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      The room is deathly cold, the chill so deep it seems to reach into my chest and squeeze the empty space where my soul used to be. But what’s worse than the cold? The smell. The air’s so heavy with cleaning chemicals that my stomach turns with queasiness. But even that’s better than the fucking beeping of the machines, the maddening equipment that turns this simple human hospital into its own kind of hell.

      What a terrible place to die.

      “It hurts,” Lucy whispers, her lips barely moving.

      “Everything’s going to be okay,” I tell the older woman, holding her hand gently.

      She winces, her head thrashing from side-to-side on her bed. “I’ll be leaving soon?”

      “Yes,” I lie, and the word tastes sour on my tongue.

      That infernal beeping swallows me whole for one painful second, echoing louder and louder in my mind. Goosebumps erupt on my arms and my breathing quickens. I hate that damned beeping. It reminds me of what it was like when I was watching my own child die.

      What the fuck is wrong with you? Focus! Don’t go down that path…

      “I trust you,” the older woman says, drawing me back to the present.

      I look down at her, seeing past her attempt at a smile. It's more of a grimace, really, but I don't blame her. I understand what she’s going through better than most people. I know that when the suffering gets this bad, it becomes impossible to force a smile when all a person wants to do is sob and beg for a release from the pain.

      She’s been suffering for so long, she's probably forgotten what it feels like not to hurt.

      Mrs. Lucy Meyer has been in the hospital ten times this year. Every time they’d patch her up and send her home to a life where nobody visited her, and where the staff at the nursing home did the bare minimum to keep her alive. Not only that, but she still didn’t get a break from the pain.

      If I were her, I’d have trouble smiling too.

      “Soon, you’ll go home, you'll feel better, and life will be good.” I squeeze her hand, lying through my teeth.

      Her eyes close. “Everything was different when Brian was alive.”

      The love of her life. Her soul mate. The man who had brought her family together and gave her purpose.

      I lean down and kiss the top of her head. “You’ll be with him… one day.”

      My palms grow clammy and I struggle to breathe. This is the moment that makes my stomach turn, the one that haunts me late at night.

      But it has to be done. This is my job. I can do it quickly or drag it out—the end result will be the same. Closing my eyes, I call my magic to me. I pull energy and life from the dying woman, siphoning it from her like a glowing stream of blue. An intoxicating power rushes through me, filling me with strength. It grows with each second that passes until, at last, I’ve stolen every last drop.

      The machines in the room go wild. My eyes open. She’s gone.

      Taking a shaky breath, I become invisible and step back. I can’t look at the woman. I can’t do anything but stand there, overwhelmed by the intoxicating high that comes from filling myself with her life-force.

      At the same time, I'm consumed by a deep loathing of myself and what I've become.

      The room floods with doctors and nurses. They try to bring her back, and I watch, silent tears rolling down my face, knowing the truth. Their energy is wasted. She’s already dead, her life-force tucked snugly inside me with the others.

      I don’t know why I do it to myself, but I stand in the corner as the minutes roll past. I remain until they call her time of death and place a sheet over her face. Still, I stay, looking on in silence.

      The doctors and nurses leave to get the paperwork in order, and I step forward. Drawing the sheet down, I let my head drop and give a prayer that wherever she’s going, she can forgive me for my sin. I hope she’ll see Brian again in the afterlife.

      I’ve been there. Some people get their heart's desire, and others get screwed.

      Like me.

      I leave her room and walk down the hall, my legs shaking in reaction. I'm invisible, but the staff teeming in the hall automatically veer around me, as if they feel my force. I slip into one of the storage rooms, where I make myself visible again. I dry my eyes, and wipe the lingering tears from my face. I don't cry every time anymore, but the more I got to know my victims, the harder it hit me.

      I think I might be a masochist, though, because I keep taking the time to get to know them. Somewhere in my twisted logic I think I can give them a little happiness and comfort before I kill them. The fact that it fucks with my mind is the karma I deserve.

      Don’t kid yourself. You deserve a hell of a lot worse.

      Inside me, I feel her life-force moving around, thrashing, bumping into the others that I've been holding. Waiting. This is the time when most Reapers absorb these lives, making themselves stronger, prettier, or whatever-the-hell they want. But not me, because my job isn’t done.

      Straightening my spine, I take a deep breath, and leave the room.

      I'm not watching where I'm going when I crash into a wall of muscle. I know it’s Dr. Brad Hunter before I look past his muscled chest and up to his smirking face. This doctor is so fucking beautiful that when I look into his pure blue eyes, I get one second when my life doesn’t suck, one second when I feel human again.

      “You okay?” he asks, his smile faltering.

      I step back from him. “Yeah, of course.”

      His stare is far too keen for my liking. “Because you’re always fine, right?”

      I look down and smooth the pale blue blouse I wear over my white skirt, buying myself a minute to restore my mask of indifference. “I’m just busy, lots of patients wanting my time. You know how it is.”

      For a moment, I get the uncomfortable feeling that I’m being assessed, like one of his patients. But after a heartbeat, he shifts and the moment’s gone.

      Brad speaks, his tone nonchalant. “I imagine using your voodoo magic all day’s pretty exhausting.”

      Raising a brow, I glance up at him and force myself to sound insulted. “It's not voodoo. I’m a healer. There’s a difference. I may not use scientific instruments or modern technology, but my talents are still real."

      Brad grins, and I realize he was trying to get me fired up. The chiseled lines of his face, and the scruff of his beard draw my eyes. I like the way he smiles. Somehow, it makes him even more handsome, in an unexpected way. His smile cracks through his arrogant, condescending doctor personality and shows he’s a person too.

      Not that I’d ever tell him that.

      “Excuse me,” I say, “places to go, people to see.”

      As I move to walk past him, he catches my wrist. “I’ll be grabbing dinner in the cafeteria soon, and I could use some company.”

      I smile at him sweetly, which only makes him eye me suspiciously. “Maybe Connor and Ajax will join you.”

      Pulling free of him, I refuse to look back. I can’t. If I do, he’ll know that I’d love to have dinner with him, flirt, and act like a normal person. And since I hate admitting that to myself, I definitely don’t want to admit it to him.

      Butterflies grow in my stomach as I step on an elevator and give a fake smile to the nurses stepping off of it. The feeling intensifies as the doors finally open onto the children’s ward, and I walk down the hall.

      Outside his door, I stare without moving. This is it. I have to do this.

      Plastering on a big fake smile, I turn the handle and walk in. Henry’s parents look at me and frown, and it takes everything inside of me not to look at the pale child. I already know he’s bald, a result of the chemo. I know his eyes are vacant, his fight with cancer almost lost.

      “Hello,” I greet them. “I’m Jules.”

      The woman stands. Her hair is a mess. She’s overweight and wears wrinkled clothes that are a size too small. She didn’t even bother with makeup, either. It’s like she had given up.

      It hurts to see her. That was me in another life. Even though now I’m younger, with long blonde hair, curves in all the right places, expensive clothes, and high heels, I’d trade places with her in a minute if it meant getting my old life back.

      If it meant getting my family back.

      She takes the hand that I extend to her and glances at my badge. “I’m sorry… uh, you work for the hospital?”

      I force my fake smile wider. “Here at Mercy Angel, we believe in doing everything in our power to save lives. I’ve been told that your son has been given a terminal diagnosis. Cases such as his often get referred to me. I’m what is known as the hospital healer. When traditional medicine fails, sometimes I can find a path to heal in a different way.”

      The husband shifts in his chair, anger coming from him in waves. Even the chair creaks in protest. “So, first your doctors tell us there’s nothing more they can do for our son, then the hospital sends in a quack? What assholes!”

      I release his wife’s hand and turn to him. He doesn’t show the signs of suffering like his wife, but his anger is masking deep pain.  “I understand that what I do doesn’t make sense to many people, and it’s easy to mistrust something you can’t see. But I believe I can help your son, if you give me the chance.”

      The mother wraps her arms around her waist and looks like she’s trying to hold herself together, as if her arms could fix her broken heart and her aching soul. “I don’t understand… what is it that you do?”

