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      This is the first book in the Their Reaper series, however, a short story was released before this called Unlikely Reaper. You should be able to read this series without having read the short story. However, if you want to learn more about Jules, her men, and when she first came to the hospital, you can grab the short story before diving into this book.

      

      Trigger Warnings:

      If you’re sensitive to doctors, hospitals, nurses, medical issues, death, or children being sick, this book does include those things, so do what’s best for you. Also, I have many other books that don’t include those things if you realize this isn’t the right fit for you, so feel free to pick those up.
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      Jules

      

      My gut churns and my hands clench as I try to convince my instincts that I’m not in danger. That I don’t need to run. But no matter how much I tell myself that I’m safe and everything is okay, I can’t logic myself out of being scared.

      This is bad.

      Really bad.

      I never knew there was a Reaper Council before I was called to stand in front of it. Well, called isn’t exactly the right word. One moment I was sleeping and the next I was in this strange nightmare. I knew it wasn’t an actual nightmare, because this is how the reapers liked to communicate…through our minds.

      Yeah, because everyone wants reapers in their minds.

      So here I am. Standing with a single, irritating light on my face and another on the judge as she glares down at me from her ridiculously tall seat behind an equally ridiculously tall stand. I know for a fact they can come to me in any way, so I’m sure this is meant to be intimidating.

      Fortunately for them, it’s working. My knees are shaking and I can’t stop glancing around, waiting for someone to speak. The rest of the chamber is shrouded in darkness so that I can’t even see if anyone else is here. Except for Drake, my boss. He’s on the edge of the light that shines down above me.

      Only, he’s simply looking between the judge and me, interest in his expression.

      Sigh. I have no idea if he’s even on my side. He could be here to destroy me, help me, or just to amuse himself. That’s one thing about Drake: I never know what he’s thinking.

      So I guess I have to be ready for anything.

      “Juliet Jackson, you are hereby accused of a grave misuse of power,” the judge begins, her shrill voice holding so much authority that it makes me crinkle my nose. Even though, technically, she isn’t wholly wrong. “You are suspected of using the life forces you collect to restore those whose life forces are meant to be surrendered.” That means supposed to die. She’s speaking English, but this woman needs her own translator. “As you know, this is a power which you are not authorized to use, nor is it acceptable in your capacity to use.” Her gaze grows intense. “If I’m honest, none of us can even figure out how you’ve been able to do it.”

      Uh oh, looks like I’ve done a no-no.

      I sigh. Maybe even scoff. As I open my mouth to speak, under his breath, Drake ahems. I snap my lips shut again. He mostly looks intrigued. And stern. He’s in his usual three-piece suit, like Brad Pitt in Meet Joe Black but older, like Brad in Once Upon a Time in Hollywood. I measure all of life on the Pitt scale. But the fact that he’s broken from “character” probably means I shouldn’t ignore his warning.

      So, shutting up it is!

      Besides, he’s probably right. The less I say, the better.

      During training, I learned that no one, even another reaper, can tell when one of us has used our powers. They can’t even tell who we’ve used them on. So, it isn’t rocket science to know I’m going to be able to lie my way out of this. I do wish Drake had a little more faith that I’m not going to get myself, well, in whatever trouble reapers get into when they do something that’s against the rules.

      But I guess I don’t have the best track record...

      “Do you deny that you have used your life force to cure those who are meant to die?”

      Of course, I deny it. I’ll deny it until the day I…if I ever…hmm. Deny. Deny. Deny. That’s my new motto.

      This lady judge is intense. Her stare burns through me.

      “Yes.” And to clarify, I smile. “I deny it all.”

      Like all reapers, the judge is young and beautiful. Her dark hair is long and flowing, her skin smooth and unblemished by time. In my real life, I would have seen her as a college girl and I’d feel a bit like an old lady around her. Not now though. In my new body, we look to be around the same age. And yet, for her to have this position, I have no doubt she is very, very old. What’s more, she’s probably overseen a lot of bullshit. No doubt she can see right through me. I just have to remember that even if she can, she still can’t touch me if I keep lying.

      “During your study, you were told that reapers destroy humans so their numbers do not swell and become unmanageable. Correct?”

      I glance at Drake. He nods toward the judge and whispers to me, “Answer her.”

      “Yes. I was told.”

      “If left to their own devices, the humans would overpopulate and destroy the balance of nature. It’s what they do.” She speaks like we weren’t all humans once. Although, I don’t know. Maybe she wasn’t. I, of course, was. I still feel like I am. “The balance is important.” She sighs like she’s expecting me to answer. “Reapers technically can’t be terminated or wiped from existence, but you can be punished for lies.”

      “Good to know.” But I’m going to continue lying even though I know deep down that if I found a way to use these powers I have for the good of humanity, there’s an equal chance they’ll find a way to stop me from using them. The lie buys me time though, and time is exactly what I need in my current situation.

      “Miss Jackson, we need the truth. It’s of the gravest importance that reapers make sure they kill people of their random selection and allow nature to take its course with those humans marked for death.”

      Sure it is. I smile. “I’ve been doing my job just as instructed.” I hold up the Girl Scout promise sign. “I swear.”

      A cold fury blossoms in her pale eyes, and her voice comes out just a little louder than a whisper. “No one can say I didn’t try to be kind.”

      A screen lowers to her left, and I’m shocked when images of my real life start playing. The first one is of me giving birth to Sam, my oldest child. The pain of that moment had faded away, but the amazement over that tiny human was marked deep in my soul. I heard him cry. I saw the look on my face and my husband’s face. We had loved him with our whole hearts. And it was obvious to anyone who saw us.

      The image changes to two years later when I gave birth to my daughter.  Her birth was harder. I’d ended up having an emergency c-section. But it didn’t change anything. The moment she cried, the moment I saw her angry little arms flailing, I was smitten. My children were my whole heart.

      And then I’d died to save my son and lost them forever.

      My chest aches. I miss them more than I thought possible. The reaper leaders know this, so showing me these images is intended to be cruel. A way to get under my skin and make me vulnerable enough to make a mistake.

      Tears prick at the corners of my eyes. I will not react. I will not give them the satisfaction of knowing their plan is working.

      The video continues, but this time, my husband and I are in a hospital room with Sam. He’s five, sick, and in a bed too large for a boy so small. I can remember this moment perfectly. The reaper judge doesn’t need to play this for me, because this terrible time is as carved into my soul as the moments of my children’s births.

      My boy. My sweet child. Sick.

      It’s hard to breathe as my gaze focuses on his sleeping face. He has his father’s hair and my light eyes, but he’s also terribly pale. I remember looking at him as he continued to waste away, noticing his every small change. Noticing when his tan skin became pale, and then was tinged with a sickly green.

      The image draws back, and there I am. It’s the first time I realize that that person almost looks like a stranger; that’s how long I’ve been this other me. Her hair is dark, her outfits are ill-fitting and ugly, and she’s easily fifty pounds heavier than I am now. But even at this moment, I’d go back to that older, flabby version of myself in a heartbeat, if it meant my son would still be healthy and I could be with my children again.

      And I don’t need a video to remind me of any of this. I remember everything about that day. The smell of antiseptic. The white overhead lights that made Sam look paler than he already was. The word cancer.

      My gasp is short and low but from the heart before I realize I reacted and steel myself against my pain once more. Then there’s nothing. No tell. I’m a brick wall. Even when I remember every breath I took as I cried while Sam slept, I keep my face carefully blank.

      Don’t give them anything. Not a thing.

      I don’t trust this reaper council. Not if they’re willing to use my life “before” against me, to entice me to tell the truth. Their methods truly are cruel.

      “I’ll say it again; I’m doing the exact job I was recruited to do.” Recruited is not quite accurate, but I’m sure the council is aware of how I came to be.

      The images switch again. And now, Sam is smiling, playing in the yard with his dad and his sister. And they’re happy. Older. Older than when I died. This wasn’t a moment I was around for. It was a time after I was gone.

      I can’t help it. I hold my breath. I’ve missed seeing my kids so much that it’s like a bittersweet knife twisting in my gut to see this now. It’s a drug. A drug I should turn away from, close my eyes to, and ignore. But instead, I drink up this moment, willingly hurting myself.

      My son picks up a ball, then looks up at the sky, a frown twisting his soft lips. “Dad, do you think…do you think Mom is watching us?”

      I steel myself against the terrible emotions that are churning inside of me, trying to rise up from my soul. I shove those feelings back down because they have no place here. Not right now.

      Later. Later I can process this terrible moment.

      “I’m sure she is, Sam.” My husband smiles, running his fingers through his familiar, balding hair and then gives Sam a hug.

      God, he’s always been a good father. A good husband. A good man.

      “Should I call Michelle mom?” My son’s voice is low, almost a whisper.

      Michelle is the woman who’s taken my place in their lives. And like this reaper judge can read my mind, the image flips again and now it’s my family, my children, my husband, and the replacement me laughing together, watching a movie I would sell my soul--oop, did that already--to watch with them.

      My heart shatters and my skin is the only thing holding me together. These reapers are ruthless. I suppose that’s how I’m supposed to be, but I’m not. No matter how hard I try.

      “I don’t know the point of showing me all of this. It’s my old life. It has nothing to do with me anymore.” I manage to say it with a straight face, which is an improvement.

      The judge leans back in her seat, her expression calculating. “This would have been so much easier if you’d admitted your fault and given your word to follow our rules from this point forward.” She shakes her head like I’m a fool. “But make no mistake, the balance between life and death will be restored with or without your cooperation and there will be consequences.”

      And like it never happened, I’m back in my room, sitting on the edge of my bed, her last words on a slo-mo repeat in my head. And it doesn’t sound any better than it had in real-time. “Con...se...quen...ces…” Like what? Taking my family? Already done. Like making me a terrible creature that has to kill? Yeah, that’s done too.

      All part of the deal I made.

      To my credit, I wait until I’m in the shower before the sobbing starts, the weeping for all I’ve lost. And it isn’t a small cry either. It’s the kind of sobbing that come from your stomach, that wracks your whole body.

      I’ve never been a big crier, but I let it all out now. I can’t even try to keep it in. It’s like a poison that needs to come out, even though I wish that deep pain wasn’t inside of me.

      Curling up on the bottom of my shower, I hug myself, because there’s no one else to hug me now. I shake my head, trying to shake away the memories, but they only seem to flash through my thoughts slower.

      Seeing my babies, my husband with someone who isn’t me, and them loving another person in my place is one of the most devastating moments I’ve endured since I became a reaper, and I watch people die now, so that’s saying a lot.

      The water is cold by the time my sobs slow. My entire body hurts. I try to climb to my feet, and crumble again several times before I finally manage to stay standing. I press a hand against the shower wall, taking deep breaths and reminding myself that I need to move forward. That it’s good that my family is happy. That I need to find my own kind of happiness now.

      It all rings hollow, but I repeat the words anyway, hoping that eventually they’ll feel real.

      Turning off the shower, I open the curtain and stare. What do people do after the shower? I can’t seem to remember. I almost start crying again. And then, my cell phone rings. I hear the poppy song that’s my ringtone. A song that fits the person I’m supposed to be now.

      Stepping forward, I wrap a towel around myself and head for it. The call can only be work. And work, I can handle. Work is good. It keeps me busy. It keeps me from thinking.

      When I reach my phone, I barely glance at the caller ID because I already know it’s Drake. He’s the only one who ever calls these days.

      “What?” My voice sounds as tired as I feel.

      “Jules, we need you back at the hospital.”

      I should be happy, but because he’s calling me, it can only mean one thing--it’s time to kill. Because no matter what that judge thinks, I’m a killer, nothing more than a mercenary.  It’s more than what I am now. It’s who I am.

      My attempts to do some good in the world will never balance out all the bad I do.

      But I don’t say any of that. “Okay,” simply comes out, and then I hang up.

      Time to do what I do. Reap some lives...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Ajax

      

      I’ve been in meetings before with gods who know no greater pleasure than the sound of their own voices. I’ve been in conferences with kings, listened to the ramblings of madmen. And I would prefer them all to this-- the meeting of the hospital board. They’re a bunch of stuffed-shirt windbags whose voices delight only themselves.

      My gaze moves about the room as I try to tune out the voices of the men. This room is ornate with coffered ceiling beams, hand-carved pillars, and a door made of heavy wood, which is pleasant enough, and one of the many things that drew me to Mercy Angel.

      Although, technically, I don’t like it here because of how “pretty” it is, but because of my own personal ties to the place. Even though most of it has changed greatly with time.

      I remember the 17th century, when this place consisted of a collection of brick buildings. In those days, the halls were filled with war-injured soldiers and the odd scattering of other sick people. Technology was not great in those days and many of the friends I came to see never made it back out of this place.

      Now, both the inside and the outside of the buildings have changed. The brick exterior has been replaced by sleek, white walls, and everything is streamlined, cleaner, and modern…but there are still little touches that remind me of the days when I returned from war to see my human friends in this place. Mercy Angel had given many of them some small comfort, whether they later died, lost limbs and had their lives changed forever, or left, only carrying a few visible scars from war.

      When I had been wandering, feeling lost, and came across this place once more about ten years ago, it had felt like it was where I was meant to be.

      So, like I did with most things, I wrote a check and made myself a place here, gaining two best friends in the process. And now, I've made a little home here, in a place that’s unique in all the best ways, with state-of-the-art equipment as well as a holistic healing center where massage therapists are as respected as neurosurgeons. It has brought people from every walk of life, which keeps things interesting.

      Mercy Angel is unique.

      Unfortunately, it’s still a hospital. And as such, there are all the mundane workings that have to be dealt with. Being a board member was intended to keep me busy, give me purpose, and keep me close to my friends. It has done all of those things, but lately, I feel that restlessness stirring inside of me.

      Usually, that means it’s time to move on. In this case, I suspect this feeling is the fault of one beautiful woman who seems to be avoiding me.

      “So, do we need valet parking outside the new structure?” Ingram asks, his voice cutting into my thoughts.

      I look toward him and lift a brow. He shrinks back, as if realizing his mistake a moment too late.

      Bronwyn, another old white guy, adjusts his glasses and says, “I can’t see any harm in trying it for a few months.”

      “Agreed,” Digby says, his voice as monotonous as ever as he clicks his phone, likely scrolling through articles even more boring than this meeting.

      Ingram clears his throat, glancing nervously between me and his agenda. “Oh, and we must find a replacement for Digby, as he moves into retirement.”

      I speak without thinking. “I’d like his replacement to be anyone other than an old white guy.”

      Yeah, I don’t have much room to talk, but I don’t like the idea that we’re running a hospital with a diverse clientele, and yet, only have them represented by our group. The people coming here deserve better. And, who knows? Maybe the next meeting wouldn’t be as dreadful as this one.

      “Noted,” Ingram says, clearing his throat. “Now, onto our parking spots…”

      Parking spots? Hell, there are few things I care less about.

      There isn’t enough coffee in the world to keep listening to these fools blather on. Rising from my chair, I cross the room and go to stand at the window looking out over the parking lot. I have to hold back a sigh. I feel like a caged tiger. If this meeting doesn’t end soon, I’ll start pacing.

      Even the damned parking lot is boring.

      There are forty-three white cars in the parking lot. Three of those are doctor-owned Porsches, two more are pick-up trucks, nineteen are made by General Motors, seven are Beemers, five are made by Mercedes, and the rest are SUVs of various makes and models. White must be the new “in” color. Not that I care, but it’s still more interesting than the droning going on in the room.

      I muffle a sigh with my hand and turn. There are about five pairs of eyes pointed my way. I’m used to that. People stare. It comes with being a god. With being built like one. Having the face of one. Humans aren’t accustomed to being in such a presence.

      When my gaze catches theirs, every one of them looks away with an air of panic.

      Just like always.

      They keep talking, glancing my way far too often, but trying to be casual about it. At one point, Digby asks if I might be more comfortable sitting, but I brush his words aside. Humans get uncomfortable with someone who towers over them. Men especially. It’s been that way since Crete. Since Achilles. Now there was a guy who knew the value of brevity.

      But it’s no reason for me to have to sit.

      Time continues to drag by like a snail crawling toward no particular destination. It’s been ten or fifteen minutes since anyone suggested I sit, even though I can tell they want to ask again. We’ve gone over numbers, patient population, income versus expense for the surgical unit, staffing, and taking on a new vending machine company who can come more often for the emergency department. I’m about to drop from sheer boredom.

      What if I just walk out right now? I could. But to what purpose?

      I stare out the window until I see her. Jules. My entire body tenses like I’m about to fight or fuck. That’s the saying, right? The fight or fuck instinct?

      No, that doesn’t sound right, but I can’t think when I see Jules. Hell, I can’t even think when I think about her, which is just pathetic.

      God. This is a woman I could happily spend the rest of my days watching. She’s beautiful in ways human women typically aren’t. It’s not that I fall all over myself every time a pretty blonde walks by, it’s… something in her eyes. Something that draws me in and makes me want to give her the world. I feel like even if she was standing in a room full of the most beautiful women in the world, every other person would fade away except for her.

      I can’t explain why.

      Even while I’m watching her zip into the parking lot, recognizing her car, because, yeah, I know her car now, I can’t help but notice that she drives like she lives--fierce, her car hugging curves as she whips into a space below.

      Even her car isn’t the typical white. It’s a shiny, silver convertible. Zippy and fast like her.

      It’s been a couple of weeks since we slept together. A couple of weeks since she snuck out. Just a little longer since she turned me down for a drink, then almost ended up going home with another guy.

      My fists clench. Even I can’t believe that she almost chose another man over me. That kind of thing never happens to me. If not for the fact that I’m in a room with the hospital board, I would put my fist through the window, and it’s been a long time since I’ve felt that out of control. These days I have more control over my emotions than my counterparts from Rome and Greece. No longer do we dish up fireballs or any other form of divine retribution. Although, lately, I’ve considered it more times than I care to admit.

      It’s hard being a god these days.

      Women like Jules--so striking and beautiful it’s hard not to stare--inspire all sorts of wickedness from men like me. She rejected me, for hell’s sake.

      Rejected.

      Me.

      It makes me like her a bit…more, somehow. Which is probably something I should talk out with a therapist…if I had a therapist, or if I considered this an actual problem. Instead, Jules has become more than just a woman who rejected me and then somehow ended up in my bed.

      But what?

      I tell myself none of it matters. So, I like holding her. Watching her sleep. Feeling her breathe. That doesn’t mean anything. And yet, I can’t seem to escape the memories from that night. Passion like nothing I’ve experienced in my long life gave way to surprising comfort, and then a logic-defying need to protect her.

      She’d cried out for someone named Sam, so anguished, so hurt that I’d wanted to console her, to take her pain on as my own. I had never felt that kind of connection for anyone except Connor and Brad. Those two assholes have become my brothers, even if we don’t share a blood bond. How can this thing with a woman I barely know feel the same? It’s as if feeling that connection to her changed something inside of me that I can’t quite understand.

      I’m a god. Not often do I have a reaction so strong to anyone or anything. Most especially to a human. They’re toys for our amusement. Always have been.

      But Jules is special.

      And she’s entirely resistant to all the godliness that’s within me. Which is, again, weird. Most human women are two seconds from sucking my dick at any given time. But her? She seems to see me as some sort of complication in her life.

      And then there was her strength in bouncing back from the dream, so even I momentarily questioned if it happened or if I imagined it. She just has a spring day demeanor, an ability to close herself off. Which I relate with. It appeals to me in ways I can’t put words to. And I’ve had thousands of years to collect words.

      “Ajax?”

      I turn to the speaker, Murphy Godfrey, a board member who loves to go over numbers. “Yes?”

      “Do you have anything you want to add?” Even his voice is from the archives of the most boring sounds ever.

      I cover a chuckle with a cough. “I don’t.” Instead, I turn back to the window as Jules steps out of her car and slides her purse onto her shoulder.

      Now that is a woman with great shoulders. The skin where her shoulder and neck meet is sensitive, soft, delicious. I would kill a man for another taste. But this is a woman who can resist me, who has mastered the art of walking away from me. A woman with pain deep in her soul and nightmares that plague her sleep. She’s grieving someone named Sam. Or she’s scared of him.

      Either way, staying in this meeting isn’t getting me any closer to her.

      “Time for me to go,” I say, only belatedly realizing I’d interrupted Godfrey.

      Not that I care.

      I walk to the door to escape, in search of Jules. This song and dance of ours needs to come to an end. Now. Today.

      She isn’t slipping through my fingers a second time.

      Heads turn as I fling open the door, but no one speaks. No one dares, luckily for them. I don’t spend much time showing off these days, but it wouldn’t take much to crush this room full of mortals.

      I hurry down the hall, mentally mapping out how to reach Jules the fastest way possible.

      Brad and Connor would call me pathetic. But we all know they’re just as desperate for her attention as I am. It’ll be a race to see who manages to get through that cold exterior of hers first.

      But I’m an old god. I have time.
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      Jules

      

      My knees are shaking so badly I have to stop, or I’m afraid I’ll crumble to the ground. Something about the reaper council and my breakdown afterward has left me badly shaken. I hadn’t even realized how badly until I started walking to the hospital and remembered that once inside I’d be killing again. I’d be making more life and death decisions…but with a higher risk of getting caught.

      I manage to get off the sidewalk and stop underneath the shade of a tree near the doors to the hospital. Pressing my palm into the rough bark, I will myself to stay standing, but it feels like I’m on the edge of a kind of darkness that scares me. Despite how hard I’m trying to keep it together, my gaze moves to the red hospital sign. The sleek white building rises above me like the entrance to some sick level of hell.

