have stopped eating. Not a good sign.

      “Where’s she going?” Gabriel asks, a threatening note to his voice as the guard shifts uncomfortably by our table.

      The guard has a head of dirty blond hair hidden under a blue hat. His uniform isn’t as neatly pressed as the other guards’ and his boots have mud on the bottom of them. None of which should seem strange, and yet, since coming here all the guards have blended together. The fact that he doesn’t sets me even more on edge.

      “She’s needed.”

      “By who?” Ax asks. His tone is light, but his knuckles are white as he lifts his cup and takes a sip from it.

      The guard pales. “She needs to see the doc.”

      Gabriel stands and his chair sounds loud as the legs scratch the cement floor. Two guards, who were moments before leaning casually against the wall, lift their weapons and point their guns at him. Tension sings through the air.

      “She’s not going to the fucking Butcher.” Gabriel’s voice comes out soft.

      The guard looks panicked and glances at his buddies for help, but none of the guards move. They just keep their weapons leveled at Gabriel. At last he looks back at Gabriel and speaks, his words unsteady. “Those are my orders.”

      Gabriel takes a step forward and Ax’s hand snags his arm. Ax’s gaze moves to me, and there’s something in his eyes that makes me stand. A warning. A flash of fear.

      “I’ll go.”

      Instantly, Gabriel shakes his head and his gaze focuses on me. “You don’t understand. That woman is worse than all of us. She’s a monster.”

      “A bitch,” one of the prisoners says behind me, and many of them murmur “bitch” softly under their breaths. My heart races. If everyone agrees this woman is so awful, I have a feeling she is. But I also get the impression that if I don’t go willingly, Gabriel’s going to get himself hurt.

      And I can’t let him get hurt. For reasons I don’t want to think about.

      “I’m tougher than I look,” I say, straightening my shoulders and heading toward the guard.

      Gabriel takes another step toward me. “Elizabeth…”

      I flash him a smile. “I’m a bitch too, so I guess we’ll see who’s worse.”

      Someone laughs behind me.

      Blade’s gaze meets mine. “Just think of someplace good and try not to remember where you are. And do exactly as she says, no matter how bad it is. She’ll get you to do it, one way or another. And if you fight her, it’s going to be bad.”

      I shiver but force a smile. “Got it, don’t tick off the lady with the needles.”

      Gabriel’s eyes are wild.

      But I wink at him. “Keep my spot warm.”

      As I follow the guard out, I can feel every gaze locked onto my back. My stomach turns, but I try to seem confident for Gabriel’s sake. The guy might have abandoned me years ago without a single call. He might have fucked me in a bathroom and acted like I was nothing, but he also cared about me. At least enough not to send me to some psycho doctor.

      The walk to her office feels far too short, and then we’re standing before the door.

      “Go on in,” the guard says, avoiding my gaze.

      I look at him. “Is she really as bad as she sounds?”

      He flinches. “Worse. Much worse. But like they said, just do what she says.”

      I stare at him a minute longer.

      He runs a hand through his blond hair, looking a little shaky. “This is my third week on the job. But, I’m telling you, there’s no way out of this. I’ve seen that first hand. Better just to do it.”

      I could kick him in the nuts and run. But where would I go?

      He’s probably right. Better just to get it over with.

      My hand shakes as I turn the handle and enter the room.

      Inside isn’t at all what I expected. It’s less a doctor’s office and more a torture chamber. The walls are lined with weapons and tools, most of which are still covered in blood. Several tables sit in the center of the room, stainless steel marred by dark spots.

      A red-haired woman looks up from one of the tables. Her hair is a bright, fake red, several shades brighter than my own, and she has a scar through her eyebrow. Even staring at me from across the room, her face has that permanent bitch look to it, like she laughs when kids cry, that kind of look. It doesn’t help, though, that she’s standing by a tray of terrifying-looking tools, one of which is clenched in her hand.

      “Why, hello, Elizabeth. Nice to meet you.”

      There’s something dark in her voice. A threat, even in such unthreatening words.

      I narrow my eyes and wrap my arms around myself. “I don’t believe I know you as anything except bitch.”

      She gives a laugh that’s a dark chuckle. “Oh, that’s one of the nicer nicknames. Now, take off your clothes and come lie on the table.”

      My instinct is to refuse, but I remember Blade’s warning. Reluctantly, I strip down and leave my clothes and shoes in a pile on the floor. As I move toward her, her gaze sweeps over me.

      “I’ve touched a lot of beautiful men, but very few beautiful women. And you, Elizabeth, are beautiful.” She licks her lips. “Are those breasts real?”

      I cross my arms over my chest and glare at her. “None of your business.”

      “Get on the table,” she says. Her voice is practically a purr.

      I do as she says.

      “I’m Brina,” she tells me. “I thought you should know who I am before we get started.”

      An instant later my hands are cuffed. She grins, and I fight the urge to fight her as she cuffs my ankles too. I strain against the bindings, but they’re connected to short chains on the table that have little give.

      “Don’t fight it, honey. If none of those big boys can break them, you certainly can’t.”

      I glare at her.

      She reaches between us and grabs my breasts, fondling them roughly. “So, they are real. Nice, Elizabeth, very nice.” Before I can tell her to go to hell, she pinches my nipples, hard. “What are you?”

      I’m shaking with fear and anger. “Go fuck yourself!”

      “I’d rather fuck you,” she says, that purr back in her voice.

      I tense. This woman isn’t really going to…no. She can’t.

      “What are you?” she repeats, her eyes boring into mine.

      “I’m human,” I say, not missing a beat.

      “And yet you radiate power. Your time spent being questioned, they described you like an atom bomb, just ticking away, waiting to be unleashed. But they said your powers slowly decreased. And yet, you feel stronger than their last measurement. Why?”

      Did they really describe me that way? And do I really feel differently now? I’m troubled by her words, but I try to keep my face blank. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      She smiles, flashing her perfect white teeth. “I’m so glad you decided to do this the hard way.”

      “Let me go.” I hate that my words come out terrified.

      “No, honey, we’re going to check every inch of you. You’re going to give me blood, urine, and anything else I want. And when I’m done, I’ll send back what’s left of you.”

      Terror makes my blood turn to ice.

      And then, I sense something strange inside of me. A presence.

      “Elizabeth.” The voice that whispers in my mind is Blade’s, his deep, soothing voice. “Come with me.”

      The torture chamber and the doctor fade away. Instead, I’m standing with Blade in complete darkness. And yet, we both glow from within, like bright golden stars alone in the sky.

      “Where do you want to go?” he asks, a guarded edge to his words.

      Pain streaks through me, and I gasp. Blade’s face wavers for a moment, and the doctor’s grinning face hovers above me. A scalpel drips blood down her hand, and she lifts it, licking my blood from her fingers.

      “Elizabeth!”

      I jerk, and suddenly it’s Blade in front of me. “Where do you want to go?”

      “Anywhere,” I say, my voice shaking.

      He takes my hand and the darkness washes away from around us. Suddenly, we’re standing on a beach. The sand beneath our feet is a pure white unlike anything I’ve seen before. Or perhaps only once before. The waves crash in a way that’s harmonious with the wind and the sway of the tall palm trees.

      Blade wears a bathing suit with little blue sharks, and that’s all. And if I thought he was hot in his jumpsuit, it’s nothing compared to how he looks now. He has sexy black tattoos scattered across one shoulder and down his arm. His pecs are hard and his stomach is flat and covered in hard muscles. Even his fucking calves are so damned delicious that I want to lick him like an ice cream cone.

      I shudder and feel my nipples hardening. Looking down, I’m surprised to find my clothes are different too. I’m in a yellow bikini that’s almost too thin to count as a bathing suit. My nipples are clearly visible beneath the cloth, and I’m not imagining the thin string that does nothing to conceal my ass.

      I look at him and lift a brow.

      “Nice clothes.”

      “Don’t look at me like that,” he says. “This is your fantasy.”

      “It is?” I challenge.

      Something about this doesn’t feel like my fantasy, like something I’ve created. Yet, maybe this is my mind’s way of protecting me, of making certain I’m not aware what that psycho is doing to my body.

      Still…I want to know what this is. And I can think of a really fun way to figure it out.

      I saunter up to Blade, closing the distance between us. “So this is my fantasy?”

      His gaze is wary as he watches me. “Yes.”

      I reach for the hem of his swimsuit. “So, I can do whatever I want…”

      His chest rises and falls rapidly. “Yes,” he says, but the word sounds less certain this time.

      Not hesitating, I tug his swimsuit off then take a step back to admire him.

      Damn… His cock is absolutely fine. Long and thick and fucking perfect.

      These boys must take dick pills or something. No normal guys are built like this.

      “Maybe this is a fantasy.”

      “Why do you say that?” he asks, no hesitation in his voice.

      I hadn’t realized I’d spoken my words out loud until he answered me. “Because you are fucking hot. Not just the big arms and the tattoos, but that dick of yours is big and delicious-looking.”

      His cock hardens at my words, and I raise a brow as my gaze sweeps back to his face.

      “It’s your fantasy,” he says, but he sounds like he’s trying to convince himself more than me.

      “Are you playing in my mind right now?”

      His expression gives nothing away. “No, you’re going through something traumatic. You’re trying to protect yourself.”

      What he says reflects my own thoughts, and yet, this feels like something else. Like magic. “What are you, Blade?”

      “If you don’t know then how would I know?”

      “Because I think it’s you here with me.”

      He studies me for a long time. “Ax, Gabriel, and I…we’re all half-breeds.”

      Interesting. Aren’t I technically one too? “Aren’t there a lot of half-breeds?”

      “No.” I see his jaw lock for a long minute. “A lot of half-breeds are unpredictable, wild, and dangerous. Or just plain useless. Either way, no one particularly respects or likes them.”

      That sums me up pretty damned well. “Is that how you ended up at Nightmare Penitentiary?”

      Blade sighs, and lifts his big hands to rub his face.

      A streak of fear slices through my belly, and I gasp, tumbling forward onto the sand.

      Blade is there in an instant, and he draws me into his lap. The warmth of his naked body instantly envelops me, but still, I’m shaking.

      “I’m here because of revenge.”

      I look up at him and stare into those pale brown eyes of his. “Revenge?”

      He gives a sharp nod. “Everyone says just to move on. To let things go. And they’re probably right, but I never could.”

      I run my hand down his shoulder and across his chest. Whether this is real or not, it feels real.

      He shudders and leans in to my touch. “Why are you here?”

      I gasp, fighting another wave of pain.

      “Elizabeth.” His voice holds a command I’ve never heard before.

      I’m instantly looking at him. And whatever he is, he has the power to make me obey, because I can’t look away from him now.

      “Why are you here?”

      “I was at the wrong place at the wrong time,” I tell him honestly. “They found me with a bunch of dead men, but I didn’t hurt any of them.”

      He pushes my hair back from my face with surprising tenderness. “I believe you.”

      My pussy suddenly throbs uncomfortably, and I shift, squeezing my thighs together.

      “Fucking urine sample,” Blade mutters.

      “What?” I ask, feeling my heart race.

      “Come on,” he says, instead of answering me. “Let’s go for a swim. This place is beautiful.”

      “It’s where I met Gabriel,” I admit.

      He stiffens beneath me. “Oh?”

      I nod. “We spent a summer together, swimming, exploring, and fucking…a lot. And then he was just gone. He left me without a word.”

      Blade helps me slowly to my feet. “Life is…complicated.”

      “Not if you care about someone,” I say.

      Turning to the water, I close my eyes, feeling the sunlight on my skin. If I’m going to have this weird fantasy, I’m going to enjoy it. Deciding the hell with it, I take off my swimsuit and dive into the ocean. The warm water on my bare skin is so familiar and so amazing that I don’t care anymore if this moment is real or not, I just give myself to it.

      I swim for a long time, ignoring the pain that streaks through my body every so often. I just pretend nothing exists outside of the water and the sunlight. I just pretend that life is simple and good again.

      When I finally stop and look back at shore, I see that Blade has waded into the water. He doesn’t swim or move much. He just watches me.

      Which somehow seems sad. Even in my mind, he seems unhappy.

      Swimming back to him, I rise out of the water. “Come play with me.”

      “I need to concentrate,” he says, his voice tense.

      “Blade—?“

      His brows draw together, and I don’t think when I press myself into his arms. His gaze drops to me, and the tension leaves his face. For a second, the ocean and sunlight fade away and all I can see is him. His face lowering slowly to mine, his hands moving to wrap around my waist, drawing me against that hard body of his.

      He’s breathing hard when he looks down. My breasts are pressed against his chest, and his cock is hard against my belly. I let my hand slide down his chest and feel the goosebumps erupt on his flesh.

      “Elizabeth, we can’t…”

      “Why not?” I ask, the question coming out breathless.

      He opens his mouth, but no answer comes out.

      I trail my hand down his hip and reach his long erection, running my fingertip along him. His mouth moves lower, just inches from mine, and I tense, waiting for his kiss. I need to see what it’ll be like to have his beautiful mouth on mine.

      “Fuck,” he suddenly groans, his expression twisting.

      My eyes widen. “What’s wrong?”

      And then the beach, the sun, the waves, and Blade, they all fade away. I find myself with the cold metal of the table pressing into my back. The taste of blood lingering on my lips.

      “You’re awake,” the bitch says, then leans forward and bites my lip. Hard.

      “Get the fuck away from me!” I shout, shaking with confusion and surprise, struggling against the chains that bind me.

      She laughs again, a twisted fucking laugh. “Don’t worry, beautiful, you’re done. And because you passed out, we didn’t get to have all the fun I wanted to have. I’m not really into the whole unconscious shit.” She undoes my cuffs, then winks at me. “Maybe next time.”

      I sit up slowly. My gaze falls on glass containers next to me, a few with blood in them, one with what looks like urine. All the tools on the table are splattered with crimson.

      I feel sick as I look down. She didn’t bind a single one of my wounds. Instead, blood freely leaks from several places.

      My gut turns, but I stumble for my clothes and struggle into them.

      With my head spinning, I make a beeline for the door.

      “Elizabeth.”

      I freeze, heart racing. What more could she want from me?

      “Whatever you are, I hope you aren’t wasting your powers. It’d be a shame to keep them locked away.”

      “I’m human.” My answer is a reflex, a lie despite all the evidence she seems to have about me.

      She chuckles darkly. “One thing I’m sure of, there’s nothing human about you.”

      As I leave the room, her words circle after me. Part of me is human, right? And the power that Ax and the doctor felt inside of me… Is it really there? Or is it something else?

      I don’t know, but I hope I can find out before this place kills me.
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      I lie back on my bunk, panting. All vampires can use their powers to enthrall. We can make people do what we want. We can make them aroused. But the ability to walk into the minds of others is a rare gift. If the other vampires knew, they might not have been so quick to throw me away because of my mixed heritage.

      But then, they would’ve used me as a tool.

      And I was nobody’s tool.

      I rise from my bunk, shaking. It was foolish to use so much of my strength before nightfall. Even Gabriel might have hesitated to do so, even for Elizabeth. So I had no idea why I’d done it.

      My own experiences with the doctor flash through my mind, and my gut tumbles. Yeah, I knew why I’d done it. I just didn’t know why I’d done it for Elizabeth. She was nothing to me. Just a beautiful woman.

      A very beautiful woman.

      She’d seemed convinced that our little moment on the shore was something my mind had concocted. I didn’t tell her that it may as well have been. My cock was hard, tenting out my damn jumpsuit, as I remembered her fantasy. Over and over again I replayed what it was like to see her naked. What it was like to have her body pressed against mine, her small hands gently teasing my dick.

      Hell, there has never been a more beautiful woman.

      If I had been another man, I would have pinned her to that sand and fucked her hard. I would’ve taken those nipples of hers and sucked them all day long, and reached down to tease the folds of her pussy. I would’ve done anything, anything at all, to feel her orgasm around me.

      But unfortunately for me, I hadn’t liked the idea of her wet and moaning on a table with Brina. I’d wanted her relaxed, not turned on. Not only that, but I didn’t want to know what Gabriel would do if he found out I fucked her in her mind.

      Probably kill me slowly…

      So, I’d held myself back. I’d stayed there with her, miserable and wanting her, but used every ounce of willpower I had not to touch her the way I wanted to.

      Either way, it’d been stupid to use so much of my powers now, no matter what I did in her mind. The night was already here, and the night meant that death was coming for all of us. Gabriel might be sure Elizabeth would be safe tonight, but there was no telling whether I would be or not.

      I’d just weakened myself before a possible fight.

      Stupid, stupid.

      “Blade.” I hear Gabriel say my name.

      Rising from my bunk, I instantly see Gabriel standing near the bars of his cell directly across from mine. His hands are wrapped around the metal, and his face is tortured.

      Before I can think about the wisdom of my words, I say, “She’s okay. She’ll be back soon.”

      His eyes widen, and I curse myself. He knows now. He knows I walked into her mind. And he’s not a fool; he’s aware of how rarely I use my gift. The last thing I wanted was for him to know I might have a weakness for the beautiful redhead too.

      “Thanks,” he tells me.