      “It’s simple. I hold his hand, and through my touch, I use my healing abilities to try to shrink his tumor. Sometimes I’m able to give a person more time. Sometimes I can save their life. I never know until I use my abilities to look within the person.”

      I don’t tell them that I’ve already been in this very room, and looked within their child as he slept. I don’t tell them that cancer is in every inch of his body, consuming it.

      “Will it hurt him?” the woman asks.

      Her husband stands up so fast the heavy chair slams against the wall. “You can’t actually be considering this shit!”

      She turns toward him with her fists clenched in the rage of a mother trying to protect her child. “I don’t care if it’s shit. If it doesn’t hurt him, it’s better than sitting here watching him die!”

      I’m shaking. I wish I wasn’t, but I am. I remember feeling as desperate as she is. I remember saying that I’d do anything to save my own child’s life.

      “It doesn’t hurt,” I tell them again. “If I fail, it costs you nothing, or him nothing. And if I succeed… well, it could change everything.”

      “Do it,” the mother says, her gaze swinging back to me.

      I nod and go to stand beside him. For the first time since entering the room I look at the child. He’s so weak. So thin. So sick. The whole time we’ve been talking beside him, he hasn’t once reacted.

      Death has this child in his sights.

      “When I’m working, I can’t be interrupted,” I tell them. “Your son and I may behave strangely. Please ignore it. It’s normal.”

      “Of course,” the mother responds, even though I can tell she’s confused. She looks to her husband. “We’ll stay quiet and not interfere.”

      Again, I nod and turn back to the child.

      I’m so sorry.

      Reaching out, I touch his hand. Instantly, his suffering washes over me, and I have to choke back the tears that well inside me. This is the kind of pain few people will ever feel in their lives. It’s a crime that a child should feel it.

      Closing my eyes, my hand moves over him. Suddenly, I can see within his body. The cancer is like a monstrous creature in my vision, a black tangled power that weaves around and through his bones, that floats in his blood, consuming every inch of him.

      I take several deep breaths, knowing what’s to come. Knowing that I deserve it.

      Using the golden light I stole from the old woman, I carefully pour it inside of him like a trickle of a faucet. When the golden light touches the black monstrous substance, the light wins and the dark mass vanishes. I continue to move through his body, easing the golden light into him, bit by bit.

      At first I only feel an aching through my body, and then the real pain begins. The dark energy that I’m removing from the child tears into my belly like a knife and cuts through my organs, through my bones, through my heart, but I push through the pain. I’ve gotten rid of so much of the cancer, but not enough. If I leave any of it, it’ll come back, and when it does, it’ll take his life.

      I keep going. My mind is in another place, searching the child’s body for the cancer. I’m crying, tears coming so fast that I can’t see, but I don’t need to see to take care of this child. I keep going even when I feel my knees hit the ground. I’m sobbing and shaking, but still I keep going.

      When the golden light is done, I go to the blue light within me and continue to pour it into the child’s body. That was the life of a man whose mind had already left his body. His family cried over the shell of a man. I held their hands as they looked at a person who hadn’t yet lived a full life. When they left to get some air, I killed him.

      When I’m done pouring everything of that man inside this body, I can feel that the child’s almost better. After surgery and more chemo, he might just live a full life.

      Might isn’t good enough. The might is why I keep going.

      I turn to the green life inside of me. She was a woman with bright blue eyes and dreams for the future. She was also a woman who would not survive the night, whether I came for her or not.

      But my killing her? It was a shock to her husband. He cried, demanding to know how she went from fine to dead within hours. No one would have any answer that would soothe his heartache.

      I only took a few hours from her, sped up the inevitable, but even that knowledge didn’t ease my guilt.

      I regretted that she was alone when she died. Her husband wasn’t given the time to mourn her, or even see her go downhill. She was there and gone in a flash.

      The last of her life-force leaves my body. I’m shaking, searching within the boy to be sure. And when I’m done, I know with absolute certainty that the cancer is gone.

      He’s going to live, hopefully a long and healthy life.

      I lift my hand and collapse as darkness swallows my vision.

      A small boy speaks from somewhere far away. “Mom? Dad? Where am I?”

      I feel tears running down my face. You’re alive. And safe.

      Suddenly, I’m standing in the darkness of my mind. And I know what’s going to happen even before he shows up. I’m in trouble.

      Sure enough, seconds later Drake appears before me. He’s a big man, both tall and muscular, who wears expensive suits that scream money. He’s also middle-aged, and yet, looks to have taken very, very good care of himself.

      If only people knew the truth about how he stays so young-looking.

      I stare at him, my stomach turning. Every instinct inside of me screams to cower from him, or kneel before him. But I’ve already learned that’s part of his power, part of what makes him so dangerous.

      Because this man… he’s the one who made me what I am.

      “Why do we keep meeting like this?” he asks, his tone condescending.

      I cross my arms over my chest, but the words leave my mouth before I can stop them, “I didn’t invite you into my mind.”

      He smirks. “I knew the moment that I took you into my clan that you’d be trouble, I just had no idea how much.”

      “Yes, you did,” I tell him.

      I know I speak the truth. All the other Reapers are harsh people with a thirst for death and blood. They relish taking lives and using them to fuel their magic. Their magic makes them stronger, more beautiful, and immortal.

      None of them even considered using their Reaper power the way I do.

      I know for a fact that Drake turned me into a Reaper out of boredom, or at least I think that’s why he did it. There may be other reasons, but I haven’t figured those out quite yet.

      He circles me like a shark circling its prey. “Healing patients is annoying, Jules. People suddenly get better, and they’re out of my hospital. It costs me money, and it’s irritating. But when you save lives… well, that brings up far too many questions. I’m not in the business of miracles, and one of my clan shouldn’t be either.”

      I don’t tell him that I had to. That my weakness for children led me to do such a risky thing, because he already knows.

      Standing up straighter, I look out into the darkness. “Sorry, Drake, I’ll work on it.”

      He stops to stand just in front of me. Tucking hair behind my ear, he holds my gaze. “Out of all of my children, you fascinate me the most. But don’t mistake my fascination for weakness. If you put us at risk of exposure, I’ll swallow your soul and use your bones to pick the tendrils of it out of my teeth.”

      I swallow. He’s done it before. I’ve seen it.

      “Yes, sir,” I mumble.

      He fades from my mind, but I remain in the darkness, my thoughts consumed by terrible things I can never escape.
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      When I finally come back to myself and open my eyes, I realize Connor has rescued me. Again.

      I stare up into his eyes, officially hazel, but a pale bluish-yellow, with golden flakes swimming within them.

      The man has the face of an angel. He’s clean-shaven, and the hard lines of his jaw tempt me to do unspeakable things to him. His blond hair is trimmed neatly and swept back from his face in an almost unreal way, like utter perfection.

      He strokes my cheek. “Jules, you’ve been here for three weeks, and I’ve already picked you off the floor twice before. Is this going to become a weekly thing? Not that I mind, but you’re lucky I was in the hall when you went down, or someone else might have found you.”

      I blink and reality comes back into focus. Connor is a nurse. A very handsome male nurse and a friend of Brad’s. He’s also, like all people, someone I don’t want to get close to.

      No matter how sweet he is.

      I start to sit up, and he holds me as the world spins. I realize then that we’re no longer in the patient’s room. Apparently he moved me to the doctor’s locker room. The first time this happened, I expressly forbade him from hooking me up to monitors and trying to make sure I was okay.  I had reassured him that sometimes, passing out was part of the healing process.

      He might not believe me, but I was glad he’d listened to my request at least.

      I’m pretty sure most of the doctors and nurses think me passing out is all part of my ruse, but no one will say it. Not when the CEO of the hospital, who happened to be Drake the Reaper himself, appointed me to this position. He’d told his employees that with all the natural medicine freaks in today’s world, having a healer like me would give the hospital another thing to charge for, and in the long run, it could bring more patients here.

      “Sorry,” I tell Connor. “I’ll try to pass out a little less.”

      He laughs, and I like the sound. It’s unexpectedly wild from a man who looks so tame and in control. “I’m just teasing you, Jules. I don’t exactly mind being your knight in shining armor.”