      At least, it’s hell for me.

      A couple comes out of the hospital crying, their faces blotchy and drawn with pain. One of them sees me, and he doesn’t even pretend to hide his sorrow. Usually, I look away from people who are suffering, but this time it’s like we have one silent moment of understanding, before he glances away, breaking the spell.

      My gut turns.

      In his eyes, I saw myself. I saw everyone who comes to a place like this with hope and leaves, losing faith in the world in one fell sweep. And yet, it’s a good reminder. This place is hell for many people. Not just me.

      Even if knowing that doesn’t help one bit.

      But today it’s worse than usual. After everything with the council, it feels like the walls I so carefully built around my heart and soul to get through what I have to here are being held up by glue and tape alone. I know I need to fortify myself. Or else, I might end up saying or doing something I’ll regret.

      And knowing I’m already on the reaper shit list, I need to do what’s expected of me today.

      Drake doesn’t call me in to work for my special healing skills, even if that’s what he tells the staff and patients. He calls me because life forces need to be reaped, and that’s my job. But I’ve had an emotional day. One fat drama after another.  I need a minute for a few deep breaths.

      “Get it together, Jules.” My voice betrays me. I want to be the kind of woman who’s badass enough to pull myself up by my bootstraps. Or at least one who doesn’t sound like she’s about to curl into a ball and cry like someone broke her heart.

      But I don’t have time to give in to the emotions. Not this day or any other. Connor and Brad are as likely to be at the hospital as any other doctor and nurse roommate combo, and I’m not explaining to them the reason for my puffy eyes or trembling hands. They were already suspicious after the fight in the alley when I terminated some vamp baddies.

      Yup, I’d almost forgotten about that. I’m not just supposed to be a badass reaper woman. I’m also supposed to play the part of a perfectly normal human woman. Even after I made the mistake of reaping a bunch of vampires who were attacking the hot doctor and his equally hot nurse buddy.

      So I have to be normal. Human. And the perfect reaper.

      Can’t I be both? I ask myself. A bitchy voice in the back of my mind says nope, and I want to slap it for its lack of confidence in me.

      I don’t know what happened when I left the alley that day, but I don’t think the guys told the cops anything about me or what I did. They probably hadn’t even told them that I was there. If they had, I would be on a first-name basis with whatever detective took vamp cases. I’m barely on a first-name basis with the people I work with and live by, except the guys, so I’m pretty confident I’m safe for now.

      As long as I keep acting normal.

      So act normal! I command myself and push off from the tree. Squaring my shoulders, I toss my long blonde hair and try to think of myself as only this Jules. Jules the Reaper. Even so, my high heels sound loud on the sidewalk as I walk forward. The doors to the hospital part in front of me, and I nod, forcing a smile toward the security guard. His cheeks turn pink and he nods back at me, while I head straight for the elevator.

      Totally normal-like. Yup. I’m doing great.

      As I wait for the elevator, Cho--one of the nicest guys I’ve ever met--comes to stand next to me. I can feel his smile. “Dr. Jules.”

      I’m not a doctor. I’m a healer. But as we’ve had this conversation a hundred times since I came on the scene, I don’t really see the point in doing it again.

      “Master Chef Cho.”

      His grin is wide and full of sparkly white teeth. “Wanna see my new tat?” Without waiting for me to answer, he yanks his sleeve up so I can see his biceps. “It’s the Chinese symbol for peace.” He tilts his chin down. “Inspired by you, actually.”

      “Yeah?” He smells like cookies and maple syrup and I could breathe him in, but I don’t. I can’t get close to humans. I never know who’s going to end up needing to be reaped.

      “Yeah. You’re serene, calm.”

      I adore that he thinks so, and I smile in spite of the fact that he couldn’t be farther from the truth. I haven’t known a calm day since I met Drake, since I made the deal that saved Sam’s life. Inside, I’m a lightning storm.

      Not that I tell Cho that. “I like it.”

      He grins, and my heartbeat picks up. Cho is good-looking with black hair, a slender frame, and crystal blue eyes. He’s asked me out about a thousand times, but I can never quite tell if he’s serious or if he’s just trying out lines to see which ones work. And when he’s about to knock one out, his cheeks go pink and his chuckle gets a little higher pitched. “So, Jules. I think there’s something wrong with my phone.”

      I grin. He’s used this one before, but I’m nothing if not a good sport. Plus, the distraction is just what I need.  “What’s wrong with your phone?”

      His smile makes dimples in his cheeks. “It doesn’t have your number in it.”

      “That’s a really good one.” If I was still a human, and years before meeting the husband from my other life, I would’ve gone out with Cho. He’s friendly, sweet, funny, and easy to be around.

      Unfortunately, there’s no way I’d even go for a roll in the hay with him now. It wouldn’t be worth bringing him into my world full of danger.

      He opens his mouth to speak at the same time the elevator doors whoosh apart.

      Of course, because today as an entity all of its own hasn’t tried quite enough of my patience, Ajax is standing in the elevator. I don’t want to get in, but I won’t be run off either.  Besides, with Cho in the elevator with us, Ajax will be on his best behavior.

      A girl has to hope, right?

      So, I try not to look at the sexy man I’d fucked like a horny rabbit and enter the elevator, smiling at Cho and trying to give him my full attention.

      “So, about our date...” Cho continues, winking as he steps forward.

      But Ajax blocks his way, causing Cho to move backward. “Take the next one, pal.”

      And like he has some special command over the doors, they slide closed and we’re alone. If I didn’t know better, I would think he planned it.

      I sigh, but softly as he leans in. “I think you’re avoiding me, Jules.”

      Of course I am. I had a nightmare and meltdown in front of him after we had sex. Sex where I was so lost in a reaper high that I could’ve passed for a sex-starved succubus. Pretty sure if I could, I’d crawl into a hole and wait him out rather than cross his path ever again.

      And that’s if I hasn’t noticed the weird effect he has on me… My body gets twitchy and damp when I’m around him, like it doesn’t agree with the very logical decision I made to not sleep with a coworker again. It feels like if I give my full attention to the man ever again, I’ll have to just get naked with him, wherever or whatever we’re doing.

      Which is completely illogical.

      I just have to make sure he has no idea how I feel about him, or there’s no stopping this sex train.

      Instead of wiping my sweaty palms very obviously down the sides of my skirt, I cross my arms, shields in place. “To avoid you, I would have to have conscious thoughts of you. Which I don’t,” I lie. Of course I think of him. Not only is he my neighbor, but he has the kind of body--one I know intimately--that deserves being thought about.

      Thinking of his chiseled muscles and giant cock is not the way to stay calm and unaffected by him, so I switch to trying to think about all the brands of clothes that have suddenly filled my closet from the people who work for the reapers. I list them in my head, but the list keeps being interrupted by replays of him groaning my name and thrusting into me like I was his last wish before death row.

      When I glance down at his dick, he cocks a brow and smirks. “You don’t think of me?” His voice says it all. He doesn’t believe me.

      But I don’t care. I’m a liar anyway. I think of him often. Inopportune times or not.

      “Sorry.” I shrug barely resisting the urge to check that my skirt is flame repellent, just in case.

      But if my skirt and panties haven’t melted yet, they probably won’t. Take that, logic!

      “Maybe I should take you out again. See if I can make you think of me more often,” he practically purrs, leaning in just a little closer so that I find myself looking up into his face. This man has a smile so beautiful it almost hurts to look at. As cocky as he is, his smile isn’t cocky. It’s just…pleasant, turning my insides to jello while I notice how bright his dark eyes seem to be, and the slight wave to his long dark hair, even though half of it is pulled back into a man bun.

      Damn it. I’ve never met anyone so gorgeous. Well, Connor and Brad aren’t exactly puke on a stick...

      Look away! I force myself to, watching the lights on the elevator move painfully slowly from one number to the next.

      I have to be strong. I can’t date. As a reaper, I shouldn’t be with anyone, and I don’t deserve that kind of happiness. I kill people.

      It takes a couple of times of repeating my dark mantra before I feel strong enough to speak with a level voice. “I can’t. I’m sorry.” There. I sound about as nonchalant as a person can sound around a man who is just dying to be licked like an ice cream.

      The elevator slows. It jolts when it lands on the third floor but as the doors pull open, Ajax puts a hand gently, almost possessively, on my arm. “I’m going to figure you out, Jules, and when I do, there isn’t going to be anything you can do to stop what the gods have in store for us.” The grin he throws my way is overkill but it doesn’t make me like it any less.

      “Well, good luck with that.” I guard my secrets well because if anyone finds out what I am, it means death for him, and I have no idea what the hell for me, but definitely something bad.

      I walk out of the elevator and turn to wave as the doors close again. For one second, I see hurt and confusion in his eyes before our gazes meet and his eyes narrow, as if accepting a challenge I’m pretty sure I never gave.

      The doors close, and I almost sag in relief. This is why you don’t fuck someone you have to keep seeing. Someone is bound to develop feelings, or at least, a panty-melting addiction. And I can’t allow that. Just because there are people I have to kill, that doesn’t mean I want to hurt anyone else.

      If anyone finds out I’m a reaper, I really hope it isn’t one of the guys who live next door to me. Because as much as I find myself sexually attracted to them, deep down I know it’s something more. There’s a knowledge that with them I’d be less lonely. That with them, I might finally have something to grab onto in this new life to give me purpose.

      So I’m going to do whatever I can to make sure they don’t learn the truth about me.

      Even if it kills any hope for something good in this new life of mine.
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      Connor

      

      Timmy Hayden is an eight-year-old who came in more than a month ago for heart surgery. The kid was born with a faulty valve. He’s never played outside, never ridden a bicycle, never even been to another kid’s birthday party. The surgery Brad helped perform made it possible for Timmy to live a normal life. And even though everyone always congratulates the doctors in situations like this, I feel like I’d just won the damn Nobel Peace Prize.

      Timmy, the boy I’d gotten to be a nurse for over and over again over the years, finally got the help he needs to have a chance at a normal life. This is why I became a nurse.

      I grin at the kid, trying to keep my enthusiasm in check as I grab another card from the deck on his bed, and he looks at me with those competitive little eyes of his. Some people think I purposely lost games to Timmy. They think I’m trying to be a good guy. Screw them. This kid is good, and I’d do an honest-to-goodness dance around the room if I actually beat him in a game…any game.

      Brad looks like he’s reading my mind as he glances at me with a smirk, before focusing back on Timmy’s parents. Yeah, yeah, I won’t embarrass him with a victory dance. Mostly because I’m already losing.

      Time ticks away as Timmy and I continue playing a very subdued game of Crazy Eights while Brad gives the parents a run-down of post-op care Timmy is going to need. They all speak in low voices, but this kid is a freaking genius, and I know even though he seems focused on our game, he’s listening to their every word.

      Which he doesn’t need to do. He has enough worries already.

      I smack an eight onto the trash pile. “Hearts, bucko.”

      This kid has the best laugh. The best sense of humor. And he chuckles. “Bucko? What is that, nerd talk?”

      I laugh as he draws a card.

      We play another few cards, and I start getting excited. Is it happening? Is it really going to happen?

      When he comes up empty on his next turn, I lay the six of hearts on the pile. “I forget, do I need to say Uno now?” I wag my last card in his face and he laughs. “Bucko.”

      “Pretty cocky for a guy who’s lost like five hundred times,” he mumbles under his breath, but we both know he wants me to hear him. I’d taught him a lot about trash-talking, which I’m damned proud of.

      “I just need to win once,” I tell him right back.

      “If that’s enough for you,” he counters.

      I grin. I’m going to miss this kid.

      When he draws again and shakes his head, I throw down the two of hearts and hop to my feet. “You lose!” The happy dance makes the kid laugh. I’m full-on waving my arms around and hopping around the bed when I suddenly realize the other adults have stopped talking.

      His parents come to stand beside him because I’m guessing Brad’s finished with his instructions and all their Q&A. It’s strange. As I look between their packed bags, the kid, and his parents, my dancing starts to slow. It’s really happening. He’s leaving, and other than checkups with his specialist, he hopefully won't be back for a long time.

      And I can’t be happier for them.

      I stop dancing then shake the kid’s hand. “All right. I don’t want to see you back here. You got me? You want to play cards, I’m happy to come to your place and kick your scrawny butt. But no more ER visits. Feel me?”

      Timmy nods. “Thanks, Connor.”

      Then, freezing, I eye him suspiciously. “You didn’t let me win, did you?”

      He gives me the same innocent look he gives me when he finishes off his jello and says he didn’t get any. “No, Mr. Connor. Not me.”

      Damn it. Still, I might not be able to properly celebrate my card victory, but we are all leaving today as winners.

      I nod and glance at his folks. They’re good people who have always wanted the best for Timmy, who did hours and hours of research to find the best doctor in the world. “Watch this kid. He’s gonna break a lot of hearts.”

      His mom can’t be more than thirty, but she’s got age in her eyes. I have no doubt it’s the result of living through the stress of a sick kid, but I find myself hoping it eases for her now. She pulls me into a hug. “You’re his favorite nurse, Connor.” She sniffs as she pulls back and a tear slips down her cheek.

      I glance around her at Timmy so his mom has a second to pull herself together. “For real? I’m your favorite?”

      He shakes his head. “No way, dude. Madeline gives me popsicles on the night shift.”

      I fake a scowl. “Ooh, Madeline, I’ll beat her! One day!”

      Brad clutches my shoulder. “We should get to work, Con. Let these folks get ready to go home. I’m sure they’re tired of us.”

      I give one more wave to the kid, memorizing his face, then we walk out and head to the locker room. And it’s seriously as if every step I take is a mile. I’m suddenly aware of how much my back and feet are aching, and there’s a slight headache behind my temples. I’m definitely beat and Brad has bags under his eyes big enough to carry a week’s worth of laundry.

      But will the vampire admit to being tired? Hell, no! He’s worse than I am.

      Competitive bastard.

      I sigh as my arm actually hurts as I push open the locker room door. Oh man, tonight is going to be rough. We aren’t even halfway through our shift yet.

      “You look like shit, Con.” And so it starts. “When’s the last time you got laid?”

      “It was that chick you brought home and struck out with. Turns out, she likes blonds.” I give my hair the Bieber flip--that kid knows his shit--and Brad scoffs. We both know there was no chick, but that doesn’t stop us from our dick-measuring shit talk.

      Brad chuckles. “Dumb blonds.”

      Yeah, like we aren’t both currently obsessed with a particularly sexy blonde, but I won’t mention it. Not yet. Those kinds of comments are for when I have to pull the big guns out.

      “Well, we can’t all win the ladies by telling them macho stories about life as a surgeon. Some of us have to do real work and get our hands dirty.” I wait while he hangs his white coat in his locker and grabs his lunch. We often just sit in here and eat since he has special dietary concerns that freak out some of the cafeteria customers.

      Honestly though, his bloody diet doesn’t bother me. A guy who wakes up after a full moon and finds that he’s feasted on a deer during his change doesn’t exactly have room to talk. Yeah, most of the time I’m pretty good at controlling the wolf within me, but my few low moments were enough to teach me to not be too judgy.

      When we’re seated and he has his “lunch” poured from a donation bag into a bottle so it looks like a protein shake, he watches me dig into the turkey leg I got from my little ice cooler in the bottom of my locker. “Is Jules still avoiding you?”

      Damn, so we aren’t pulling punches anymore. I’m not sure if I want to keep up with the bro talk or actually go into something real, like the chaos with Jules.

      I hate to admit it, but everything to do with that girl seems to be going wrong. Makes me feel like a failure. “Like I have the plague,” I reluctantly admit.

      It doesn’t make sense to either of us. Neither does the way she came into that fight with the vamps and single-handedly took them out when Brad and I couldn’t do much more than provide defense. If that’s even what happened. Both of us were so focused on not getting killed, it was like the stuff with Jules was happening somewhere else.

      He rubs his hand over his face and his stubble. “I don’t know what to think.”

      “I’ve been watching her.” He cocks a brow and I shoot him an eye roll. “Not like that. Like surveillance. And she’s as human as anyone else I’ve ever seen.” I might have watched her sleep once. Through a window.  But not in a creepy way! Her bedroom window just happens to be across from Ajax’s room, and I just happened to be in there one day at the wrong time. Or maybe the right time. I’m not sure which.

      My mom and sister would slap me just because I’m not sure. Ugh! I’ve never crossed the line from interested guy to pervert, but I’m pretty sure I’m charging over it now.

      But, of course, seeing Jules sleeping isn’t something I’m telling Brad about.

      “Maybe she is human,” he says, sipping his drink thoughtfully.

      Or maybe she’s part cat because I sure as hell didn’t hear her walk in, and I have canine hearing, until she’s a few feet from us.

      I’m about to greet her with who-the-hell-knows what, when she reaches for the hem of her shirt and I forget how to speak. I’m trying hard not to stare when she whips her shirt over her head, while she shimmies out of her pants and stands in her bra and panties digging through her locker for scrubs.

      I glance at Brad, forcing my gaze from the mouthwatering sight, and find he’s staring, the hardcore, snap-my-fingers-in-his-face-and-he-doesn’t-even-flinch kind of staring. “Brad...”

      He shakes his head and looks at me then back at her. “Hewph.”

      Apparently, Mr. Smooth has forgotten how to talk too. At any other time, I’d be celebrating this as a major victory, but instead, I’m back to staring at her, wishing like hell that I didn’t have to be the strong one right now, because this woman is becoming a serious addiction. Not that anyone would blame me right now. The black bra and panties she has on are lacy and hide just enough to make my dick start singing for more.

      Look away, I command myself, but my gaze keeps jumping back to her.

      Obviously, if she sees us gawping at her like the horny pervs she probably already thinks we are, the buddy system we have going on right now is going to come to an abrupt and startling kind of end. She pushes her arms through the sleeves of her shirt and I nudge Brad again. It’s like neither of us has seen a woman in her underwear. I’m a nurse and he’s a doctor. Together we’ve lived more years than the US has been a country. Technically, he’s lived that long on his own. Long story short--we’ve seen women way more naked than Jules right now.

      But somehow, that doesn’t seem to register with either of us right now...

      When she’s dressed, I make a production of clearing my throat and smile when she walks over. “Hey, guys.” Her voice is casual, but her eyes are shadowed by sadness.

      Which, you know, makes me feel like an ass.

      If my mom and sister still acknowledged I was alive, they’d be smacking me right now. The last thing a woman going through a hard time needs is to be ogled.

      But my buddy doesn’t seem to be picking up on the same non-verbal cues I am, because he jumps to his feet and starts toward her. “Jules,” he greets, drawing out her name in a cocky way. Brad is wearing his girl-getting smile. Or maybe it’s his wheedle information smile. But he’s suddenly standing close to her. “We’re just having lunch.” He waves toward us, as if inviting her to sit next to me.

      Either she doesn’t know what he was indicating, or she doesn’t care. Instead, she gives a small smile and says, “How’s it going?” She tilts her head and stares for a second like she knows we were staring at her undressing.

      Hell. Did I imagine the sadness in her eyes? Was Brad the pro he always claims to be and just saw the cool, calm woman Jules usually presents herself to be?

      I don’t have a freaking clue. Patients, supernaturals, all that I can handle. A pretty woman? Not so much.

      “Good, good,” Brad says, giving a little shrug. “How about you?”

      A little mischievous spark comes into her eyes. “Good too.”

      Why do her words sound like a challenge?

      I shake my head. Nope, don’t fall into that typhoon. I’ll be analyzing her every move eight hours from now, and she’ll be gone. I need to focus on the opportunity at hand. Jules is actually talking to us. I better strike when the poker is hot.

      “You know…” I shrug because there’s no point in tiptoeing around the subject. “We never really talked about all that stuff that went down. The other night, how did you…in the alley…?” I can’t tell her that the dudes in the alley were vamps. Humans who know about supernaturals don’t generally last long. It’s a curiosity thing.  But I also can’t say she killed people, or that people had died. For all I know, she is just a human and would have a human reaction.

      And if she looks into the events of that night, she won’t find any newspaper articles or police reports. Ajax has a lot of connections, and they cleaned up that mess without a peep getting out. While we’re trying to figure Jules out, we can’t inadvertently give her too much information, or give ourselves away.

      She smiles and her brow pinches so little lines form in her skin. When she smooths her expression, the tiny wrinkles disappear like they were never there. Once again, she’s beautiful and unflawed in ways women usually aren’t. It’s almost…god-like, like with Ajax.

      Or she just has plain damned good genes.

      “Oh, I don’t know. I’ve taken a few self-defense classes, so when I saw you guys were in trouble...” She shrugs again, but I don’t buy this one bit. “Well, something kicked in. An instinct, I think.”

      “An instinct?” Brad is staring. Smiling. But he’s not fooling me. He’s dying to know if she actually managed to kill those vampires. Dying to know how I was a bloody mess, he was sore for two days despite his superhuman healing powers, but somehow, Jules walked away unscathed. I don’t know how to do that math.

      “You know. Adrenaline.” Her innocence is almost convincing. “You know as well as I do, when adrenaline is pumping, people are capable of almost anything.” She smiles. “We’ve all read the stories. Like that teeny tiny little mom who lifted the car off her baby.”

      Yeah, but that mom didn’t lift five cars.

      She shifts in a way that moves her breasts, and I swear Brad and I are both suddenly staring at her tits. I never remember thinking scrubs were sexy until Jules.