      I’m surprised. Gabriel is protective of her. He didn’t even like us speaking her name before she showed up. But apparently, he didn’t mind me walking around in her head. What does that mean?

      But I don’t ask him. I just nod.

      Ax comes to stand at his side, itching the scar on his wrist and looking curious. They were lucky enough to be sharing a cell. I, on the other hand, had recently lost my cellmate to a prison fight. Normally I’d like my own space, but the guys and I had been here the longest out of all the current prisoners. They’d been the only two prisoners to survive the beast. If it came for me, I had no doubt I didn’t stand a chance without someone to watch my back.

      If I stood a chance at all. People died with the help of their cell mate and without it. It didn’t matter, they all died. All except Gabriel and Ax.

      Down the hall, we hear steps. All of us tense, turning to the sound. A ruckus of hoots proceeds the sight of Elizabeth. But once I see her, I find that I don’t feel any more reassured. Tonight she’s going to spend a night sharing a cell with a man. And none of us were naïve enough to not know what would happen.

      Gabriel’s expression changes, as if he was daring anyone to share a cell with her, and rage fills his eyes. If the other man’s cell is close enough, I have no doubt that Gabriel will end his life before he can touch Elizabeth. No matter the consequences.

      But the guard reaches my door, and stops.

      The tension between all of us tightens. And then, they open my door and shove her in.

      Relief flows through me, and when I look across to Gabriel and Ax, I can see the same relief in their eyes. No one has to die at Gabriel’s hands tonight. Because we both knew no matter how much I might miss a good pussy, I wouldn’t be touching his woman.

      “Hi,” she says awkwardly.

      I open my mouth to speak and inhale.

      It’s like snorting coke. My senses flood with so many things that my mind seems to snap. Her blood smells…amazing. Like chocolate cake and sex. Like everything I’ve ever wanted and more.

      “Blade?”

      I hear her voice as if far away. And then her hands touch my face, and I’m back in the cell with her.

      “Get away from me!” I growl, stumbling back from her.

      Her blue eyes widen.

      My back hits the wall, and a shudder moves through my body. I swear to God, the shifter part of me longs to break free. I’ve never actually shifted in my life. Not fully. Claws and fur, sure, but I had no idea what kind of animal I would’ve been if I wasn’t half-shifter, half-vampire.

      But right now…right now I actually think I might shift. The beast inside of me that usually seems so distant  awakens, prowling within me, trying to escape.

      Fuck. The beast wants her. The vampire in me wants her.

      What the hell am I supposed to do?

      “Are you okay?” she whispers.

      There’s blood at her throat, and suddenly, all I see is her pulse beating rapidly in her throat. I’m a damned vampire. I could command her to come to me. I could enthrall her so that her pussy pours forth arousal, so that the scent of her desire fills the air. I could devour her breasts and leave her begging for more as I slam my cock over and over into her tight channel.

      But I don’t, because she belongs to Gabriel.

      Not me.

      Never me.

      My claws slowly elongate, and my vampire fangs grow, fangs I’ve never been able to control. I press my back harder against the wall, breathing hard, fighting for control.

      I was worried about dying tonight. But apparently, I needed to be worried about other things…like fucking my best friend’s woman.

      Hell, I knew this woman would be more trouble than she was worth.

      And I was right.
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      While I was walking back from the twisted doc’s office, I’d started thinking about Blade. My memories were consumed for a moment, thinking about his chocolate-colored eyes, and the way his blond hair is swept back in an “I don’t give a damn” attitude. It’s enticing, even though I wish it wasn’t, and seeing him shirtless in my mind, a sea of sculpted muscles, made it harder to remember what an ass he was.

      And I had no doubt that was exactly what he looked like shirtless. Sexy and built in all the right places.

      Because I didn’t believe for one second that the daydream of us at the beach was something my own mind had conjured up. I knew he had something to do with it, I just didn’t know what. Or even how he’d done it.

      What is he?

      But as I considered how he’d managed such a thing, I also started to think about why he’d done something like that. And the only answer I could come up with was that he was trying to help me.

      Suddenly, the sullen guy seemed a little less like an asshole.

      And then I’d gotten thrown into a cell with him…

      He’d flipped the fuck out. His eyes had blazed with both red and golden rings around them, and he’d sprung to the back of the cell, bracing himself against the wall. I couldn’t tell looking at him if he wanted to beat the shit out of me, or beat the shit out of himself. Either way, I was starting to think the daydream with Blade had to do with someone else altogether.

      “Ready to calm down?” I ask.

      He snarls back at me.

      My heart thuds in my chest. A smart woman would shut the hell up and make herself small and unnoticeable, but apparently, I’m not very smart.

      “The fangs say vampire…but what’s with the claws?”

      He growls low in the back of his throat.

      I sigh, then turn my back on him. Apparently, I’m not getting any answers from him now. Outside the bars of our cell, I’m surprised to see Gabriel and Ax staring at me from across the hall. From our bars, I could only see their cell and the cells right next to them unless I went right up to the door. The bars allowed me to see the top half of each cell, but not the bottom halves.

      It gave us a strange combination of privacy, while at the same time, feeling like I’m the new program on a really weird show. Gabriel’s gaze meets mine when he realizes I’m staring at him. There’s a question in his eyes, but I’m not sure if he’s wondering about Blade or about my little trip.

      I lift my arm. The blood has dried in the crease of my arm, where I’m guessing the bitch took a really generous blood sample. For some reason she sliced some of the skin of my belly, and my pussy aches ever-so-slightly. I think there’s another cut on the back of one of my knee, and definitely one on my neck. My body has a tightness to it that feels like I took a beating, but overall, I know it could’ve been worse.

      Like if I’d actually been conscious enough to witness all the things that had happened to me.

      “I’m okay,” I say, even though I’m not entirely sure he cares. “But Blade’s freaking the fuck out.”

      Gabriel looks confused.

      “She’s bleeding,” Ax says, looking at Gabriel. “But he usually has more control than that.”

      Gabriel ignores Ax, his gaze locked with mine. “What do you mean freaking out?” And his voice is low, like he doesn’t want the other prisoners hearing him.

      I frown and glance back at Blade, who glowers at me, an animalistic wildness to his face. “His eyes have red and yellow rings…and…yeah, there’s definitely fangs.”

      “And…?”

      “And he doesn’t want me anywhere near him.” Even I can hear the annoyance in my voice.

      “Fuck,” Gabriel says, then turns and disappears.

      That’s all he’s going to say? My jaw drops open. “If you know what’s going on, don’t just walk away! How about warn his cellmate?”

      Ax’s pale blue eyes run over me for a long second before he says, “Just give him some time. And clean off that blood.”

      And then he’s gone too.

      Great, just great. I managed to get out of the doc’s office, in mostly one piece, and now I have this guy in my cell who’s clearly lusting after my blood. I feel safe, really safe.

      Sighing, I grab a small towel from near the sink and start to gently clean the blood off my skin. The water turns scarlet beneath the running water, but I ignore it. Unzipping my jumpsuit, I glance back out the bars of the cell, but still don’t see Gabriel and Ax’s neighbors. Not wanting to give them a show either way, I work hard to keep my body hidden while I clean off the rest of the blood.

      When I feel a little less disgusting, I glance back at Blade. He doesn’t look nearly as wild as he did before, but he doesn’t look like his cool, calm self either. Who knew I’d miss that version of him?

      Overcome by exhaustion, I ignore my crazed roommate and move to the bottom of the bunk bed. Lying down, I tell myself that there’s no way in hell I’m going to fall asleep in a cell with Blade so near, and so out of his mind. And sure as hell not after my long day. But I do.

      And in my mind, I imagine death walking slowly towards me.

      One step at a time.
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      When I wake up, it takes me a minute to remember where I am. Everything around me is cloaked in darkness. But just outside the bars of my cell, a light flickers over and over again.

      Oh, no. Hell no.

      I rise slowly and spot Blade lying in the corner of the cell. He’s asleep, and all signs of his fangs and long claws are gone. But even though that should reassure me, he’s the least of my worries now.

      Heart pounding, I climb out of the bunk and stand, creeping to the bars of our cell. Sometimes lights just flicker. Sometimes they just burn out. Lights aren’t always just a sign of death. But no matter how many times I repeat the words in my mind, they ring false.

      I grip the bars of our cell and peer out. One light flickers somewhere out of my vision, but the rest hold steady. In front of me, my breath suddenly comes out in white puffs of air and the temperature in the room drops several degrees. That’s…unusual. Not usually a sign of death, but I don’t think it’s good.

      Across from my cell, I see Gabriel emerge from the darkness. I get the strangest feeling that he was standing guard. Waiting. But waiting for what? His gaze locks with mine, and there’s something intense, almost frightening, in his eyes.

      I sense more lights starting to flicker down the line of cells, and then the one over my head does the same. Gabriel frowns across from me, and I mouth the word, “death,” hoping he’ll understand. The whole flickering lights thing doesn’t precede death for normal people. It has something to do with death and me, not that I have a clue why.

      When Gabriel’s eyes widen, he disappears from the bars of the cell.

      Heart racing, I’m not even sure what I’m doing when I go and shake Blade.

      He instantly awakens and his gaze falls on me. “What’s wrong?”

      “Death is coming,” is all I can say.

      But when I don’t say more, a curtain falls over his face and the muscles in his jaw clench. “It’s your first night here. It won’t come for us. So just stay quiet and don’t move. Understand?”

      It?

      Ice runs through my veins. “You know what’s coming?” And that someone is going to die tonight?

      He shakes his head. “No one knows what it is, but it’s the thing that’s killing us.”

      He stands and I gravitate to his side. Both of us have our backs to the wall for a brief minute before we creep up together, until we’re peering out of our cell. Across from us, Gabriel and Ax are both at the bars. All of us seem to be waiting. To be holding our breath.

      But for what?

      “It’s coming!” someone shouts from their cell, the man’s voice filled with terror.

      There are the sounds of movement, and then I see the faces of the people in their cells as they peer out, their expressions filled with terror. It was strange to see them in this moment. During the day it seemed these prisoners were predators of the weak…but at night…at night they were the prey.

      Even if I wasn’t the daughter of a wraith, even if I hadn’t seen death over and over again since I was a young child, I would feel death in the air tonight. There was simply…something off. A looming darkness that was creeping ever closer.

      Everyone, it seems, could feel it.

      But then, it sounded like this was the norm in this place.

      Suddenly, the ground seems to shake. I startle, a small sound escaping my lips. Blade’s hand is instantly over my mouth, and he slowly shakes his head. The earth quakes again and again, like the footsteps of some massive beast stomping toward us.

      And the chill in the air? It gets worse until goosebumps erupt on my skin, and an involuntary shiver wracks my body.

      But it doesn’t just get colder… There’s a smell too. A smell of blood and rotting corpses.

      Another sure as shit sign that something’s about to go down.

      Without warning, the cell door beside Gabriel and Ax’s cell is torn off with the worst groan of metal imaginable. The sound rips through the air, and I know I would’ve cried out if Blade wasn’t covering my mouth. The door hovers in the air for a few seconds, then goes flying as if thrown.

      The men inside the cell scream. A second later two wolves come bounding out. One makes it to just feet in front of our cell when his eyes widen, and he’s dragged back by some invisible force. He lifts into the air, thrashing, biting, tearing at whatever holds him, but the horrifying battle is over in seconds. The wolf’s crushed body is tossed into the middle of the hall, his eyes filled with blood, blood oozing out of his mouth, and a flatness to his body that should’ve been impossible.

      Fuck.

      The other wolf is fighting near where his buddy has died. Black blood covers his muzzle, and I see black blood pool on the ground. And yet, a second later he’s lifted into the air. He whines, a terrible sound, and his body is tossed in a bloody heap near his friend’s.

      In my ear I hear Blade whisper, “It’s over. It only takes one cell.”

      But even though I should feel reassured, I don’t. Something massive is out in that hall. Something invisible and deadly.

      It didn’t kill us tonight, but what about tomorrow?

      Blade draws me back a few steps from the door of our cell, and I feel the muscles in his hand over my mouth relax. Slowly, his hand drops, and I notice the way his body heat warms my back in the most comforting way imaginable. Everything about him seems to say, “we’re safe now.”

      And then…then I get that feeling. That horrible feeling that death is coming.

      Outside, I hear bulbs explode. Not all of them, but enough that our row of cells darkens.

      My heart lurches.

      And the door to our cell is ripped open.
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      There’s a moment where time seems to stand still. Where I look around our cell and I feel like the very earth has stopped spinning on its axis. Maybe it’s because this moment is so horrifying. Maybe it’s because I’m already dead and I don’t even know it.

      I have no idea.

      But the moment passes and Blade shoves me roughly behind him. My back hits the wall of the cell, and he screams, “Under the bed, now!”

      I open my mouth to tell him like hell I’m going to hide when death is coming for us, but then his eyes widen and a sound of pain tears from his lips. He’s jerked back, as if by his feet, and his belly hits the ground. Then he’s yanked out of the cell.

      All that remains is a smear of blood.

      Outside the cell, I hear Blade snarling. I hear the sounds of fighting, and I picture how easily the wolves were killed. An image of Blade dead fills my mind, and my hands curl into fists. I can’t let that happen. Searching the cell, I try to find a weapon, but there’s nothing of use.

      Still, I can’t let him die. I won’t just stand here and watch the man who tried to protect me die, and then let that thing come for me. Weapon or not, I was going to go down fighting.

      Walking on legs that shake, I emerge from the cell. I don’t know quite what I’m doing when I move to the dead bodies of the shifters. My gaze is on Blade as he slashes out with his claws and tears at the invisible being that holds him.

      Like always, the strange mist rises from the bodies of the shifters and that unexplainable energy burns beneath my skin. I want to take it. I want to use it. The doctor said I was something powerful, and damn it, if I am, this would be the moment to know how the fuck to save us.

      And then the lights over my head blink.

      And they all go out.

      I feel it again. Like time is standing still.

      A man shimmers into existence not ten feet from me. He has the same substance as the wisps that drift above the bodies of the dead, but I know he’s no spirit. He’s a person. A creature. A being of magic. And for whatever reason, his eyes are tender as they rest on me.

      And then he lifts a hand, stretching it out before him.

      For some reason, I’m not afraid, even though by all logic I should be. Instead, I reach out to him, mirroring his movements.

      Does he want me to touch him? Does he want me to take his hand? I have no idea, but in this moment the world has stopped, and once it starts back up again I have to save Blade.

      Somehow.

      But the man doesn’t touch me. He lifts that hand of his higher, and for a moment something strange happens. I feel magic, like my own, crackle in the air. I watch as his arm begins to glow and that feeling of thunder rolling and energy growing that had come before Grisly died surrounds me. A mist of different colors rises from behind him, and then the colors swirl around his hand.

      His magic. His powers. They’re like mine.

      It’s like seeing colors for the first time. It’s like hearing a sound after a lifetime of silence. Something inside of me that I didn’t even know was there is suddenly so much a part of me that it’s like the beating of my heart.

      I reach for the magic I feel inside of me. His hand suddenly snags mine, and it’s like he’s showing me how to pull it free. After a moment, my hand sparks with colors, and I feel the tiniest sense of release.

      This. This is my magic. This is how to release it.

      He smiles at me. “Elizabeth.” My name holds all the love and affection in the world, and our eyes meet.

      I see for the first time that there’s a shadow of me in his smile, and the truth hits me like a fist to the gut. “Dad?”

      He nods, and I feel tears blossom in my eyes. “Save. Yourself.”

      And then he’s gone.

      The lights flash back on, and time returns to normal. Not twenty feet from me, Blade fights on the invisible creature, high in the air. He’s vicious and fast, snarling, striking out with his claws, decorating the floor in the creature’s black blood. He races along its body in midair before being suddenly struck down.

      He hits the floor with a crack that sounds painful, but within seconds he’s leapt back to his feet, glaring at his enemy. His orange jumpsuit is torn to shreds. And then I see that his own blood flows from a thousand different places, and my heart races.

      How much longer can he do this?

      I call forth my magic, even though I’m not really sure what it does or how to use it. Sparks glow on my fingertips, and then I focus on the creature. I try to make the magic feel the way my father’s had, even though I’m not sure what that will do. Doing this is better than doing nothing.

      And my dad did tell me to save myself.

      In an instant, a cloud of colorful magic emerges from me. In the mist I swear I see the faces of a thousand screaming souls. They wrap the beast, and then, I can see it! A massive red beast with four thick legs, each ending in clawed hands. Its flesh looks like uncooked beef, and its eyes are black and cruel.

      Oh, the bastard. I don’t know what it is, but it can’t hide from me anymore.

      Without thinking, I send my magic out at it. The sparks explode against the creature, and to my shock it begins to scream. Within seconds, the space beneath it fills with dark blood, and the beast makes a horrible sound.

      I see its clawed hand/leg reaching for me, and I freeze. There’s no way I can get away fast enough. There’s nothing I can do but let it take me.

      And I already knew what those hands could do to a body.

      Blade is between me and it in an instant, and the clawed hand closes around him instead, lifting him into the air. Shock cements me into place. One minute my death was imminent, and the next a man I barely know was sacrificing himself for me. My heart lurches. I see the moment the creature begins to close its hand around Blade, to crush him as it did the shifters.