      I smile at him, and it surprises me that it’s genuine. “Is that what you think you are?”

      He looks down at me, and his smile fades. For the first time I realize I’m in his lap, in a dark locker room, with no lights other than the exit light over the door. I suddenly notice that he’s holding me more gently than I’ve been touched in a long time.

      He pushes my hair back from my face, and I can’t look away from those eyes of his. His eyes have darkened, and his gaze sweeps to my lips as he leans closer.

      Reapers don’t kiss, do they?

      The thought has me leaping from his arms. I’m a fucking Reaper. I kill people. I don’t deserve to kiss handsome nurses, nor do I plan to drag him into the shit that is my life right now.

      “You okay?” he asks, disappointment clear in the set of his shoulders.

      I climb to my feet and smooth down my skirt. I spot my high heels beside Connor, and I slip into them as he rises. Methodically I put myself back together until I’m no longer weepy and weak.

      “I’m fine, thanks. I’ve just had a busy day.”

      He runs a hand through his hair in a way that’s strangely endearing. Damn it if he doesn’t look amazing in his blue scrubs. “Yeah, I probably need to get back to my patients too.”

      I hurry for the door, but pause when I hear my name.

      I turn around, and he’s waiting, indecision written across his face. I know he wants to say something that I’d love to hear, but I can’t. It’d complicate my life too much.

      “See you around,” I say, intentionally projecting a vibe that I’m not interested.

      He freezes. “Uh, okay.”

      I slip out of the locker room and head down the hall. I hurry to the children’s ward and peek into the window. The boy is sitting up, eating, and talking to his parents. They’re smiling at him, and I see hope in their face.

      They won’t truly believe what they’re seeing until they do the MRI and see that the tumor is gone.

      Saving a few lives every now and then might not matter much when I take so many others, but it eases the sting in my chest… if only by a little.

      Going to my little office, I shut down my computer, and stare at the envelope on my desk. I already know it contains the keys to my new house, a house I haven’t even entered. I saw the photos online, decided it was close to the hospital and nice enough, and bought the thing with my Reaper money.

      Sitting in my chair, I pick up the envelope. I spent months in the whirlwind of learning what I was and fighting to get back to my old life. But now, somehow, taking a job and getting a house is a symbol that I’ve finally accepted that I am this Jules. I am this skinny bitch with perfect clothes, perfect hair, and a simple life.

      I’m not Jules the mom with two beautiful children I adore. I’m not the wife to a man who loved to snuggle and watch movies at the end of a long night. I don’t live in a house with toys scattered on the floor, yogurt on the wall, a mountain of dishes, and a pile of bills.

      Despite everything, I start to cry. I was drowning in that life, drowning trying to take care of a sick kid and still pay the bills. I was lonely, with my husband working long hours to provide for us. At best we had only a few minutes to talk after a long day.

      Now? I miss it. I miss it so much it hurts. I won’t ever get to see my kids grow up. I won’t see my daughter get married, or my son get his first car.

      I’m sobbing, fucking sobbing over that yellow envelope.

      Which is stupid. I already know I’ve lost it all. I’ve already cried too many times to count.

      Grabbing tissues off my desk, I blow my nose and dry my eyes. Then, I go and lock the door to my office, and I change into my dark workout clothes. Stuffing the envelope into my bag, I take a deep breath and become invisible. I walk out of the hospital and pull on the magic within me.

      When I open my eyes, I’m at the top of a building. The wind whips around me, tangling my long hair in the breeze. This city is colder than the one I was just in, but it’s also smaller, homier, and the perfect place to raise a family.

      My gaze moves to the apartment across the way from where I stand and I automatically seek out the familiar window.

      The man I called my husband is sitting at the dinner table with our kids. They’re laughing. The house is a mess. He’s lost more hair and gained more weight, and my kids have grown several inches taller, at least it seems as much.

      And I’m missing it all. Alone in the cold, looking into a life I can never return to, a life that no longer belongs to me.

      “Why do you do this to yourself?”

      I jerk and turn to Drake, my heart racing. “I didn’t go near them.”

      He nods. “You’ve kept to your word. Don’t worry. The boy remains healthy and will live a long life.”

      I look back at my son, his messy brown hair, perpetually covered by a ball cap. If we were closer I would be able to see his dark brown eyes, and that grin of his that melts my heart.

      “I’m not here to reinforce our deal. I’m here because I’m worried about you. By the end of the program most Reapers have moved on from their other lives. I think it was a mistake that you refused to have your memory erased.”

      “It wasn’t,” I tell him with absolute certainty. “I’d rather miss them every moment of my life than forget them.”

      Because my memories are all I have of them now.

      He sighs. “I made the same choice.”

      Stiffening, I turn to him. Drake said very little throughout my training. While I was learning to fight and left the ring bruised and sore. While I watched, sobbing, being held back, as the instructors took the lives of people in front of me, showing me how it was done. While I learned to make myself invisible, he simply stared on with dead eyes. It’s only been since he placed me at his hospital that I’ve learned new things about the leader of our clan of Reapers.

      “You actually remind me a lot of myself,” he tells me, surprising me yet again. “Most Reapers kill without thought—women, children, their beloved—but I was never like them. I was always… different. Not like you. I was always ruthless, but different.”

      I drag my gaze away from him and back to my family. Somehow, I don’t want to hear any of this. I don’t want there to be anything similar between me and this heartless beast. It only makes what I’ve become harder.

      “You’re the most beautiful Reaper I’ve ever created,” he continues, his gaze moves over me like a man assessing his accomplishments. “I knew that it would open doors to you that haven’t been opened to the others, and I was right. Men want you. Women want to be you. That fact, combined with your powers, will make you invincible.”

      Yay. My job is to kill people, but I can do it looking hot…

      “Why don’t you ever say what you’re thinking?” he asks.

      “Because most of what I’m thinking would probably get me killed,” I tell him honestly.

      He grabs my chin and jerks me to look at him. “Then let’s make something clear between you and I. I’ll never tolerate disrespect, but I do want honesty from you. Even if I don’t always like what you have to say. Understand?”

      I meet his gaze. “You want honesty? Fine. I hate being a Reaper.”

      He releases my chin, his expression unreadable. “Do you regret your choice?”

      “Never,” I answer without thinking. “I just hate being… this.”

      Silence stretches between us for a long moment, and briefly I wonder if he regrets becoming one of Death’s minions too, or if I’m the only Reaper who despises what I’ve become.

      “You know you’re a hero, right?”

      It takes a second for me to understand his question. I guess he feels the opposite way I do

      I smirk. “Don’t I need a mask and a cape for that?”

      He answers without humor. “The day I met you, sobbing over your dying child, I gave you a choice—your life for his. Even though most people say they would give their life for another person, you actually did it, without hesitation. You were given only moments to see him better, and then you did just as I instructed. You stepped out into that street, and let that truck crush you. I’d say that makes you a hero.”

      I didn’t want to hear him, didn’t want to relive that moment. I turned back to the family I used to have.

      My kids are throwing food at each other. My husband’s getting frustrated. I can see the familiar fire in his eyes.

      I smile. Not much has changed.

      But then my husband’s head turns toward the door. He gets up, walks over, and lets a woman in. My smile falls as they hug. I lean forward and notice for the first time that he’s not wearing his ring.

      My mind scrambles. How long have I been dead in human years? My training felt like months, but in reality, it’s been two years.

      They’re moving on.

      My heart aches. Of course they are. And they deserve to.

      “You can’t keep coming back here.” Drake said the words with a breath of finality.

      “I—“

      “If you do, I might have to intervene.”

      My heart races. What does that mean? I have a feeling I don’t want to know.

      “Move on with your life, Jules. That’s a command.”

      I turn back to respond, but he’s gone.

      I linger for one more minute, tears flowing down my cheeks. I hate Drake for this. I hate him for everything except healing my child, but I also know this isn’t healthy. My family’s moved on. It’s time I did the same.

      “Goodbye, my loves.” I reach out as if I can touch them, but I know deep in my heart, they’re lost to me forever.