      What were we talking about? The mom and the car? My brain seems to be moving in slow motion. That mom didn’t wear a silk and lace bra while she saved her kids. Probably. If she did, she definitely didn’t look as good as Jules in hers. But is that what I was supposed to be thinking about?

      I glance at Brad. He looks all starry-eyed. I’m sure he’s as busy as I am imagining her naked. He’s totally wearing his picturing a woman naked face—stupid, wide eyes, parted mouth.

      Internally, I shake myself. Okay, I’m not entirely convinced about this whole adrenaline thing, but she is pretty convincing. Neither Brad nor I saw exactly what happened, so maybe she didn’t kill the vamps. Maybe she really is just a human who didn’t have a clue what she was walking into that day in the alley.

      Which means our cover hasn’t been blown either. That’s more than a little bit of a relief.

      “What happened with those guys anyway?” Jules asks.

      Brad is the one to answer. “No clue. We got out of there right after you did. I’m assuming they ran for it afterwards.”

      I watch her, but her expression doesn’t change. So, I guess she doesn’t know any of those guys ended up dead. That’s definitely a good thing.

      “I didn’t know you guys were in here.” She smirks, gesturing toward her locker. “I hope my changing didn’t bother you.”

      “Bother?” I shake my head. Shrug like a fool. “No, we hardly noticed.”

      She laughs. “Sure.” And then she’s gone. And I stand because following her is my new thing. It’s like breathing. And I’m good at both, so why not?

      “Where you going?” His voice is the sing-song one I can hear in my nightmares. The teasing is going to be relentless no matter what I do.

      I stop because this is one of those things he’s never going to let me hear the end of and I need to consider how much I’m willing to put up with for her. I give it a whole minute of thought.

      Turns out, my Jules-teasing-threshold is pretty high. “I’m going to follow her around. Probably sniff her hair if I get the chance. Jealous?”

      “Jealous of you?” He scoffs. “Hardly. You’re whipped.” But he’s so green he might as well be from another planet instead of a vamp from the whatever century.

      He’s jealous of me, and that almost never happens. I’m going to gloat. “Yes. Happily whipped. Spanked, too, if it turns her on.” I wiggle my eyebrows but I wouldn’t tell her to stop if it made her hot.

      He sighs, but then the teasing note drops from his voice. “I think we’re all clear. She has no idea.”

      He’s telling me stuff I already know, stuff I already figured out on my own, but I nod and wink. Then I’m off. To chase the girl. And there will be sniffing if I get close enough.
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      Jules

      

      It doesn’t bother me that the guys were watching me change. It would probably bother me more if they didn’t, which is kind of weird. But I guess everyone likes to feel attractive, whether they’re in their original human body or just one given to them by their reaper boss. The thing is, over time I’ve slowly started to feel more and more like this body and this life are mine, so now I might as well try to enjoy looking young again.

      Even if that isn’t why I’d decided to change in front of them.

      Initially, when I’d walked in, I only started changing to throw them off. I’d been getting the feeling ever since that day in the alley that they were just waiting for a chance to talk to me about how I’d been able to fight all those big men. “Hey, guys, those were actually vampires, and I killed them, because I’m a reaper,” had a bad ring to it. As much as Brad and Connor seem to want a piece of me, I’m pretty sure any human would go running and screaming from the room if I told them that.

      Or they’d just think I’m crazy, which I wouldn’t blame them for.

      Although talking to them brings me even more questions. I’d thought they’d called the cops afterward and just left my name out of it. But I guess they didn’t even know I’d killed their attackers.

      Now, I’m curious who had taken care of the vampires’ bodies. I know little creatures help tend to reapers in most ways. They clean our houses, run our errands, and anything else we need, without us ever having to say a word.

      So, do they clean up the bodies for us too?

      I’d have to ask Drake next time I see him.

      But, of course, when I’d realized I was in the clear with the guys about what happened in the alley, I’d run for it. As much as I would love to stand around and flirt with Connor and Brad all day, Drake didn’t summon me so I could enhance my relationships with my neighbors, who I have no business having relationships with in the first place.

      And speaking of that particular devil, he’s coming my way.

      Drake isn’t what I would have ever guessed King of the Reapers, or Reaper Head of the Class, or the boss of our group, would look like. He’s really handsome for a guy who’s like a thousand years old. He has salt and pepper hair that’s more salt than pepper, and he wears suits that look like Armani himself did the fitting and the sewing for Drake’s body.

      But the stigma of being associated with him, even if it’s only in my head, is the reason I try to keep things purely professional between us. That, and because I don’t know how he honestly feels about what I’m doing. Reapers are supposed to use the life forces they collect to stay young and beautiful. It’s a perk of the job, apparently. But I’ve found a better use for what I take by putting the life force back into people. Drake has made it clear he doesn’t support what I’m doing, but he also isn’t actively stopping me.

      I have a feeling he just wants to see how it’ll all play out. Which doesn’t exactly make me want to become his close, personal friend. In fact, it all makes me want to avoid him even more.

      I stand still and wait for Drake to come to me because I don’t have a power move yet, something that says I’m large and in charge. Until then, I have stopping and waiting, so I use them.

      Drake is the CEO of this hospital. He sits on the board, when he feels like it, and he collects life forces, while keeping tabs on all his reapers, including me. Sometimes I wonder if it’s all just a game to him. His stern expression and the folder in his hand say he isn’t playing, but something behind his expression makes me think otherwise.

      Regardless, this is my life now and my job, and he’s holding a list of names. Some targets. Some just random humans I’m supposed to pretend to help. It’s up to me who I kill and who I let live or die naturally, as long as I’m killing enough.

      I sigh as he stops in front of me. “Drake.”

      He smiles like he’s enjoying that he’s beckoned, and I’ve come running.  It’s part of the deal. Not his smugness, but that he summons and I comply. Or, more accurately, that no matter what this life brings me, I remember that he’s my creator and my boss. And that I kill on behalf of whoever tells him what to do.

      I don’t even want to think about how high up this kind of thing goes, because I have a feeling there are more powerful players in this game than just the reaper council. Just the thought of it is kind of daunting.

      “We’ve had many new patients choosing our hospital over our rival’s with our new healer on staff.”

      “I’m so glad,” I tell him, but the words come out dry, with just a hint of anger.

      There are nurses, doctors, patient visitors, orderlies, and cleaning people all around us. Suddenly, we’re in the busiest hallway in the hospital, but I look at him quietly as he hands over the file. “I trust you’ll be able to fit all these patients into your schedule.”  This isn’t a question or a request. It’s a thin command. “They specifically requested our hospital healer, which means word is getting out that we offer some unique things here at Mercy Angel.”

      “Alright.”

      As I reach for the folder, he pulls it back. “But you need to make certain to accomplish your other job responsibilities.” Meaning, he doesn’t care if I heal or save the people on this list, but I sure as hell better make sure I kill some people.

      I made a deal and I know it. Because of it, my boy is healed, and his life is saved. But now, in exchange, I have to take other people away from their families. And I’m expected to continue to do so. For eternity. Which I know is worth it. Sam is alive because of this deal, and that’s worth more than anything in this world.

      “Okay.”

      “And you’re aware of what will happen if you don’t fulfill your duties?”

      I have a sneaking suspicion. “Not entirely.”

      “Well, the same questions that arose this morning will likely be presented again.” It probably isn’t the threat he thinks. Maybe it would be if I understood the consequences, but I don’t. I don’t even know if there really are any. “I’ve never seen a case quite like that one. I’m interested to see how it turns out.” He’s just reminding me that there are repercussions for my actions. “It intrigues me.”

      And by it, he means me. I intrigue him. “Glad I could help.”

      “It’s been a while since I’ve found such entertainment in this life.” He considers me with a smirk, then looks me up and down like he’s trying to figure what it is about me that provides him such merriment.

      “I’m just glad that’s all they’ll do.” Yeah, I’m baiting him for information, but I’m not ashamed of it.

      His eyes widen and his brow creases as his eyebrows lift. “You think that’s all they’ll do? You think this is over?” He shakes his head. “Jules, there’s no way this is close to over. I warned you about this behavior. All behavior. You’re not a lone gun out here. You’re watched.”

      Well, I know that now. Maybe I thought I was just being monitored by him, but it isn’t life-changing information. It just means I have to be on alert.

      “Be careful. More careful than you’re being…”

      I don’t like his slightly veiled threats, but I’m not giving him any indication of that. He pats my shoulder, smiles, then walks away. I watch him. The confidence in his gait, the cut of his jacket, it all screams power. And he is powerful. I need to remember that. I also need to remember that he’s not on my side, even if he might not be on the council’s side either.

      “Hey, Jules, you okay?”

      I turn. I would know his voice anywhere, but more so since I feel this weird connection to him. “I’m fine, Connor.” Telling him the truth serves no purpose. He can’t help me.

      “New patients?” He nods to the folder Drake handed me.

      His presence is a comfort. Soothing, serene. I smile up at him, the heavy thoughts in my head fading. I’m not thinking about my place in the universe or the circle of life. I’m thinking about the golden flecks in his hazel eyes and how soft his hair is when he pushes it back, which he does, in his adorable nervous way.

      “Yes.” I open the folder, reading the first name on my list. “Maureen Bass.”

      His smile is wide, adorable, the kind that puts me at ease, and I smile back. He is very good at his job. Disarming is an understatement. He easily puts those around him--well, me anyway--at ease. “She’s one of my patients too. Why don’t I go introduce you?”

      He’s very possessive about the people who he looks after. Most of the nurses float from one department to another depending on the hospital population, but anyone Connor looked after once was his patient always. In his eyes anyway.

      “That sounds great. Thanks.”

      He walks down the hall beside me and the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. I freeze and look down to see goosebumps have erupted over my arms.

      Damn it. Something bad is coming for me. Every fiber and bone in my body is on alert, tense, because I can feel the danger. It’s like I know if I turn around now, I’ll find a hungry tiger in the middle of the hall, ready to jump on me. It’s that deep and real of a feeling that I want to just start running and never look back.

      “What’s wrong, Jules?”

      I take several deep breaths, realizing I’ve stopped in the middle of the hallway. I start to walk again, slowly and cautiously. Glancing at Connor, I see his brows are drawn together and his gaze is locked on me. This isn’t good. I’m pretty sure I just barely managed to reassure him that I’m not some killing freak.

      “You look…scared,” he says, and his hand gently touches my back. “Maureen is really sweet, I promise.”

      “Of course. It’s nothing.” It’s a lie, but it’s easy to shrug it off with his hand at the small of my back.

      “Come on. I’ll be right next to you the whole time.”

      Some instinct begs me to turn around, but I force myself not to, because there won’t be anything or anyone there. Or if there is someone who made me feel this way, I don’t want to see them. I want them to disappear back to wherever the hell they came from and not make my life more complicated.

      As we’re about to turn a corner of the hallway, I glance back anyway. I have no idea why I do.

      But there’s no one and nothing to explain this feeling.

      So why don’t I feel any better?
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      Brad

      

      Unknown: We need to talk.

      

      I don’t get a lot of anonymous texts, and I don’t usually respond when I do. I don’t need new insurance. No, I don’t want to talk about politics. My car warranty doesn’t need to be upped in coverage. So for the most part, I ignore the random numbers and the messages that get sent my way, but a person who purposely hides their number is never random or anonymous.

      “I’ll be back,” I say out loud to the empty locker room.

      There’s no one who really cares or keeps tabs on me. No one who needs to know I’m leaving the building. I’m a doctor. But still, I make the announcement, knowing deep down that if there was an issue, the nurses would just page me.

      Maybe I want someone to care. Truth is, I want Jules to care. I want her to suddenly be in the room and say I can’t go, that I’m needed here. Which is just pathetic. I’m a doctor. No one would say my ego is too small or needs to be built up. But Jules doesn’t seem to care that I’m a doctor and that I save lives; she barely gives me the time of day. Even if she was here now, she’d just give me a who gives a shit look.

      I’m alone. In my corner of the locker room because Connor went to chase her down. Ajax is doing whatever the hell he does here, and I’m feeling oddly butthurt about the whole thing. No one thinks it’s strange for Connor to be chasing after Jules. Ajax is acting like he doesn’t care that she’s blown him off, but like with all women, I’m sure he’ll be able to get her back, eventually. But it feels like I’m not even in the game, if this is a game. I’ve never had to pursue a woman before, and I don’t want to look like Connor, but apparently, chasing her might be the only chance I’ll have at getting her attention.

      Which makes me feel like a big, sulky baby. Is it too much to ask that I just sit back and look good and she comes to me?

      Okay, yeah, I definitely sound not only like a baby, but also an asshole. It’s not a good look for me.

      I consider it as I walk out, take the elevator down, and exit the hospital. In the eras since I became a vampire, I’ve never had a problem getting laid. I’ve also never been so particular about it. It’s something to think about, but right now, I have to deal with Alaric.

      Unfortunately.

      He’s like every pasty vampire from every movie ever seen. Except the Tom Cruise one. No one does vampires like Cruise and Pitt. But Alaric is close. He has black hair and eyes rimmed in darkness, and as I suspected, he’s leaning against the blood donation center. It’s separate from the hospital, with its own staff and its own hours. Here, people can donate blood, get paid to donate plasma, or bank their own blood for a coming procedure. It’s a plain, white stone front building with siding double doors that wouldn’t stop Alaric if he wanted in. But why would he even risk it when he has me?

      And any living vampires are smarter than that. Usually.

      I walk to stand in front of him as he pushes off the wall. I’m taller by a couple of inches, but he’s still pretty dang intimidating to most humans. I lower my voice. “I can’t keep hooking you up with blood.” I know the alternative, but there isn’t much I can do about it.

      Alaric, like many of the local vampires, has connections to pay for blood. But when he gets low on funds, he has a tendency to call me. I don’t mind when the alternative is him possibly feeding on a human and bringing hunters down on us all, but Alaric has been abusing my kindness recently, so I need to put my foot down.

      He shakes his head. “I’m not here for that. There’s a bigger problem.”

      Uh oh. “What kind of problem?”

      He leans in closer, and there’s actual panic in his eyes. “I got word there’s an ankou in the hospital.”

      An ankou? My blood turns cold, frosts over. An ankou. Dangerous in ways mere supernaturals aren’t. And they prey on death and pain. Definitely not someone/something that should be allowed to walk around a hospital.

      “And you’re here to tell me out of the goodness of your heart?” I trust other vamps more than I trust an ankou, but it isn’t because they’re vamps. It’s because they were human once and have human tendencies. Most aren’t the cruel monsters that the hunters think we are; they just do what they have to in order to survive.

      He shrugs. “There are also rumors of a hunter coming to town.”

      I don’t react. As long as there are humans and vampires, there will be hunters. That doesn’t make it less treacherous, just a fact. Still, it is abnormal for our city to attract them. That’s one of the reasons we have so many vampires here. It’s been thought of as a bit of a safe haven for our kind.

      “I’m getting out of town while the getting is good.”

      I don’t do much to bring the eye of a hunter down on me. But I’m a vampire and that in itself poses a danger if the hunter is good. Maybe, and the chances are good, this is just a rumor. This isn’t a town teeming with reasons for a hunter to come calling, because the vampires here are usually pretty careful.

      Later, when I have time, I might do some looking around. Some considering. But for now, I just need to pay attention, watch my own back and Ajax’s and Connor’s. Sometimes vamp hunters go rogue when they find other supernaturals, and certainly anyone who lives with a vampire would be suspect to a hunter.

      “Thanks for letting me know.”

      He nods, then hesitates. “You’ve always been good to me, Brad, so I wanted to extend the warning.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      He chews his lip, then meets my gaze again. “Be careful. This really doesn’t sound like the usual rumors. It sounds like something more serious.”

      I nod and extend my hand. We shake, and he looks relieved that I’m taking him seriously.

      Yeah, I definitely need to do some digging and see what the rumor mill is whispering about.

      He takes off, and I watch him go, thoughts spinning. Then, I turn around to head back to the ER, even though I feel like I desperately need to clear my head. I walk on the sidewalk between the blood bank and the hospital, going the long way back. The evening is clear, and the temperature isn’t wholly oppressive, so this isn’t me taking chances with my safety. This is me needing a place to think, to figure out what to do.

      Not that the mention of a hunter is going to suddenly make me too scared to walk around.

      And then I hear a woman laugh, and turn to see a couple of nurses heading for the parking lot at the end of their shift. For the briefest second, I’d thought it was Jules walking. And now, thoughts of the hunter fade away, and I’m back to thinking about the troublesome blonde.

      Every step I take brings me closer to the hospital, to Jules. She’s something special. Brave and beautiful. So fucking beautiful. And she smells like heaven. Flowers maybe. Mixed with sunshine. Definitely reminds me of springtime. Also of night blooming jasmine.

      I feel myself smiling. Okay, maybe it’s time I get in the game and actually try with Jules. It’s clear she’s not coming to me, so I’ll have to pull out some of my best moves.

      Yeah, that I can do something about, and no one ever called Brad Hunter a quitter.

      I’m almost to the hospital when I glance up. I freeze on the sidewalk for a brief moment before I force myself to keep walking. What the hell is going on? There are shifters in the open space between the buildings studying the hospital. Five or six of the big fucking bastards.

      I need to get to Connor and warn him. Something’s going down and we need to prepare.
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      Jules

      

      We enter the hospital room so quickly that I barely have time to take a breath to steel myself for whatever I’m going to see on the other side of the door. But Connor doesn’t have this same fear every time he walks into a patient’s room…probably because he always goes in trying to help, whereas I never know if I’m going to be seeing my next victim or not. So he just marches right in, leaving me in the dust.

      Connor casts a look back at me as holds open the door, and there’s a second of confusion in his eyes before I rapidly follow him inside. Instantly, I hear the steady beeping of the heart monitor and notice that the blinds are drawn and only a few lights are on. It gives the impression that we’re in the dead of night rather than the early evening.

      My gaze instantly goes to the patient in the bed. Maureen Bass is a thirty-something year old woman with glazed eyes and a look of horror on her face. Her hair is long and dark, tangled and clumped like she hasn’t bathed in weeks. Her face is pale, and her eyes are so wide and horrified, that I half wonder if she sees the monster deep inside of me.

      Until I notice that she’s strapped to the bed.

      “Connor?” His name comes out soft and confused as her gaze darts from me to him.

      “Yes, it’s me, Maureen, and I brought a friend who might be able to help.” He nods for me to come closer as he goes to the side of her bed and smiles down at her.

      I inch closer to her. I almost take her hand, then hesitate. I should have asked about her before I came in. Now, I have no idea what I’m dealing with and don’t want to accidentally make things worse.

      Connor seems to sense my hesitation. He steps forward, leans in, and I get a whiff of him. He smells just as good as he looks. It’s a temptingly soothing woodsy scent. Like pine. I could breathe him in all day if not for the people in the room. Actually, I’m half tempted to close my eyes and just disappear into his scent when the chair beside the bed makes a terrible sound, and I’m jerked back into the present. An older woman and man are staring at her, and now they’re staring at me.

      Connor gently touches her arm. She jumps a little, but then seems to relax, if only by a fraction. “How are you doing?”

      “It’s still on the wall. Climbing. Watching.”

      I follow her gaze to the wall, but, of course, nothing’s there. Still, a chill rolls down my spine. Maybe nothing’s there, but it creeps me out that she sees something.

      “And are you getting any sleep?”

      Her eyes widen as she stares at the wall, and she becomes agitated. She shrinks back from it, her entire body shaking. Again, I look back at the wall. Can she see things the rest of us can’t? No. I shake my head. Being supernatural doesn’t mean everything is supernatural. This woman is probably just unstable, given that she’s in a hospital, tied to a bed.

      Connor rubs her arm a little, and again, she calms. Then, he looks at me. “Jules, this is Maureen Bass and her parents, Joe and Susan Wright. Maureen just gave birth a couple of weeks ago. And when she came home, her behavior took a turn.”

      Must’ve been a big turn if she’s here. I glance at Susan Wright. “Can you tell me a little bit about her behavior?” This is the part where I get in trouble, where the details seep into my soul and my job is too much, but I have to know.

      This woman is a new mother. But if she’s a danger to the child, if there’s a chance to save the child, to make sure that baby gets to live a full life without the danger of her mother’s instability, I won’t have a problem absorbing her life force.

      But that would be a last resort. There’s a mile-long list of things I’d do first to save this woman, no matter what Drake might want me to do here today.

      The older woman nods and sits up a little in her chair. “She came home from the hospital with Grace and things were fine at first. And then, she stopped sleeping. Completely. See, her ex was an abusive monster. She got a restraining order, but he still swore he’d find her and take the baby. We tried to reassure her, saw she wasn’t doing well, but she assured us she was okay. So at first we thought she was just being overly anxious, but then she was seeing things. Hearing things. Her sister had to take the baby, because Maureen was…unmanageable.” Susan sniffs and her eyes fill with unshed tears as she stares at her daughter like she’s a puzzle she can’t quite figure out.

      My heart aches. I remember the days after taking my son and daughter home from the hospital. They were stressful and exhausting, but they were also magical in a way. Everything our babies did was for the first time, and it felt like a miracle getting to be part of it all. It hurts to know this woman is missing all of that because of some man.

      If I got his name, I’d reap his soul so fast that I’d make sure it was painful. Actually, before I leave, I’ll have to make sure to get his name.

      Nobody misses abusive assholes.

      Realizing everyone is staring at me, I nod, trying to hide the fact that I have murder on my mind. “Does she have a history of mental illness?”