      Rage makes me act without thought. My cloud of screaming faces launches out in front of me with all the control of a tornado.

      The beast is ripped into shreds the moment my mind imagines it, and suddenly, it’s no longer invisible to anyone. It’s just a sea of flesh and blood and bones that rain down on us all like some horrifying storm.

      I hear the gasps of prisoners.

      And then, all is silent.

      But where’s Blade? My movements feel heavy and tired as I rush forward, searching through the guts and gore in desperation.

      I’d tried to save him. But what if I’d unknowingly killed him?

      I feel sick. Not just because of the stench and the blood, but also because I don’t understand what the hell I did or how I did it. All I know is that it was my father who taught me what to do.

      And then I hear coughing, gasping.

      Whirling around, I manage to shove aside a disgusting chunk of flesh bigger than I am, and find Blade underneath. My entire chest aches, and I drop to my knees. Reaching a hand out, I touch his face, softly, but he doesn’t move.

      He doesn’t even react.

      A gut reaction hits me like a punch. To cry. To run away. But almost the instant that the desire hits me, I push it away. It doesn’t matter if I know what to do. I just have to do something.

      My gaze moves over him. I can’t for the life of me tell which blood is his and which blood belongs to the creature. But the fact that his eyes remain closed, and he doesn’t stand, is enough for me to know he’s not in good shape.

      So let’s find out where he’s hurt, and then go from there.

      Lifting him into a sitting position, he begins to cough and struggle to help me, but he’s terribly weak. I look around, desperately trying to find something to help. There’s some kind of emergency shower, or at least that’s what I hope it is, so I help Blade wrap his arm around my shoulder and drag him there.

      I need to know the extent of his injuries.

      I need to know if he might still die tonight.

      Because that’s the other thing… That scent of death coming? It’s still there.

      Beneath the showerhead, I take a deep breath and pull the cord. Icy water soaks us, and Blade shivers in my arms before his knees give out and he crumbles to the ground. I keep hold of him, mostly, and manage to make certain he doesn’t smack the floor too hard.

      Then, not knowing what else to do, I help him struggle out of his jumpsuit.

      When the water stops, I pull the cord again, watching the bloody water run down the drain. Then my eyes return to Blade and my stomach sinks. He’s hurt. Really hurt.

      Oh, hell.

      “We need a doctor!” I scream, even though I’m pretty sure the doctor won’t be of any help here.

      Ax calls back, “The nights we’re attacked…no guards are around. All of them steer clear.”

      “Fucking great,” I say, but I’m really just trying not to fall apart.

      “What do I do?” I shout to everyone and no one.

      “You already killed it,” someone snarls. “If only he dies, you’re better off than the rest of them.”

      I grit my teeth together. Blade isn’t going to die tonight, no matter what I have to do.

      “Feed him,” I hear Gabriel say, but his words hold an edge I don’t understand.

      “What?”

      “Take him to your cell. Give him your blood. It’ll help him heal.”

      I look down at the barely conscious man. I don’t exactly relish the idea of a vampire feeding on me, but I’d do anything to save his life.

      This time he helps even less as I struggle to get him to his feet. Dragging the man to our cell takes longer than I want, and I’m out of breath by the time I drop him onto my bunk.

      “Close the door,” Gabriel tells me, his eyes locked with mine. “And do what you have to do.”

      I nod. The door is just barely on its hinges, but I tug it closed.

      It occurs to me that I’m no longer imprisoned, that maybe just maybe I could make a break for it. But the thought is just something that swirls in my mind without any real substance. I might not know Blade well. I might not even like him that much. But I owed him this.

      Stripping off my wet jumpsuit, I grab the blanket from Blade’s bunk, wrap it around myself, and drop my wet underwear too. In a cocoon of blanket, I climb on top of this vampire, wincing as I try to be cautious of his many wounds.

      To my surprise, his eyes flash open. His gaze is glassy as he looks at me. Almost like he’s fighting through a fog of pain just to be conscious.

      Which I’m pretty sure is damn well what he’s doing.

      “I’ve never done this before,” I say, sweeping my hair to the side, but he doesn’t move.

      He’s a vampire, right? Shouldn’t he know what I’m doing?

      Leaning in closer, I offer him my neck, just inches from his teeth, but still, he doesn’t move. Not knowing what else to do, I clench my teeth and scratch open the cut the fucking doctor made on my neck. I feel the hot blood leak down my throat, and then Blade’s body tenses beneath mine.

      I gasp as his teeth bite into my flesh. At first it’s like the sting of a scorpion, sharp and painful, and then a new sensation takes over. Desire. Hot desire that burns through my veins and leaves me whimpering.

      Grasping his shoulder, I inch closer up his body, giving him better access to my throat. At first he suckles at my throat, almost weakly, but then he shudders and I feel a change come over him. He seems to drink deeper, harder, and I wiggle against him, shocked by the way my inner muscles squeeze and how my body grows wet.

      Is this what always happens when vampires drink? Or is this something that’s all Blade?

      His hands lift, untangling the blanket from around me. Within moments, my skin is pressed against his. Nothing separates our naked bodies except his boxers, but the sensation of my soft skin and his hard skin makes me bite down on a moan of desire.

      This is to heal him, not for my own pleasure. I hold on to the thought, fighting through the cloud of mind-numbing need. My hands trail down his chest, and I feel that the flesh underneath has already begun to knit itself back together.

      Another shudder wracks my body.

      I arch against him, and then I feel the evidence of his arousal through his boxers. He grows harder and harder, and the way he holds me has more strength. More power.

      And I know he’s going to be okay.

      Unable to help myself, I reach down and draw his wet boxers off, trying not to break his bite. He kicks them away, and then it’s just our skin pressed against each other.

      My hard nipples ache as they bounce against his chest, and I feel my thighs grow wet with my desire. I want to straddle him, to take that massive erection deep inside me, but I’m aware enough of myself to know that I’m supposed to be feeding him, not fucking him.

      And then, his teeth break from my throat.

      I glance down at him, panting hard, and he kisses me. And god dammit, his kiss is mind-blowing. It sends every logical thought flying off into space.

      And when he grips my hips, grinding me against his erection, I gasp against his mouth. His lips break from mine and trail kisses on my throat. “Stay quiet,” he whispers, and then lifts my hips slightly, positioning his tip at my opening.

      I cry out as he slowly lowers me onto him, the feel of his long, thick cock filling me so tightly it’s almost painful. If not for the slickness of my body, I wouldn’t be sure I could take him at all. Instead, my muscles simply clench and flutter around him, screaming in pleasure as my nerves come alive.

      When he reaches his hilt, his mouth covers mine once more, and he begins to fuck me slowly. The careful thrusts of his length teases me. And I’m glad for his lips on mine, or I’d be demanding more, shouting for him to take me harder.

      And then his hands slip from my hips to my ass, and he uses his strength to bring me down harder and harder onto him. I break my lips from his and clench my teeth together to keep silent. My hands reach out and grip the bars of the bunk bed.

      I use my leverage to take him deeper. Blade makes a strangled sound beneath me and suddenly his mouth closes around one of my breasts. My head spins as I let him suck my nipple, bouncing up and down on his length like I own the damn thing.

      And after this, I better.

      When he switches to the other nipple, I start to go wild. Somehow the idea that the cool and collected Blade is fucking me like this makes it all the sweeter, and my body is wet and aching for him to finish. For him to fill me with his hot cum.

      I rotate my hips, taking him slightly differently, and he makes a strangled sound beneath me.

      His lips leave my breasts, and his eyes meet mine. “Come for me.”

      A shudder rolls through my body.

      “Come for me,” he demands again.

      And whether it’s some strange power of his, or because my body was begging for release, I do come. Aware somewhere in the back of my mind that all the prisoners might be able to hear us, I swallow down every swear, I swallow down the desire to scream his name, and I orgasm soundlessly, lost in a sea of pleasure.

      His grip on my ass tightens, and then he finally releases inside of me. His hot, sticky cum coats my channel, claiming me as his own.

      When I tumble back on top of him, he holds me for a long moment against him. I breathe in his scent, something masculine and musky. And I can hear him breathing deeply into my hair, as if memorizing my scent too.

      And then he lifts me.

      I stare at him with wide eyes as he turns me around, and then I’m facing the top of our bunk. “Blade?” I whisper, confused.

      He reaches between my thighs and angles his hard cock toward my ass. I almost tell him to stop, and then his other hand begins to stroke my soaking folds. A shudder moves through my body, and I press against his cock, wanting the damn thing in my ass.

      Wanting to come again.

      He complies, pushing slowly into my ass as he teases my clit.

      And this time when he fucks me, it’s hard and fast and everything I wanted. His teeth slice into my throat again from behind, and I’m surprised when his bite holds none of the pain and all of the pleasure.

      In fact, I swear I begin to drip with desire. That as he drinks from me my pleasure rises to a level I never imagined before. I dig a hand in his hair, pulling him harder against my throat, urging him to drink me deeper.

      He growls against my throat, and the combination of his teeth in my neck, his cock in my ass, and his fingers teasing my clit bring me over the edge again. I’m barely aware of it when he pumps his hard cum into my ass, his entire body trembling with his pleasure.

      When he’s done, his teeth finally break from my throat.

      “That was so damned good,” I whisper.

      One of his hands grabs my breast roughly, and his voice sounds low and unfamiliar as he says, “We’re just getting started.”

      And my pussy must be the greediest damn pussy in the world, because I start to ache again.

      Whatever Blade has planned for us tonight, I’m going to enjoy every part of it.
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      Strands of my hair poke between my fingertips as I sit on my bunk, my elbows on my knees, my head in my hands. I have the overwhelming urge to tear the strands free. My heart races and sweat dampens my flesh. Yes, I’d told Elizabeth to do what she had to in order to save Blade’s life. And yes, I’d known that if he fed from her they’d fuck.

      But no, I didn’t have to like it.

      In fact, I hated it with every ounce of my soul.

      When vampires turned their powers onto a woman, they could bring them pleasure unlike any other species, save perhaps the skilled sirens. A vampire could make a woman come with a touch. A vampire could bring a woman to her knees, soaked in her own desire.

      What do I have to offer Elizabeth? My rage? My pain?

      “Gabriel…”

      “No,” I say to Ax, and the word comes out rough and tortured.

      I couldn’t hear them fucking. I couldn’t hear her screaming his name in pleasure. But I could feel it in my very soul, and I didn’t know how to cope. One minute she was here and mine, in the strangest way, and the next she was in another man’s arms.

      Was she Blade’s now?

      “She’s his mate,” I say, and I finally drop my hands from my head and look at Ax.

      He stares back at me, those pale blue eyes of his seeing into my very soul. “You don’t know—“

      “The way he reacted to the smell of her blood… The way she drew out the shifter and the vampire sides of him… How else do you explain it?”

      And if she was his mate, it meant that she was the only woman for him. He could never choose another partner, and he was bound to her forever. He would give up life and limb to protect her.

      Just as I would.

      Ax releases a noisy breath. “I don’t know, but it doesn’t mean she’s his mate. Or that she’s not yours anymore.”

      I close my eyes. Across the hall I can feel Blade’s mind. There’s not a drop of anger, jealousy, or anything else bad. There are none of the dark emotions that my kind feed on. But there’s still his mind.

      It’s such a fragile thing.

      An organ that I could destroy with the smallest thought.

      “Maybe we could share her?”

      My eyes open and land on Ax. “What the hell did you just say?” Is this one of his jokes?

      But Ax doesn’t smile. “You know my kind share women. It isn’t impossible to consider that we—“

      “No,” I say, cutting him off before he can finish.

      Elizabeth was a person. Not a fucking piece of cake we could all take a bite out of. She was precious and unique. There had never been another woman like her before, and I’d be damned if I let any of us forget it.

      “Why not?”

      “You don’t share people.” My words come out a growl.

      “Shapeshifters are a little more relaxed with those sorts of things,” he tells me with a shrug. “Gender is fluid. Life isn’t all black and white. It’s filled with more shades of grey than most creatures could possibly imagine. So why does love have to be between one man and one woman?”

      I stare at him. “Your people need to smoke less pot.”

      And this time, he does laugh. “All I’m saying is that if she’s his mate, that’s hard to fight against. But the way you look at each other, that’s something too.”

      “And you?” I can practically hear the threat in my voice.

      He holds my gaze as his thumb rubs the scar at his wrist. “You and Blade are my family, and if you love Elizabeth, I want to love her too.”

      I stand and move to the door of our cell, gripping the bars and staring across at their quiet cell. Ax could never understand how I feel right now. Like my beating heart is being ripped out of my chest.

      One of my best friends and the love of my life just finished fucking.

      What man could just accept that?

      And yet, if I can’t, if I can’t find a way, I could lose them both.

      “Ax?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I hate this.”

      He pauses for a half a second before whispering, “I know.”

      I tell myself to sit down, to stop driving myself crazy, but I stay where I am. Staring across the hall, a shell of a man, waiting for any sign of them.

      In hell.
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      The first thing I’m aware of is the deep feeling of contentment that seems to have taken root in my heart. It blossoms through my chest like the warmth of the sun on my skin. If I could shift, I’d have no doubt that I’d be purring in pleasure, or making some other sound of contentment that an animal might make.

      And the tension I’ve been carrying for longer than I can remember is just…gone. I feel good. Happy. Relaxed. Like everything with my world is right.

      Beside me, someone sighs, and the heat of their body seems to burn into me.

      Which is exactly the moment I remember everything.

      My eyes flash open. My head jerks to the side, and I stare at the beautiful Elizabeth. Her hair is in tangles about her head, and she looks like she’s been through hell, and yet…she’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen in my life. She’s naked against me, and she smells like me, and like sex.

      I shudder, and my cock hardens. I’ve never wanted a woman this badly before in my life. Her scent is everything to me now, pure goodness and perfection, and I can still taste her blood on my lips. She was sweet, the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted.

      The need for her overwhelms me for a long minute before I think of Gabriel, and my pleasure fades. A coldness settles over my skin. What the hell have I done? My mate…my mate is the woman Gabriel loves?

      This can’t work. Ax meant it when he said that Gabriel loved her and would do anything for her, and now I understood why. To take her would mean losing Gabriel, but to let her go would mean ripping out a piece of myself.

      So what do I do?

      I’ve never felt so lost before. I have to do the right thing, but I have no idea what the right thing is. No shifter or vampire would give up their mate for a friend.

      But as much as I hated to admit it, Gabriel wasn’t a friend. Somehow, during our time together, he’d become my family. And I had no family left. My parents had been murdered. My uncle, the man who raised me, had turned his back on me when he’d discovered what I’d been doing.

      There was only Gabriel and Ax.

      For so many years I’d carried such shame about my mixed background. The vampires hated me. The shifters saw me as a freak. Two species that loathed each other had finally managed to agree on one thing: that they both hated me.

      And yet, when I’d come into the prison, Gabriel hadn’t let the shifters and the vampires tear me to shreds. He’d offered me protection in a way my family never could.

      So how could I take Elizabeth from him?

      The answer came easily: I couldn’t. I just couldn’t.

      Elizabeth shifted again, and a moan slipped from her lips. Is she in pain or dreaming of pleasure? I frowned. Despite my resolution, I lifted the blanket from her body to inspect her. She had bruises and cuts in several places, and the mark from my teeth on her neck was barely healed, but that was all.

      Neither of us looked like we were close to as bad shape as Gabriel and Ax had after surviving the beast. If it wasn’t for Gabriel getting close enough to finally feel the creature’s mind and bring it pain, they’d have both died that night.

      And all other prisoners that had faced it? They hadn’t survived.

      My frown deepened, and my thoughts started spinning. How the hell did we survive last night? It was clear Elizabeth wasn’t human, but her body was so fragile. I couldn’t imagine she’d been able to do much last night, but then, I had no idea how we were still alive.

      I remembered…I remembered a lot of pain. Fighting. The desire to protect my mate had driven me mad, and I’d fought like I’d never fought in my life. But…it wasn’t enough. I was losing. Seconds from death. And then the shadow beast… It’d simply…exploded.

      But how?

      Elizabeth shivered beside me. My gaze moved to the hard pebbles of her nipples, and then down to her smooth pussy. My balls seemed to harden.

      I wondered what she’d do if I woke her up buried deep inside her pussy. I wondered what she’d do if I just leaned down and started to suck the hard peeks of her nipples.

      A growl moved up my throat, and the shifter side of me started to take over. And what that animal side wanted more than anything was to fuck his mate again. To hear her scream our name while we filled her with our cum.

      I was panting. Sweat gathered at my forehead. My need was overwhelming, and yet I couldn’t forget. I couldn’t forget that she belonged to Gabriel.

      Last night, I fed and fucked her out of need. But if I fucked her today, it would be a want. I wouldn’t be able to pretend she didn’t mean anything. And once she knew, there was no way I could conceal the truth any longer.

      Curling my hands into fists, I breathed in her scent, willing myself to resist her.

      And then she stirred. “Blade.” My name was soft and innocent on her lips.

      My heart ached. “What?”

      She didn’t look at me yet, and I was glad she didn’t. It was taking longer than usual to close myself off. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.” No, not at all.