      Goodbye.
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      In the blink of an eye, I’m in my car in the hospital parking lot. Still feeling numb, I turn the engine of my convertible on and speed down the street, looking for my new house. The numbers and street signs blur together before Neverland Ave. comes into focus.

      What a stupid name for a street.

      I find my new home not far from the hospital, just a few blocks, in a rundown neighborhood. Parking outside of it, I stare at the tall three story building that’s been newly painted, standing out from the dark and decrepit buildings next to it. It’s squished between equally tall buildings, sharing walls with both of its neighbors.

      I wanted someplace close to the hospital, but quiet and private. I wonder if I made a mistake.

      Getting out of my car, I pull the keys from the envelope.

      Welcome home.

      “Jules?”

      I turn around at the sound of my name and freeze. I thought I recognized that voice. Ajax Cronus is standing on the street near me, looking confused.

      It’s odd for me to see the youngest member on the hospital board away from the hospital.  He’s wearing washed out jeans and a simple grey T-shirt, not the suit and tie that associates him with power and prestige. For the first time I see the tattoos that curl up his arms in complicated designs, and I’m shocked! Mr. Clean Cut is gone, and I get the feeling I’m seeing the real Ajax for the first time… and the real Ajax looks dangerous and strangely compelling.

      I swallow around the lump in my throat. “Mr. Meyers, what are you doing here?”

      He moves closer, his gaze running slowly over my face. “I’ve told you before. Call me Ajax.”

      This close to him I’m reminded yet again about what a massive man he is. He towers over everyone around him like a football player. His presence is just as overwhelming, commanding in a way I’ve never experienced before.

      “I’ll stick to Mr. Meyers, thank you.” I hate the way that my voice comes out sounding prim and proper like a teacher.

      He raises a brow.

      I play with my keys, uneasily. “Well, uh, I better get going.”

      Starting up the steps, his voice makes me pause. “Where are you going?”

      I look back at him. “My new home,” I point to the dark building.

      Both his brows rise this time. “I guess we’re neighbors then.”

      I swear my heart stops. “Neighbors?”

      He points to the building next to mine, the one at the end of our little street.

      You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.

      “Uh, wow. Okay. Well. Goodnight.”

      “What are your plans?” he asks, sounding relaxed.

      “Unpacking, probably,” I tell him.

      It’s a lie. The people who serve the Reapers take care of everything. I have no doubt they’ve already taken my luggage from the hotel, where I’ve lived since moving here, and unpacked it. I probably already have a closet full of clothes tailored to my size, and the house has been decorated with everything they feel this new personality would like.

      It’s all… kind of depressing. I stepped into a readymade life when I wasn’t ready to leave my old one.

      “Why don’t you come have a drink with me instead?” His gaze sweeps over me in a way that makes his attraction to me all too clear.

      It isn’t hard for me to shake my head. “Sorry.”

      I start back up the handful of steep steps leading up to the big door.

      “Maybe another time?” he asks.

      “Maybe,” I say, and even I can hear the no hidden behind my answer.

      Unlocking the door, I step into the darkness and close the door behind me. I stare out the little window and watch him walk away, a handsome man with everything to offer a woman. But I still can’t move on.

      Turning on the lights, I look around the spacious house. All of it is just as the pictures showed: neat, clean, and with just the right amount of character. The house was classically built but has been remodeled to have a modern, clean twist.

      The simple white walls let the architecture show through. The living room has a fireplace and a staircase on the right leads upstairs.

      I move to my left, through the arched doorway and see the table, perfectly set. I walk through the small dining room, with its large draped windows facing the street, and into the newly remodeled kitchen.

      I move through the other side of the kitchen and look out into the tiny backyard, with the pool that overwhelms the space. Back through the living room, I find a small bathroom tucked beneath the stairs, and up the stairs leads me to the floor with a tiny bedroom, an office, and a beautiful master bedroom and bathroom. The third floor is  one large space with the same dark wood flooring as the other rooms, and big windows on two sides. I head back down the stairs to the bedroom.

      I feel numb as I take it all in. This house and everything in it was expensive. As I expected, even my closet is filled with quality clothes tailored to my new body. I look at all of the things purchased on my behalf with my new money and I feel nothing.

      Sitting on the bed, I reach into my bag and pull out the one thing I kept from my old life. Right now, it’s the only thing that feels real. I stole my son’s tiny teddy bear from my casket before it was buried. It’s still stained in my blood, found not far from my crushed body on the scene of the accident.

      Swallowing hard, I open the drawer beside my bed and hide it inside.

      I find a bag near my door, something forgotten by the Reapers’ servants, filled with trash. I’m glad for it. I need an excuse to leave this room, to clear my head.

      Trash in hand, I head to the alley behind the house. The sun has set. The street lights look too bright, and the dumpster and alley have a gloomy air about them as darkness encroaches. I toss the bag in the dumpster and turn to head back when I hear the sounds of people talking not far down the alley.

      The hair on my arms stand on end. I should walk away. Something about those voices means danger. Then I remember that the most dangerous thing in this world now is me.

      I make my way through the alley, darker now, but I freeze when I turn the corner. Connor and Brad are surrounded by what I think are six men, but then I realize they’re vampires, stupid enough to have their fangs out in public.

      During my training I learned all about different supernatural beings, and the universal truth was that when the Reapers come, all of them react the same. They all beg for their lives.

      “That was a very stupid thing you did,” the biggest vampire says, circling Brad. “And now, you’re going to pay for it.”

      “You sure you want to take a beating so early in the night?” Brad asks, surprisingly fearless.

      My heart clenches. Does Brad not see the fangs and realize what he faces?

      The vampire hisses. “Such a cocky asshole.”

      Connor chimes in, grinning. “For a guy who isn’t scared of us, you certainly brought a lot of backup.”

      “Shut up, puppy!” he snarls.

      Everything happens at once. The vampires leap. Connor and Brad are quick, fighting like hell, but there’s no way two humans are going to last long against these odds.

      Fuck.

      “Leave them alone!” I shout.

      Everyone turns at once and Connor’s jaw drops. “Jules?”

      I start toward them. “I said get away from them.”

      The smallest vampire snatches me by the throat and slams me against the wall. A normal woman would have cracked a couple ribs, but I’m only out of breath for half a second.

      “You don’t want to do this,” I tell him.

      His hands start to squeeze around my throat.

      “Jules!” Brad shouts, sounding panicked.

      I move my hand to the arm of the vampire and snatch his life away. This is no gentle reaping, like I do with my patients, but a brutal snatching that I knew would hurt.

      He crumples to the ground. Connor and Brad fight like madmen, but I barely glance in their direction. The blond vampire, a lean and dangerous machine, kicks Connor and forces him to the ground. The vampire looms over him, and things are about to get messy.

      I come up behind him and touch my hand to the back of his neck, snatching his life away. He drops to the ground, a lifeless body. Connor’s already rolled to his feet to punch another vampire, who goes flying back.

      Really far back.

      That’s weird.

      Brad hits a vampire, unexpectedly holding his own. Another one punches him in the stomach, and a third leaps onto his back. Brad starts to struggle, trying to get the bastard off of him.

      Damn it. They’ve probably already broken his bones. They’re going to kill him!

      I walk up to them and touch the vampire on Brad’s back. The creature slides limply down in a heap.

      Adrenaline is pumping through me and the rush that comes with taking lives. These were not sickly, dying men. These were strong semi-immortals, and their lives warm my entire insides. I feel amazing, alive in a way I haven’t since my death.

      The fighting continues. Connor’s bleeding from the face. A vampire kicks him in the chest and I hear his ribs break.

      I tap the vampire on the back. He whirls around and would have punched me, but I catch his wrist before the blow lands. My gaze is locked onto his when the life leaves him. His eyes go dull and he crumples to the ground like the others.

      When I look up, the remaining vampires have taken off. Brad’s face is a bleeding, bruised mess. Connor has struggled to his feet, and both men are looking at me like I’m insane.

      Too late, I realize my mistake. Did they see what I did? Do they know what I am?

      “Jules…” Connor begins.

      “Are you guys okay?” I ask, feeling cold dread trickle down my spine.

      “Well, yeah,” Connor continues.