      Susan shakes her head, but Joe is the one who speaks. “She’s always been spirited. Always romanticized life.” He speaks with the love of a father burning through every word. But those lines are easy to read through. She’s always been different, prone to seeing things in a way others do not, a softer way, which is lucky because too often this kind of thing can go the other way.

      Connor hands me an iPad with Maureen Bass’s chart on the screen.

      As I read, every few seconds I glance between Maureen Bass and her mother. The older woman opens her mouth then closes it. The file says all the standard stuff, although her bloodwork does look off. I’m not technically a doctor, but I’m curious if the doctors are trying to find the cause of the abnormalities, or just labeling her crazy and sticking her in a corner.

      Not that it matters. I’ll find out a whole lot more from the people in this room than this chart. And with my powers, hopefully, I’ll see things that none of them can see.

      “Mrs. Wright, is there something more you want to add?” I asked, sensing her desire to speak.

      She looks relieved, combing back the stray auburn hairs from her forehead. “They’re treating her like she’s crazy, but she isn’t. She wasn’t before. She was excited to be a mother. And an actress. Now, it’s like she’s fallen down the rabbit hole. I keep trying to get someone to actually look at this as a medical issue rather than a mental health issue, but no one is listening.”

      I nod, taking in everything she’s saying. Every ounce of information is vital in diagnosing a patient. Even though I’m not actually a doctor, it sometimes makes it easier for me to search inside a patient for their issue if I have a sense of what I’m looking for. Additionally, asking questions keeps up the image that I actually do something medically when I heal my patients.

      Even if right now, I suspect this is really just a mental health issue, and there’s nothing I can do. Still, there’s no way in hell I’m not going to try to help a young mom.

      “I think I can help her.”

      Connor nudges me as if he thinks I might be making a promise I won’t be able to keep. But I step around him. “Can you all give me a minute with her?”

      “You really think you can help?” the mom asks.

      “I’ll try,” I tell her gently.

      And then, the woman in the bed is suddenly looking at me. “If you can’t help me, please just kill me.”

      My stomach flips. Does she know what I am? No, no, she doesn’t. She’s just suffering and wants an end to it. But no matter what I find, this hospital stay won’t be the end for her. I swear it. Drake might be able to make me kill, but if this isn’t a medical issue, someone will be able to find a way to help this woman. It just won’t be me, unfortunately. She’ll have a long, happy life. She just needs some sleep, some help, and maybe some medicine.

      Just like with a physical issue, this too has a solution, even if it isn’t a quick fix.

      “Why don’t we go get something to eat?” the husband says, sounding more and more tired by the second.

      “But she needs us,” his wife responds, looking desperate.

      “Go eat,” I tell them gently. “I’ve got this.”

      Connor flashes a smile that doesn’t meet his eyes. “I saw a cart going around with food. I’m sure we could snag something. My buddies will replace it faster than you can imagine.”

      “Food…food does sound nice,” the woman says, and they stand and head for the door.

      Connor hesitates in the doorway. “I’ll snag them a tray and be right back.”

      I smile. “Thanks.”

      Neither of us says he’ll likely find me passed out on the floor, if he isn’t fast enough. He’s figured out how this works by now.

      “I’m going to need to touch your hand to do this, okay?”

      Maureen’s gaze keeps darting between me and the wall. “It’ll help?”

      “I hope so,” I say, and the words hurt.

      “Okay, then you can do it.”

      I take one of Maureen’s hands in mine and close my eyes, focusing my energy on finding the source of her pain. For a minute all I can think about is that I hope, even if this is a mental health issue, that I can help, even though I’m pretty sure that’s not how my powers work. Because even though a lot of people don’t talk about things like depression and anxiety, I know mental health struggles well. When my son got sick, I had a therapist I spoke to regularly that helped me to keep it together.

      Sometimes we all break a little and we need someone to help pick up the pieces, just as much as a person needs a doctor to put back together a broken leg.

      Focus, Jules, focus. It doesn’t matter how much you want to help her, you just have to see if this is something your powers can fix. That’s all it boils down to. Put your emotions to the side.

      Taking a few deep breaths, I try as hard as I can to focus on this woman as a patient rather than as a person. That’s the only way I’ll be able to do this. And after a few seconds, it works. I find myself swimming through her body like a missile, seeking anything that looks off.

      It’s always confusing when I’m inside someone. It isn’t just like I’m seeing muscles, organs, and bones…I’m also seeing, almost, an energy. Something that isn’t truly visible to any test. I see organs that glow with health. Others that are duller, but still normal. I just know that they’re okay. But all along I’m seeking something I’m not sure of, but I always know I’ve found the right thing when I discover it.

      At first, everything looks okay, and then…then I see it. It’s like a grey snake, weaving through her body and into her mind. It takes me a minute to find the medical term for what I’m seeing, but apparently, all my late-night studying is paying off. I remember this in a journal about rare conditions. She has encephalitis. It’s an immune system disorder that’s currently attacking her brain. I think there was even a movie about a woman with this, but I can’t quite remember the name. This is a physical issue, which means it’s something I can help with. She had a baby and likely a touch of postpartum psychosis that turned into encephalitis.

      Searching inside of myself, I feel the life forces within me. I sense them like dancing shapes, longing to be free. With care, I summon the golden light inside of me and coax it into Maureen.  It came from a patient I saw yesterday, a patient who had made a desperate choice and had no chance of recovering. So, I killed her. I wish I hadn’t had too, but the woman was too far gone.

      It’s fitting, somehow, to use that light now, here, to save Maureen and reunite a family.

      I feel it the instant the process begins. The light flows through me into her and her life force strengthens. I push away the grey, and it fights back like an angry animal that’s been forced into a corner. This isn’t an easy thing to heal. No, it’s weaved throughout this poor woman, destroying everything it touches.

      Unfortunately for the darkness, I’m stronger than it is. I give her as much as I can until the grey shape is reduced to a small ball. And then, I send a shot of light at it and watch it explode into sparks of light like embers. When the sparks fade, there’s nothing left of the grey inside her.

      She’s cured.

      I blink and when I open my eyes, I’m on my knees, holding Maureen’s hand, and Connor is beside me, holding my head against his chest.

      “Are you okay, Jules?” I don’t answer and his panic is palpable. “Jules, talk to me, sweetheart.”

      Well, I guess at least this time I’m conscious. That’s an improvement from most of my bigger healing jobs.

      “How is she?” I whisper.

      Connor helps me to my feet, and then we’re both staring down at the woman in the bed. She’s no longer looking at the wall. Instead, her gaze moves from Connor, to me, to the room.

      “Where am I?” she asks, and her voice sounds different, clearer. “Where’s Grace?”

      It’s a good sign and I want to tell Connor, but where taking someone’s light makes me glow and gives me the energy of ten women--plus makes me horny as an old toad--healing drains my energy. It feels like even trying to form words right now would be too much.

      Maureen’s parents are suddenly in the doorway with their tray of food. “You’re in the hospital, honey. And the baby is with your sister.”

      “Because…because I was seeing things. Because…I wasn’t sleeping.”

      “That’s right,” her mom says, slowly moving into the room. “Do you see anything strange now?”

      The woman looks around the room, then shakes her head. “I’m just really tired. Would it be okay if I slept?”

      Maureen’s parents rush to her side, Susan crying, Joe sniffing like he wants to.

      “Yes, honey, sleep.”

      Maureen looks at me. “Thank you, for whatever…for whatever you did.”

      I nod, but then remember. “Uh, this is a little weird, but could you tell me your ex’s name?”

      Everyone looks at me funny, but I ignore them.

      “Ron Roodrack.” She curls her lips at the mention of his name. “He thinks because he’s some bigshot lawyer that he’s going to keep hurting me, that he’s going to hurt my daughter, but I’m never going to let that happen.”

      Our eyes connect. “He’s never going to bother you again.”

      Relief shines in her eyes, and then she leans back on her pillows and her eyes flutter shut. Her parents just stare down at her as if she’s the most miraculous thing in the world. Love, it’s such a funny thing. When you feel it, you’ll do anything to keep the people you love safe.

      I knew that feeling well. And for some reason, just the sight of it made my entire chest ache.

      “Can you get me out of here?” I whisper my request to Connor. My work here is through and being here serves no purpose except to draw attention to Maureen, and that is one thing neither of us needs.

      He helps me walk to the door, and I lean on him, probably a little too much, but my knees feel like jello.

      Once we’re in the hall, he leans me against the wall then stands close enough to crowd my body from view. And I don’t mind. It’s nice actually. His body heat radiates through me and chases away some of the pain in my chest. I might never hold my children again, but maybe in this life I still have someone to stay with me when I don't want to be alone.

      Connor’s eyes are wide and his lips are parted in a half-smile. He’s staring at me like I’m the next coming of Cher.

      “What?”

      He brushes my hair behind my ear then runs the back of his index finger from my jaw to my chin and down my throat. “I’ve never seen you work before. I mean, not like that, not with such an instant recovery. Jules, you’re incredible.”

      “I don’t know that I would use the word incredible.”

      He smiles. “I haven’t found anything about you yet that isn’t spectacular and amazing and incredible.” His gaze searches my face, and then, he lowers his head.

      Instantly, I know what’s about to happen. I know he’s going to kiss me.

      So, of course, I do the school-girl thing and turn, pushing away from the wall and practically running down the hall on legs that are begging to give out.

      “Hey!” But he’s smiling when I turn to look back at him.

      “I have patients. I’ll see you later.”

      And I really hope I do, because I’m going to want another chance at that kiss. Even if I’m too chicken to actually go through with it.
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      Ajax

      

      It’s a helluva day to stand outside a woman’s car and wait for her like I’m a common human bewitched by a good pair of legs. It’s not at all pathetic for a god to be leaning on her trunk with a bag of takeout behind me, just hoping I can coax her into a quick meal.

      Yeah, right, not pathetic at all.

      Although, I’m prepared for her to shoot me down again. And I fully intend to handle it like a human rather than my god brethren, striking a plague onto the lands or starting a cosmic war. No, I’m here, in a completely normal way, ready for a refusal as much as I’m ready for her to tell me yes. Just a former god who wants to eat dinner with a hot woman I know in the biblical sense.

      This is good for me. Never being turned down has given me an ego this woman is quickly pulverizing into dust. I tap my foot, watching the hospital door.

      Even when I’ve waited a full thirty minutes and there’s still no sign of her, it’s okay, because it’s Jules. And not only do I know she’s worth the wait, I also realize that if her car is here, eventually she will be here too. She’s probably just still with a patient. Not avoiding me because she doesn’t even know I’m here.

      Okay, now I sound like I’m trying to convince myself I’m not a complete idiot, which is just sad.

      I almost grab the takeout bag and leave when a picture of her forms in my mind. I’m blessed with a perfect recall of every inch of her skin, every fleck of soft blue in her cerulean eyes. I know the taste of her, and she’s as delicious as I thought she would be. As perfect.

      I haven’t stopped thinking about her since. Hell, I’m not even trying not to think about her. Hence the takeout.

      So, I settle against her car again and command myself to practice patience. Waiting is hard. But not even trying to connect with Jules is impossible.

      It’s still another ten minutes before she walks out, and this time it’s the natural Jules in sweats with wet hair and no makeup. Somehow, she’s just as beautiful as Barbie Doll Jules, or night on the town Jules, or riding my dick while I stare up at her Jules. Every aspect of her intrigues me in different ways, and I like it.

      She sees me, stops, shakes her head, then smiles.

      “I came to take you to dinner.”

      And because that smile is moving closer, I smile back, letting my breath blow out slowly.

      Somehow, she makes me less and more. A weak, sniveling human, and a god who would move heaven and earth to see that smile directed at me. She makes me want and need. Even if it is a little pitiful…me hanging on for even the slightest smile, the smallest bit of recognition.

      “Ajax, it’s a sweet offer, but I don’t really have the time or energy to go out right now…”

      Like gods, past, present, or future, take no for an answer.

      “Good, because I brought dinner to you, so it shouldn’t take us all that long.” And I hold up the bag like I’m that guy outside the burger restaurant with the red and white checkered overalls, mouth gaping, hair curled up. “I know it’s your favorite.”

      She’s wavering. She has her lip pulled between her teeth as she eyes the bag and me. Then, she sighs. “You know my weakness.” And her smile is worth the cold French fries, the mushy burger bun, and the watered-down colas.

      Slowly, she moves closer to me, and her shoulders slump just a little, like it really is going to take her last ounce of energy just to eat with me. It kind of makes me feel like shit. I wanted to make her day a little brighter, not harder.

      But then, I’m just getting started. The food might help her day, but I hope having someone show they care about her helps even more. Because whatever is wearing on her, it isn’t just about one hard shift.

      “How was your day?” I lift her onto the trunk of her car with my hands on her waist, and my fingers tingle where I touch her. Even if I was nothing more than a mortal man, I would know something is wrong with her. I would know she’s carrying sadness in her, grief that makes her smile less vibrant, even though it’s still more glorious than a sunset. I suppose the question I should’ve asked her is who upset you so I can strike them dead.

      “I lost three patients.” And she sounds so damned heartbroken.

      “Oh, Jules. I’m so sorry.” I run my hand in a slow circle over her back, and I feel the touch all the way to my shoulder blade. She’s as devastating as she is devastated.

      “Two got better so it’s kind of a wash.” She says the words like it’s a good thing, but her eyes say something different. It doesn’t matter to her that she saw some of her patients improve, because some didn’t, and they’re all people to her. “Which is a good thing. It’s something.”

      I give her a slow smile. “It is.” I like that she can see the bright side through her sadness. That’s a particular skill gods don’t work to achieve. We are what we are. “You can only do what you can do, Jules. You’re not…”

      “A god?” She sighs and my eyes widen. She doesn’t know what I am. “They warn you in college when you declare pre-med that a God complex can result. It’s a joke, right, and I don’t think I’m a god. I would just rather save a patient than lose one.” She’s smiling at me but it doesn’t reach her eyes where the sadness lingers.

      “You have a good heart, Jules.” And it makes me like her more. She would balance my anger, my hatred. She pushes a few fries in her mouth and moans as she chews. It’s an act. There’s almost no way this food is edible, but for me, this isn’t about the food. For me, this is about spending time with her. Figuring out what makes her tick, what makes her smile, what makes her want to fall back into bed with me.

      “I don’t know about that.” The way her humility manifests in the pink of her cheeks is adorable and hot. My dick strains against the front of my jeans, and I take a second before I look at her again.

      When I finally risk a short glance, she has her eyes partially closed in what can only be described as ecstasy, and I know because I’ve seen it before. Her burger is in her hand, and her mouth slowly works the food she’s eating. Her eyelids flutter a little, so her lashes are against her cheeks. And her head tilts back and to the side. If this is her reaction every time she eats at the Burger Haven, I might buy the place myself.

      When she opens her eyes to look at me, she shakes her head and grabs a handful of my sleeve. “If there’s such a thing, this might be what heaven is made of.”

      I could argue that it’s her touch but I don’t. I smile and enjoy the visualization of her bliss. “Do you have plans for the weekend?”

      She takes another bite and shakes her head. “I think I’m going to relax, lay by the pool. Soak up the sun.”

      If she’s going to be by the pool, I’m going to be ogling her from somewhere nearby if I can’t figure out how to wrangle an invitation to join her.  “Well, just know I am quite adept at smoothing on suntan lotion.”

      My eye wiggle is probably a bit more smarmy than I want to be with her, but I’m in the moment and offering to put my hands on her skin to score an invite.

      And it makes her laugh for a second before she sobers. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

      I nod. “I hope you do.” I want to hold her, touch her, hear her talk all about herself. “Maybe then you can tell me about Sam.”

      The color drains from her face and she looks like she wants to run. And throw up. And commit a murder. Whoever this Sam is, he’s important to her, and I could kick my own ass. I never should’ve brought him up.

      She sets down the burger in its wrapper then folds the waxy paper around it. “I have to go.”

      “Jules…” Fuck. I’d only been half-joking and she knows it. “Don’t go.”

      Her smile is one of those fake ones that doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “I’m beat. Really. And this was so thoughtful, and I do appreciate it, but…” She shrugs and slides off the trunk. “I have to go.” She is around the car before I think to move. By the time I’m at her window with our food half thrown back into the bag in my hand, the car has started and she’s pulling the shifter down to reverse.

      “Jules, wait.” We’re having a it’s not you, it’s me moment, but it was definitely something I said. I should’ve never brought up whoever this Sam is. I should’ve known. Jules isn’t ready for aggressive god tactics. She needs to be finessed. And I’ve blown it. I know it.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.” She waves me back and as I take a step away, she slams the gas and turns the wheel, hits the brake when she’s pulled out, then speeds off toward home.

      Shit. I turn and see her car disappear out of sight down the road. Feeling disappointed, I turn away from the street and freeze. I’d been so preoccupied with Jules, I didn’t notice anything around us. Not even the black SUV with the guy sitting, facing the spot where Jules was parked.

      I walk toward him. Maybe he knows her. Maybe he knows Sam. Or maybe he’s a little bug who needs to be squashed. No matter what, I’ll handle it.

      But before I can approach, his car pulls out and speeds past me to the exit. I stare through the tint on his car, trying to make out any details, but I really can’t tell anything for sure except that he’s a man with dark hair.

      And now, along with Jules, I have a second mystery on my hands.
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      Jules

      

      Saving patients is my thing, at least the part of myself that I don’t hate. It’s what I do now. Who I am. And I’m proud that at least I can do something good when I’m tasked with such a dark responsibility. I’ve honed my skills with each and every case, finding that balance between saving lives and not giving myself away.

      Even if I sometimes make mistakes and probably bring too much attention to myself.

      Still, I don’t hold back now. The young man in front of me is a car accident victim with massive undiagnosed internal injuries to go along with the cuts and abrasions, broken bones, and concussion. As the ER docs get him hooked up to everything, I take his hand and focus.

      From the moment I do, I know he’s going to die without my help. This isn’t even a situation where he’ll live long enough to be operated on. The inside of his body looks like someone tried to puree it.

      People are rushing all around me. The other car accident victims are being wheeled by. Someone is crying. Someone else is screaming. But I can’t save the world.

      I think I might be able to save this man though.

      So, I take everything internal and begin to fix it. It takes almost all three of the lives I absorbed yesterday to pull his organs back together and stop the massive bleeding. At first, it honestly feels like trying to stop a flood with just a few bags of sand, but slowly the lights I pour into him start to do their job. The blood loss slows. His organs start to repair, and I can feel my entire body shaking. Still, I keep going until I come to my limit.

      I don’t have any more life forces left.

      There’s still so much more to do, but I already know I’ve done enough to make sure he survives. He’ll still need help, but he will live. I could do more, pour some of my own life force into him, but I stop myself.

      I have to know the damn limit.

      As much as I want to keep saving people without the reapers catching on, I can’t work too many miracles here. I need to be careful. So, I pull back, and I’m suddenly back to reality. Looking down at him, he doesn’t look very different. He’s less pale, but the cuts and injuries to his body still look just as bad. Stitches and broken bones won’t kill him though, so I won’t do anything about them.

      I stagger a little and drop his hand, and then the noises of the emergency room seem to slam into me. His mother is sobbing because they’ve told her that his injuries appear grave. I’d heard the doctor shouting for her and her husband to step back when they brought him in here. But now, her crying is the first sound that seems to overwhelm me. It isn’t that she’s louder than the screaming and general noise of the ER, it’s that her crying is heartbreaking. She’s just beyond the curtains that surround this man, clinging to the man’s father.

      “Step back!” a doctor shouts at me.

      I comply, knowing that this doctor is just one of the many who think I’m a giant joke. He probably thought giving me this minute with him while they hook him up to everything is still a waste of everyone’s time.

      Oh well, he’s a bit of a dick, but at least he wants to help the young man.

      I walk out, trying to avoid the doctors and nurses who are surrounding him. I’m dizzy, breathing hard and kind of wishing Connor was here to carry me to someplace quiet. Saving lives is much harder than draining them, and I can barely drag in enough air to remain upright, but I have to let his mother know.

      Her heartbreak is unnecessary.

      She is an older woman with platinum blonde hair, but the young man has her face and I lay a hand on her shoulder. “He’s going to be fine.”

      “They told us…” She shakes her hand. Saying that her child isn’t expected to make it is more than she can do. I understand.

      “We don’t always get it right at first glance.” She watches me now, her eyes clearer. I’m sure she would hear every word I could say, but I have to get some air. “But he’s going to be fine.”

      She reaches to pull me into a hug and hangs on, sobbing into my shoulder, and I let her for as long as I can then I extricate myself and smile at the husband as I hurry away. Air isn’t a luxury now. I need gulps and long inhales, to breathe in like I’ve been suffocating.

      There’s a quiet area that's open between two of the hospital buildings and I head for the door, shove it open and walk out to brace my hands on the rail along the sidewalk. I take ten or so slow breaths, letting the oxygen refresh my brain, to make standing easier.

      The young man had needed so much light--the amount I could’ve used to save two others--but even so, I’m glad he’s going to be okay. I’m just so tired now. There isn’t much I wouldn’t do to be able to go home, sink into my bed, and sleep until tomorrow. But there is a lot more to do here still. On both sides of the lifeline.

      “Hello, Jules.” The man’s voice startles me. First, because my own thoughts were heavy and slow when he spoke, and second because I have no idea who he is, but he knows me.

      By first name.

      Turning a little, I blink at him. His hair is curly and the color of honey. His eyes are that sweet mixture between gold and brown that makes them look almost as if they glow. He’s handsome, but there’s something about him I can’t quite nail down. Something that gives me the heebies.