      “Last night we—“

      “Did what we had to do to survive.”

      Now she does look up at me, the sleepiness to her eyes fading. “Come on, Blade…” And there’s a knowing tone to her voice.

      I sit up, pulling away from her, and the loss of her touch is like a punch to the chest. “The guards will be up soon. We should get dressed.”

      I search the cell and find my crumpled boxers on the floor. I snatch them up and pull the material on. They’re uncomfortably wet, but at least they’re clothes. And then I find her jumpsuit and underwear and toss them toward the bed, without looking back.

      “Blade.”

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I will her to let this go.

      “What will we tell the guards about the door?”

      I stiffen, surprised and strangely bothered by how easily she moved onto another topic. “They know what’s going on here. I doubt they’ll care about the door. They may, however, be curious about how we survived.”

      “Okay.” I hear the sounds of her dressing.

      “How did we survive?” I ask, holding my breath as I wait for her answer.

      She takes a long minute before she speaks, and I know she’s lying before the words leave her lips. “I’m not sure. It just died.”

      I turn slowly around and see her pulling the zipper of her jumpsuit up, concealing the skin between her breasts. My treacherous cock is still hard and aching, begging me to touch her, but I ignore the damned horny bastard.

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      She looks up, those blue eyes of hers guarded. “Believe what?”

      “That you don’t know.”

      She doesn’t even flinch. If anything, her eyes seem to harden.

      “Tell me the truth.”

      “I don’t know what happened,” she says, her chin tilting up ever-so-slightly.

      My teeth clench together. “You are the most irritating woman I’ve ever met in my life.”

      “Yet you want me.” There’s a challenge in her voice.

      “I don’t,” I lie.

      Her gaze moves down, and I look to see my hard-on tenting my boxers. “Morning wood. Ever heard of it?”

      “And last night?”

      “Vampires often fuck when they feed,” I tell her.

      She scoffs. “Now who’s lying?”

      I advance on her, towering above the tiny woman. “I need to understand what the fuck happened last night, before we have to get our stories straight with everyone else.”

      To my surprise, she moves closer and stares up at me, her blue eyes flashing with anger. “We survived. That’s what happened.”

      We hear a sound in the halls, then shouting. Suddenly, an alarm goes up. We exchange a look and move to the door of our cell, carefully not to touch the door in case the damned thing falls right off. Down the hall, guards stare at the explosion of the beast covering nearly every surface.

      Within an hour, dozens of guards are standing around the mess, all of them looking confused and helpless. It’s no surprise when the warden comes in a few minutes later. The bastard smokes that damned cigarette of his and walks around the outskirts of the piles of flesh before his gaze moves to our cells. When he comes to our door, his eyes widen, and his gaze meets mine.

      Suddenly, a terrifying smile curls the demon’s lips. “Them.” He points. “Bring them to my office.”

      He turns and walks away without another word, and guards scramble to do his bidding.

      I look back at Elizabeth. “Last chance to tell the truth.”

      “Go fuck yourself,” she mumbles under her breath.

      And there’s something wrong with me, because her answer turns me on. Yes, my mate’s a damned liar who doesn’t trust me, but she’s also gutsy as hell. It’s no wonder the beast inside of me chose her.

      As our door is wrenched open, I shove Elizabeth behind me. “What do you want?” I growl.

      One of the guards gives a dark smile. “It seems the warden would like to see you.”

      Since I’ve come to the prison, I’ve always kept my head down and done what I was told. At first it was in hopes of getting out, but soon it became part of the escape plan. But when the guard reaches for Elizabeth, I go wild.

      It takes three guards and two blasts from their damned weapons before I find myself lying on the ground, unable to fight back. One of the guards kicks me, and to my surprise, Elizabeth lets a string of curses explode from her pretty mouth.

      “Ever heard about not kicking a guy when he’s down?” she shouts.

      He grabs her, wrenching her arm behind her back. A cry slips past her lips, and I growl and thrash on the ground, even though my body screams in pain. Two guards flip me over, handcuff my hands, and drag me from the cell. Terror closes around my heart for one awful second, and then I see them dragging Elizabeth along behind me.

      Instantly, I calm. If she’s with me, I’ll do anything I can to keep her safe.

      I didn’t want to think about the guard in the cell with her. Alone.

      But as I begin to calm, my gaze sweeps to Ax’s and Gabriel’s cell. They both stand just beyond the bars. Gabriel’s gaze meets with mine, and the fury in his eyes takes my breath away.

      He knows.

      Damn it.

      What do I do now?
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      I don’t understand what the hell has happened. The events from last night play back in my head like a horror movie. Before the fight, I think I saw my dad…and he helped me learn to use powers I didn’t even know I had. Even now, I feel both oddly drained and oddly alive. I keep poking at the strange magic inside of me. It’s like I’ve discovered an extra finger. I just want to flex it over and over again, just to make sure it’s real.

      But then, almost at random, I think about how I killed that creature. Pride flows through me. If I was going to have powers, I was glad they’re badass, monster-killing powers.

      The guard behind me gives me a little shove, as if I’d been walking too slowly in my daydream. I shoot him a dirty look and glance at Blade. He looks rough, but not nearly as bad as I would have thought he’d have looked after everything he’d been through last night. It must’ve been my blood that helped him. Or was it just that he was a supernatural?

      I had no idea.

      And then our eyes lock, and I look away from him, my cheeks heating. I hadn’t just given him my blood last night. We’d fucked too. And it’d been amazing! I mean, so good that my body seemed to rev up at just the thought of him naked, sucking my blood, and thrusting into me with that glorious cock of his.

      And then this morning he was back to being Mr. Stick Up His Ass.

      I almost sigh aloud. There was enough going on that I shouldn’t have been thinking about the amazing sex, or what it meant that Blade was acting like a jerk now. Nor should I be thinking about whether or not Gabriel knew what we’d done and if he’d care about it.

      “So what happened last night?” one of the guards asks, leading us down another hall.

      I glance at him. His gaze is focused in front of him, but he can’t hide his curiosity.

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “The beast… It came for you, right? You two are only the second set of prisoners to survive the beast.”

      “Shut up, Clark,” one of the guards dragging Blade along says.

      “What, you’re not curious?” the guy behind me asks.

      “Of course we are, but people who ask questions end up dead. You want to end up dead, idiot?”

      The guard named Clark scowls. “I just think this whole damned thing is weird. My job is supposed to be to make sure these criminals don’t get out, not to ignore whatever the fuck is happening at night.”

      We freeze in the hall and one of Blade’s guards looks to Clark. “Our job is to survive here. Now, if you want to keep blabbing, do it away from us.”

      Clark looks irritated, but we all keep going in silence.

      My mind starts turning. “So you guys don’t know what that thing was either?”

      Everyone glances at me in surprise for a second, but no one answers.

      “Because,” I continue, “I feel like you guys should know about what’s killing people around here. I mean, aren’t you afraid that eventually something is going to come for you?”

      “It only takes prisoners,” the guard who prods me along says.

      “Shut up,” the other mumbles.

      “For now,” I press, “but who knows who it’ll go after in the future.”

      We suddenly stop, and I realize we’ve come to the warden’s office. Suddenly, all the men tense, hesitating only a moment, then drag us into the warden’s office. They plunk Blade down into a chair, his hands still bound behind his back, and he slumps to the side.

      I try not to look impressed. One blast from those guns and I was done for. But Blade? Blade just seems a little numb and weak.

      I’m shoved into another chair, and then my gaze snaps from Blade to the warden, who leans back in his chair, his feet on his desk. He puffs his cigarette and glares down at us, saying nothing until the guards leave, closing the door behind them.

      Then he smiles, that awful smile of his. “It seems we have another mysterious death on our hands, Elizabeth. This time from a rather large creature.”

      I stare back at him, trying to look stupid. “A what?”

      He takes the cigarette out of his mouth and puffs circles into the air. “The beast in the halls attacks one cell each night, killing the prisoners inside. Every day. We’ve had one incident where the prisoners were found in their cell the next day, looking like hell, but alive. And now we have a second incident, where you and your cellmate were found injured, and said beast was killed. Care to explain?”

      “I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” I say.

      Anger glints in his eyes. “Don’t play with me.”

      “I would never play with a man as miserable-looking as you.”

      He flashes his teeth. “Keep it up and I’ll have you playing with me right under my desk, bitch.”

      Blade growls low in his throat beside me, the sound some strange mix of a wolf and a beast.

      The warden’s gaze swings to him. “Ah, the vampire-shifter who can’t shift. I can’t imagine your part in this would be much.”

      Vampire-shifter? So that’s what he is!

      But I have to keep my triumph at discovering what he is to myself, because Blade glares at him, and says, “Just send us back to our cells. We don’t know anything.”

      The warden takes his feet off his desk and leans forward. “What I do know is that you’re some mutt half-breed, barely capable of keeping himself alive in these prisons. And her...” His gaze moves back to me. “She is something I haven’t figured out yet. And now I have a dead beast and no answers.”

      I stare back at him. “I wish we could help, but we can’t.”

      Lies come so easily to me.

      “Tomorrow.” He says the word really slowly. “Tomorrow Dr. Brina and I are going to show you our special room. A special room intended to explore the unexplainable and, if necessary, tear them apart piece by piece until I discover their secrets.”

      A shiver moves down my spine. Being a liar, I’ve gotten good at telling when other people are being dishonest, and the warden? He means every word of what he says.

      “Do what you have to do.”

      The warden’s hands curl into fists. “Get the fuck out of my office.”

      I rise and reach for Blade, helping him up, but then hesitate. “What the hell is the end game here? Why are you sending some beast to kill prisoners?”

      His eyes lock onto mine. “Who said I’m sending it?”

      “Who else? You run this delightful place.”

      A guarded look comes over his face. “Some things are out of even my control. Now, get the fuck out.”

      This time, I do as he says, dragging Blade every step of the way.

      I’m relieved when he seems to help me move, even if his steps feel uneven. At least whatever the guards did to him doesn’t seem to be permanent.

      The men lead us to a little shower room with clean jumpsuits hanging along the wall and undo Blade’s handcuffs.

      “Go get cleaned up and changed,” Clark orders us. “You smell like shit.”

      I glance back at the three men. “You going to give us some privacy?”

      A dark-haired guard grins. “Not a chance, princess.”

      My teeth clench together, and I set Blade down, leaning him against the wall. As much as I want to tell these guys to go screw themselves, our “shower” last night didn’t exactly give us the best cleaning of our lives. Turning the water on to let it warm up, I go to Blade and strip off his boxers. He shoves me away when I’m done and manages to get to his feet.

      He doesn’t look good, but he moves to stand in front of me, shielding my body from the view of the other men. “Get undressed,” he says, his teeth gritted together, sweat at his brow.

      “I don’t care if they see me,” I tell him. Another lie. But I hate seeing him in pain to protect my modesty.

      “Get undressed,” he simply repeats.

      I want to argue, but another glance at him tells me that just standing is a hell of a lot of work for him. So I unzip my jumpsuit and shed it, leaving it in a pile on the ground, and stare back at him. Blade spins me around and holds onto my shoulder as he pushes us toward the spray of the water.

      His big body seems to be all around me as we wash, and I pretend not to notice his erection pressing firmly into my back. Blade is one strange guy. One second he’s acting like I’m a thorn in his side, and the next he’s trying to protect my modesty.

      Are all shifters like this? Or maybe it’s the vampire part of him?

      I squirt their gross soap, shampoo combination into my hands and lather it up before rubbing it all over my body and into my hair. I turn beneath the water and let the spray run over my hair, hoping I won’t smell like blood or that damned dead creature after this.

      When I open my eyes, Blade is staring down at me, lust and something indescribable in his expression. I freeze, and it’s suddenly hard to breathe. I get the strange sense that Blade is going to kiss me, and then his eyes close, and a shudder moves through his body.

      Frustration makes me turn back around. I fill my hands with more soap, and before I can think about what I’m doing, start rubbing it into Blade’s hair.

      A surprised sound escapes his lips, and his eyes open. “What are you doing?”

      “I have to share a cell with you,” I tell him in my most irritated voice. “The least you can do is not stink.”

      When I’m done scrubbing his hair, I rub soap over his shoulders and down his chest. Reaching his dick, I don’t hesitate before grabbing his erection and scrubbing there too.

      A small groan escapes his lips, and then I climb onto my knees and scrub his legs. Looking up, I watch the water washing the soap away, and my gaze goes to his big cock. God, it sucks that he looks as tasty as I remembered. I was kind of hoping his perfect dick was just my imagination. But there it is, hard and lonely, and I’m on my knees.

      The desire to suck him off fills me. I lick my lips and lean a little closer.

      “Yeah,” I hear one of the guards groan. “Suck him hard.”

      “Fuck,” Blade growls. “Stand up!”

      I feel strangely embarrassed as I climb to my feet. Blade is the one standing around with a massive erection and now he’s acting like I’m the only one turned on right now? What an ass!

      He turns off the water behind me and turns me around. “Wait here.”

      I’m left glaring at the wall for a long minute before I feel a towel draped around my body. I look back in surprise to see Blade standing, blocking me yet again from the guards’ view with his body.

      “What are you waiting for?” he snaps. “Dry off so we can get dressed!”

      I glare at him and dry off really slowly.

      The entire time the muscles in his jaw seem to clench harder and harder.

      When at last I’m done, he tucks the towel around me again and marches off. He searches through the available jumpsuits, grabs what I’m hoping is the smallest one, and marches back to me. I snatch the jumpsuit, drop my towel, and get into the clothes, all the while glaring at him.

      At last, his shoulders seem to sink. He dries slowly and dresses with slow movements. When he’s finished, his eyes are far away.

      Some of the fight goes out of me, and I move to him, putting one of his arms around my shoulders. Giving him something to lean on, even though deep down I like the feel of him this close to me.

      His gaze moves to my face and there’s shock in his eyes, but I don’t have a chance to think about what that means. The guards lead us out of the shower room once more, but instead of taking us to our cells, we’re taken to the dining room. Instantly, Blade drops his arm from around my shoulders, and we take our trays in silence and go to the last table with Ax and Gabriel.

      None of us speak.

      We all eat the putrid food in silence until the bell rings, and we follow the crowd back out into the courtyard. They lead me back to the area that I’m starting to realize is “their area.”

      Then, finally, Blade sinks onto the bench.

      Tension sings between us, and I turn to Gabriel. Suddenly, everything sort of hits me at once and I feel angry beyond words.

      “Start talking,” I snap.

      Anger flashes in his stunning grey eyes. “Talking about what?”

      “How about whatever that was last night and why none of you bothered to warn me about it?”

      Gabriel moves a little closer until his face is inches from mine. “Is that really what you want to talk about right now?”

      “Well, what else?”

      “How about you fucking Blade?” he snarls back at me.

      I stiffen. “Sorry, but I have no idea how that’s any of your business.”

      “Really?” And there’s a warning in the word.

      “Aren’t you the asshole who left without even a goodbye? Huh? That was you, right? And now you’re back in my life, and what, you own me? Is that what it is?”

      Gabriel’s anger rolls off of him in waves. “Careful.”

      “Or what? What are you going to do about it?”

      We glare at each other, a battle of wills that I’m determined not to back down from. I didn’t know what was happening between Blade and I after our night together. Hell, every time I looked at Ax I’d think about him fondling my breasts and coming in my mouth. I’d think about him saying he might make me his. And Gabriel? Hell, I wanted to punch him in the face just as much as I wanted that sweet mouth of his licking my folds. Basically, I was confused about who I wanted, but I was damned sure not confused about not wanting to be jerked around by this asshole.

      “It was my fault,” Blade says, and his words surprise me so much that I look away from Gabriel to the exhausted vampire.

      Gabriel spins on his heel, and in the blink of an eye, he’s punched Blade in the face. Hard. The other man’s head snaps back, and Gabriel lifts his arm to strike again.

      I don’t know what I’m doing when I grab his fist. “Stop!”

      He looks back at me, enraged.

      “Stop!” I order him again. “It’s not exactly a fair fight.”

      “I’m not looking for a fair fight! He’s the one who fucked my—“

      “Your what?” I throw back at him.

      Suddenly, Gabriel drops his hand and walks away. Every inch of him screams that he’s pissed. I half-expect him to come back and hit Blade again, but instead he just disappears around the corner of the building, and we’re left staring after him in shock.

      “What crawled in his asshole?” I mutter, trying to shake off the strange emotions spinning inside of me.

      Ax sighs behind me. “Isn’t it obvious?”

      I shake my head, frowning back at the dark-haired prisoner.

      He lifts a brow and his pale blue eyes hold mine. “He’s in love with you.”
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      I sincerely thought she knew, but the shocked look on her face says she might not have. A strange feeling moves through me, a desire to comfort her. That stunning auburn hair of hers is damp and smells so damned good, even from where I stand, and her skin looks pale beneath her freckles. She has the strangest mixture of innocence and strength that draws me to her.

      Images of her sucking my dick fill my mind, and I bite down on a groan.

      “I don’t blame him,” I say.

      Who could resist this siren?

      Her blue eyes meet mine. “What? Why?”

      “You’re easy to love, Elizabeth.”