      And… they actually are. Holy fuck. My mind goes through the fight. How the hell did these two hold up against the vampires? The vampires must have wanted them alive for some reason.

      “Good.”

      “Jules.” Brad says my name in a way I don’t like.

      “Well, that was weird,” I laugh uneasily. “But I need to go.”

      Turning around, I race off. I hear them calling my name, but reality is starting to settle in. No one is supposed to know what I am. If they find out, Drake will kill them without hesitation. I need time away from these men, to come up with a lie, to determine how much they know.

      I mean, they didn’t seem surprised about the super-fast, strong vampires, but that doesn’t mean they knew the creatures that they faced weren’t human. If they couldn’t even imagine that possibility, they probably don’t have a clue what I am either.

      My hands are shaking by the time I reach my house.

      And it hits me. How many lives did I take? The answer is too many. Too many strong healthy lives.

      I’m buzzing now, on a high like I’ve only felt once before. I need to get rid of this feeling, but I already know what’s coming. The warmth moves through me and the energy I feel is overwhelming. Not just the energy, but the need to release it.

      I turn away from my house and head down the street, looking for a bar. There’s only one thing to do when a Reaper overfeeds.

      Have sex. And lots of it.

      Fucking hell.
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      We head down the street, and I know Brad is as confused as I am. It’s not strange for us to get jumped by vampires. The bastards are pretty angry at us right now. They claim Brad and I swindled them out of a major card game. Which wouldn’t have been too bad if they weren’t already mad at us for reasons that go much deeper.

      “What do you think?” Brad asks, frowning as we reach the end of the street.

      “About the fight? Or Jules?”

      “Fuck the fight,” he says, and his expression is troubled. “What happened to those vampires? They just… dropped dead.”

      “Maybe she’s some kind of witch?”

      He shakes his head. “No witch has that kind of power.”

      Brad’s been a part of the immortal world a hell of a lot longer than I have, so I’m just guessing.

      “I think we need to go talk to someone.”

      “Ajax would know,” I say, kicking some piece of trash out of my way.

      His nose wrinkles. “But Gods always talk in riddles. We’ll never get a straight answer out of him.”

      I shrug. “So what do we do?”

      He turns away from our house. “I have an idea of who we can see. She knows about everything.”

      After a long day working as a nurse, the last thing I want to do is go on some hunt for answers, but the thing is, I’m more than a little curious. Ever since Jules walked into the hospital, I’ve been a bit obsessed with her. It isn’t just that she’s beautiful, although she is. I mean, she’s so fucking beautiful that every head turns when she walks past. The problem is that she’s got that whole “damaged and in need of protection” air going on, and that’s a serious weakness of mine.

      So, I follow Brad down the street. Several quiet minutes tick by before something finally occurs to me.

      “Why do you care what she is? I thought you said she wasn’t your type.”

      I can see his guard go up. “Because she’s working at our hospital. What if she’s dangerous?”

      I laugh. “Come on, I see the way you look at her.”

      “I don’t look at her any specific way,” he says.

      “Yeah, right.”

      He’s ticked I saw right through him. “Until that fight, she was just like any other woman to me.”

      “I heard you asked her to have dinner with you.”

      He glares. “Where did you hear that?”

      I shrug. “You know the walls talk.”

      “Fucking ghosts,” he mutters. “Okay, maybe I think she’s hot. But it’s all about those big breasts of hers and that nice round ass.”

      “You just keep telling yourself that.”

      His glare gets darker, and his pace increases.

      I follow him, loving every second of this. Brad is the kind of guy who gets any girl he wants, and then moves on from them. I’m pretty sure being immortal means he really has, “been there, done that,” with just about everything. So whenever he takes a special interest in someone or something, it intrigues me, especially since it happens so rarely.

      And then something occurs to me. “Do you think she suspects what we are?”

      Brad freezes for a half a second, then continues walking. “No, otherwise she wouldn’t have rushed in to save us like some badass hero.”

      She did seem pretty concerned.

      I think back to her face. Her fucking beautiful face. The one that’s so filled with expressions when she doesn’t have her guard up. One of my favorite times with her is after one of her healing sessions, when she opens her eyes and looks at me like… like, I don’t know. Like she’s experiencing every possible emotion. It creates this tension between us, and I could swear we have a connection…

      But then her guard goes up again and I can’t figure out for the life of me what she’s feeling.

      But when she rushed in to save us? She looked scared. And angry. Either she really hates vampires… or maybe she really likes us.

      I smile and walk a little faster to catch up with Brad.
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      I don’t pay attention to where I’m walking. The buzzing beneath my skin that shoots to the space between my thighs is a demanding bitch. If I don’t calm her soon, I might do something really dangerous. I learned about this unfortunate consequence in overindulging in lives just once in Reaper training, but it was more than enough. I fucked three guys I was in training with and woke the next day feeling amazing.

      It was a little while before I realized that I didn’t like what I’d done. No, Reapers couldn’t get pregnant or catch diseases, but then I’d had to finish the rest of my training with the three assholes constantly grinning at me. I hated the way they looked at me, like I’ve seen you naked.

      So tonight I’m going to find a man I won’t regret hooking up with too terribly, spend this energy, and remember never to do shit like this again.

      Up ahead I see a neon sign. Hell, yes, a bar!

      I rush toward it and push open the doors into the dark dwelling. I look around at the men in the bar, most of them unattached. Yes, this will do. This will do nicely.

      At least two of the men are decent candidates. They’re young enough for me and good enough looking. They’re not Adonis personified, but they don’t make my skin crawl either.

      I sit down at the bar, but immediately my feet start tapping and moving about. I can’t sit still, and it’s only going to get worse.

      “What are you drinking?” The bartender asks, giving me a flirtatious smile.

      He’s not bad, but he won’t be able to just leave with me. “Vodka. Lots of it.” I tell him, then toss a bill from my pocket onto the bar.

      The buzzing is getting worse. I can feel myself growing wet and swollen. My nipples harden, and I have to bite down on a hiss.

      I can’t believe the other Reapers consider this high I’m feeling a little bonus. As far as I'm concerned, it’s a fucking curse.

      The bartender sets down my drink, and I slam it in one shot. It burns on the way down, but almost instantly calms my nerves. That couldn’t have been a double… a triple?

      “I thought you didn’t want a drink.”

      Oh, shit! I whirl around.

      “Ajax,” I say, and even I can hear the husky note to my voice.

      “So you wanted a drink, just not with me?”

      His rough voice runs across my skin, sending every hair standing on end. My eyes are locked onto his dark eyes. His light brown hair, secured at the back of his neck in a bun is strangely sexy, even though I’m not usually into man-buns. There’s just something about this man. He radiates power and masculine energy. Every woman who looks at him instantly knows he has a big cock  and that he knows how to use it.

      “I—.” What did he ask? I can’t remember for the life of me.

      “What do you want, Jules?” he asks.

      I slide off my chair and close the space between us. I press my hands to his muscular chest, and I’m satisfied when he makes a little surprised sound and places his hands on my hips.

      “I want something uncomplicated. Just for tonight. And then we both forget about it.”

      Fuck. How is this happening? Sleeping with someone I work with is a terrible idea. A worse than terrible idea. I was supposed to come here and find someone I’d never have to see again, someone who would scratch this itch and leave me the hell alone.

      His gaze locks with mine. “I was asking what you wanted to drink.”

      Jerking back from him, I realize what I was about to do. This is stupid. I came here looking for one thing and one thing only. Ajax does not fit the bill. He is way more complicated than a quickie with a stranger.

      I look around the room and my gaze meets a businessman with a skewed tie. He perks up when he sees me looking. Turning, I start toward him.

      Ajax catches my wrist. “I was kidding.”

      His expression is absolutely confused, maybe even panicked. Those aren’t two emotions I ever thought I’d see on him, but I don’t have time to care.

      “No,” I say, pulling my wrist free of him. “Forget that. I made a mistake.”

      I start back toward the businessman. He watches my every move like a predator observing his prey, and I don’t even care.

      When I lean over his table, his gaze goes straight to my chest. I use that to my advantage.

      “Want to get out of here?” I ask.

      His chair scrapes along the floor as he stands. “Hell, yeah!”