      “I’m sorry… do I know you?”

      His smile widens, making that uncomfortable feeling inside of me grow.

      “How do you know my name?”

      “I know many things about you.” I cock a brow and he takes it as a challenge. “You are Jules Jackson. Twenty-six years old. Birthdate October 13. At least in this life. In your past life, you were married to a man and had two children who…”

      “Stop.” I hold up my hand. “Who are you?” But a better question is probably what he is. Because no human, and most supernaturals, wouldn’t have a clue about my past life or who I was before.

      I take a harder look, but I can’t quite figure him out.

      And then, he laughs. “I’m just fucking with you. I’m a reaper. Like you.” And to my shock, he pulls me in, hugging me hard and holding me tightly. Before my brain can process what’s happening, his scent washes over me. He smells like cinnamon and sugar instead of fire and brimstone, as I expect. His breath is against my ear and the heat isn’t like when Ajax hugs me or when Connor whispers to me that I’m going to be okay. This heat burns in a way that I don’t like. It’s a sinister heat and I want to pull away but I can’t. Physically. “I’m here to do the things you won’t,” he whispers low in my ear.

      “What?” I don’t get it. I can’t decipher cryptograms when I’m suffocating in his embrace and can’t struggle to get away even when my mind is screaming for me to get away, to hurt him, to suck the life force out of him. Not that I suck the life force out of anyone, but if I could, that’s how I’d kill this creep.

      “Come on, Jules. You had to know none of this was over. But you and I don’t have to be enemies, we can be…friends.”

      “Let go of me,” I wheeze out. My heart races. I’ve felt like such a badass reaper, but in this moment, I feel like a scared little kid who can’t escape. I want to teleport, but even though I try, I can’t. Not when I’m panicked.

      “Just say ‘please,’” he whispers.

      “What the fuck?” I hear the words roared. “Get your hands off her!”

      Ajax! I never thought I’d be happy to hear him so pissed off. He’s virile and powerful, overpowering. He’s huge in ways this evil prick isn’t, and I know damned well that any sane person would be terrified of him. Almost instantly, the jerk steps back, and I can finally catch a gulp of air.

      Oh thank goodness for Ajax!

      My gaze goes to him. He’s wearing a collared, button-up blue shirt and dark slacks, but something about the way his sleeves are rolled up, revealing just a peek at the tattoos underneath, teamed with his sheer size and the fury in his eyes, makes even me step back. This is the kind of man who can talk contracts in the morning and fuck you hard in the evening.

      I should know.

      “Who the hell are you?” Ajax’s voice has dropped, but somehow he’s even more frightening. The tone of his voice hints at absolute violence.

      Ajax isn’t screwing around. Not one bit. I can almost picture lightning cracking behind him and clouds swirling above his head. If I didn’t know him better, I’d be scared. If this strange man is actually a reaper, like me, there’s probably very little that scares him.

      Ajax should though. He screams that he’s the kind of guy who asks questions and gets answers.

      But this jerk actually smiles and winks like a smarmy nineteen-seventies porn star. “No one you need to worry about. I was just talking to my pretty, little friend here.”

      It’s like the lightning threatening to explode from Ajax actually does. He closes the space between them so fast I can barely follow his movements and pulls the guy up by his collar. Ajax’s expression is pure rage as he glares down at the reaper.

      I feel good about the creepy guy getting what’s coming to him for one brief second before I remember that if he’s an actual reaper, he can kill Ajax. Right now. A month from now. It doesn’t matter. As big and tough as Ajax is, it’s not in his best interest to make an enemy out of this guy.

      Laying a hand on Ajax’s huge arm, I let my words rush out. “Let him go.” When Ajax doesn’t react, a chilly fear rolls down my spine. I can’t read the strange guy’s expression, but that just makes me even more nervous. “He isn’t worth it.” I pair my words with a glare at the jerk to drive the point home.

      “You sure?” Ajax sounds like he wants to beat the guy’s face in, not let him go.

      “Please.” The word comes out more desperate than I imagined I could sound.

      The strange guy looks between us, following our words and looking completely unbothered. Which is just plain irritating. I really want to let Ajax kick his ass, but if the guy is a reaper, we both know right now I’m trying to save Ajax, not the other way around.

      “Please,” I repeat, and, hell, I sound panicked.

      Ajax mutters something I can’t quite make out, and some of the anger fades from his expression. He uncurls his fist from the fabric, finally releasing the smaller man, then glares down at him as the strange guy adjusts his clothing before standing tall and smiling at both of us as if we just had a lovely chat.

      “Why are you bothering Jules?” Ajax asks, and the threat to his voice can’t be ignored.

      And yet, he does it ignore it with that creepy smile of his. “That’s between her and I.”

      “Leave,” I tell him, straightening my shoulders.

      His gaze locks with mine. He opens his mouth, looks at Ajax, then closes his mouth again. I have a feeling he wants to say something that isn’t meant for human ears, but we both know there are rules.

      Unfortunately, Ajax likely thinks the guy is just scared of him.

      “If I see you around her again, I’ll kill you.”

      Ajax doesn’t know what he’s dealing with, so I move to stand between them. It could look like I’m trying to stop Ajax from killing this guy, but it’s more the opposite. It’s to keep this guy from taking Ajax. Just in case he is what he says, and I’m pretty sure he really is.

      The guy gives a little bow and smiles when he locks his gaze onto mine. “I’ll be seeing you around, Jules.”

      And, somehow, I have no doubt that’s true.

      But to his credit, he just walks away, heading out into the night, whistling a tune that sounds old and unfamiliar. His gate is relaxed, his hands in his pockets.

      It’s so at odds with the tension that’s rolling through my body I almost want to laugh. So, this guy came to do what…warn me? Threaten me? Just hug me nearly to death and then act like we’re friends?

      I wish I had a clue.

      When he’s gone, Ajax turns toward me. “Are you okay?” He looks me over, and it’s almost like his eyes are caressing my skin. It’s also a bit like x-ray vision for the soul. Like he’s trying to see mine, and I pull away.

      “I’m fine. He just...startled me.”

      “Looked like he was trying to steal your fucking soul.” Maybe he’d heard the buffoon’s threat. “Who was that guy?”

      I can’t tell him. I shake my head. “No one.”

      The anger fades from his face, replaced by utter worry. “Jules, I’m here. You can tell me anything.”

      “It’s nothing,” I say, and I sound small and lost.

      He closes the space between us. Reaches his hands out, then stops. “Can I hold you? Just for a minute?”

      And, hell, I just nod. If he had pulled me against him after what just happened, I honestly think I would have jerked away and run for it. But the fact that he knew enough to ask me…it makes it feel like the walls around my heart are crumbling.

      His big body suddenly surrounds me. And as scary as it was when the strange man grabbed me, it’s the complete opposite now. It’s like hugging a bear. A bear that would tear the head off of anyone who bothered you. I close my eyes and rub my face against his soft shirt, breathing in his scent. Today, he almost smells like the world before a storm. Like stepping outside and just knowing it’s going to rain.

      It calms something inside of me that I didn’t even know needed calming.

      I relax against him, wishing he could hold me like this forever. Wishing this man had the power to save me from the reapers…and maybe even from myself and my job in this terrible new world.

      Ajax holds me long enough to kiss the top of my head. He rubs his chin against my hair, and I cling to him with all my might.

      “I’m always here.”

      No, no he’s not. He’s not here with the reaper council. He’s not here to make the same life or death choices I have to. Hell, he’s not even someone I can talk about all of this with.

      Even if it was nice to pretend for a moment.

      Because as selfish as I have been to even enjoy Ajax’s company in this new life, I’m not selfish enough to draw him into that side of my world.

      I hug him harder for a moment, breathing in his soothing scent, trying to memorize it, and then I pull back and smile at Ajax. “I have to go.”

      His eyes widen, but I spin away before he can say something that might make me stay. I think maybe he says my name, but I can’t be sure, because I’m practically running back inside the hospital.

      There might be danger all around me, but it’s better than the danger of being in his arms. Of forgetting that he can’t be part of my world, no matter how much some secret, greedy part of my heart might want it.
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      Connor

      

      “Shit.” It’s not a medical term, but it is one appropriate to the situation. Every alarm on every monitor in this man’s room is sounding off, angry and demanding.

      I hit the code button and look at Harper, another nurse. “Page McMahon.” He’s the trauma doctor on call and we need him. Now.

      I start CPR because the kid is flat lining. I’ve done this a million times before, but it never gets easier. It always feels like I’m in a strange place, a world between life and death. I can feel the pressure of the person’s body beneath my hands. I can see that his heart is no longer beating, but I always know there’s a chance to bring the person back, to yank them from that in-between to the world of the living.

      And in my mind I’m always begging. Begging the universe to let them come back to us.

      Even though I know my begging probably makes no difference at all. If death has come for this young man, then I’ll know it soon enough. And if I can’t accept it, I won’t be able to be there for my other patients the way I need to.

      So I just keep going. Pumping on his chest, watching the monitor, and silently begging the universe to save him.

      The mother is in the corner of the room sobbing, crying for me to save her baby, and the father is standing too close to the bed and in the way. Damn it. The only thing that makes what I’m doing harder is when loved ones are watching. I can almost feel them begging and praying just the same way I am, and it charges the room with a hope that feels strangely hopeless the more the monitors keep beeping.

      This kid is dying and it isn’t something his parents need to see.

      The room is a flurry of activity, doctors and nurses working, attaching blood to the IV tree beside the bags of saline and medicine already being pumped into this kid. “I don’t understand. That pretty doctor told us Cory was going to be okay.” The mother is suddenly standing beside the father now and we can’t work. Her voice is high and panicked.

      “Get them to the waiting room!” McMahon rushes in and starts giving orders.

      Another nurse pulls the parents out into the hall, but when I look out, I can still see them there, hovering. Waiting. In the same in-between hell that all loved ones are in when they’re watching someone they love slipping away.

      It takes effort to pull my gaze away from them.

      McMahon is suddenly beside me. “What the hell happened?”

      “He crashed.” And I’m not talking about the car this time. “BP plummeted, heart rate dropped, respirations are zero.”

      “Shit.” The doctor shouts for some meds and pushes them into his IV, watching the monitor. When nothing changes, he shouts for something else, and again pushes it into the IV.

      And it feels like the noise of the OR dies away. I haven’t slowed with my compressions, but my focus is on the doc. McMahon is a bit of an asshole, in his early fifties, and a bit of a know-it-all, but I tolerate him because he actually knows his shit. Beyond just what he reads in charts, he has a sense for things. And as the seconds tick by, I see it in his face.

      The dead are winning.

      I’m still compressing the kid’s chest while he shouts orders for epinephrine, paddles, the heart doc, oxygen, and then I see her. Jules. She’s at the door, stricken, her face pale, lips quivering. I don’t slow my work, but I’m transfixed by her. Jules has already seen her share of death, so the absolute shock on her face seems out of place. And yet, I kind of understand. Our patient actually seemed to be in decent shape after the accident. Nothing that would explain this.

      And then I hear his mom’s voice. “You told us he would be okay!” Even through her wavering voice and tears, the accusation is there. The mom’s gaze is trained on Jules.

      Jules looks between the mom and the young man, her face still painted with shock.

      Oh, damn it. Did she tell them he’d be okay?

      Jules should know better than to tell the family that the patient will pull through, but who wants a doctor who isn’t confident? I continue pumping the kid’s chest while Jules stands just at the door, but facing the mother in a strange way. They’re both on the same team, hoping this guy lives, and yet, they feel like opponents.

      Sometimes that happens when we lose a patient. People feel powerless, and feeling powerless is scary. Feeling angry is easier, so they pick one of us and direct all their anger toward their easy targets. It’s not fun, but I get it.

      We shock the kid’s heart while they all stand watching. We shoot him so full of epi his heart should be beating like he’s run a marathon. And nothing. The line stays flat.

      Finally, McMahon calls it. “Time of death 2036.” He sounds like he doesn’t give a shit, but I know better. He strips off his gloves as he walks out past Jules, a hunch to his shoulders.

      “Wait, what? Why are you stopping?” the mom shouts. “Keep going!”

      The doctor stops beside her in the hall. “I’m so sorry, ma’am. We tried everything we could.”

      She explodes into tears, sobbing as the doc holds her.

      He pats her back awkwardly, then nods as the hospital social worker approaches. “This is Vicky. She’ll be able to help you more than I can. Again, we’re so sorry for your loss.” His words are almost robotic. But I remember back when he first started. I thought he wouldn’t last. He’d be crying in the locker room, almost more than the loved ones of his patients. I’d sit beside him and reassure him it’d get better.

      And it had.

      In this business, you can’t fall apart along with the patients for long. You’ll be so emotionally spent that you’ll either have to find a new career, or be useless to the patients. McMahon, like us all, does what he can, and not a drop more. He has to save part of himself so that he can leave this place and pretend he doesn’t have to see people dying each and every day.

      “We’re so sorry,” he repeats, then steers the mom toward the social worker, who instantly takes over comforting her.

      “Connor, you had a break yet?” Nurse Maggie whispers as she unhooks the patient.

      “Not for a while,” I tell her softly.

      “Go,” she says in that voice that reminds me of my mother. Even the little bit of grey in her hair reminds me of my mom, though.

      Maybe because I miss her.

      I step away from the kid while the other nurses turn off his monitors. Harper will handle the paperwork, my coworkers can handle the rest. God knows how many times I was the one to stay behind and talk to the parents and cover my patient in a sheet.

      “You sure?”

      Nurse Maggie looks up at me with a nod. “We got this.”

      “Thanks,” I tell her, moving toward the door.

      I walk to Jules, who still looks like she’s in shock, and steer her to the hallway, away from the mother who is being held onto by the hospital’s social worker. The mother is babbling and crying, but unfortunately, it feels like just another day in our lives. I know this day will be forever marked in her mind, but for us, it will just be another loss that goes into the vault of troubling things in our minds.

      I can’t worry about any of them now, not when Jules needs me to care for her.

      As we walk down the hallway, some strange dude is leaning with one shoulder against the wall. He looks like he just stepped off of a runway somewhere, with tousled light brown hair and a smirk that says that women want him.

      For some reason, I instantly dislike him. Which surprises me. I usually don’t have such a knee jerk hatred for people in general. Technically, this is a restricted area and he shouldn’t be here, but I shouldn’t give two shits right now. I have to care for Jules.

      So why does the guy bug me?

      As we pass him, he smiles at Jules and sits up straighter, like she’s the person he’s here waiting for. That strange sense that I dislike him increases, and I kind of wish I could puff out my chest and bump him as I walk by. Not that I would, no matter how much I might want to.

      Her gaze swings to him, and she pauses for half a step, her body going rigid, tall and straight, before she slowly begins to walk again. Even so, she doesn’t look away from him. Pure panic seems to drain the color from her face.

      Who the fuck is this? I narrow my eyes at the guy, and my wolf roars within me to tear this man apart limb from limb. But unfortunately, this is a human world, not a shifter world, so I can’t just kill someone on instinct.

      “Jules?” I say her name, my voice coming out lower than I expected.

      She stops dead in her tracks, watching him, but the guy pushes off the wall and passes us. He might’ve winked at her as he walked by, but I can’t be sure.

      “You know that guy?” I ask, trying not to sound as angry as I feel.

      She shakes her head.

      “You sure?”

      “Drop it, alright!” she says, and she sounds like she’s about to burst into tears.

      Damn it. I tell the wolf within me to simmer down. That maybe we’re just being overprotective and the guy just looks like a creep, so Jules is cautious around him. None of that should be what I’m focused on either way. All I should care about is comforting Jules. And the second I look at her pale face again, my wolf no longer gives a shit about the guy, just making this woman feel better. It’s a physical need inside of me and I don’t examine it. It’s just something I need to accept.

      When we’ve reached the locker room, I pull her inside and crush her body against mine. She’s trembling, eyes red and watery. “I don’t know what happened.” She sniffs and a fresh batch of tears starts. “I don’t know what happened.” And she repeats it two or three more times.

      “Jules. In our business, holistic or spiritual or western medicine, people die and there’s nothing we can do about it.”

      She pulls back and looks up at me, her face red and blotchy and beautiful. She’s so fucking beautiful sometimes it causes an ache inside of me when I look at her, a yearning so strong it doubles me over. And the only thing I can do is look away from her or else I’ll do something stupid at the worst possible time.

      “He should’ve lived, Connor. I did everything.” She shakes her head like she’s going over a list in her mind. “He should have lived.”

      “Sweetheart, we can’t take on everything.”

      She breathes in deep and her nostrils flare. Fuck if it doesn’t make her even more lovely. “What?”

      “Jules…” There’s something about the way her brows are drawing together that’s got me even more worried.

      “Fuck you, Connor. I can. I can take on everything, and I can do it well!”

      Even if she didn’t turn and stomp out, I wouldn’t have commented on her god complex because I get it. She’s sad. She wanted the kid to live and no matter what kind of doctor someone is, it’s hard to lose a patient. So we cope any way we can.

      Suddenly, my phone vibrates. I sigh, really wanting to go after Jules, but knowing she probably just needs a few minutes to herself. I debate longer, staring at the door she left through, then accept that I need to leave her alone. Grabbing my phone out of my pocket, I swipe to read the text.

      

      Brad: Shifters outside the hospital. Something is going down.

      

      Well, fuck, that’s not good. Shifters don’t go to human hospitals unless it’s a weird and desperate circumstance, so it’s not like one of my own has been hurt. They also tend to avoid anywhere they know I’ll be, since, according to them, I make their skin crawl. So Brad’s right, something is up.

      But I can’t worry about that right now. Astro, the pack Alpha, will take care of it. Maybe he’s the one who sent the shifters for some reason unconnected to me or the hospital. If so, he’s aware and he can handle it. He’s always been powerful and fair, not just when it comes to letting a rogue like me on his lands, but in every way he handles his shifters. They never draw the attention of humans. They fall in line, behave, and obey his command.

      If the shifters are having a problem, they don’t need a loser like me to get involved. I just need to be careful about attracting their attention. They fear Astro enough not to hurt me, but I’d rather just keep flying under their radar.

      More important than the shifters, I have Jules to worry about.  And I am worried. She’s lost patients before. A lot of them. And in fairness, she was upset about each one, but today, she’s…more. She told me to get fucked. That’s new. And maybe it has something to do with the guy we saw in the hall. I don’t know who he was or why he was here in a staff hallway, but it spooked her.

      Actually, now, thinking back on it, there was something about that dude and the unspoken way Jules reacted to him. If I wasn’t so distracted by Jules, I think the wolf within me would have noticed a hell of a lot more about him.

      Damn it!

      But who would scare her? Who would get her so frazzled that a patient’s death would have her coming undone like that?

      And then, it hits me. Maybe it’s Sam! The idea comes out of nowhere, and I’m suddenly so sure of it that it shakes me to my core.

      I should tell Ajax and Brad. More than once, without stepping across the line and invading her privacy, we’ve wondered about the Sam she’d screamed about in her nightmare. If this was the guy, we would handle it. Oh, we’d fucking handle it so that she would never be scared of him again.

      Still, we couldn’t go around striking down random humans that make Jules uncomfortable. We need to know for sure who he is and what he did to her.

      I should’ve asked the guy. And I will if I see him again. And I’ll remember him. I doubt anyone who ever runs into that guy is going to forget him. There’s just something...too perfect about his face now that I’m thinking about it. Almost like Ajax, but Ajax has his reasons.

      So, I’ll try to find out the truth from Jules. But if I can’t, we’ll seek him out.

      And if he’s bothering her, we’ll make him regret it.
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      Jules

      

      I should’ve kicked that guy’s ass when I had the chance. Both times. Now, I have to find him and deal with him before my patients keep dying.

      Because there’s no doubt in my mind: that guy is responsible for what happened to my patient. He killed him. Murdered him after I did everything I could to fix him. And that fucking reaper needs to pay.

      I’ve checked the cafeteria, the locker rooms, surgery center, emergency room, etc. Now, I’m heading to the pediatric floor. I hate this area of the hospital. I hate seeing sick children, the haggard faces of worried parents, the over-brightness of the staff trying to compensate for all manner of illness and fear.

      But I can’t find this guy anywhere else, so my instincts are screaming that he has to be here. And I’m not about to let this guy near these kids.

      I walk down the hallway to the space where the nursery for new babies connects the obstetric wing to pediatrics. The healthy babies stay in the nursery. The ones with illness at birth go to the back side of the PICU. With every step I take, I’m secretly praying he isn’t here. Thinking about a reaper this close to babies makes me sick.

      I hate being a reaper, but some small part of me thought my kind had lines we didn’t cross. And killing babies that would otherwise have a chance at living… That seems like a line you can never come back from.

      If this guy is here, he’s worse than anything I imagined.

      Just don’t be here. Don’t be here. Don’t--

      And there he is, standing in front of the window, staring in at the new babies. My stomach turns, and I have to work to remember to breathe as my fear gives way to anger. I march toward him. If I could, I'd kill him right here. I wouldn't even blink. I’d just do it.

      “Get away from them!” My voice comes out louder than I expect and a nurse turns her head. “Sorry,” I murmur to her.

      But by now, I’m by the guy. He’s stripped out of the jacket he’d been wearing earlier and a black t-shirt stretches over a well-defined chest. I can see the outline of his pecs beneath the cotton and if he was anyone else, I might find him attractive, but he’s a killer. And he took my patient. So that basically makes him a giant turd to me.