      A guarded look comes over her face. “That’s not how I’d describe myself.”

      Blade makes a sound, and I turn to see him rubbing his chin where Gabriel had hit him.

      “What?” And this time Elizabeth has an edge to the question.

      “Nothing,” Blade says. “It’s just that we have better things to be talking about than Gabriel’s feelings. When he realizes last night was just a suck and fuck, he’ll get over it.” His gaze moves to me. “He forgave you for whatever you did to her in the laundry room, right?”

      “She just sucked my dick,” I tell him, my spine straightening.

      A growl slips from Blade’s lips and if I had any doubt before that the shifter side of him had chosen Elizabeth as his mate, I had no doubts now. The rage that burns in his eyes as he looks at me screams of a man possessive of his woman.

      “You sure last night was just a suck and fuck?” I ask, the temptation to bait him into admitting it burning through me.

      “I’m done talking about this.”

      When Blade’s eyes close, I take pity on him. I might hate that he always has to pretend nothing gets to him, but he had a long fucking night. A night that, by all logic, he shouldn’t have survived.

      If not for whatever strange powers Elizabeth possessed, he would be.

      So it looked like his theory that she wasn’t powerful enough to help us was wrong. The problem was that she could still be a liability to us, depending on her abilities.

      I just need to figure out what she can and cannot do.

      Looking at Elizabeth, I gesture for her to come with me. We leave together, winding through the paths of the pitiful garden some of the prisoners like to tend to.

      “What’s up?” she asks when we get far enough away.

      “We need to talk.”

      “About what?”

      “About what the fuck you are.”

      “I’m human,” she lies.

      I don’t know if I’m impressed or annoyed. “We need to talk to you about what’s going on, but we can’t do that if you aren’t able to block your thoughts or put up any shields. So, I need to know what you know.”

      Her bravo falters. “Block my thoughts?”

      I nod. Is she lying again? “I can’t read minds, so I don’t know what you’re able to do.”

      Suddenly, her arms wrap around her chest. “I have no idea how to do that or even if I can.”

      Again, I wonder if her vulnerability is real. “I can teach you.”

      I certainly wasn’t the best person to teach her about shields and minds, those were Gabriel’s skills. But of the three of us, I was the best we had right now. If Blade tried, I was pretty sure things were going to get bad. And Gabriel? Yeah, I didn’t want to see what he’d do if we pushed him further.

      She’s quiet for a minute, contemplating my words, before she says, “What would I have to do?”

      I take her to an area near the wall and sit her down. Mind reading and sensing emotions aren’t particular strengths of mine, but I can sense emotions with a physical connection, and I’ve shown my younger brothers and sisters how to hide their thoughts and emotions from others.

      It works…for the most part. Gabriel is an exception. No matter what walls people put up, he can get through them to read their emotions. But then, emotions are a source of power for him, so it makes sense.

      We face each other and I put my hands out, trying not to let my gaze move to the scar on my wrist. If I look at it, if I think about it, anger or fear might overwhelm me, and I didn’t want Elizabeth to feel either of those emotions, so I keep my gaze focused on her. “Take my hands.”

      She gives me a suspicious look but places her hands in mine.

      “Okay, some of this will depend on what you are and what your emotions are, but I’m going to pull down my walls. I want you to stretch your senses out and see if you can tell how I’m feeling.” Her brows draw together. “And it helps if you close your eyes.”

      She nods, and her eyes close.

      Time ticks away, and I have to consciously work to keep my walls lowered. At first. But soon my thoughts stray…to how small her hands are in mine, to how smooth her skin is, and then to her chest as it rises and falls. I’m surprised when I harden. I swear I can see her nipples through her jumpsuit, but hell, maybe I just want to see them.

      I remember the way she sucked my cock like it was her favorite popsicle. I’d stroked those breasts of hers, squeezing her nipples, and they’d hardened under my touch. If I ended our exercise now and fondled her, would she stop me? Or would she climb onto my lap and fuck me right here?

      “Are you aroused?” She’s breathing harder.

      I stiffen and almost shut down my walls, but then remember this is what we’re here for. “Yes.”

      A shudder moves through her body. “I can’t sense anything else. Just arousal. A lot of arousal.”

      I lick my lips. “Yeah, that’s me.”

      Her eyes open and meet mine. “Why are you so turned on?”

      “You know why,” I tell her honestly. “I told Gabriel we should share you, but he seems to think you’d be insulted by the idea.”

      Her mouth hangs open for a minute, then closes.

      “That wasn’t a no,” I say.

      “It wasn’t a yes,” she shoots right back.

      We stare at each other for a long minute, and I feel her own arousal through our connection. Something blossoms inside of me… Hope, maybe. If the guys and I manage to escape this place, I can never go back home. I can never return to my people. I’d always imagined we’d create a home together, but things changed with the appearance of Elizabeth. She could either take Gabriel from us, or we could bring her into our circle.

      I hoped the fact that she hadn’t outright refused the idea yet meant there was some way for us all to be together. For this beautiful woman to make our bond even stronger.

      “What now?” she asks, drawing me from my thoughts.

      I can’t help but smile. “Now, I’m going to lock down my emotions again.”

      She nods, and I seal away my emotions.

      Her eyes widen. “It was there and then just gone.”

      I nod. “Now, I’m going to feel your emotions.”

      Her hands pull from mine. “I don’t know…”

      I don’t tell her I’ve already sampled them. Given her reaction, I don’t think she’d appreciate it. And besides, we need to do this a certain way if she’s ever to gain control of the walls surrounding her mind and emotions.

      “If you’re a part of this, we need to be able to talk to you. We can’t do that if you might spill our secrets everywhere.”

      Slowly, she puts her hands back into mine. “Okay.”

      I close my eyes and reach for her. To my surprise, her emotions are right there, easy to sense, so easy the creatures with stronger abilities than me would read her without a single obstacle.

      But I’m also surprised because of what I feel.

      My eyes flash open. “You’re turned on.”

      Her cheeks turn red. “I’m not.”

      I smile. “Unfortunately for you, you’re terrible at hiding your emotions.”

      She licks her lips and her gaze moves to my hard erection.

      “Fuck,” I mutter. “Don’t look at me like that unless you want me to do something about it.”

      Her cheeks go a shade darker. “I thought you were going to show me how to hide my emotions…”

      I nod, trying to swallow down my attraction to her. “Come climb into my lap.”

      “What?” Her eyes go wide.

      “It’ll help. Trust me.”

      She gives me a suspicious look.

      “Whatcha going to do, sweetheart? Climb into my lap and get the answers to all your questions, or continue being kept in the dark?”

      Her eyes narrow, but she climbs over and gingerly sits in my lap.

      I pull her back harder against me, and she cries out in surprise. For one second, I feel like I’ve won the battle, but then she starts to wiggle in my lap, and my hard cock jerks with desire. I find myself panting, wanting to do all kinds of fun things to this woman, and knowing that I can’t do a single one of them.

      Damn it. I might’ve won the battle, but she won the war.

      “Now,” I say, the word coming out far too husky, “concentrate on not letting me know how you feel.”

      I reach out with my sense, and damn it, her arousal is still there. Fucking hell. “Hide your emotions,” I bark.

      “I’m trying!” she says, wiggling in my lap again.

      I bite down on a groan, then can’t help but reach around and grab her breasts.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she asks, but she sounds as turned on as I am.

      “It’s like I’m between your damn legs licking the arousal from your thighs,” I tell her, panting harder. “Your arousal is stronger than my own. Lock it down.”

      I continue to fondle her breasts, then snag the zipper and draw it down just a little.

      “Ax,” she groans my name.

      “If you can’t lock down your emotions now, how are you going to hide them when things get dangerous?” I ask, my head spinning.

      Reaching into her jumpsuit, I grab those sweet breasts of hers, and a shudder moves through my body. “Think about walls falling around your mind and your emotions. Imagine the way you feel drifting around you like a mist…and then imagine that they’re suddenly gone, and the walls are containing them from getting out.”

      She’s breathing hard, her desire so thick that I know we’re going to fuck soon.

      And then, suddenly, her emotions are just gone.

      “You did it,” I say, breathing hard.

      She turns slightly to look at me. “I did just as you said.”

      I squeeze her nipples, drawing a surprised cry from her lips, then slowly withdraw my hands and zip her jumpsuit back up. “Now, just see if you can keep those walls up.”

      Her eyes run over my face. “It feels…almost more natural to keep the walls up.”

      I shouldn’t be surprised, but I am. Walls are tricky. They take work. If it comes naturally to her, she really must be powerful.

      “What are you, Elizabeth?”

      She stiffens and starts to pull out of my lap, but I wrap an arm around her waist to keep her in place.

      “Nothing. What are you?”

      Fair enough. I can give her a half-truth. “I’m a shapeshifter.”

      Her expression is confused. “Like a shifter?”

      I chuckle. “Not at all. I don’t turn into an animal; I can change to look like any person or being.”

      Her eyes widen. “That’s a real thing?”

      I nod, watching her closely. How is it that she’s a supernatural and doesn’t know about my kind? “Absolutely.”

      She frowns, and I know what she’s going to ask before she does it. “Then why don’t you just shift to look like one of the guards?”

      I lift my arm and turn it around to show her my wrist. “That bastard warden and doc put a chip under my skin. It keeps me from shifting.”

      Her fingers move hesitantly to the ugly scar, where they’d butchered my flesh, and she runs her fingers along the bump under my flesh. “I’m sorry. That must be…”

      “It’s like cutting off an angel’s wings or the horn of a unicorn. They took something from me that’s a part of me.” I’m surprised by how raw and pained the words come out.

      Images of that doctor’s office. Of being tied down and cut into flash in my mind, and then the burning loss of my powers, like the loss of my soul. I’d tried to pretend that it hadn’t mattered, but I knew deep down it did.

      I clear my throat. “Luckily for me, I’m the result of my mother’s affair to some weird grafter, so I’m different from your neighborhood shapeshifter. I’m stronger, faster, and have a few…unique abilities.”

      “Like what?” she asks, sounding curious.

      I smile. “Your turn.”

      Instead of answering, she turns away. “Whatever I am, it sounds like the doc and the warden are determined to figure it out.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, frowning.

      “They have a special appointment for me tomorrow.”

      My teeth clench together. I knew what they did in those “special” appointments. There’s no fucking way she’s going through that. Whatever we had to do, we needed to be sure she never made it to that appointment.

      Which meant that Blade was right. We needed to talk about breaking out of this hell hole. And if Elizabeth could prove her ability to shield her thoughts and emotions from the others, she could finally be part of the planning.

      I hoped.
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      I don’t even know where I’m going when I find myself in the shadows of the great wall that surrounds the prison. Demons linger here. Big men, small men, all dangerous in their own ways. I act without thinking, opening my mind up and reaching out for their emotions. As always, the demons provide a banquet of negative emotions. Their rage, their jealousy, it’s all there, like a delicious scent on the wind.

      Reaching my powers out, I capture the emotions and drink them in, refilling my energy, refilling my powers. I feed and feed upon them until I’m full. Three of the men stagger, and I draw my powers back. All the men look to me, fear in their eyes.

      I almost tell them not to fear me. That if I wanted them dead, they’d be dead.

      But instead, I turn away and begin to walk again. Energy hums beneath my flesh now, and I feel stronger and more capable. Yet, even at my strongest, I’m not enough for Elizabeth.

      She deserves better.

      And then there’s whatever the hell she is and whatever the hell she’s capable of.

      My jaw locks. The time for her keeping her secrets is over. If I don't know what she is, how can I be sure about her abilities or limitations? How could I know how she'll impact our plans? I intended to just see her as a burden rather than any help, but the events of last night have changed that.

      “Gabriel.”

      I jerk my head up. Blade stands, looking pale and weak, not far from me. It’s clear in the way he looks at me that he’s been searching for me.

      Everything inside of me screams to destroy him, to end his life with the smallest thought. And if it was anyone else, I would have. This man who stands before me fucked the woman I loved.

      I knew it would end that way. I knew the instant I saw the shape he was in that he would need to feed, and that after his reaction to her blood they’d fuck, but I’d only thought about him surviving.

      Now, I was angry. And I knew I shouldn’t be, but that didn’t change how I felt.

      “Can we talk?” he asks, and I’ve never heard the hesitation in his voice before.

      I nod.

      We stray to a quiet area far from the guard tower. He collapses back onto a bench, but I remain standing, too tense to sit beside him.

      “I’m sorry,” he says.

      “Is she your mate?” The words slip from my lips before I can stop them.

      He doesn’t answer for a long minute. He lifts his hand and rubs at the back of his neck, avoiding my gaze. “She’s yours,” he finally manages.

      “That’s not what I asked.” I snap back.

      More silence. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

      “Fuck.” I turn away from him, that rage burning inside of me too dangerous.

      “I won’t touch her again,” he says, as if that changes anything.

      It’s hard to breathe. He might tell himself he can do that, but no shifter can stay away from his mate. No matter how much he might want to.

      “There’s something else,” he begins.

      I stiffen, waiting.

      “In the warden’s office, he said he intends to figure out what Elizabeth is tomorrow, with the help of the doctor.”

      I whirl around. “What?”

      My heart races. They hadn’t been sure what Ax was either. They knew he was a shapeshifter, but they wanted to know everything. He’d been gone for three weeks. When he returned, his gaze had been hollow. He’d lost an incredible amount of weight, and he’d barely been able to stand.

      It’d taken us months to help him recover.

      If they took Elizabeth, it wouldn’t be for a day. And although Ax still didn’t know what his other half was, the warden and his bitch did. If Elizabeth thought she’d be able to leave without them learning the truth, she was wrong.

      “We need to leave tonight,” I say.

      “It isn’t possible,” Blade tells me.

      My gaze meets his. “I will kill anyone who tries to take her.”

      After a minute, he nods. “Then I will too.”

      Something changes between us. I feel it. Or perhaps it’s not something between us, but something inside of me. Alone I have no hope of keeping my Elizabeth safe, but with Ax and Blade at my side, there is a chance.

      But could I truly share her?

      My head spins. I try to picture them touching her and my gut clenches, but it isn’t the crushing pain I’d felt before. The image in my mind shifts to all of us touching her, and to my surprise, I feel myself harden and my breathing grow more rapid.

      I must have spent too much time with Ax, because the thought of us all fucking her turns me on. Which is all kinds of wrong. And all kinds of right. If I could do this, if I could share her…

      “Ax suggested a way to handle this…situation with her.”

      Blade lifts a brow but says nothing else.

      “He said we should share her.

      His eyes widen. “Is that…is that something…?”

      He seems incapable of actually speaking the words aloud. “Maybe.”

      And with the word, a weight seems to lift from my shoulders. I move to sit beside him on the bench, and he shifts so I have enough room. We both stare out at the prison yard, but the silence between us is comfortable. Like it had been before Elizabeth.

      “Thanks for keeping her safe,” I say.

      Blade nods. “I’d do anything for you. We’re family.”

      I try not to show my surprise. After what happened to Blade’s family, I could never imagine him seeing me as family. Close friends, yes, best friends, yes, but family?

      Never.

      And yet, the only family I had led me to this place. The man who’d taught me how to kill. The man who had taught me to embrace the darkness within me, then twisted it to suit his needs.

      I think I liked the idea of Blade being my family better.

      “Do you think it’s possible to move up our escape plan?”

      He’s quiet for a long time before saying, “I will see what I can do. My contact would need to get me the key today. He’d need to be prepared to unlock our cells and get us out without being seen.” He releases a deep breath. “He said it’d take another week. But perhaps…perhaps…”

      Blade lifts from the bench with a wince and moves across the yard to one of the guards. I look away from them, afraid of raising suspicions, then decide it’s more than time to talk to Elizabeth and get on the same page.

      No more secrets.

      I stand and start back to our favorite area. Two shifters cross my path and stop in front of me.

      Tensing, I instinctually reach for their minds, ready and willing to kill them in an instant, if they make me.

      They both lift their hands in a sign of surrender.

      Wild, a wolf shifter with grey hair and keen eyes, speaks, his voice low, “We have questions.”

      I stare without speaking, waiting.

      “How was your woman able to stop It?”

      A question I myself have.

      He shifts beneath my stare. “Does she intend to protect us every night? Or is this done?”

      Normally, I’d grasp his mind just enough to bring him to his knees then walk away, but I don’t. Something about having Elizabeth here has softened me, because I feel the strangest pity for the shifters in front of me. All of us are trapped here, but only my guys and I have a plan to get out.

      “We don’t know anything.” I pause, searching for the right words. “But we’ll continue watching for signs of the beast.”

      The shifter’s shoulders sag, and he nods. “Thank you for the information.”

      He and his friend walk away, back to the pack of massive shifters that are constantly working out on one end of the yard. I turn away from them and realize that many eyes are clinging to me. It makes me uneasy, and yet, we should have expected it. Everyone knows what happened last night, and they have to know that Elizabeth had something to do with killing the beast, even if they weren’t watching when that cloud of magic launched from her into it.

      Even if they weren’t capable of seeing or feeling the explosion of power that came from her.

      Walking back to our tables, I find Ax and Elizabeth. A strange tension sings between them that I don’t like.

      “We need to talk.”