      I turn and slam into a big chest. My gaze goes up, and I’m staring into Ajax’s dark eyes. Only, now they’re darker, and he looks pissed as hell.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” he asks.

      For one second, I curl against his body. God, he smells so damn good. Leaning up, I let my lips trail along his jaw. My body heats up, and I know my nipples are hard against his chest.

      “You smell… amazing,” I whisper, then bite his ear.

      He groans, and his breathing increases. I want to lick my way down his neck and cup his dick, just to see if it’s hard. Oh god, I bet he’s hard. And huge. I bet he has the kind of cock a woman wants to lick like a popsicle.

      “Are we leaving or not?”

      I stiffen at the sound of the guy’s voice behind me. He sounds annoyed and I don’t blame him.

      He’s my ‘something simple and uncomplicated.’ Not Ajax.

      Pulling back from Ajax, I close my eyes and take several deep breaths. I’m going to explode if I’m not fucking someone soon. I need to make the smart choice, the choice I won’t regret as much tomorrow.

      “See you around,” I say to Ajax, then gesture to the other man to follow me.

      The man tries to follow, but Ajax catches him with an arm across the chest.

      “I don’t think so.” His voice is deadly calm.

      Shit. “Ajax—“

      “You’re not leaving with this guy.” Then, he turns to the man. “Be smart. Go sit back down.”

      The businessman looks between me and Ajax. I’m shocked when he draws himself up taller. “She wants to leave with me.”

      My heart’s racing. I need to let this energy out. I need to fuck.

      “Ajax,” I’m breathing hard. “Just walk away.”

      He looks at me in the most possessive way imaginable, a way that makes me hot all over.

      “Either we’re walking out of here right now together, or I’ll break a few bones in this asshole’s face and then take you home. Your choice.”

      I hate that his words turn me on. “I need—simple.”

      It’s hard to catch my breath and my head feels light. The urge is strong, overwhelming everything I am and have.

      “I can give you simple, babe.”

      Despite all logic, I nod.

      Ajax steps away from the man and toward me. I hear a sound like a thud and my mouth drops open. The guy punched him in the back. Ajax turns very slowly around. The businessman won’t give up. His fists are clenched and his expression angry, but hitting Ajax was like hitting a brick wall.

      And just as stupid as hitting a wall.

      Ajax’s mouth curls into a smile before he hits the guy.

      The businessman goes down like a sack of potatoes.

      “Sorry,” I mutter to him, but Ajax is already pulling me out of the bar.

      When we escape into the windy air outside, Ajax pulls me into the closest alley, until we’re far from the noise and the lights of the street. Until I can barely make out his face in the shadows.

      “What the fuck has gotten into you, Jules?”

      In answer, I reach out and cup him through his pants. He groans, and I’m far too satisfied to feel him hard and ready.

      “Are you drunk?” he asks, the question tortured.

      I unbutton his pants. “Not even close.”

      He digs a hand into the back of my hair, while I stroke him through his pants. When he tilts my head, I completely submit to him. His strong lips crush mine. I spread my lips until his tongue dips into my mouth and tangles with my own. His kiss is relentless, building my desire in ways that are completely unnecessary. I want to tell him that I’m ready, but instead I unfasten his pants and drop them around his ankles.

      Oh fuck, of course the man goes commando underneath.

      I drop out of his touch and onto my knees. He makes a sound of protest, and then my lips close over his cock.

      His protest dies and his hand tangles in my hair, forcing me to take him deeper. And oh hell, this man is long, and hard, and big, everything this buzzing inside of me needs.

      Even the taste of him drives me wild. I suck him like I’m starved. Like his cum is the only thing I’ve ever wanted.

      When he yanks me back from his cock and pulls me to my feet, I crumble against him.

      “I need to take you home,” he pants into my ear.

      “No,” I whisper. “You need to take me here.”

      He lets loose a string of curses, his hands tightening around me. “You sure?”

      In answer, I take off my shirt, dropping it on the ground beside me.

      He reaches out and cups my breasts through my bra, flicking my hard nipples and drawing a moan from my lips. Then, he tugs the material down, leans in closer, and starts to suck.

      He lifts me up, and I wrap my legs around his back. I grind against his naked cock, hating that I’m still wearing pants and underwear. Hating that I can’t let this delicious man sink deeply inside of me. But loving his incredible tongue as it lavishes my breasts, and sucks my nipples in the most amazing way imaginable.

      Suddenly, he raises his head, and his hands tear at my clothes, pulling my pants and underwear off and onto the ground. He turns and pushes me against the cool brick behind me.

      “Ready?” he asks.

      In response, I wiggle and press the head of his cock into my wet folds.

      He swears again, grabs my bare ass tighter, and slides me down onto him.

      I gasp, my nails digging into his back. I’m wet and ready as fuck, but this massive man is still a tight fit.

      “Big cocked bastard!”

      I hear him chuckle low. “Oh, you love it.”

      He finally reaches his hilt, and pauses as I collect myself. Shock waves of pleasure roll through me, pleasure unlike anything I’ve felt before. The pleasure feels like something alive and powerful.

      Yes, I had this Reaper High when I fucked three guys in my training group, but it wasn’t like this. That was rushed and messy, an unmitigated disaster.

      This is… amazing. Fast. Hard. Everything I needed.

      Suddenly, he’s pulling back out again. I lean my head back, preparing for him to plunge deeply back in, and he doesn’t disappoint. His big shaft comes back, and I thrash against him, loving the explosion of pleasure.

      “Harder!”

      “Shit, Jules!”

      I move against him, taking his every thrust deeper. Riding this man like a madwoman. Every time he tries to slow, I keep moving against him.

      At last, my orgasm washes over me.

      “Yes! Yes! Yes!” I’m shouting like I don’t give a damn. Because I don’t. I don’t care who hears. I only care that this pleasure never ends, that the waves of satisfaction keep coming. My muscles keep tightening around him, swollen with pleasure.

      And when my name tears from his lips, and I feel  his hot seed explode inside of me, I continue to move against him for a long time, until every wave inside my body has calmed.

      The cool night air moves over my flesh. His body, hot against mine, shudders.

      “That was… amazing.” He kisses my neck softly, lovingly.

      Yeah, it was. But I’m pretty damn sure I need more.

      “We should get dressed,” I say, a shudder rolling through me.

      He stiffens, and his voice takes on a strange note. “So you can try to fuck some other guy in the bar?”

      I laugh, surprised by his jealousy, as I feel the buzzing beneath my skin growing more powerful once more. Damn it. I should’ve never absorbed all of those powerful vampires. Logic said that fucking Ajax was a mistake, but it was too late now, I might as well use him to ease this feeling inside of me.

      I lean closer and whisper into his ear. “No, so the next time we fuck we’re in a bed, instead of an alley.”

      He’s quiet for a long second. “I’m going to take you home, Jules, but don’t pull anything like that again. Understand me? This pussy of yours, it’s mine.”

      “Alright,” I agree without argument.

      He pulls out of me and we dress.

      My mind is spinning with desire again. With need. All I can think about is a soft bed and this man’s hard cock.

      But then something else occurs to me, something in the back of my hazy mind. When this man said I was his, he meant tonight, right?

      Of course he did.

      He had to.
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      Hell. There’s something wrong with this woman.

      Humans instinctively cower beneath Gods. Women come into my bed and lay like good little submissive females. But not Jules, no, she pins me to my bed. My wrists are locked by her much smaller hands and she rides me like I’m here to pleasure her, not the other way around.

      And I’m trying to care. I really am. But instead, I’m groaning as she rides me harder.

      She suddenly releases my wrists and starts to lean back. I try to grab her breasts, and she slaps my hand away, then leans back to take me deeper, her hands locked around my ankles.

      Oh fuck! I should get mad. I should put this human in her place, but she’s taking me so deep... with such abandon. My cock is loving the full, perfect view of her body on top of mine.

      I feel my shaft swell. I bite down on my tongue to keep from coming too soon, but seconds later, she’s orgasming again, riding me, her grip tight on my ankles, her rhythm intense.