      And now he’s standing in front of the babies. “Hello, Jules.” His voice is so serene, almost comforting. I hate him.

      “Get away from these babies.” When he doesn’t move, I step closer. “I’ll kill you if you hurt one of them.”

      “Pfft.” He chuckles and shakes his head. “I’m not always trying to kill something, Jules. We’re the same, you and I. Is killing all you think about?” He already knows the answer since he killed a boy I tried to save, but the son of a bitch grins at me. “You have to relax. You’ll get constipated from all the stress.”

      Relax? I’ll show him relaxed. I’d show him drained of his life force relaxed, if I could. “We’re not the same.”

      He gives me a look, a slow, seductive perusal of my body that starts at my toes and ends up at my face. My skin burns though my brain knows he’s the most vile of all men. “I’m Frederick.”

      “I don’t care.”

      He leans in and nudges me with his shoulder as he goes back to looking at the babies. “Oh, we both know that isn’t true. You care. A lot.” He smiles. “I’ve been doing this for a while. I’m an expert at reading people.”

      I roll my eyes, but this self-absorbed jerk doesn’t notice. He’s too wrapped up in himself. “You’re an asshole.”

      He turns an adorable and adoring smile my way. “Ask me the question you want to ask me, Jules.”

      He’s right, but any idiot could see I have questions. I didn’t seek him out just because he’s nice to look at. Too nice. I sought him out because I need to know the answer, without any room for doubt, before I figure out my next step.

      “Why did you kill that boy?”

      He turns so his back is against the nursery window when he braces his hands and his ass against the ledge behind him. “I saw you save him, Jules.” He cocks his head. Maybe daring me to deny it. Maybe admiring that I would risk doing it in the first place. I don’t care the reason, but I’m trapped by his gaze. “That boy was meant to die. It was his time. And you’re going around disrupting the balance of life and death of humans.” He shrugged and looked away. I could breathe again. “I was restoring that balance.”

      I am going to kill him. If I can. Maybe not at this moment, but only because I have more questions, and because I’m not entirely sure how someone can go about killing a reaper, or if it’s even possible. “Who decided there needs to be a balance?”

      To anyone else, we’re just two people having a philosophical conversation. But they can’t see me vibrating with anger, shaking because I want so badly to kill him.

      And he’s so calm it makes me want to shake him until his head lolls because I’ve broken his neck.

      But he smiles. “Other reapers.”

      “No one knew I saved the boy. Why did you have to take him?” I’m whispering now, but I want to scream.

      And I think that’s what bothers me the most. No one can track our magic. No one would know I saved that young man, if this Fredrick didn’t see me. He could have easily turned around and walked away, but he didn’t.

      Is it because the council sent him to kill the people I save? Or is it because he wanted to kill my patient? For some reason, the answer to my question is really important to me. It’ll tell me exactly who I’m dealing with. Because as easy as it would be for me to label him a monster, I’m a reaper too. I kill too. So this world has to be more than black or white.

      I need to know if this guy is evil, or if somewhere inside of him there’s an ounce of humanity.

      “You really care about humans, don’t you?” He pulls his head back and drops his mouth open in a weird, mocking smirk. He’s poking fun at me over the death of a person, and I know now that I’m staring at a monstrous prick. Killing him is going to be sweet, and I’m collecting the moments that will justify it when it happens. “Shocking.”

      “A better question is why don’t you care about them? We were like them once.” At least I was. I assume his story is similar.

      “I don’t remember being human.” He shrugs like he doesn’t care that he once was, either. “But nothing about them has shown me they deserve to live. I mean, come on, look at how they hurt each other. Half the people here were hurt by another human, in one way or another.”

      I take him by the shoulders when I want to take him by the throat, and turn him toward the window. There are twins in one bassinet inside the nursery and they’re holding hands. “Look how they love each other.” I can’t stand touching him because as beautiful as he is on the surface, I know what hides underneath. “You aren’t trying hard enough to find the reasons.”

      “Not my job, baby.”

      Dropping my hands, I glare at him. I know damned well about his job. “Then, go do your job somewhere else and stay the hell away from my hospital.” And because I love to get the last word, I turn to go back the way I came.

      As I’m almost at the pediatric entrance door, he calls out, “You know I can’t do that.”

      Yeah. On some level I knew he was going to say that.

      Turning back around, I feel this weird sense that neither of us is going to escape what will happen next. “Then I guess we’re enemies.”

      And the little part of me that’s sad about it can shut the hell up and crawl back into her corner. Frederick the reaper is going down. And not in a good way.
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      Brad

      

      Connor and I are in the locker room showering, trying to wash off our long day. He has a loofah that I normally give him shit for using. Only, I’d replaced his blue one with a pink one. I’d planned to spend our whole next shower teasing him about his obsession with having gently exfoliated skin. And the usual: calling him a girl in stupid, dick-talking ways. But instead, our conversation takes all the humor away from my prank.

      Nothing Connor has said about Jules and the way she reacted to the young man’s death, and then the interloper in the hallway, makes sense. I’ve seen Jules lose patients. It always hurt her, but she just moved onto the next patient, just like the rest of us.

      So what the hell is going on?

      “She’ll be fine.” I step under the water spray and wash the shampoo from my hair. My words don’t do justice to the strength of my feelings for her. Feelings I have only just started admitting to myself, but that I’m not ready to share with Connor yet. I scrub my head, maybe a bit too hard, while I try to make sense of the story I’m hearing.

      “You didn’t see her, Brad.” He shakes his head, scrubbing his chest with his freaking pink loofah. “She really thought the kid would be healed.”

      I’m not a true believer in what Jules does, but at the end of the day she believes what she does works, and the death of a patient hits hard no matter if you practice real medicine or that cuckoo crap she does. Nurses, orderlies, everyone that walks into this place can feel the impact of losing someone, human and supernatural alike.

      Death is simply…hard. It’s the one constant in life. Even dying and becoming a vampire required my human life to end. It was a loss. And even though it’s been a long time since my human self died, it’s a loss a small part of me still mourns.

      That’s why I know mourning isn’t logical. People don’t react the same way every time they love someone and lose them. While one person might be unable to get out of bed after a loss, another will be planning a funeral, arranging schedules, working, and in their own way, that’s what they’re doing to heal: staying busy. It doesn’t mean one person or the other feels the loss more deeply. Mourning is just illogical in every way.

      So maybe that’s all this is? Maybe this loss was different to her somehow. The thought rolls around in my head, bothering me for reasons I don’t understand.

      I’ve never actually witnessed Jules do her “healing” or whatever, but I know it’s as different from what I do as night and day. I’m a doctor. People see me as some kind of genius, because I’ve specialized in so many different fields, more than most doctors, and at a “young” age. They don’t know the truth, that I’ve had a good hundred years to fine tune my career, which has made it so I can jump in and help a patient with almost everything. With that said, one thing I feel pretty confident about is that Jules's form of “healing” could have a placebo effect on the patient, putting them in better spirits, which could definitely result in a better outcome. But the actual waving her hands over them? I doubt it does anything, just as much as I’m sure she isn’t a con artist. She truly believes in what she’s doing.

      I realize Connor is staring at me and force myself to get out of my head. Trying to hide how much this is bothering me, I squirt a handful of conditioner into my palm and then scrub it into my scalp. “We don’t know her past traumas, but we do know that when a person is triggered, it’s always because of something in their past.”

      “I hate that you took psychology classes,” Connor mumbles, then glares at me, before stepping under his showerhead to wash the soap off of his body.

      I laugh, but my heart isn’t in it. “It wasn’t my classes that taught me that people react differently to different situations; it’s my life that taught me that.”

      He stares down at his hands with the sad little loofah hanging off of one finger. “And there was a dude in the hallway that freaked her out, too.”

      Now my ears perk. Yeah, this seems even more important. The strange dude in the hallway... Could he be the same one Ajax told me about? I’ve seen men hit on her. I’ve seen men approach her. She’s never been anything but confident and sure of herself. So why was this encounter so different?

      “Oh, yeah?” It’s enough to keep Connor talking without expressing the depths of my interest.

      “Yeah. Tall. Hair somewhere between the color of mine and the color of yours. Pretty boy, if you ask me.” And he’s jealous. Interesting. Connor doesn’t do jealousy like other men. He, too, is a pretty boy, and he, like everyone who’s ever met him, knows that he knows it. Not that’s he’s cocky, but he’s got confidence to spare.

      “I didn’t.” More reason for him to keep talking. So in my own way, I did ask. He just doesn’t realize it. “There was a guy earlier who sounds like the one you’re talking about. Ajax scared him off, but not before she got this wounded kitten look in her eyes.”

      “Hmm.”

      I don’t know what he means by hmm.

      “She was scared.” At least, according to Ajax. Terrified had been more like it, but more than once, Connor had called me overdramatic, so I tried to downplay the scene Ajax had described to me.

      But why? Why was she terrified?

      “Maybe it’s Sam. From the nightmare,” he clarifies, like I would ever be able to forget the night she woke up screaming. Like the sound of her cries hadn’t kept me awake more than once.

      “Maybe.”

      We shut off our showers, almost like this is some weird synchronized dance. Grabbing our bags of shower supplies and towels, we dry off, wrap our towels around our waists, and head out to the locker room. A couple of nurses grin when they see us. One, I know, would fuck Connor or I in a heartbeat. The other, Aurora, couldn’t give a shit about us, other than irritating the crap out of us.

      “Hey,” I say.

      Aurora’s smile widens. “I can’t even see the outline of it. Just sad.”

      The nurse next to her giggles, her gaze on my junk.

      I lift a brow. “Careful, Aurora, or you might just see more than you can handle.”

      She laughs. “Doubtful. So you assholes going to leave any time soon?”

      I sigh. “The second we’re done changing. I think I’ve had my fill of this place.”

      Aurora nods, an edge of exhaustion in her eyes. “I think we all need a little vacation. How’s Jules doing, by the way?”

      “Fine,” I say, too quickly. “Why?”

      She shrugs, and dabs at some stray eyeliner or mascara or something. Not sure. But Aurora loves the dark gothic makeup, and yet seems to hate it when it smudges under eyes. “I heard she had a rough day. I was going to bring her a coffee, but couldn’t find her.”

      “I’m sure she’s just gone home to rest, like we all should be doing.”

      Aurora surprises me by flashing a smile full of bright white teeth. “Well, you live next door to her. Maybe, check on her.”

      Oh, man. I didn’t know the staff was aware of our living situation. Either Jules has confided in Aurora more than I realized, or the whole hospital is gossiping about us. And here I thought I’d been careful to give the impression of only a working relationship with Jules.

      “I’ll try,” I say, and hate that she’s still grinning at me.

      We change into street clothes because our shifts are over, and we’re going to walk home together. Not because Connor’s worried about the shifters hanging around, but because shifters, Connor’s kind anyway, need plenty of air. And I’ve never minded our walks after being stuck in the hospital all day.

      When we go outside, it’s warm out and the night is clear. We fall into our usual comfortable silence. This isn’t the time for our shit-talking. It’s a time we both use to decompress from our long days. Yeah, I’m sure Connor’s thinking about Jules, just like I am, but neither of us says it. We just get lost in our own heads.

      I’m so lost that I stiffen when Connor puts an arm in front of me to stop my forward progress. I frown, about to ask why, when it hits me. Something is off. There’s a heaviness to the air and an odor of...canine. I don’t usually recognize Connor’s scent, but this is thicker, like there are more than one.

      I look at Connor. He holds up four fingers.

      Fuck. That’s not good.

      There are four shifters somewhere ahead of us. In the shadows? Or--?

      Suddenly, they come around the corner, but I have no idea if they’re out for a stroll too, or if they were looking for us. Unfortunately, I suspect the latter. Connor steps forward and does the handshake/hug combo he usually does with other “bros.” I stand back trying to breathe through my mouth. I know my sense of smell isn’t as refined as theirs, but I also don’t think I enjoy the wet dog smell as much as they do.

      “How’s it hanging?” the youngest of the pack says, and there’s a genuineness to his greeting that surprises me, since the rest of them are kind of silently screaming a vibe that they’re here looking for a fight.

      He’s got a surfer air to him, with his too-long blond hair and super tanned skin. And if I were to bet, I’d say he’s actually as young as he looks. Whereas the tall, thinner guy with the glare, the big guy with the snarling mouth, and the huge one with the blank stare all have that youthful immortal feel to them that says they’re older than they actually appear. Actually, I know those assholes, and they’re definitely older than they look. Especially the biggest guy in the back that Connor and I are pointedly trying to pretend we don’t notice.

      Is he hoping old Riggs just stays quiet and moves along too? Probably. But that’s never been our experience with the jerk.

      “Good, man. How are you guys?” Connor asks. He sounds casual, but I know he’s choosing his words with care. It isn’t often we see shifters in this end of town. They tend to stick to the outskirts a bit more, unless they’re looking for trouble.

      “We’re fine. Just enjoying the nice weather.” The tallest one--they’re all big but this guy is a giant--is named Sal, and he nods at Connor. As far as I can remember, he’s a decent fellow, if a bit of a dick. “We heard you guys took down some vamps.”

      They’re fishing for info. Fun, fun. I suppress an eyeroll and let Connor take this one.

      I usually let Connor handle anything to do with the pack, unless it’ll lead to him getting hurt. No matter how hard I try to understand the dynamic between wolves, I just don’t. They’re like frenemies. Like when a girl calls another one her best friend, but they seem to both always be waiting for the other one to stab them in the back. Connor says they’re all connected as wolves, but they hate having a rogue on their pack lands. Yet, most of the time, their interactions go from friendly to snarling without any indication.

      It’s confusing as hell.

      “These guys took down a group of vamps?” the skinny one says while looking me up and down. “Maybe Big C, but this guy?” He jerks his thumb toward me. And calling Connor Big C? What the fuck is that? “No way.”

      Oh yeah, because I’m a fragile vampire, and I can’t do anything. Asshole wolves.

      “Find a hydrant, Sparky.” I might have picked up a couple insults over the years.

      He growls low in his throat, taking a small step toward me, his dark eyes flashing with rage. “You got a problem, blood sucker?

      I open my mouth to make a comment about the fact that he smells like a hairy nut sack, but Connor laughs before I can say anything, then smacks my chest, and it’s hard enough I get the point to shut up and not make things worse. But he still looks at me with a fake smile on his face when he answers the bastard. “Don’t mind Jimmy. He got his tail clipped by some pasty Edward Cullen type.” I shake my head at him, about to say more, but he narrows his eyes at me.

      Damn it. He’s right. Until we know what they want, it isn’t smart to antagonize them. Although, no one has ever accused us of being too smart in these situations…which is why we’ve been in a fight, or two, or a thousand.

      “Right. No problem here. Just tired after a long day.” I flash my fangs, trying to look cheerful when I kind of just want to smash this guy’s face in and go home.

      Okay, maybe it was as much flashing my fangs to be friendly as it was to remind him I’m still a vamp, and could bite this fucker if he doesn’t find someone else to bother. But it’s about as submissive as I’m going to get when I want to be done with this long ass day.

      Man, it’s hard to back down sometimes. But it isn’t like we have a town overflowing with sups who have our backs. We have some allies, but we’ve made enough enemies to not need to add more people to our lists. Especially when we know the wolf pack would tear our throats out if their alpha let them, and that the vamps around here are all but useless as allies.

      One small coven lives in this city. One. So, it isn’t like there are vamps on every street corner. The days of vamps being everywhere are gone due to the hunters, which means we’re no match for the shifters. The coven here is technically large compared to other places, but they’re also very careful, so they never attract hunters.

      Staring at these wolf assholes, I feel oddly sad. I kind of wish things hadn’t gotten so bad between me and the coven, because I sure as hell don’t want to fight other vamps. There’s no sense in it. And it’d be nice to know if these shifters gave us trouble, they’d come to help us.

      But we aren’t exactly known for controlling our tempers.

      So, yup, I’m going to be a good little vamp and watch my tongue, since I’ve run through the many ways making more enemies is a bad idea.

      “I heard there was some hot chick who got all tangled in the ambush.” Jimmy gives us a pointed look.

      Ambush? Hardly. And hot chick, despite being true, isn’t a wholly respectful way to speak about Jules. The proper 1800s gentleman I’d been once clenches his jaw.

      Connor laughs. “Does it look like we need help handling our business? From a chick?” So he’s trying to protect Jules from the pack. Now there’s a reason for a hmm if ever there was one.

      “So, it’s just a rumor?” surfer boy asks, looking disappointed.

      “Afraid so,” Connor says with a shrug. “We’re just…not all that interesting.”

      And although Connor’s always been terrible at lying, he actually does a decent job. I swear he’s trying to make those hazel eyes of his bigger and even more innocent-looking. If I didn’t know him better, I’d swear he was just some confused pretty boy on his way to a modeling shoot.

      “If there isn’t anything else…” Connor hedges, glancing at our escape behind the men.

      A big body--and by big, I mean a mountain of a man/shifter combo--pushes through to the front. He towers over the guy I thought was a giant a minute ago. This guy is built like he ate a mountain range. He looks like some military project gone wrong, with his shaved head, his neck covered in tattoos, and his tight green t-shirt straining over muscles that look like they want to dance.

      “You’re a fucking rogue.” He gives Connor a shove, and to his credit, Con doesn’t even flinch.

      “Riggs.” Connor’s eyes flash. I’ve seen him shift before and I know the look. His muscles bulge. Check. His eyes flash yellow. Check, check. And his voice gets deeper. Triple check.

      Damn it. Of all the nights to run into that dick Riggs.

      “You are here by permission of the pack. Don’t get cocky. If there’s any trouble with the vamps, if you’re involved, you’re out.” Riggs is such a fucking asshole but even so, I don’t know why he’s making this personal. I have never understood shifter law or whatever code it is that dictates their allegiances and alliances. But if they revoke their invitation to Con to live on this pack’s land, the consequences will be dire.

      Besides, I never remember their pack leader telling Con he has to stay out of vamp business to stay here, just that he couldn’t create trouble for the pack, or hurt any humans. As far as I’m concerned, a little fight with some vamps is none of this tiny-dicked asshole’s business.

      “You’re not in charge of the pack, so leave Connor alone. He’s here by invitation of your alpha.” I’m not stirring the pot, so to speak. I’m telling the truth.

      But Riggs shakes his head. “I hate to break it to you, Elmer--”

      “Is that because I’m pasty? Or because you want to stick to me like glue?” Now, I am stirring the pot. Oops.

      Riggs growls, flexes, but doesn’t advance. There must be a “no harm to Connor or Brad” order from Astro, the actual alpha. But that doesn’t mean the look of hatred in his eyes lessens. If anything, it grows more intense.

      “Pack leaders change all the time.” He moves until he’s nose to nose with Connor. “And when the change comes, if you’ve done anything to bring hunters to our town, to bring any trouble to our town, you will be punished. And expelled. And hunted for the bastard you are.”

      Connor nods, lowering his head ever-so-slightly in a show of submission, but I shake my head and push Riggs back. “Breath mint, dude.”

      “Vampire,” the asshole growls.

      I just stare back at him, and we’re locked in a stare-down that I’m not willing to back down from.

      It bothers me when this guy has to flex his nuts with Connor. My friend could destroy this fucker. Connor might be a touch smaller, but he’s a better fighter. Everyone knows it. The only reason Riggs feels comfortable acting like this is that he knows Con has to be on his best behavior, so he’s taking advantage of the situation. He’s basically just a bully, and that’s not okay with me.

      And then there’s the other thing: I don’t even know why he cares so much about any of this. Hunters don’t generally mess with shifters. Usually, they go after vamps, which doesn’t bode well for me, but it certainly doesn’t warrant such big threats from men who are shaped like the Rocky Mountains.

      “Brad, please,” Con says softly under his breath.

      Damn it. I look away.

      The tension in the air eases. “You’ve been warned, rogue.”

      I almost salute him, but force myself not to.

      We watch the shifters leave before we move. “What the fuck was that?”

      “Threats were made, gauntlets thrown down. No biggie.” But his voice wavers.

      “You believe that?”

      I see the answer in his face.

      “This seemed different than usual…” I continue prodding.

      He finally nods. “Yeah. This isn’t about the vampires. The pack is looking for a fight with me.”

      “Aren’t they always?” There’s something I’m not understanding here.

      “I'm a rogue. It goes against what they believe in.”

      “Which we know, so what is this…?”

      He opens his mouth, closes it, and starts walking.

      “Con, should we be worried?” I ask, getting more worried the more he seems to be trying to avoid the subject.

      “Astro knew me as a kid. He knew why…I made the choices I made. But most packs have a reason for not liking rogues. For most wolves, they have a good reason for being cautious about us. When wolves lose their packs, they tend to forget about community altogether. They become dangerous. I don’t blame them for worrying about me.” I’m hearing that old heartbreak in his voice again. The one he had when I first met him and he seemed to think that everything that happened was his fault. That he deserved being cast out by his family and pack.

      “So this isn’t a big deal? Just the rumor about the vampires gave them an excuse to remind you that you could be cast out at any time?”

      Again with the antiquated rules. But it’s an entire pack’s belief system against Connor, and that means trouble if we let it.

      He nods.

      Some dark instinct inside of me just makes me want to kill the lot of them, but I know that’s not how things work, so I swallow down my anger and choose my words with care. “We just won’t give them a reason to come after you again. We’ll be more careful from here on out.”

      And I mean that. Unless they fuck with Jules. Then all bets are off.
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      I don’t want to do this.

      I’m not going to do this.

      The monitor beside me is still beeping. Slowing, but beeping. That means something.