      Ax surprises me by speaking. “I’ve been working with her to block her thoughts and emotions. Care to test her out?”

      I don’t like feeling other’s emotions, unless I’m hungry, but I do as he asks. Reaching out to her, I sense the wall she’s raised between her thoughts and mind. For a minute, I find myself impressed by her. It’s stronger than most of the prisoners in this place. And then I slip through the wall and feel the rush of her emotions: confusion, arousal, interest, and others, all swirling together.

      Her mind is a glorious thing. A place I’d love to remain in like the sun shining through a favorite window. And yet, I pull back.

      “It’s strong.”

      Elizabeth beams at me, and my heart sings in response to her happiness. “Once he showed me how to do it, it was easy.”

      And yet, for a woman with her abilities, today shouldn’t have been the first time she learned about emotional and mental barriers. Who or what is she? And how could her people have allowed her to continue on like this?

      It was almost a crime.

      “We need to talk.”

      “You already said that,” she tells me, grinning.

      I force myself to sit down in front of her, straddling the bench seat of the table.

      She draws back ever-so-slightly, and her smile falls away. “What’s up?”

      “We need to get on the same page.”

      “About what?” And there’s a note to her voice that says she’s ready for a fight.

      I sigh. “Do you want to live, Elizabeth?”

      She sweeps her hand through that gorgeous hair of hers. “Of course! What kind of question is that?”

      I lean closer. “And you realize the only way that’s going to happen is if we get out of here.”

      Her eyes widen. “Yeah, but we can’t…right?”

      “We have a plan,” I tell her softly.

      I can see a thousand questions in her eyes, but I continue before she can ask any of them. “We’ve had a plan set for some time, but you coming here complicates it.”

      “How?” she asks.

      “There’s one more person to get out.”

      “But it’s more than that,” Ax says, staring off as if barely listening. But I know damned well he’s drinking in every word of our conversation. “We need to trust each other. We need to know the strengths and limitations of each other’s abilities.” His gaze swings to her. “And that’s something we don’t have with you. Yet.”

      Elizabeth gets the strangest expression. “Are we back to this shit? I already said—“

      “You’re human,” I finish for her, feeling a tick in my forehead.

      She glares back defiantly. “What do you want me to say?”

      “How about the fucking truth?” I say, my voice rising.

      “Because you’re so good at telling the truth,” she shoots back.

      I don’t know why, but her words seem to challenge something within. “Ask away.”

      Her brows rise. “Just like that?”

      “Just like that.”

      She crosses her arms over her chest and leans back against the wall. “What are you?”

      Of course she’d fucking open with that. But if I back down now, she’s won. “A dark fae… At least, I’m half dark fae.”

      “And the other half?”

      I almost stand up and leave, but force myself to remain seated. “A necromancer.”

      Some of her attitude fades. “I don’t know anything about either of those things. So, you’re like a fairy who raises the dead?”

      Ax the asshole chuckles beside me.

      I shoot him a glare and turn back to her, throwing my words at her like daggers. “Dark fae are feared by all. They are rare and powerful. They feed on dark emotions and can kill with just a thought.” I’m breathing hard, waiting to see the fear in her eyes. “As for the necromancer part of me, I’ve only ever raised things by accident.”

      To my surprise, she doesn’t look the least bit afraid. “And why are you here? Why did they toss you in a prison for the supernatural?”

      The answer is complicated. I have the urge to give her the simple answer that I’ve given Ax and Blade, but the desire to be honest with her, to lay it all out and see how she reacts, can’t be ignored. “My mother was a dark fae who was rejected by even her own kind. She did everything she could to blend in as human. When I turned sixteen and accidentally brought my best friend back to life at his funeral, I came home and found she’d moved without me. I was homeless for a time, until a dark fae took me in and taught me how to use my gifts to kill, to become the perfect hitman. That’s what I was doing when we met. I’d just finished killing my mark.”

      Her eyes meet mine. “And that’s how they caught you?”

      I shake my head. “My boss was always careful with his targets. Everything was always well planned. But one day I met a human who was hurting a child and I acted without thinking. The man, it turned out, was not so human. He was a very powerful vampire. His murder led me here.”

      She doesn’t say anything for a long time, just stares down at her hands, frowning. To my surprise, my pulse picks up. I’d told myself I was going to lay it all out for her and decide if she could accept me for me.

      I didn’t think about what would happen if she couldn’t.

      “Okay,” she finally says.

      I stare at her as if she’s lost her mind. “Okay? That’s all you have to say.”

      She shrugs, and those beautiful blue eyes of hers meet mine. “Well, we’re all here for some reason. Right? And I’d rather know who you are than keep trying to figure it out on my own.”

      I should feel relieved, but I don’t. Nothing of what she has said suggested she’s okay with what I am. It just seems to be that she doesn’t care, but perhaps that’s because I’m nothing more than her ticket out of here.

      “So Ax is a shapeshifter and Blade is a vampire-shifter,” she continues. “But why are they here?”

      Ax stiffens near me, and I look to him. His story is not mine to tell, so it’s his choice what he wishes to say or not say. And I don’t blame him for wanting to keep his story to himself.

      “It’s almost funny,” he begins, running his hand through his dark hair. I watch his nervousness, curious where he’ll go from there. Nothing about his imprisonment was funny. “I got married because my parents wanted me to, and the woman was one of the few shapeshifters who was willing to be with a mixed breed. Not romantic, but we were a good match.”

      I make a sound, and Ax gives me a look. Clenching my fists, I will myself to remain quiet. This is his story to tell, even if he’s telling it the wrong way. Even if he isn’t describing his bitch wife properly.

      “Well, I guess she was fucking a local politician.” He tries to sound like the whole thing is a joke, but anyone who knows him well can see just how much every word is hurting him. “I came home to find them both dead. The authorities showed up, said it was a crime of passion, and because her fuck-buddy was some big demon, I was sent here.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Elizabeth says, and she looks sorry.

      I try not to glare when she reaches across the table and pats his hand. But I can’t help but notice the way his eyes light up at her touch. Fucking hell, Ax has it bad for her. No matter how much he seems to be acting like he doesn’t.

      “And Blade?” she presses.

      “Blade, what?”

      I turn to see the vampire coming up behind us. There’s tension in his shoulders as he sits down beside Ax, and I swear he clenches something in his hand.

      Releasing a deep breath, I will Blade to remain calm. “We’re discussing how we all ended up here.”

      Blade looks pissed. “Why does that matter?”

      “We’re working on trust,” Ax says with a grin. “We figured breaking out of this place would be a hell of a lot easier if we all actually trusted each other.”

      Blade scowls. “She doesn’t need to know.”

      “We both showed her ours…” Ax winks at him.

      Blade continues to scowl.

      So, of course, Ax grins. “No need to if your little hotdog is feeling shy.”

      For a minute I think Blade is going to say no, but then he speaks, “I murdered the men that killed my family. One after another. Violently. Until they were all dead. And when I told my uncle, an Enforcer, he turned me in.”

      I look to Elizabeth, waiting.

      “Was it painful? The way you killed them?”

      “And slow,” Blade says, drawing out the last word, his tone challenging.

      Suddenly, she flashes us a smile that’s all teeth. “Good.”

      Good? I stare at her. Since when does the sweet woman I knew from that summer say that killing someone slowly is a good thing?

      I look at Blade and Ax. The bastards look aroused as hell, which only further irritates me.

      “Your turn,” I say.

      Elizabeth’s smile melts away.

      We wait.

      “Come on,” Ax coaxes. “It can’t be worse than what we are, and why we ended up here.”

      She opens her mouth, and the bell rings.

      Relief washes over her face. And she leaps from the bench, all too eager to escape.

      I grab her arm as she tries to run past. “This isn’t over.”

      “Got it,” she says, but the smug look on her face says she’s hoping to wiggle her way out of this.

      I let her arm go, but my eyes follow her as she races off. If the little minx thinks we’re going to let this go, she’s got another thing coming. I rise and follow after her, realizing a moment later that Blade and Ax are at my sides.

      “I like her,” Ax says.

      Blade smirks. “Yeah, we know.”

      The three of us follow her back into the dining hall, watching her every move.
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      After dinner, we’re all allowed to sign up for different tasks around the prison. I manage to get assigned to the library. For one glorious minute I think it’ll get me out of having to tell the guys what I am and why I ended up at the prison, but they all sign up for the same work detail.

      Of course.

      The four of us follow a guard to an area of the prison I haven’t been to before. We go down a quiet hall and to a door. He flashes his pass and the door opens, the smell of old books wafting to me, strangely nice in this miserable place. I inch forward and see a medium-sized room with about ten shelves of books. An older man sits behind a desk with a pile of books. When he spots us, he scowls, but then his gaze moves to Ax, and his scowl turns into a smile.

      “Ax, old boy, you’re back.”

      Ax grins. “I told you you’d never get rid of me!”

      I try to hide my surprise. For some reason, the handsome jokester is the last guy I’d expect to spend time in a library. Especially not a prison library.

      The older man tugs his cap a little lower on his head and rises from his stool. “I’ve got books to deliver. You think you can show the newbies where everything goes?”

      “Of course.”

      But before the man leaves, his gaze lands on me and widens. “Wait, you’re the woman? The only one in block Beast Meat?”

      “Beast Meat?” I ask, frowning.

      He rolls his eyes. “The prison is a big place. Your block seems to be the only one being killed by the beast, so a lot of us call it the Beast Meat block.”

      “Catchy,” I say dryly.

      “Forget that.” He waves his hand. “You’re her, right? I heard you looked at that damned beast and it exploded. Is it true?”

      My heart speeds up. “No.”

      “Others said you had some kind of black magic? A cloud of powers?”

      I shake my head again.

      He frowns. “Then how did you do it?”

      “I didn’t do anything,” I say, lifting my chin.

      The old man’s bushy brows drop. “If you’re going to lie, you might want to make sure the whole block didn’t see you kill the beast.”

      I avoid his gaze and shrug. “Stuff happens.”

      He makes an irritated sound. “Ax, tell your girlfriend she’s a terrible liar.”

      “She’s not mine,” Ax says, almost too quickly.

      The man grabs a cart full of books. “You’re a terrible liar too.”

      He pushes his cart to the door, raps on it, and a second later it opens. I stare after him, saying nothing until the door closes once more.

      “Man, what was his problem?” I ask, tapping my foot.

      “He can see through your bullshit,” Ax says underneath his breath.

      I whirl around and glare at him. “It’s not bullshit.”

      “It’s not the truth.”

      “Enough,” Gabriel says, the word tense. “It’s now or fucking never.”

      My gaze moves to his, and I’m a little unsettled by the way he just seems to be able to close himself off to me. It’s like a bizarre skill, or a reflex. Something I wish I was better at.

      “I… I don’t want to do this.”

      Blade sighs in irritation. “Everything was simple before, and then this…this…walks in and complicates everything.”

      I level him with a glare. “Stop acting like coming here was my choice.”

      “I’m just saying we had a plan, and you’re messing it up.”

      “Not helpful,” Ax mutters, going to the books on the carts and looking far too interested in organizing the books onto the table.

      “Stop drawing it out,” Gabriel snaps.

      My heart races. “I’m sorry if I’m not just spilling my guts to a bunch of strange men!”

      “We’re hardly strange men,” Gabriel says, a little slowly.

      “You’re an asshole who fucked me a bunch and disappeared, and then there was that, whatever that was in the bathroom…”

      “Bathroom?” Now Ax looks interested.

      He scowls. “I didn’t just fuck you and disappear.”

      “That’s how I remember it…”

      He crosses his arms over that broad chest of his. “My boss needed me to get back to work, and I decided you might not want to be part of that life. Was I wrong?”

      His response takes me off-guard. Somehow he manages to explain being a complete ass like he was doing me a favor. And it bugs me. A lot.

      “And they didn’t have phones where you were?”

      His jaw twitches. “That’s not a life you pop in and out of whenever you want, Elizabeth. If I brought you into it, they’d expect you to stay in it.”

      What do I say to that? “And I’m sure you tried really hard…”

      That muscle in his jaw twitches again.

      Blade moves toward me, then stands towering above me. His gaze roves over my face, his expression almost gentle for a moment before his gaze locks with mine and the gentleness is gone. “It’s almost nighttime. We have…plans. Important plans. But we need to know what you are and what you can do beforehand. If you can’t tell us, as much as Gabriel might not like it, we’re done with you.”

      Done with me? I don’t know why the cold way he says the words seems to claw and my chest. Maybe because I sort of thought that it wasn’t just Gabriel who cared about me.

      Apparently I was wrong about that.

      But did I trust these guys enough to tell them the truth? Sure, they’d told me their secrets, but everyone already knew what they were. Revealing their secrets wouldn’t get them killed.

      So, it seemed, I could either tell them the truth and hope they were trustworthy, or try to figure out how the hell to survive here without them. And, more importantly, decide if I wanted to survive here without them.

      The second thought bothered me more than I wanted to admit.

      “You can never tell anyone,” I say.

      I feel the tension in the men.

      “I mean it,” I continue. “I need your words.”

      “Elizabeth—“

      I cut Gabriel off. “I just…I just need to hear you say it.”

      Slowly, the three of them give their word to keep what I tell them secret. And then they’re silent. Waiting.

      I don’t know where to start, so I just start from the beginning. “My mom had a twin sister she loved very much. My mom was also a woman obsessed with the supernatural. After seeing a few unexplainable things, she’d made it her mission to discover everything there was to know about the paranormal. But then her sister got sick.”

      My mom had told me very little about my father and about how they’d come to have a relationship, but this part I knew. Because as a young woman my mom had finally told me, and the story had stuck with me like a nightmare.

      “On the night she was certain her sister was going to die, she felt ready. She’d studied all she could about death and thought she had a way to keep her sister from dying. She created a symbol around her sister’s bed, a trap for death himself, and waited. But instead of death coming, my father came.”

      “Your father?” Ax asks, and I realize he’s come to stand closer to us.

      I nod. “A wraith.”

      My words seem to drop between us. Gabriel’s brows draw together. Ax and Blade exchange a confused look, and then Blade begins speaking.

      “Wraiths are no more than ghosts. Creatures that people see before they die, or that others might see after someone dies. They’re not…beings. Beings that can have children.”

      “You’re wrong,” I say, the words coming out soft. “My father came into my mother’s trap, and then he couldn’t get out. But even though she had hoped her plan would save her sister, it didn’t. The woman died, and then she had a trapped wraith to deal with. At first, she imprisoned him out of grief and rage, but then things changed between them. They fell in love. But it couldn’t last. It was only her spell that allowed him to remain tethered to this world, and when her spell failed, he was gone.”

      My mom spoke even less about what happened next, but I press on with my story. “After that, she tried to be in the room when people died. She tried to trap him again. She tried to see him again. But she only caught sight of him once, briefly, just long enough to tell him she carried his child, and for him to tell her that she could never reveal who my father was, or I’d be killed.”

      “I didn’t know such a thing was possible,” Blade says, frowning.

      I shrug. “I lived the rest of my life as a human. I didn’t have any real powers, except…”

      Suddenly, I’m reluctant to tell them. Although it’s silly. Maybe it’s because they seem to think I’m some big bad creature now, or maybe because it’s embarrassing how little control I’ve had all my life over my abilities.

      “Except what?” Gabriel asks, his voice soft.

      Grow some balls. “Except that death calls to me. Except that sometimes I know someone is going to die before they do. And sometimes, if someone dies near me, I have no control, I’m dragged to their body. Other than that, I’ve been just a human all my life.”

      “What about what you did to the beast?” Blade’s brows are drawn together.

      “I didn’t know what I was doing, and then time just seemed to…stand still. And, I swear, I saw my father, and he showed me what to do. And then I just knew.”

      Ax lets out a breath and runs his hands through that flawless black hair of his. “So, now you know how to use that kind of magic?”

      “Maybe,” I say, then add, “but I’m still learning.”

      Gabriel crosses his arms over his chest and leans back against one of the shelves, his expression far away. “Hopefully you can figure out how to use your magic again, because we’re planning a prison break soon.”

      My jaw drops open. “You are? How? When?”

      Blade is the one to answer. “We’d planned it for next week. We have some help. But if the doc takes you tomorrow, chances are you won’t return to the cells for weeks. So I asked our outside connections if they could get us out tonight.” He leans over and hands something to Gabriel, but before I can see it, he stuffs it into his pocket.

      My heart hammers in my chest. If we don’t get out tonight, they’ll leave without me? The thought makes me sick.

      “Can they get us out tonight?”

      “They said they’ll see what they can do.”

      For some reason, I don’t feel any better. The idea of escaping is like a distant hope, but for some reason the reality of me being trapped here and the men leaving without me seems more likely.

      “We’re not going to leave without you,” Gabriel says, as if reading my thoughts.

      “Why?” I can’t help but ask. “I’d leave without me if I got the chance.”

      He opens his mouth to respond, and the door to the library opens again. A guard glares at us. “Bedtime.”

      For a half a second I pause, hoping Gabriel will still answer me, but the men head for the door, and I follow slowly after.

      As we walk down the hall, Gabriel slows down to keep pace with me. “One more thing.”