      At last, I give in to the feeling of her tight pussy holding me and explode inside her warm, welcoming body, as a string of curses explodes from my lips.

      She pushes her tangled blonde hair back from her face and lies down on top of me, her breasts pressed against my chest. Her head snuggled beneath my chin.

      Our heavy breathing fills the air. My room smells of sex, and her sweet smell. Is it vanilla?

      I close my eyes, contentment rushing over me. Never before do I remember wrapping my arms around a woman. I’ve never enjoyed the closeness of cuddling after sex. I’ve never enjoyed the smell of a woman or the feminine curves of her body when I was finished with her.

      Usually while my dick was still slick with a woman’s pussy, I’d be pushing her out of bed. Being immortal means that these times are little more than a blip in my daily life, a task that needs fulfilling and little more. But it doesn’t feel that way right now. It feels like… firecrackers lighting the darkness of my life.

      What is it about Jules?

      Was it that she refused drinks with me and then went to look for another man?

      Yes, that pissed me off. When I climbed out of my booth and saw her sitting there, her beauty contrasting the darkness of the bar like the moon peeking out between clouds, I’d felt immediately angry. Has anyone ever refused me before?

      I smirk. No. Never. Not nymphs. Or goddesses. And certainly not humans. No one.

      But Jules had refused me not once, but twice.

      I can picture in perfect clarity when she walked away and asked that human to go home with her. The rage that rushed through me made every muscle in my body tighten. Just the idea of him touching her had enraged me.

      Jules is mine! Every fucking curve of her body. Every inch of her flesh.

      If that man had made me, I would’ve killed him in that moment.

      I freeze. Where had this anger come from? Jules was just another woman. Right? A beautiful human, but just a woman to warm my bed for a night, like any other.

      Suddenly, she lifts her head from my chest, those stunning blue eyes of hers lock onto mine, and I feel a tremble move through her body. “Ready for round five?”

      Oh hell, she’s ready before I am? “Aren’t you hungry? Or tired?”

      She bites her bottom lip in a way that’s sexy as hell and takes my spent cock slowly out of her pussy, then back in. Twice more and I’m hard again.

      “I don’t want food or sleep. I just want your dick. Is that okay?”

      I nod, speechless. She just wants my dick?

      Slipping off of me, she goes to my wall, places her hands above her and speaks over her shoulder. “Ready?”

      My gaze travels over her naked form and clings to the little tattoo on her hip. It looks familiar… somehow. But then, I look at her delicious ass and all thoughts of the tattoo are gone.

      Rising, I move to stand behind her. Roughly, I grasp her hips and bend her closer to me. “How do you feel about a cock in your ass?”

      She looks back at me, a little mischief in her eyes. “Nice of you to ask first.”

      Then, she grabs one of my hands from her hips and places it on her pussy. “Stroke me off, and you can fuck whatever part of me you want.”

      Normally, I’d be irritated by a woman telling me what to do, but as my fingers plunge into her wet folds and start to stroke her, all I feel is pleasure. I’m entranced by her sounds, loud and out of control, and the way she spreads her legs further and bumps her ass against my hard dick.

      Continuing to stroke her, I grasp my shaft with my other hand and angle myself into her ass. She pushes back against me as I take her inch by inch deeper. When I reach my hilt, we’re both breathing hard again.

      “Come on, Ajax,” she moans. “Oh, don’t make me wait!”

      Hell, I stroke her faster, grip her hip, and start to fuck her glorious ass. It’s just as tight as her pussy, but it holds me differently. Presses me differently. And I find that I like every inch of this woman. Gods, does she know how to satisfy a man!

      Perhaps she’s experienced. A guttural sound tears from my lips. No! She’s mine. Mine! If I ever meet another man who’s touched her, I’ll kill him.

      And then my thoughts go to Connor and Brad.

      That’s different. They’re my best friends. My outcast brothers. I’d love to call for them, to have them help me fuck this woman to satisfaction.

      I wonder if they’ll feel this way about her too, this overwhelming claim over her.

      But I won’t call them. It isn’t worth the risk that Jules won’t like to be shared.

      She slams her hands against the wall, screaming my name. Her ass tightens. My fingers squeeze her clit and she’s orgasming again.

      My brain explodes and all my blood rushes to my dick. I fuck her like mad and come, her name a prayer on my lips.

      We’re back to panting. I have her pressed against the wall.

      Suddenly, I want to bind her perfect pale wrists and keep her tied in my room, a creature for my pleasure and my pleasure alone. That instinct leaves me even more confused.

      I like variety. Not just one woman. Don’t I?

      She looks back at me. Some of the heat has left her gaze, leaving behind an unexpected vulnerability. “Ajax… should I go?”

      Go? Like hell!

      I sweep the hair back from her face and kiss her softly. “Come to bed, sweetheart.”

      Pulling out of her, I pick her up, and love how her arms wrap around my neck. I lay her gently on the bed, and for a minute, she doesn’t let go. We just stare at each other, unable to look away, unable to say anything that might break this spell.

      Fuck. Something’s wrong with me.

      I kiss her again, and she releases me.

      Climbing onto the bed, I gather her against me. And even though my brain is calling me crazy, my body loves feeling her against me. It’s so… right. So perfect. Like she was made for me.

      “Are you sure?” she whispers.

      I run a hand along her side, loving when she trembles.

      “Just be gentle with me, I’m more fragile than I look,” I tell her under my breath, half intending her to hear, half not.

      She looks back at me, eyes wide, and I laugh.

      She smiles.

      “We’ll fuck again soon,” I tell her. “But there’s nothing wrong with sleeping a little first.”

      “It doesn’t mean anything,” she says.

      “Not a thing,” I agree. I can’t believe how relieved I feel when she relaxes against me.

      I continue to stroke her skin until I feel her breathing even out. Even then, I can’t stop touching her. I lie awake watching her. In sleep she looks so… different. It hits me for the first time that she always has such a strong air about her, but right now, she just looks tired and fragile.

      My hand freezes on her flesh and I lay back on the pillow, glancing up at my ceiling. Fucking hell. This woman is pure trouble.

      I stay awake, staring up at the ceiling.

      She has something I like. Something I need. No one has ever had anything I needed.

    

  







            7

          

          

        

    

    






Jules

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I’m crying. Sobbing. Sitting over the bed of my dying child. “Sam, please just keep breathing! Sam! Sam, please!”

      My sobbing grows louder. I can’t lose him! He’s my heart, my whole soul! If he dies, I die.

      If my love could keep him alive, he’d live forever. And I will it to. I will my love to save him with all my might, but he remains sick and pale. The monitors beside his bed won’t stop beeping, and I smell nothing but death.

      “Sam! Sam!” Stay with me, please! Please! I need you!

      “Shhh,” someone says. But the voice seems far away.

      I feel arms wrap around me. I fight, struggling against the hold. Sam needs me. I can’t rest. I can’t relax. I can’t be held. I need to stay at his side. If I don’t… if I don’t…

      “Sam!” I sob harder.

      And then, the hospital and my son fade away, and I’m staring at a strange man’s face. I start to struggle.

      “Jules! Fuck, Jules, it’s just a dream!”

      My name brings me back. It’s not a strange man who holds me. It’s Ajax, his hair messy around his chiseled face, his expression worried.

      I calm, taking in deep breaths.

      He wipes the tears from my face, his eyes wide and intense. “What the fuck were you dreaming about? Who’s Sam?”

      I yank away from him, sitting up. I’m naked. In his room. And completely vulnerable.

      Pulling my knees up to my chest, I try to gather myself, to calm the emotions washing through me.

      What am I doing here, at my sexy next door neighbor’s house? I’m a Reaper. I should be alone, not in the arms of some man. I was taking a moment of comfort and happiness. I don’t deserve it. I fucking kill people for a job! People who are loved just like I love my Sam.

      The door to Ajax’s room opens loudly. “What the hell is—?”

      I look up from my knees, shocked. Connor and Brad are standing in the doorway, looking between me and Ajax.

      “You fucked Jules?” Brad asks, sounding completely shocked.

      “Why the hell is she crying?” Connor asks, and there’s a dangerous note to his voice I’d never expect from him. Connor crosses the room with anger blazing and covers me in the tangled sheet. “Did he hurt you?”