      My heart thinks so anyway, but my head knows otherwise. My head knows this woman has but hours left. It’s been two days since I’ve seen Frederick. Maybe he’ll leave this one alive…but even as I think it, hope for it, I know I have a better chance of morphing into a butterfly and flying away from this wretched existence.

      He won’t care that this woman loves gardening, that she has a dog named Mercury and he’ll be alone. At least I can send the rescue over to care for the dog.

      She’s in her forties. And her lungs are full of fluid. She’s got a machine doing all her breathing. She’s got machines feeding her, another taking care of her bodily functions. Beside her bed, a dialysis machine is working away, but not moving her any closer to getting better.

      This probably isn’t the life she wants, if she is even aware of where she is and what is happening, which I doubt she is. This would be one of the more merciful endings to a lonely life, I try to tell myself, but the words ring hollow. Only the dog cares…but the dog does care. It will be sad. It won’t understand where their food person, their cuddle person, their person went.

      But I don’t have a choice. I’ve already looked inside her. I already know that there’s been too much damage done. Yes, I can bring her back from the edge of death, but her quality of life will be bad. She’ll never work again. Never run or walk again. Even her lack of oxygen at one point means that there’s been brain damage, beyond my ability to repair. At best, she’ll be in a home somewhere on twenty-four-hour care. At worse, I’ll waste precious energy healing her only for her to be a vegetable.

      I know what I have to do. I just don’t want to do it.

      In her room, a co-worker has put the picture of her dog up, along with flowers that are withering and a card signed by everyone in her department…with her name spelled wrong. The co-worker, an intern, said that no one knew anything about her beyond her dog’s name. He said she never dated, never had any friends. And she seemed lonely and sad.

      Someone might see these as reasons that her life ending won’t be terrible, but somehow, it doesn’t make it any easier. If anything, I want to give her a second chance at life. I want her to find a man who will love her and her dog. Or a group of friends that just “gets” her. Everyone deserves to find their tribe, and I have no doubt this woman would have found hers.

      If she had more time.

      But Fate, or whatever the hell force makes these choices, had decided today she would die.

      And…and I think I have to let her. I just hate that I do.

      I lay my hand on her and close my eyes. Instantly, I’m back in her body, and I want to turn and leave. So much is broken. So much is wrong. It’s both overwhelming and painful to be inside her, seeing just how far gone she is. I feel a shudder roll through my very soul, and I push past all the wrongness like I’m pushing through tar. It’s unsettling and unpleasant.

      But then, I’m through.

      Beneath all of it, I see her life force. It hums. Breathes. It’s like standing close to a fire. I can almost feel the heat radiating off of the bright green orb, and something inside of me sings at being this close to pure life. Trying to push away the sadness that rises inside of me, I reach for it and absorb the life force.

      The ball of green light fills my chest. It hums within me, an energy so powerful that it feels like I’ve chugged a dozen energy drinks. And then, I’m aware that I’m surrounded by darkness, and a shiver rolls down my spine. You’re in an empty shell. There’s nothing left.

      I step back and shroud myself in invisibility and wait, moving back into the corner as my body shakes with energy. It takes a second but the monitor screams a long tone and the room fills with people. “Call the code.”

      Someone slaps a button on the wall and the hospital’s intercom blares in its electronic voice, “Code blue, 274.” A wheeled cart with the electric paddles is rolled in, people are racing around her body, and someone yells, “Clear!’

      And I already know everything that will happen next.

      A logical person would teleport away, but I guess I’m not logical, because I stay, punishing myself. I plug my ears with my fingers without even realizing it. My shoulders are curled over, and I want to hug myself, but this is all I can do. Death is not a pretty thing to witness and neither is the effort to save a life. It’s generally messy and chaotic. This isn’t different. There are too many people in this small space trying to save someone who can’t be saved.

      The sad beeping continues, and I know the doctor will call it soon.

      For some reason, I drop my hands. I stare at her pale face one more time. I look at the staff that’s trying so desperately to save her, and...I leave, because their attempts are going to be futile and I know it. Hearing them call a time of death destroys something inside of me.

      In the hallway, there are three spots that are out of camera range and I head to the nearest corner to reappear.

      The room is still a bustle of effort, and I can’t stick around. I have other business here, none that I’m enthused about, so my steps are slow as I move down the hallway. As I pass Murray pushing the lunch cart, he nods at me, his earphones blaring loud enough that I can hear the steady thump of his music.

      “Hey, Jules! How’s it going?” His voice is too loud for the hallway, but not for a guy wearing earphones and be-bopping through the hall like he doesn’t have a care in the world. He’s young. And I don’t presume to know his life, but this is a kid who never has a frown on his face. Not that I’ve ever seen.

      I give him a thumbs up and as best a smile as I can manage. This week, every patient I’ve tried to save has ended up dead ten minutes after I leave them. And while I haven’t seen Frederick, I know it’s him.

      Keeping all this anguish and misery inside is a trial, but I quicken my pace and push inside my office. I flop onto the sofa, pull a pillow over my face, and scream. And scream.

      I’m exhausted. It’s a drain to kill and save and kill and save because sometimes when I expend a life force I’ve collected, a piece of mine feels like it goes with it. And now, it’s affecting me. I can’t sleep, though I’m always tired. And I found two gray hairs this morning.

      Yesterday, I finally went home after I’d sat with one of my patients. I waited until she woke and felt sure she was okay and that Fredrick wouldn’t come to get her. I even spoke to her family before I left and felt sure they would be with her every minute until she was free of the hospital.

      I was home five minutes when one of the morning shift nurses called to tell me she’d died. Must’ve been an aneurysm they said, which was how I planned to think of Frederick from now on. A murdering clot of a man.

      I can’t stop him. I’ve tried. Over and over and he wins. Every time.

      There has to be something I can do. I sit up and look around my office, feeling lost. My gaze connects with my lamp. Maybe I can bludgeon him. That would be fun. His is one life force I wouldn’t mind seeing extinguished, if that’s even possible when it comes to reapers. Of course, I might have a bit of explaining to do if I managed to be successful. Both in the human world and the reaper one.

      But I have to do something. I need a plan.

      Tomorrow.

      Today? Today I’m going to rest.
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      Jules

      

      Never Say Goodbye--my crying song--is blaring through the speakers as I sing into my tequila bottle. Tears stream down my cheeks. I chose this life for all the right reasons, the best ones. As a mother, I didn’t even have a choice. Yes, technically, I thought the deal I made with Drake was to die in exchange for my son’s life, not become a reaper myself, but I would have done anything for my child. I still would. So it doesn’t matter what I have to do now.

      Except that it does. Even if I’d never take back my choice.

      That day is mostly a blur to me. Begging for a reprieve. For a miracle. Praying. Cursing. Drake. The offer. The acceptance. Sam’s hand so warm in mine when he gave me the squeeze I asked for, his eyes, so blue and bright when he opened them and smiled at me.

      Every memory is a jab to my heart, and I go to the table beside my bed, because I am not getting through this day until I get my heartbreak and frustration out, and I can’t get it out unless I get it all out. I hesitate, take a deep breath, and slide the drawer out and there he is. The teddy bear that my mother-in-law brought with her to the hospital the day Sam was born.

      This thing has been through the ringer. The left eye has been sewn back on about eleven times in its short life. And the right arm is crooked because Sam ripped it off once in a tug of war with Maitlan, the dog my husband insisted his little boy should have. The right paw is singed from where Teddy survived a campfire incident. And then there’s the blood on his somewhat flat belly. My blood.

      I’d been carrying Teddy the day the bus hit me. Since they thought they buried it with me.

      “Never say goodbye, huh, buddy?” I hug the damned thing. It’s my last connection to Sam, to my old life and the family I miss. I especially miss them right now, when I’m alone and lonely. When death is all I see.

      And now the sobs come because all I can think about is that the bear doesn’t smell like Sam anymore and I can’t remember what he smells like. I can’t remember his voice. I can’t…

      It feels like I’m on the edge of something bad. An edge of a deep pit that if I fall into, I won’t get out of. Sometimes I wish I could see some kind of reaper counselor. Someone who wouldn’t think I was crazy for mourning a past life. Someone who could help me unravel this mess of PTSD, anxiety, depression, and loss.

      But there’s no one. It’s just me.

      I sit on the side of my bed, wiping away tears and staring around the room that was decorated for me with the pretty bedspread with pretty blue flowers. The white curtains falling from the four posters. The sleek and perfect white everywhere, as far as the eye can see, and I want to tear it all apart. This place feels like a different kind of hell. A place the creatures that serve the reapers created for me, a pretty prison.

      It’s not me. Not in any way.

      When I look up, my gaze goes to the window and every muscle in my body tenses. Ajax is in his room next door, and our eyes meet. For a second I just stare, not knowing what to do. I can’t explain this away. I can’t lie about the tears or my heartbreak. But I need to. This Jules never lost a child or her family. This Jules needs to be stronger, better.

      So, I look down, staring at the fluffy white rug beneath my bed, the one that hides part of the hardwood floors. I pull it together, telling myself over and over again that I need to be strong. That I need to keep playing my part. Because if I screw up, it won’t be me that pays, it’ll be Ajax.

      This is my grief and I can’t share it. I earned it. I own it. It’s mine. So pull it together.

      The next minute, he’s gone and the doorbell downstairs is ringing. It’s persistent in the tones. He’s not the kind of guy who will break in though, so I am comfortable ignoring the bell. Comfortable staying in my room on the second story of the house knowing that eventually he’ll get bored and go away. Tomorrow, tomorrow I’d deal with him. I’d come up with some superficial reason for my breakdown, and he’d pretend he believed me.

      Just like I knew it would, the bell stops ringing. I don’t look out the window again to see if he’s gone. I don’t get up and move to where he can’t see me. I just sit, staring down at my toes as they play with the rug and holding onto the teddy bear, wondering where I go from here.

      The song has long since changed on my cry-all-night playlist and now Elton John is guessing that’s why they call it the blues. I could give Elton a run-down.

      I sing along, like I’m trying to make sure every cat in the neighborhood can hear my sorrow, because I feel the lyrics. Because I don’t know what else to do. I feel like I’ve pulled every “tool” out of my belt, and I have nothing left except this moment and these songs.

      When the song changes, I don’t stop. I belt out the words until I hear a gentle rapping at my window. My gaze darts to it, and my singing stops. Ajax is clinging to the downspout beside my window. He’s way too big, so big that I’m trying to comprehend how he ever made it here without pulling the whole damn thing off the wall. My brain comes up with no possible solution. I have no idea how the flimsy plastic is holding his weight, but I can’t let him fall. He could be hurt.

      I push the window open and stare. “What are you doing?”

      “What do you think I’m doing?” he asks, his gaze intense.

      Not knowing what else to do, and seeing just how high he is, I say, “Just get in here!”

      He smiles as REM reminds the neighborhood that everybody hurts, and I feel that one, too.

      When he climbs through the window, I flash on Winnie the Pooh and the honey tree, which only makes me sadder because Sam loved Winnie the Pooh. Another couple tears slip out as he puts his foot onto my carpet and shuts the window behind him. He stares for a second and I want to stop crying but knowing everybody hurts is no consolation because in this moment, I care about me. About my hurt. And about the woman and her dog today.

      “Come here.” His voice is low, but soft and sweet.

      I don’t have the strength to deny him, so I just walk into his arms and let him hold me, let him crush me to his chest and stroke my hair while my tears soak through his shirt.  “What are you doing here?” This time my question is sad, not accusatory.

      “You ran out on me through a window. I thought I could come to you that way.”

      Oh, right. When we’d slept together, I’d climbed out the window to avoid talking to him. He’s right. This sort of feels right, in a weird way. Even though that’s not what I meant at all by my question. But I don’t care. I lay my head over his heart, one arm around his waist and the other on his chest in front of me. The teddy bear is squished between us. If there’s one thing I can say about Ajax, it’s that he makes me feel safe.

      “Talk to me, Jules.”

      I can’t tell him everything, but I have to tell him something. My mind just feels so empty of everything except loss and sadness. As much as I want to spout something about not liking my nail polish, or something equally dumb, I just can’t muster up the lie. “I lost a lot of patients this week.”

      He runs his hand over my back, lets it lie on my hip, and uses his thumb to stroke the skin above the elastic in my sweats.  “Oh, Jules.”

      He kisses the top of my head and I hiccup. “I’m not cut out for this job.”

      I mean being a reaper, but he doesn’t know that. And I didn’t technically tell him.

      “You save people, too, Jules, and you have such a kind heart. I’m sorry it’s breaking now. I wish I could do something to help.” But he can’t. He doesn’t even know what job I’m talking about or we would probably be having a very different conversation.

      We stand for a few minutes before I yawn and he backs toward the bed, his arms still cradling me, that thumb still stroking my skin. When he lowers me to the mattress and lays beside me, I just want to close my eyes for a few seconds. Then I’ll get my shit together and let him go home.

      But right now, I just need his presence surrounding me, the safety of it.

      So, I close my eyes, and he wraps the blanket around us. It’s so warm. And his body feels so soft and safe behind me. My sad playlist keeps playing, but the songs don’t feel as heartbreaking. Something has changed, but I don’t know what, and I don’t have the strength to force myself to care. I just take deep breaths...and relax.
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      Ajax

      

      Last night was the best night’s sleep I’ve ever gotten. I usually feel a little restless at night. Maybe because I’ve lived for so long that days and nights sort of blend together and sleep feels more like a job than a necessity. But not when I slept wrapped around Jules. No, that felt like a kind of sweet sleep that I couldn’t pay for. That I couldn’t have no matter what price I was willing to pay.

      The only flaw is in the wakeup. I’m alone. She’s gone. Along with the teddy bear.

      I’m not a guy who gets perplexed. It just doesn’t happen. Might be a perk of being a former god. Or it might be that I’m quick enough on my feet to figure things out that might not so easily be figureable. But this morning, I’m fucking confused.

      First, Jules was drunk, holding a teddy bear, and even in sleep, she refused to let it go. And I have never--and that’s a lot of years--never slept in a bed with a woman before Jules. At least not slept slept.

      I can’t continue to stay in her bed and pretend like I belong here. Even though the sheets smell like her, which I really like. For some strange reason it’s the most comfortable bed I’ve ever slept in, although the damned thing is a few inches too short and my feet are hanging off the edge.

      Nope, it’s time I go. More than time I go, since Jules has made it pretty clear whatever happened last night isn’t something she wants to face. I’m going home to a real bed. A man’s bed.

      Although this time, I’m walking out her front door.

      But still, when I sit up, I feel strangely disappointed. Last night meant something to me. Even though she didn’t exactly welcome me into her home while she was grieving, she did let me stay and comfort her. I don’t want to believe she’d have let just anyone in at that moment, but maybe she would have. Maybe I was just a warm body to her.

      My hands curl into fists and I rise from the bed, my gaze sliding over the room. But even while anger threatens to sweep me under at the idea that could be all I am to her, it fades just as fast when I think of her face. No, Jules wouldn’t have let anyone in. She struggles to let people get close to her, and I need to find a way to see these moments with her as baby steps. Steps toward a place where she does trust me. Where she does want me to be the one to comfort her.

      Releasing a slow breath, I leave her room, half hoping to find her downstairs. But, of course, she’s nowhere to be found. Every inch of her home reminds me of a model home. There are so few personal touches. Every inch of it is perfectly clean. And somehow, I feel like this place doesn’t reflect her at all, which makes me a little sad. Our home is a disaster, but every inch of it screams of me, or Brad, or Connor.

      Eventually, I’ll figure out Jules. But for now, I have to try not to feel too disappointed that she left without even a goodbye after our night together. I need to find a way to push aside my attachment to her and realize she’s not where I am.

      Yet.

      When I push the door open to the house I share with Con and Brad, there are a few beer cans forgotten on the table beside our beat-up couch, and their shoes are scattered by the door. The huge flatscreen TV has an old football game playing, although it’s on mute. And our various pictures of golf courses are on the walls, although this is the first time I realize they’re not quite hung evenly. I ignore the stairs to the next floor and move through the living room, where I can see part of the dining room through the big archway and part of the kitchen, where my vampire buddy is currently moving around.

      It’s weird going from Jules’s place to this one. Her house is all white-washed walls and white modern furniture, perfectly neat, perfectly arranged. Our house is all wooden paneling, original big archways between rooms, and dark wood floors. We’ve all thrown our stuff around, mixing it together, to form a place that feels a bit chaotic, but definitely more homey.

      Brad is in the kitchen whistling while he whips eggs, browns bacon in the oven, and flips pancakes. It all smells so good that my stomach actually growls, reminding me that I didn’t have my usual late night snack last night.

      This is one morning I appreciate the Betty Crocker in him.

      I walk in and plunk down in a dining room chair.

      Brad looks between my wrinkled clothes and the front door with a surprised expression. “Where were you?”

      “At Jules’s.” I know he has “feelings” for her, so I expect the frown, even the huff as he flips a hotcake onto a plate already stacked with hotcakes. “We didn’t have sex.” I don’t know why I care if he’s upset, but I watch his frown turn into a scowl then, with this news, ease.

      And thank God for Connor who breezes in the front door and beelines for the table where Brad has already set part of the food. He’s scooping bacon from a cookie sheet onto a plate. Connor reaches behind him to relieve Brad of the plate and digs in. If there’s one thing Connor loves in the morning, it’s hot, crispy bacon. He’s even territorial about it. He’s guarding that plate like it’s the gold at Fort Knox.

      Brad sits, forks a couple pancakes from the pile, then smothers them in O-neg he keeps in a small fridge in the pantry--conscious that, even for a god, I don’t find that much blood in the fridge appetizing.

      I have a bit of everything sans blood. I have an omelet, a stack of pancakes with maple syrup Brad probably tapped from a tree himself, hash browns neither of them eat, and a couple strips of bacon when Connor heads to the can.

      It’s the most important meal of the day, and we make the most of it.

      Beside his plate, Brad’s phone trills the text notification sound and he reads the message. His fingers curl around his fork. “Fuck.”

      “What?” Connor is the one who asks as he comes back into the room, but I look up, too.

      Brad shoves away from the table and starts clearing. I hurry to grab another omelet and pancakes then take a page from Connor and guard my plate so Brad can’t take it.

      “There’s an ankou in the hospital.” We all already know, so I wait for more. “And a hunter has arrived.”

      Fuck. That’s not good.

      “How do you know?” I try to sound interested and not worried. A hunter, in Brad’s case, is bad news. He’s going to have to double down on his personal security. And if the hunter sniffs around too much, I’ll have to do something about that too.

      “Raul told Pierre, who is telling everyone. An ankou and a hunter.” He shakes his head as he scrapes a mound of hash brown potatoes into the garbage disposal and turns it on.

      Once, back when gods still ruled the earth and Olympus was as grand as all the legends said, I met an ankou. Bringer of death. And no one, even the gods, are more powerful. Well, not in that way anyway. An ankou can end any of us. All of us. And one in this town, with the high population of supernaturals, could be devastating. “What about Buffy?”

      It’s the term I use for all hunters who dare to come here. I terminated the last two hunters--dudes who didn’t like being called Buffy--that dared come to town, without telling my best friends. And I’ll do it again, and again, as many times as it takes to make sure Brad is safe. No way is anyone touching my family. Even if they aren’t blood, they’re my brothers, and they’ll do the same for me if it comes down to it. Although an ankou is more than the three of us together can handle.

      “Probably a rumor.” But the tension is back in Brad’s shoulders as he answers.

      “They don’t bother wolves, generally.” But even Con’s more subdued than normal. He slaps Brad on the shoulder when he reaches around Connor for the half-eaten plate of bacon. “Hands off or I’ll stake you myself.”

      Brad glares for a second then chuckles and shakes his head. “You can try, little doggie, but you’d probably have more luck killing me with the scent of wet dog.” He leans in to sniff, wrinkles his nose, and emulates Count Dracula’s laugh.

      I load my plate into the dishwasher and leave them arguing over which species--vamps or wolves--have the best chance of beating an ankou. They’ve never met one. If they had, I doubt they’d survive the exchange. So I need to make sure they don’t meet one, now or ever.

      I’m going to have to reach out to some of my contacts. Fast. Before this thing gets all out of control.
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      Jules

      

      I don’t want to go in.

      For the second time in a short time, I’m standing outside the hospital looking up at the steel and glass example of modern architecture, and I don’t want to go in. It feels pathetic. Both me and the universe know that no matter what happens, I have to enter this building, so it feels like a game of chicken I can’t win.

      “Hello, Jules.”

      I bristle because I know that deep voice as well as I know my own. It’s burned into my brain, burned into my soul, if I still have one.

      But I imagine that’s always the way with archenemies...

      When I turn, Frederick is beside me, gaze trained on the building. “Beautiful day to take lives, don’t you think?” He has a cup of coffee in one hand and a smile on his face. His shirt says, “Don’t Worry, Be Happy” with a giant smiley face on it.

      And I want to tear the damn thing off, if it wouldn’t mean touching him.

      “Hey, anti-McDreamy, if you touch one of my patients today”--we both know they aren’t patients, but it’s a habit-- “I’m going to kill you.” I don’t care that he can probably just as easily reach a hand out and kill me if he wants...if we can even kill each other. It still feels good to threaten him.

      Note to self: ask Drake if reapers can kill each other.

      Which brings up a laundry list of questions that mostly center around why he hasn’t yet. The reaper council said something about our kind not being able to be killed, but I got the sense that it’s not entirely impossible. Still, I should know, one way or another.