      “Yes?” I ask, hoping to hear whatever it was he wanted to say before the guard interrupted.

      “What do you think about being shared?”

      “Shared?” I repeat, feeling stupid.

      Up ahead, I swear Blade and Ax are listening.

      “Between the three of us,” Gabriel says more slowly. “Would you want all three of us as…as your men?”

      “I mean…” What do I say to that? “The three of you are pretty hot…”

      His brows lift.

      I smack myself in the forehead. “What I meant to say was…” What did I mean to say? Would I consider being shared by the three of them? “It’s not the worst offer I’ve been given.”

      We’re led into the main hall with all the cells. Guards lead different groups of prisoners into their cells, and the tension between all of us changes. All evidence of the dead beast from last night is gone, and apparently our door has been fixed, but no one seems too excited for the night to come again.

      I touch Gabriel’s arm. “Do you think we’re safe tonight?”

      His hand closes around mine. “I think even if you didn’t kill it, we’d be safe. Ax and I have been since we defeated it, so I imagine all of us are protected now.”

      “You guys fought it too?” I ask in surprise. “Is there more than one of them then?”

      He shakes his head. “We didn’t kill it like you did, but we managed to survive until morning, and the second the sunlight hit the room, it was gone.”

      “That’s not creepy at all.”

      He squeezes my hand. “Blade will take care of you.”

      Then he pulls away from me as he and Ax head toward their cell, and we turn and go to ours. Complicated emotions roll through me as the guard locks us in our cell and walks away. It’s hard to fully believe that we’re safe in our cells. Dead beast or no dead beast, this place doesn’t exactly scream safe. And then there’s the other thing: we might escape tonight.

      If we do, how the hell will that look?

      And if we don’t, the guys seem pretty sure whatever the doc and the warden plan to do to me tomorrow is bad. So, it seems, I better hope like hell this escape works out.

      Otherwise, as much as Gabriel tried to reassure me, I have no doubt the guys will have to leave me behind.

      When you get a chance to escape hell, well, you take it. No one could blame them for that.
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      I sit down, my back resting against the wall of the cell, and I study Elizabeth. Had she really called me hot? Had she really seemed to consider all four of us being together?

      It baffled me. I’d never before heard of a shifter sharing his mate, but then, I had no rights to Elizabeth on my own. She was Gabriel’s. So if he gave us permission to…

      My cock hardens as I study her ass. Gabriel had made the offer, which meant he might be okay with what was happening here. A smile curls my lips. Wouldn’t that be…something? Us escaping? Us having Elizabeth each and every night in our arms?

      A shudder wracks my body, and I push the thought away. I could spend the next month mulling over our relationship, but right now I need to be focusing on saving her life, not fucking her until she said my name over and over again.

      Damn it. Focus.

      “Blade?” She says my name really softly and turns slowly around.

      I breathe deeply and catch the scent of her arousal on the air. The knowledge that she’s aroused makes my head spin. This woman actually wants me, doesn’t she? This woman who is my mate.

      “What is it?” I ask, the question coming out more gruffly than I expected.

      To my shock, she crosses the space between us and gets down on her knees in front of me, her hands trailing the zipper of my jumpsuit. “I was just thinking…”

      This isn’t like her. There’s no reason for her to be touching me right now. Unless…

      I’m breathing hard. “I can’t always control my vampire lure. I think I might be using my powers on you right now.”

      “And how do your powers work?” she asks, slowly unzipping my jumpsuit.

      “They can…turn you on,” I respond, panting.

      I hear the guards shout, “Lights out,” and then the lights in the halls dim and the ones in our cells go out. But in that moment, I find it hard to care. I find it hard to focus on anything except the woman kneeling in front of me, slowly unzipping my jumpsuit.

      When she passes my boxers, she continues until the zipper comes to its end. Then she hooks her fingers into the front of my boxers and tugs the material down to reveal my erection. “You’re hard,” she tells me, then rubs the tip of my cock.

      My dick jerks and every muscle in my body tightens. “Are you sure you want me, Elizabeth? Or is this just my powers?”

      She moves closer to me, then whispers in my ear, “I don’t know if it’s your powers or not, but I need you right now.”

      And then she closes one of her small hands around my cock and tightens her fist.

      A gasp rushes out of my lips. “Oh fuck.”

      Leaning down, she takes me into her mouth and slides me deep into the warmth of her mouth, moaning as she does so. My eyes close and every muscle in my body tenses as I resist the urge to come. Without thought, I dig my hand into the back of her hair and ride her harder.

      I get closer and closer by the second. And goddamn it, she takes me like she was made to get me off.

      A slight creek makes my eyes flash open. Our cell opens ever-so-slightly, and I watch in shock as Gabriel and Ax slip in, closing the door silently behind them. Was it already time for us to gather in one cell? Hell.

      When they turn and look at us, both of them freeze.

      “My lure,” I whisper.

      Gabriel’s eyes darken, but I can’t tell if it’s with desire or rage.

      And then she pulls off of my cock and turns to look at them. “Are you going to join us?”

      “Join you?” Ax whispers.

      She licks those sexy-as-sin lips of hers. “How else will we know if this will work?”

      When neither of them moves, she stands up and takes off her jumpsuit. All our gazes are glued to her as the material drops to the floor, and she stands before us, naked, in all her glory.

      “How much time do we have?” Gabriel asks, his words husky.

      “More than long enough,” I say, my thoughts jumbled.

      The guard who planned to break us out would wait until all the guards stopped patrolling all the halls on our block. Then he’d send the men guarding the doors on a break and come for us. We had time. Plenty of time.

      Gabriel surprises me by unzipping his jumpsuit and dropping it to the floor along with his boxers. Ax swears behind him and does the same. I’m not sure what to expect when the fae grabs Elizabeth and runs his hands down her body, but when he drops to his knees, I know what he’s going to do before he does it.

      He reaches between her legs, grabs her ass, and lifts her so that her legs are on his shoulders. She cries out, her hands gripping his hair, and then he starts to lick that sweet pussy of hers. And the whole thing…the whole thing is so fucking hot that I grip my own dick and start stroking. My mate is being touched by other men, but I don’t give a shit, not as long as I get to touch her too.

      Ax moves to Elizabeth and starts to kiss her, holding her up as he tilts her back, devouring her mouth. His free hand moves to her breasts, and he starts to stroke those perfect breasts of hers. They move in front of me, like they’ve done this a thousand times before, and the sight is so damned erotic that I lick my lips and stroke harder.

      When Ax breaks their kiss and moves behind her, he spreads that perfect ass of hers as she rides Gabriel’s face, and he slowly eases his hard dick into her ass. I’m fucking close as he thrusts into her, over and over again, harder and harder, and she makes sounds like nothing I’ve heard before. Some mix of unbelievable pleasure and pain.

      My name leaves her lips, and I come, spilling my seed down my shaft.

      Panting, I continue watching them.

      Just when I think Elizabeth is going to orgasm, Gabriel pulls his lips from her pussy. She curses him, she tries to pull him back, but he sets her legs down. Ax stops his thrusting, his entire body trembling.

      And Gabriel gives me a hard look, then lies down on the ground between my legs, his back along the cold stone. I’m confused until he orders, “Put that sweet woman down on my cock.”

      Ax lifts her from behind and settles her onto Gabriel, his dick never leaving her ass. Gabriel doesn’t hesitate as he plunges his shaft into her, and she cries out, her face a perfect mask of ecstasy.

      My cock rises again, and before I know what to do with the damned bastard, she looks at it. Leaning closer, her lips wrap around me, and she licks my cock clean as I fight for control.

      Now I understand. I understand why Gabriel came here.

      He wanted us all inside of her.

      Closing my eyes, I let my hand fist into her hair, and then we all fuck her as one.
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      I suck Blade’s big cock with two huge men inside of me, and I’ve never felt so good in my life. The friction between Ax’s dick and Gabriel’s is like a drug I never want to stop taking. I barely move as they thrust in and out of me, pleasure exploding through my nerves in waves.

      They seem to be waiting for me to orgasm.

      Hell, I think I’ve come over and over again.

      But still, they seem to be building me toward something.

      Gabriel begins to suck my nipples, and Ax spreads my ass with each thrust like he wants to go deeper. Like it’s possible for that long cock of his to split my ass any harder.

      And then there’s Blade. The vampire fists my hair in his hand and pounds into me like I hadn’t had his cum in every hole of my body just last night. And whether it’s his powers, or just the fact that I’ve been starved for a real man for years, I love all of it.

      My rough prisoners know just how I like it.

      I arch between them. I try to beg for more, but Blade shoves me harder down onto his dick, and I choke around his tip as it hits the back of my throat. Ax gives my ass a hard slap, and then another and another. The jerking and the sting sends shots of pleasure straight into my pussy, and when the guys thrust into me at once, I orgasm. And hell, if I thought they’d made me come before, it’s nothing compared to this.

      I’m pretty sure I black out. I’m pretty sure I explode into a thousand pieces.

      But then I feel their warm cum inside of me. In my mouth, in my ass, and in my pussy. I don’t want to be a thousand pieces. I want to be their woman.

      I lick Blade clean, and then he finally lets my head rest on his thigh. I’m breathing hard, spent, and Ax is almost crushing as he collapses on top of me.

      And yet, it feels perfect. My men all around me. And Gabriel’s crazy idea about sharing me doesn’t feel the least bit crazy. It feels perfect.

      For a time none of us speak. The bastards inside of me start fucking me again, and they come two, three more times, each time surprising me by drawing out another orgasm.

      After the last time, I’m about ready to tell them they need to give my holes a rest. That if I orgasm again my heart might just explode. But they seem to realize it. Instead, their hands drift over my body, touching my skin. Raising goosebumps on my flesh. Rubbing my muscles until I’m nothing but a puddle between them.

      And then my eyes close, and I sigh. Perfectly content.

      But my relaxation only lasts so long. With the waves of my pleasure fading, my mind turns back on. I honestly can’t believe what we just did. Maybe I should be pissed about Blade’s vampire lure, but it’s hard to be angry when I’m this fucking satisfied. I swear I’ve never felt this good in my entire life. I just want to sink into a pile of mush and fall asleep surrounded by naked men.

      But, of course, there’s the whole breaking out of a prison thing we still have to do.

      “We need to get out tonight.” Gabriel’s words fall between us, speaking aloud what I was sure we were all thinking about.

      Ax’s arm tightens around me, but he pulls his dick out of my ass and moves to lie at mine and Gabriel’s side. “Well, we’re all in their cell, like the guard said, so I guess there’s nothing else we can do.”

      I sense tension in Gabriel and turn to look at him. Something’s wrong. “What aren’t you telling us?”

      He looks surprised as he glances down at me. Did he not expect me to notice?

      Blade turns to him. “Gabriel?”

      Gabriel releases a breath. “The ghosts are upset.”

      Ghosts? “You talk to ghosts?”

      He nods, his expression guarded. “All the guards have been called to a celebration in another block of the prison. The ghosts have said that normally they’re just told to stay out of the cell area at night and maintain their positions in the outer halls. The ghosts are saying something is off. That our entire block will be empty tonight, except for us.”

      “That can’t be good.”

      He strokes my hair. “It’s not, but if our guy comes through, we won’t have to worry about it.”

      “That actually might make it easier,” Blade says. “There won’t be anyone around to catch him.”

      Ax leans over and brushes his lips against my lips and sits up. “Then…I should probably do it now.”

      “Do what now?” I ask, frowning. There’s a note to his voice that makes me uneasy.

      He rubs his face, then stands and begins to dress.

      I look to Gabriel. “What’s he going to do?”

      Gabriel’s face goes blank.

      Irritation rises inside of me. “I thought I had to spill my guts to all of you because we couldn’t have secrets.”

      When no one says anything, I huff and untangle myself from Gabriel and Blade. I dress quickly, feeling all eyes on me, and then turn to find Gabriel and Blade slowly dressing.

      “What’s happening?” I ask again, then turn to face Ax. “Ax?”

      He winces, then looks at Blade. “You got it?”

      Blade nods, zipping up his jumpsuit. Going to our tiny sink, he reaches under it and tugs something free. In his hand, I see a small dagger.

      “Is anyone going to tell me what the fuck is going on?”

      “Lower your voice,” Gabriel hisses.

      I glare at him. “Then answer me.”

      Blade hands Ax the knife, and finally Ax meets my gaze. “I have to remove the chip they put in me. We need my ability to shapeshift, and the chip can be used to track me.”

      My stomach drops. “You can’t be serious.”

      He flips his arm around and lifts the knife.

      I reach out and catch his hand. “Ax, you can’t just dig into your wrist with a knife…with no pain killers…with nothing to stitch you up.”

      He shrugs. “There isn’t a choice.”

      I can’t imagine how painful and awful it would be to have to do this. And yet, I can think of a way to make it easier, if I can stomach it.

      Hell, I have to stomach it.

      “No,” I say.

      “Elizabeth.” Blade sounds irritated.

      “I mean,” I continue, taking a deep breath, “I’ll do it. And if Blade can use his powers, then maybe you can…go somewhere else while we do this.”

      Ax looks shocked. “I—“

      “Just lay back on the bunk.”

      “You sure?” Gabriel asks behind me.

      “I’m sure,” I say.

      They all exchange a look and then Ax hands me the dagger before lying back on my bunk. Blade surprises me by lifting Ax’s head and sitting in the bunk, Ax’s head in his lap. Blade might act like a big, badass vampire, but if push came to shove, I liked this softer side of him.

      “Ready?” he asks me.

      I nod.

      He closes his eyes, and then Ax’s gaze goes fuzzy and his eyes close too. I take another deep breath and turn his wrist. In the dim light, it’s hard to see his scar, but I feel the slight bump beneath his skin.

      “Gabriel,” I whisper softly. “Can you find something to bind his wound when I’m done?”

      “Of course.” A minute later, I hear the sound of cloth ripping.

      Lifting the blade, I hesitate inches from his skin. The thought of hurting Ax, of cutting into him, makes my stomach turn. But I also know that I have to do this. Something inside me wants me to fully accept what we’re about to do. What all of this means. Being supernatural. Escaping from the prisons. Spending the rest of my life on the run.

      Cutting one small chip out of Ax’s arm won’t be the first or the last terrible thing I’ll have to do, I’m sure of it.

      Lowering the blade, I pierce his flesh with the tip and watch as blood pools out. Glancing at Ax, I watch him for a moment, searching for any signs that he might have felt the pain. But he remains still, as if deeply asleep.

      Biting my lower lip, I slowly cut along the top of where I felt the chip. I swallow down my bile as blood swells from his wound. I carefully dig the blade under his flesh until I feel the chip.

      Gabriel hands me a small cloth, and I say nothing as I wipe the blood away, catching a glimpse of the chip before blood covers it once more. Moving the tip of the knife to the edge of the chip, I work to loosen it. More blood rises and leaks down the sides of his arm, and I have to push down the panicky thought that he’s losing too much.

      I feel the blade slip beneath the edge of the chip. Gritting my teeth, I give a silent prayer and slowly pry it loose until it pops out from his flesh. I use the knife to push it off his arm and let it fall to the ground.

      “It’s done,” I say.

      Gabriel is there in an instant, wrapping his wrist. Winding the sheets from Blade’s bed around it until he secures it.

      “Do we need to stitch it up?” I ask, heart pounding.

      Gabriel shakes his head. “He’s a supernatural. He’ll heal on his own.”

      My legs shake as I go to the sink and wash the metal until it’s clear of the blood. Behind me, I see Gabriel shake Blade. A minute later, his eyes flash open. Almost instantly, Ax sits up with a gasp.

      His gaze swings to his wrist, and he stares and stares for a long minute.

      “It’s done,” I say.

      It takes him a minute before he manages a soft, “Thank you.”

      I hand Gabriel the knife and sit down beside him. “Are you okay?”

      “I will be. As long as I can shift now.”

      “Try it,” Gabriel tells him.

      I whirl on the fae. “Give him time to heal.”

      “We might not have time,” he says, his voice unyielding.

      Ax takes a deep breath beside me, and his body seems to shimmer for a minute. And then, suddenly, I’m looking at myself. Or, at least, a very beautiful version of myself. I swear my hair looks fuller and shinier. My lips look larger and my freckles lighter. And my boobs… I’m damned sure they’re bigger than my own.

      “Ax!” I say, smacking his…my knee.

      He grins, which is eerie. “So this is what it feels like to be you.”

      I scowl at him. “Shift back.”

      Instead, he lifts his hands and grabs his/my breasts. “Nice.”

      I feel my cheeks heat, and I smack his arm. “Stop that!”

      “They’re so big and perky!”

      “Ax that’s not what… Stop that, you pervy weirdo!”

      Gabriel and Blade actually laugh.

      “It’s good to have you back,” Gabriel says.

      Ax grins and shimmers again, going right back to his impossibly beautiful face.

      “I definitely prefer your own face,” I mumble.

      I squeak as he tugs me into his lap.

      “Oh yeah?” His mouth crushes mine, and for a minute I’m lost in his kiss before his hands close around my breasts. I break our kiss with a gasp, but he grins and says, “The real thing is so much better.”

      I wiggle in his lap, and he groans. “Stop that, you damned siren!”