      Ajax roars, a sound I could never imagine a human making. “Of course I didn’t fucking hurt her! What do you think I am?"

      Connor turns to him, fists clenched, and Ajax leaps from the bed.

      Grabbing the sheet, I come to stand between them, pressing a hand to Connor’s chest. “He didn’t do anything. I was just remembering… dreaming. It was just a nightmare.”

      All eyes turn to me. My heartbeat fills my ears.

      “Why are you guys even here?”

      Ajax answers, his voice gruff. “Meet my roommates.”

      My jaw drops. How did I not realize they were so close? “You three live together?”

      “A better question is what are you doing here?” Brad asks, crossing his arms over his bare, and very muscular chest.

      I swallow hard. Trying to come up with an excuse.

      Ajax glares. “She’s our new neighbor – bought the house next door to ours.

      Connor’s eyes seem to widen even more. “Well, I think the bigger question is what are you doing with him?”

      Shit. I wanted simple… and this is far from simple.

      I shrug. “We met at a bar and had sex. I’m fine. He’s fine. We’re all fine. Case closed.”

      At last, some of the tension leaves the room, which is exactly when I realize I have my hand on Connor’s delicious chest.

      Snatching my hand back, I feel a blush darken my cheeks. I gather my sheet closer to my chest. “Uh, maybe I could have some privacy to change.”

      Connor grins. “Do you want to change… or maybe invite us to join you?”

      I feel my cheeks grow hotter and look to Ajax for help.

      He raises a brow. “Up to you.”

      He can’t be serious… hell, he is!

      “I think I’ll just change.”

      Connor shrugs, a small smile curving his lips. “Suit yourself.”

      Brad speaks up from the doorway, his expression unreadable. “Get dressed and head downstairs. We have some things to discuss with you.”

      He’s talking about the fight in the alley. There’s no way I want to discuss that. Pretend it didn’t happen? Yes. Discuss it? No way, at least not yet, but I feel trapped.

      Brad and Connor head for the door. I look to Ajax. He looks like he has no intention of going anywhere.

      I clear my throat, suddenly uncomfortable. “Actually, could you go too?”

      His gaze sweeps over me. “I’ve already seen you naked.”

      “That was last night,” I say, like it’s the most practical thing in the world.

      His entire body stiffens, and Connor and Brad look back at him curiously.

      “Morning or night doesn’t matter.”

      I continue staring at him. Is he really just going to stay?

      He huffs and then strides toward the door, his big naked body mouthwateringly incredible. When he’s about to pass me, he turns toward me, yanks me into his arms, and kisses me.

      I’m limp against him when he finally pulls back, breathing hard, my head spinning.

      “We’ll talk downstairs.”

      I nod, and he steps away.

      It takes everything in me not to let my knees crumple. Damn that man knows how to kiss!

      The three men leave, closing the door behind them. I dress quickly, my mind spinning. Last night was incredible. I was on a Reaper high, but still, it was the first time since I died that I felt… well, alive. And happy.

      I freeze, thinking of my children and my husband.

      My eyes fill with tears, and I rub at them angrily. I’m supposed to move on from them, but moving on feels wrong. It feels like a betrayal.

      I’m a mess right now. I can’t possibly face the three men that confuse the hell out of me.

      I need to get out of here.

      Going to the window, I open it. The storm drain is right next to the window, and looks sturdy. I yank on it a couple times. Yeah, it could hold my weight. They’ll think I went down that way.

      The hell with it, I’d do anything to get out of here right now.

      Closing my eyes, I will myself into my new house.

      I appear in my bedroom, my head spinning. I’m still not used to traveling this way and it takes me a second to get my balance.

      Fuck, I need to eat, rest, and clear my head.

      Going to the bathroom, I run a shower and stand in it for far too long, letting the warm water rush over my flesh. I want the water to clear away the night, my guilt, and my unanswered questions.

      But unfortunately, it’s just water.

      Sighing, I scrub my hair and body with soap until I finally feel clean at least, then dress quickly. When I’m done, I’m not really sure what to do with myself. I don’t need to work. The house is clean, perfectly clean, and it’s not like I have any family or friends anymore. So, I sit on the edge of the bed and feel strangely empty. Strangely alone.

      But I don’t have to be.

      I tell myself I’ll just go for a second. Just long enough to see them, because I desperately need to feel something other than this gnawing loneliness. There’s nothing wrong with that. Right? It’ll be really quick, so no one even has to know.

      Closing my eyes, I teleport.

      Again, I’m standing on the familiar building in a town that was once my home. The cold surrounds me again and steals my breath. I don’t remember it being this cold when I lived here, but maybe I was just used to it. Or maybe it was because only a short time ago I was warm and wrapped in Ajax’s arms.

      I move to the edge of the building and peer out across the street, searching for any sign of my family. My gaze finds the familiar window within seconds, but our apartment? It’s empty.

      Panic uncurls in my belly. They were here yesterday. Where the hell could they be?

      My son. My daughter. My husband.

      They couldn’t have just disappeared!

      “I took care of it.”

      That voice again! I whirl around to see Drake beside me.

      “Where the fuck are they?” I shout, losing all control.

      Did he kill them? Punish them? The man didn’t have a heart. He was capable of absolutely anything.

      He stares back at me calmly. “Your husband was offered a better job. Your children will start school at one of the best schools in the country. They’ll live in a beautiful house. They’ll have the dog they always wanted. They’ll have everything they could ever imagine.”

      Except for me.

      “Where are they?” I shout again, ignoring his answer that didn’t tell me anything I needed to know.

      Where’s my family? They need me! I need them!

      Drake's eyes turn back to me and his voice softens. “The Reapers are powerful, Jules. We took care of everything. We had to do it. It was what you needed."

      “No!” I scream, shock and anger consuming me.

      Rushing toward him, I pound my hands against his chest, tears streaming down my face. Doesn’t he understand? I need to see them. I need to watch them grow up. I need to know they’re safe.

      If I can’t… then, I’ve really lost them. Forever.

      “You couldn’t move on. I saw that. So I helped.”

      You’ve destroyed me. Taken the last part of my old life and snatched it away.

      I look at him through my tears. “I hate you so much.”

      He doesn’t speak for a long minute. “I know.”

      The wind whips around me, and I cry. Not little tears, but sobs that destroy me, tearing me apart. They would tear through my very soul, if I still had one.

      He awkwardly pats my shoulder. “You saved them. Do you understand me? You’re a hero. But most heroes… no one ever knows what they sacrificed. No one sees their scars. No one sees their tears. It doesn’t make their sacrifice any less real.”

      No, if this were a story, I wouldn’t be the hero. I’d be the villain.

      But there’s nothing I can do about it.

      Several minutes pass before I pull away from him, wipe at my eyes, and stare at the empty apartment. If Drake made this decision, nothing I say or do will change it.

      My hands are tied.

      “What do I do now?” I ask, broken.

      Drake stands beside me. “You find something to keep you going. Something to keep you living.” He takes a deep breath. “Or someone. I don’t really care which. But it needs to happen.”

      Because if I don’t, I’m not a good little Reaper in his clan. This isn’t about me. It’s about what’s best for him.

      I feel tears well in my eyes again. “Just leave me alone.”

      For a minute I think he won’t listen, but then, he disappears. I stay there on the top of the building for a long time. I hate Drake for taking my family from me. I will find out where they went, if only to know they’re really safe. But I’ll also listen to his advice, as much as I hate it; I’ll find something to keep me going.

      My job. Saving lives is the only way I’ll be able to find any peace in my role as a Reaper. And if curing people in his hospital is what I need, it’s what I’ll do. Screw his edict to stop.

      I think of the hospital, but immediately my thoughts turn to Brad, Connor, and Ajax.

      No, I don’t need anyone to keep me going. My job will be enough.

      And yet, it isn’t my job I think about. It’s the three men who cared when I cried, three men who make me want to go back to my new house, even though it isn’t yet a home.

      But it could be. A tiny voice whispers in my mind.

      And for one moment, I pretend that tiny voice might be right.
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