      “Stop grabbing my breasts.”

      And then Ax looks to Blade and Gabriel. “Either of you jealous?”

      I stiffen, surprised by his question.

      “Blade is turned on,” Gabriel answers.

      Blade glares. “Like you aren’t, asshole.”

      Ax’s grin widens. “I knew sharing her would be just fine.”

      I wiggle again and push his hands away. “Don’t we have more important things to talk about?”

      When all their faces crumble, I find myself instantly regretting my hastily spoken words. I’ve been in the prison for a couple days and seen just how awful it could be. They’ve been here for years. The least they deserve is a few minutes of happiness.

      “She’s right,” Gabriel says, then moves closer to us, sitting down on the floor by my legs. “We should prepare her better.”

      I tense, waiting.

      Ax’s breath tickles my ear as he speaks. “Blade has a guard that is going to sneak us out of here. He’ll get us beyond the wall. After that, we have contacts that will help us get as far from the prison as possible.”

      “And what are our chances of getting out? And getting away without being tracked down?”

      “If we can get out of the prison, with our combined abilities, we should be able to disappear pretty nicely.”

      “So then, we just wait?”

      Ax’s arms wrap around me. “Exactly.”

      I relax back against him. “I can do that.”

      But even though it’s nice to be surrounded by my men, being held by my men, tension sings under my flesh. Tonight we’re escaping a paranormal prison, Nightmare Penitentiary. I can’t imagine it will be easy.

      Despite myself, my thoughts begin to shift through all the possible ways we could get caught, and what the hell they’ll do with us if they catch us. My stomach flips and a tremble wracks my body.

      It’s strange, I swear I feel Blade’s mind stroke mine. Goosebumps erupt on my flesh and a deep sense of contentment fills me.

      I turn to Blade. His deep brown eyes are locked on me. “You’re such a softie,” I say.

      He grunts, but says nothing more.

      Unable to help myself, I lean over and kiss him.

      For a second I think he’ll pull away, but then he kisses me back, stealing my breath.

      When I pull away, Gabriel is staring at me. He looks away when he catches my eye and something flutters in my chest. We’re all still figuring this out. The last thing I want to do is screw it up.

      I’m about to say exactly that when I see a light flicker.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, tangling free from Ax.

      “What is it?” Gabriel asks, instantly leaping to his feet.

      I go to the bars of our cell and stare out. A bulb somewhere is flickering just out of my view. I want to pretend it means nothing, but my time in this prison has taught me better. And yet, I loathe the idea of stressing out my guys unless…

      Suddenly, all the lights start to flicker.

      “What the hell?” Ax mutters behind me.

      “What does this mean?” Blade asks more quietly.

      It’s hard for me to say the words, but now I feel it deep in my soul. “Death is coming.”

      “Elizabeth…?” There’s a question in my name.

      And then all the bulbs burst at once, sparks of light falling for one horrifying second before we’re bathed in darkness. “Be ready, something’s coming.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          

      

    

    






Ax

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      One minute I was sitting there thinking about how lucky I was, despite my throbbing wrist. I had a beautiful woman and my two best friends. We’d shared Elizabeth, something I hoped had less to do with Blade’s lure and more to do with the guys being open about such an arrangement…permanently. My mind had started to run through what we’d do together once we were free, the places I’d take them, and the happiness we could have.

      And the next minute, the world had gone dark and Elizabeth was speaking of death.

      I just hoped she was wrong.

      Suddenly, a strange sound like a thousand clicking locks rings through the darkness, and our cell door squeaks open, along with the squeaking doors of a hundred other cells.

      “Fuck,” I mutter. “This can’t be good.”

      I hear someone shout in triumph. I hear the sounds of people rushing out into the open hall. But we all remain rooted in place.

      Cell doors don’t just open on their own.

      None of this was good.

      “What does this mean?” Gabriel asks. “Is this the work of your guard?”

      Blade speaks softly but quickly. “No, this is something else.”

      “What should we do?” Elizabeth sounds frightened.

      I reach out and wrap an arm around her shoulders, wanting to comfort her, but not knowing what the hell to say. We have to get Elizabeth out, tonight, before the warden and the bitch take her into their torture room. But something about this feels wrong.

      “If they want us out in the hall,” Gabriel begins slowly, “we stay right where we are.”

      None of us argue.

      The sounds in the hall grow louder and louder. There’s talking. There are the sounds of shifters racing around, their claws running along the metal floor.

      A gruff voice says, “Someone break down the door!”

      I hear metal striking flesh. A few growls fill the air and then I know people are fighting, and I’m breathing hard. I have no clue what this means. But no matter what, the three of us have to keep Elizabeth safe.

      No matter the cost.

      Suddenly, a horrible shrieking fills the air. I cover my ears and the shrieking seems to come from all around us. From a dozen different places. I crumble to my knees, gasping against the pain, afraid my eardrums will burst at any moment.

      And then the sounds stop.

      Fire flares to life outside our cells. Several demons flame their fires, lighting the hall and cells with gold, dancing light that radiates from beneath their flesh like lava. The four of us crowd together, waiting.

      Overhead, a grate from a vent tumbles down, hitting the ground loudly, the sound of metal striking metal eerie in the silence. Above us, I see a dozen grates hit the ground.

      “What the fuck—?”

      From out of the vents, red beasts with bodies like chewed-up hamburger bound out. When they hit the ground, they expand to the size of bears. Their four legs, or clawed hands, dig into the ground, and the prisoners stare as dozens of the creatures leap down around them.

      “What the hell is this?” a demon roars.

      One of the beasts leaps onto the demon like a massive spider. In seconds, its clawed hands rip his body apart, the pieces falling to the ground with a cracking of bones and a splattering of blood.

      There’s a horrifying moment of silence, and then the prisoners begin to run or fight. The beasts attack, fast and deadly, and shifters, demons, vampires, and the others fight with every ounce of their abilities.

      “Close the door,” Gabriel orders.

      We pull it closed, but the lock doesn’t work. We hold on, our hands wrapped around the bars, trying to hold it into place.

      “Maybe we should run,” Elizabeth whispers.

      Gabriel shakes his head. “They’re faster and stronger.”

      “But once they’re done with the others—“

      “Maybe they won’t see us,” I lie, heart pounding.

      Blade’s voice comes soft and tense. “This is why they ordered the guards away. This was a plan. They intended to massacre us.”

      My stomach flips. He’s right. But what the hell are we supposed to do? If we could make it to the main door to the cells that lead to the rest of the prison, we’d still need time to get it open. If we made it to the courtyard, I had no doubt we’d just be caught out there and killed, while the guards in the towers pretended not to notice.

      We were screwed.

      “Fuck,” Elizabeth says, and she sounds frightened.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, looking from the grisly scene to her.

      “There’s…so…many bodies.” She gasps the words.

      And then she yanks the door open with a strength that has us all falling over. I’m shocked for one terrible moment before she walks out of the cell, straight into hell. Gabriel is the first to react. He reaches out for her, but hisses and jerks his hand back before he can grab her.

      I leap out and try to grab her too, but some invisible force sends a steak of pain through my hand when I try to touch her.

      “Stay in the cell,” she gasps. “I have to go to a body. I have no choice.”

      My hands curl into fists. If she walks out there alone, she’s dead.

      I leap out into the main room and shift without thinking, growing into a giant, one of the few I’ve seen in my lifetime. I grow and grow until my head nearly touches the ceiling, and then I look down at the scene below me, my gaze seeking out Elizabeth.

      Gabriel and Blade are keeping pace with her.

      One of the beasts leaps at Blade. He slashes out, and the creature tumbles back.

      Gabriel lifts a hand, pointing at one of the beasts as it races toward him. Instantly, the beast’s legs crumble under him, and even towering over them I can see the pain in Gabriel’s expression as he tries to seep the creature of its strength.

      Clearly the little beasts had the same skill to fight off his ability to kill with just a touch.

      Which was bad news for us.

      One of the beasts leaps toward Elizabeth. I reach down and smash it beneath my fist, careful not to hurt the prisoners below me. Briefly I consider tearing off the roof, but I’m too afraid of things falling and killing the small people below me.

      Instead, I look at the door that leads out into the rest of the prison. Curling my hand into a fist, I hit the metal. Once, twice, a third time. The metal gapes, but before I can punch it a fourth time, prisoners scramble to escape through it. I want to fling them back, to finish opening the door, but more of the beasts leap forward, ripping the prisoners down.

      I try to help. But at this size, I’m too slow and clumsy. I’m strong, but strength isn’t always the best skill. I crush the little beasts with my fist, but it seems every time one dies more pour from the vents.

      Elizabeth finally stops her trek. I have to kill another beast as it leaps toward her, stopping it inches from touching her. Blade and Gabriel are fighting like mad, but I can see them slowing. And the blood that covers them can’t possibly be all the beasts’.

      Suddenly, I feel a sharp pain in my foot and then another in my other foot. Looking down, I see the creatures on my feet. I try to kick them off, but it doesn’t work. I try to pull them off, but fire seems to run through my veins from their claws.

      My head spins, and then to my horror I feel myself shrinking.

      It’s like a nightmare. Me growing smaller and smaller, half a dozen of the little beasts surrounding me, my friends too far away to help.

      But as much as I try to reach for my giant form, it slips away. And I sense something dark and sticky running through my blood.

      Something deadly.

      I glance across the room one last time to see Elizabeth standing over a body, her arms spread out on both sides of her, and then everything goes dark.
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      I’ve never felt anything like this before. Dozens upon dozens of wisps fill the air, flooding into me, filling me with a swelling power that’s nearly blinding. But as the last of the wisps absorb into my skin, I’m released from death’s hold.

      Turning around, finally aware of more than the blinding power, I see my men fighting.

      The rest of prisoners… They’re nothing but bodies.

      Ax’s massive form shrinks and tumbles over. I see a mountain of the beasts close in around him.

      Lifting my arm, I press my magic out and the beasts explode over him, raining down their flesh like a storm. But still, my magic swells inside of me, looking for release. I spin to face my men. They have slowed down. The beasts strike out, playing with them, and anger uncurls in my belly.

      I turn my hands towards them, and the spirits around me shriek as they unleash, tearing the beasts into shreds. My body feels light as I run to Ax’s still body, reaching my hands out around me and killing more of the creatures as they race toward me. Gabriel and Blade are at my side in an instant. We work together to clear our path.

      When we reach Ax, I can’t pause to see if he’s still living. I turn and face our opponents. More and more of them leap from the vents, an endless supply of death.

      My hands stretch out, and my magic attacks them one after another, but there’s always more to replace the last.

      “We’ve got Ax. We need to get to the door!” Gabriel shouts.

      I keep my hands out, killing and killing, clearing our path. But if anything, they seem to come faster. And then, a dozen of them jump down in front of us, cutting us off from the door.

      I lift my hands. For a minute nothing happens and terror uncurls inside of me, and then the creatures burst, littering the air with their pieces. Inside of me, I feel my powers dwindling. Soon there will be nothing left.

      We reach the door. Blade uses his claws to hack at it until we get it the rest of the way open. I kill more of the beasts, going slower and slower each time.

      Gabriel yanks me back, and then we’re running down a hall.

      That terrible shrieking fills the air once more, and I glance back to see the creatures racing after us, scrambling on the ceilings and walls, chasing us as if we’re their next meal.

      We reach a door at the end of the hall. Gabriel pounds and pounds on the door, screaming for help, but no one answers.

      Heart in my throat, I turn and blast the door off the hinges, staggering as I do so. Gabriel says my name and comes to my side, dragging me as Blade drags Ax the rest of the way.

      We have another hall lined with doors. No escape in sight.

      My stomach drops.

      “This way!” Gabriel says, stopping in front of a door. He manages to open it, much to my surprise. “Inside!”

      We pile into…a storage room.

      He turns and closes the door, sliding a metal bar into place behind him.

      Outside the door, we hear the beasts smashing and smashing against the metal.

      “They’re going to get in,” I say, tears choking my throat.

      “No,” Gabriel says softly. “The ghosts say this was meant as a panic room. It should hold.”

      “And if doesn’t?”

      He doesn’t answer me. We just sink to the floor, flinching every time the beasts hit the metal.

      “It just has to last until morning,” Blade pants.

      I don’t tell them that I don’t think it will. Because we’re all thinking the same thing.

      And in the air, I scent death.
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      My entire body has been shaking all night. Exhaustion and fear have drained me to the point that it seems to take a great deal of effort just to remain sitting up. Ax had awakened sometime in the night. He was pale. He’d fallen in and out of consciousness several times, but Blade said he was going to be okay.

      The metal door stood before us. Smashed nearly through in several places. Warped and strained by the beasts crashing against it all night.

      But it still stood.

      Despite all logic.

      And then some time ago the beasts had grown silent, eerily silent, and we’d sat together, watching the door in terror. Wondering if this was some new plan, or if the sun had finally risen.

      At last, Gabriel whispered, “The ghosts say they’re gone. All of them.”

      My heart beats faster. “What do we do now?”

      “Now.” Gabriel’s gaze meets mine. “Now we get free. Before the guards return.”

      Free?

      My body continues shaking as we climb to our feet. Ax manages to stand on his own two feet, but he doesn’t look good. All of us are coated in blood, that of the beasts and our own.

      But we all work together to unlock the door, then slide it open. In the hall, everything is strangely calm. A few smears and splatters of blood, but nothing else.

      “This way,” Gabriel says, leading our crew.

      He and Blade manage to open door after door, prying the sides apart. When we come to yet another door, Gabriel thanks someone none of the rest of us can see. And then, he and Blade open it.

      Into sunshine.

      We emerge out of the silent hall, staring at the same gates that they’d taken me into the prison through. No guards line the doors. No guards sit in the towers.

      Gabriel reaches inside a little glass booth beside the door and hits a button. The big gates of the prison groan and start to part. We limp forward, then, almost running, we crunch through the dirt and gravel and stand, watching as the gates get wider.

      I laugh, grabbing onto the guys.

      And they smile back at me.

      After everything, we’re finally free!

      Suddenly, the smile falls from Gabriel’s face. I look back at the opening, and I’m shocked to see the warden and a dozen guards emerge from the woods, standing directly into our path.

      Staring at them in horror, we all seem frozen.

      And then, he begins to clap slowly.

      “What is this?” I say.

      “This,” he repeats, drawing out the word, “was a test. And lucky for you four, you passed.”

      “Bastard!” Gabriel roars.

      He lifts his hand out, his eyes filled with fury, and then shock.

      “That’s right, dark fae, we made certain to protect ourselves from your abilities.” He tugs his shirt to the side, revealing some kind of pendant.

      Anger rises within me. I lift my hand, imagining all of them being torn to pieces. But for the first time since discovering my powers, I feel nothing inside of me. No magic. No powers.

      Nothing.

      “What do we do?” I whisper to Gabriel.

      But before he can answer, the guards lift their guns and shoot.

      And the world goes black.
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      I awake, gasping, in a panic. I’m surrounded by darkness and the smell of blood and death. It’s such an absolute darkness that I can’t even see my hand in front of my face, a kind of darkness I’ve never felt in my life. Terror unleashes within me.

      “Gabriel!” I shout. “Ax! Blade”

      For hours I shout and shout their names. I shout until my voice goes raw, but I hear nothing in response. Nothing but my own voice echoing back.

      Standing, I reach out and feel around me until my hand touches a wall. I slide my fingers along the wall and start to walk, choosing a direction at random. For too long, I continue walking, stumbling occasionally on things that feel like bones beneath my feet, hearing the sounds of mice squeaking in the walls.

      When I finally spot some light up ahead, I rush forward. A huge, circular room is lit by a single bulb, and in the center of the floor is Gabriel, Ax, and Blade. My heart clenches as I rush forward. Every terrible thought fills my mind before I start to shake them, hoping like mad that they still live.

      I’ve never felt more relieved than when their groggy eyes open.

      “Guys?” I say, blinking away tears.

      They struggle to sit up, then look around the room.

      “Where are we?” Gabriel finally asks.

      I wipe the tears from my eyes, but they continue to fall. “I don’t know. Somewhere in the prison, I’m guessing.”

      “Fucking hell!” Blade shouts, his words echoing around us.

      “Those bastards,” Ax mutters, rubbing at his face.

      I hate that I’m crying, but no matter how much I tell myself to stop, I can’t. “I don’t understand any of this. I don’t understand what all of that was.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Gabriel says, his voice soft but angry.

      “It does,” I insist. “We were so close. We were—“

      “This changes nothing,” he says, cutting me off. “Our plan was to escape, and nothing has changed.”

      “Gabriel, look around us!” I shout.

      His gaze holds mine. “All that matters is we’re together. We’ll figure everything else out.”

      He slides closer to me and uses his thumb to wipe away my tears. The gesture makes me cry harder. Last night we were attacked. We watched people die. And when we were finally free, it was all just a game to those bastards.

      “He said this was just a test.” Blade has a strange note to his voice. “This must be another one.”

      I look down at the dark halls leading into the circular room. “What kind of test?”

      Ax is the one to answer. “We probably have to survive.”

      “Survive what?” I ask.

      In the darkness, I swear I hear the soft sound of laughter.
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