      Still, that's not the central issue. Not right now. All I really care about is that he’s here and I want him to go away. I’m going to figure out how to make that happen, even if it brings the terror of the world down around me. So long as it doesn’t affect my family, I will do whatever it takes. And while I’m at it, I’m going to have to guard that particular weakness from this piece of crap.

      “Kill me? Or save me?” He laughs like I’m Bob freaking Hope. “Because I think being touched by a woman as beautiful as you just might make you my hero.”

      Ugh. Gross.

      “Kill you. And you can put money on it.” I doubt anyone would miss this asshat. “If I kill you, they’ll probably strike up a band and make me Grand Marshal of the parade in my honor.” Probably, I would be lauded as a hero. You know, if anyone had a clue who he is and what I’d done.

      Now I’m being funny on purpose and he laughs again. “Oh, Jules. You are such a card.”

      I could kill him right now. I should. I might. “Try me.”

      “Jules, darling.” I’m not his darling. “I’m just doing as I was told. They said handle you. Do what you won’t.” He shrugs. “So I am. It’s not personal. Not to you or your,” he air quotes me, “patients. It’s just my job.”

      “Gonna be hard to do your job if you’re dead.”

      He laughs again. One more laugh out of this guy and I won’t be responsible for my actions. “Jules. You say the darnedest things.” He shrugs and looks down, fake frown on his lips. “It’s kind of insulting. We’re colleagues, not adversaries. No need for threats.”

      Yes, there is. “Touch another of my patients and see what happens.” I inject so much venom into my tone it’s probably poisonous on its own.

      He sips his coffee, looking curious. “Are death threats the equivalent of flirting for you?”

      “Fuck no.”

      He grins. “I’ll take that as a yes and try to start enjoying them.”

      I almost reach out and touch him, just to see what my powers might do, but when I glance up, Connor and Brad are walking our way. Even peaceful, laid-back-so-far-he’s-almost-a-recliner Connor is tense and scowling. And Brad? Oh man, he’s practically cracking his knuckles.

      Which means any exchange between these guys is going to be bad.

      Before I can rush Frederick away, because I know the boys aren’t safe from him, an ambulance pulls between us and them and the EMT driver rushes to open the back door. The sirens are loud and strangely jolting in the quiet morning, but the fury and chaos of the EMT is a reminder of where we are and what my focus should be.

      A gurney slides out under the emergency medical technician’s speedy, and somehow careful, guidance, and the victim moans as Brad slides into a space beside the gurney as he helps guide the victim to the ramp leading to the door. “Female, twenty-five, car accident victim. We lost her pulse in the field, defibrillated and administered Epi.  BP one-hundred over sixty-seven, pulse…” The words and every other sound surrender to the ringing in my ears as the woman rolls past me.

      I can’t breathe. I can’t think. I’d know that face anywhere. She’s older than the last time I saw her, but her dark hair and dark eyes are the same, as is every curve of her face. Blood splatter coats her familiar pale skin, but the look of pain and shock is so out of place it makes my stomach turn.

      “Jules?” Connor has one of my shoulders in his hand and gives me a shake. “Jules?”

      It was like the world had faded away when I saw her face, but now the loud siren and the overwhelming world are back. It’s too much. I feel like my head isn’t connected to my body, and my mouth opens, words tumbling out. “That’s my sister. It’s Emma!” I try to get around him, but he blocks me when I shift left, then again when I shift right. “Connor, dammit, move!” And he does, but only to block me again.

      “Family only gets in the way in these situations,” he tells me gently.

      “I don’t give a fuck! Move!”

      “No, take a minute. Take a breath. Look at me, Jules. You won’t be of any help in there.”

      “You don’t have a clue,” I say, and my voice drips with so much anger that it stops me in my tracks.

      Connor doesn’t deserve this. He’s trying to help. But I need…I need to save her.

      Without getting caught.

      “I didn’t know you had a sister.” His voice is soft and would be reassuring because of his tone and because it’s him, but not today. Today, my sister is on a gurney, broken and being wheeled away from me, and he won’t get the fuck out of my way.

      “Neither did I.”

      I turn slowly at the sound of Frederick’s voice. He is standing a few feet to the side watching me now. His head is cocked toward his left shoulder in an unsettling way, and there’s the slightest hint of a smile at the corners of his lips.

      Shit. Our level playing field tilts. And it isn’t in my favor.
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      Ajax

      

      I’m wading in paperwork. If I wasn’t a god from the line of Poseidon and Athena, I would most certainly be drowning in it. Instead, I sign my name to another form and slam the folder shut. Requisitions and red tape rule this place. There are seven more folders that need attention, but when my cell vibrates across the desk, I’m relieved for the break from reading about the lack of necessary supplies, the increase in losses of life, the staffing issues that could be contributive or results of both the aforementioned issues.

      I slide the bar across the screen and slap the phone back onto the desk, utilizing the speaker function. “Cronus here.”

      “Ajax. It’s Jean-Paul.” A trusted friend. “I have news.”

      I pick up the phone and click a button so his voice only comes through the handset. I don’t need every listening ear--mostly my secretary--knowing what we’re about to discuss. Jean-Paul handles sensitive issues for me when I don’t have time or when I can’t without exposing some detail I need kept under wraps. Like my parentage, or my former lifestyle. Things no one needs to know about but me. “Go ahead.”

      Jean-Paul has arms the size of tree trunks and is almost as tall and broad as I am. I have him monitoring the city for activity the likes of which mean more than the common criminal is at work here. Despite his size, he can slip into and out of spaces lesser men can’t. I don’t know how he does it--probably best I don’t--but he has never failed to come up with the information I need. “It isn’t just a vampire hunter this time. It’s bigger. More.”

      He pauses for dramatic effect, but I don’t have time for his theatrics today. “Go on.”

      “The death and violence in Mortalla Falls has increased.”

      I have newspapers on my desk that have already picked up that particular crime rate spike. I sigh. I count on more from him. “Anything else?”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t have bothered you for something you could read in an online news report.” Shit. His tone is lower and spiced with anger. I’ve offended him. “Word on the street is that the local pack is deep in conflict. It’s rumored that the alpha is going to be overthrown by his second.” Why he speaks with the accent of a 1950s greaser in New Jersey--a time and place I remember fondly--I don’t know since he’s from Burlington, Iowa, but I ignore my annoyance because this is news I need.

      The alpha of the local pack has a soft spot for Connor. And Riggs, the second-in-command, is a blood thirsty bastard. If Astro gets overthrown, every wolf in the area will start hunting Connor. They won’t stop until he’s dead.

      This is so fucking bad. Between the ankou, the hunter, and now this, this whole fucking town is falling apart.

      “Also, there’s a tribe of hunters in town. They call themselves the Stake Tribe.” Fuck. “They don’t leave until every vampire presence in the town they’re sent to is dead. We’re talking real Sam and Dean shit, here.” I don’t know the reference. It’s probably some pop culture thing. Jean-Paul is all about the TV in his off time. Even knows all the Kardashians by face and name. He’s proud of it. “Every vamp, to them, is a monster.” He also knows about Connor and Brad. This is his way of telling me they need to go on lockdown for a bit. But he can’t tell me how to make that happen, so further discussion is pointless.

      Double fuck!

      “Send me over everything you have on the wolf pack and the hunters.” I shake my head. “And let’s keep your eyes and ears open. You find out anything else, I need to know it.”

      It could’ve gone without saying. I pay him plenty to be my informant. To keep him loyal. To make sure he knows the value of our interactions. But this isn’t just about the information. This is my family and I’m going to do whatever I have to do to keep them safe. Even if it means I have to go hunting myself.
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      Jules

      

      “Jules!” Connor calls out to me, but I don’t stop because he is only going to try to stop me from helping Emma. I walk beside the gurney as an entire team from OR and trauma wheel her down the hallway for an emergency surgery to correct the internal injuries she’s sustained. I’ve looked at her results, and this isn’t anything she shouldn’t be able to recover from as a young, healthy person.

      I trust that she’s going to be okay. Not just because she’s young and healthy, but because Brad will save her. I know it. He’s the best doctor in this place and I couldn’t ask for her to be in better hands.

      “Jules.” Connor tugs at my arm, and I look from him to Brad.

      “I’m fine,” I say, emphasizing each word.

      “It’s okay,” Brad tells his buddy, and Connor backs up a little, looking confused.

      Did Brad hear that this is my sister? I’m guessing not, since he’s letting me stay next to her. But either way, I’m not going anywhere until I see her safely off to surgery.

      Still, if Fredrick wasn’t around, I would’ve already used my powers on her. I wouldn’t have taken the chance with her life. With him around though, it almost feels like she’ll be safer if I don’t use my powers.

      That’s exactly how it feels, actually, which is why I haven’t acted.

      Yet.

      As we’re walking, Brad’s pager goes off and he stops to check it. “Shit.” He looks at one of the nurses pushing Emma’s bed. “Page Lancaster, he’ll have to do this surgery. Betty Carmichael crashed. She has a clot. I have to go.” He’s off running down the hall before anyone can say a word.

      Away from Emma.

      “Brad!” I shout after him, but he’s halfway down the other hall already, and my stomach knots. I don’t want fucking Lancaster operating on my sister. I want Brad. “Dr. Hunter!” I give it one last try, but it’s no good. Shit!

      I stare after him down the now empty hallway, and the little bit of hope and confidence I felt a moment ago fades away. My sister was in a car accident. My sister has internal injuries. Am I really going to leave her fate up to Lancaster?

      Not a chance. The decision comes easily as one risk suddenly outweighs the other.

      I fall into step beside Connor, who is jogging to keep up with the gurney. “Jules, you can’t go in there.”

      “Can. Am.” I turn into the hallway that will take me to the scrub room, but he stops me with an arm around my waist.

      Any other time, I might linger because any other time, I would enjoy being pressed against him so intimately, but not today. Not right now. And sure as hell not when he moves to stand in front of me. My sense of deja vu is real.

      We’ve done this once already. “Get out of my way, Connor.”

      “Jules.” We both know damned well he can try to stop me in any of a hundred ways, and we also both know that talking isn’t one that’s going to work. She’s my family. And she isn’t going into surgery alone. “Baby, if she’s your sister, you can’t go in there.”

      “She isn’t my sister.” Damn my big stupid mouth that just blurts out random factoids. “She’s…like a sister.” Who really is a sister. Or she was, before I died. I hate lying to him, but there are rules for a reason and he is about to remind me. I don’t have time for an argument with him.

      Lancaster is in the room, already scrubbing in, so I have to be careful of what he might overhear, too. The last thing I need is to lose this job for a protocol breach. Then Frederick could take over.

      Connor lays his hands on my shoulders. “Jules, you’re shaking.”

      Of course I am. Emma’s my sister, and she’s lying on a table with internal injuries. Who wouldn’t be shaking? Lancaster walks out of the scrub room into the surgery suite and I bust in and use the foot pedal to turn on the water.

      “Baby, please, don’t do this.” Usually, it gives me a warm and wholly pleasant little shiver when he calls me baby. But right now, he’s using it to manipulate me, and while I understand, I don’t like it.

      I ignore him and continue scrubbing my hands and arms with the soapy sponge/bristle combo. “Connor, she’s a patient who can benefit from my skills. I’m going in.” He doesn’t know what I am, but he sighs and shakes his head as though defeated.

      By the time my hands are sterile, Connor is resolved to my presence. I look through the window into the operating room. They have her ready and Doc Lancaster is gloved and holding the scalpel above her abdomen.

      “Jules, please.”

      “Just help me with my scrubs.”

      He hesitates, then does, tying the back for me.

      “You know the patient?” I stiffen when I realize the nurse, Aurora, is in the room watching me. Her voice gives nothing away, but her eyes are gentle.

      “I need to go in there,” I say, knowing I should explain better, but not knowing how to.

      Aurora looks at me for a long minute, then nods. “Let’s get your gloves on.”

      I’ve never been so grateful for someone in my life. Aurora is already dressed for surgery in her blue gown with her dark hair concealed inside a blue scrub cap. She has her familiar dark makeup on, and a confident look on her face that says, “Watch out, world.”

      “Thanks,” I say when she’s gotten the gloves on me.

      I push past him and into the OR, followed by Aurora. Emma is swollen and bruised but there’s no mistaking my baby sister. Her dark hair. Her chin so much like our mother’s, so much like Sam’s. Her hands that look exactly like mine.

      “What are you doing in here, Ms. Jackson?” Lancaster asks, stepping closer to my sister once her skin has been cleaned and his surgical space is ready.

      He’s a demanding prick and I ignore him and move to the other side of the bed. There is healing to be done and it will come from me, not from him. Even so, he grabs his scalpel and begins cutting into her skin, his gaze focused on his patient rather than me.

      I take Emma’s hand. Her skin is soft, but cold.

      “Ms. Jackson, I don’t recall requesting any voodoo medicine for this patient.” One more word out of him, and I’m going to use his life force to save her instead of the reserve inside of me.

      Before I can answer, it all goes to shit, and she’s dying. The monitors are screeching as he slices, urgent now to get inside and correct whatever he can to bring her back. I’m desperate too, panic pumping adrenaline to my heart, and I squeeze her hand tighter. Inside her body, the small tears in her organs have become gushers. The injuries I thought Brad could handle so easily look well beyond even his skill.

      So, I push all the power, all the life force within me, to Emma. I feel the way her body seems to fight against it, as if determined to let this sinking ship sink. But the glowing lights I pour within her start to repair the damage in her body. I don’t know if it’ll be enough, but I keep trying. I keep going.

      There’s no chance I’m going to lose another person I love.

      Even when the world starts to spin in front of me, I don’t stop pushing. Not until the heart monitor calms and her blood pressure is back in normal range.

      “Is she okay?” I ask, and my voice sounds ragged.

      “Yeah.” The doctor sounds shocked. “It’s not as bad as it looked. Not at all.”

      “She’ll live?” I press.

      “I think so,” I hear Aurora whisper near me.

      I drop my sister’s hand and stagger backward. The world tilts under my feet, but I’m determined to walk out of that room without anyone realizing what I did. Without making a big scene. I’m light-headed though, and everything around me is narrowing into a single pinpoint of light so fast that I’m getting scared. And then, it disappears completely.

      Everything simply…goes dark.
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      Connor

      

      Dr. Lancaster stares hard as Jules falls. I’m scrubbed in, staring through the glass into the surgical room, waiting for anyone to step in. I can see Aurora wants to, but she hesitates. Everyone seems to be glancing between the passed-out woman on the floor and the patient.

      Damn it.

      I hit the button to enter the room. The doctor says, “Don’t fucking move her.”

      I’m not in the surgery. I won’t touch the patient, sister or not. I’m only going in for Jules. So, I ignore the doctor and move carefully around the team, inching toward the woman on the floor, while trying to disturb the room and the team as little as possible.

      “Leave her alone, Connor.” It isn’t Lancaster who says it, but Maren, an OR nurse who has seen Lancaster’s legendary temper.

      “She’ll just have to stop this whole healer act or stay there,” the doctor mutters, continuing to work on the woman on the table.

      A nurse laughs. “I’ve seen more convincing fainting on my bitchy housewife shows.”

      Another person laughs.

      Aurora’s eyes narrow. “Didn’t you all take an oath? Because I did. Something about do no harm…”

      That shuts them all up.

      “She could be hurt, and I’m going to assess her,” I tell them.

      So I do. Her pulse is stable, and her breathing is normal. But no matter how hard I try to wake her, she stays unconscious.

      Ignoring all the eye rolls and mutters, I carry her out. I know the rule about moving someone who’s fallen, but she folded and her head landed on Maren's foot. I’m not worried about a head injury at this point. I just need her away from Lancaster.

      When we’re in the locker room, I manage to unfold a cot that we keep shoved in one corner, and I lay her down on it. I check her pulse again and feel relieved that it’s still normal and her color is good. Not knowing what else to do, I sit down on the bench across from the cot and just stare at her, waiting for her to wake up like she always does after she heals.

      Brad comes in a little while later, looking exhausted. I can tell he’s about to collapse onto the first bench he comes to, but when he spots me, he freezes, then heads to the back row of lockers, where I’m at, his expression confused. When he sees Jules unconscious, his eyes widen and he rushes over. “What the hell happened?”

      I choose my words with care, trying not to make him feel guilty for leaving the side of the woman Jules cares about. “She tried to heal that woman who was in a car wreck.”

      “Fuck. How is she?”

      “She’s good.” I nod toward the cot. I’m not leaving until she wakes up, but since this always happens when she works, I’m still reserving my worry for later. “I thought you had a surgery?”

      “She died.” He walks over to Jules and lays his hand on her forehead like he’s checking for a temperature. Then he presses two fingers to the pulse point in her throat. “Strong. Steady.”

      I nod. He needs the reassurance. I can let him have it.

      “It’s all over the hospital how she busted into Lancaster’s surgery, used her hocus pocus to fix the girl before Lancaster had fixed a damn thing in the patient.” He doesn’t believe in what Jules does. He calls it bibbidy, or voodoo, or sometimes hocus pocus. But I’ve seen it. I saw it today.

      “How do you explain it?”

      “Maybe the injuries weren’t as bad as we thought? Maybe the meds kicked in finally?” He shakes his head. “I don’t know. And we have bigger problems than whether or not Jules is a medical magician.”

      I hate the way he dismisses her spiritual healing techniques as inconsequential. But I’m not arguing the point with him. He’s as stern in his beliefs as I am in mine. “What bigger problems?”

      “All signs are pointing to an ankou operating inside the hospital.” His nostrils flare. “People who were previously making progress are all of the sudden dying. And there’s no medical reason for it. At least, none that I can see. I don’t know if the staff is noticing it, since I’m actively looking for suspicious deaths, but there’s definitely been a change with our patients recently.”

      Brad is one of those god complex doctors. Not that he isn’t a great doctor, but he doesn’t take his losses well. Of course, neither does any other physician at the hospital. Except Lancaster. He doesn’t give a shit.

      “Sometimes this stuff just happens though.”

      “No.” His brows draw together. “This is something…supernatural. I can feel it.”

      I shrug, not knowing what else to say. An ankou would definitely be bad no matter how you slice it. I don’t know the scope of an ankou’s power, but no one rolls out the red carpet for them for a reason. Still, I’ve never heard of anyone capable of stopping one, so it seems like a waste of our energy to get involved. Best case scenario, we find it and scare it off. Worst case scenario, we end up dead.

      Most people who have lived as long as we have know the logical thing for us to do is ignore it until it moves on. Because it will move on. People don’t know about these things for a reason.

      “I also heard that Jules called the woman in the crash her sister.”  He cocks a brow at me, waiting for my answer like this is something I’ve been purposely keeping from him.

      And, damn. I wish he hadn’t brought it up until I had time to process what she’d said, but I should have known that the rumor mill in this hospital works faster than the old ladies at the hair salon. Probably there’s even a video of me standing next to her as she said it.

      “Yeah. She called her her sister.” No point in denying it. Ten other people heard her say it.

      Brad nods and opens his mouth to say more when Jules gives a little moan. Instantly, the curiosity is gone from his face, and he stares intently at her as if she’s some kind of miracle brought to life. And this might be weird, but I almost like watching her wake up as much as I like the look he has on his face. It’s something I never see from Brad. It’s a clear emotion that he’s not trying to hide behind bro-talk or smooth words.

      She starts to move. She stretches her neck, and then opens her eyes as if trying to figure out where the hell she is. When her gaze focuses on the familiar walls, she breathes deeper and turns her head toward me.

      “Hey.” I’m not going to rush to her side, even though I want to. Instead, I get up slowly and cross the small space between us, trying to look casual, even though my heart is racing. “How’re you feeling, Jules?”

      She sits up and I sink onto the edge of the cot beside her. Holy shit, she’s pretty. Beyond pretty. I’d taken her scrub cap off, and I think this is the first time I’ve really seen her hair messy since I found her in bed with Ajax. Her eyelids look heavy, sleepy, and there’s a puffiness to her cheeks that I find oddly adorable. And that’s not even looking at the rest of her. This woman looks good in scrubs. Beyond good. The scrubs have a way of clinging to every inch of her perfectly curved body. Sitting this close, with our hips touching, everything in me stirs.

      “Did you take care of me again?” She smiles up at me, and I nod as I scoot closer. She’s a magnet, and I’m metal. I can’t help it. “Thank you.”

      I can’t resist the breathiness of her voice, the soft scent of her shampoo when she tilts her head, the flare of awareness in her big doe eyes. I lean in, or she does. But our mouths meet and it’s the most divine sensation. I’ve kissed women before, been known to bring a few home. But this is more.

      More everything. Her lips are soft, pliant when I urge them open to deepen the kiss. My fingers tangle in her hair, the opposite hand cradling her other cheek. She holds my shoulder, tugs like she wants me closer. And if I could be, I would.

      “What the hell is going on?” That’s a mighty voice, and I recognize it because I hear it every day. Ajax in all his fallen god glory is glaring when I pull away.

      As is Brad. “Apparently, Con and Jules are kissing.”

      Jules’s cheeks turn pink. “I just woke up and, and…”

      “It was just a kiss,” I say, but even though I’m speaking the words, I’m grinning like I won the lottery, and both guys are looking at me like they’d like to beat my face in. “But if you guys want to step out and give us a few minutes, that’d be great.”

      Oh yeah, they definitely want to kick my ass.

      Jules throws the blanket off her legs and slides off the cot. “I have to go.”

      And just like that, she’s on her feet, recovered enough to scuttle out of the locker room past a scowling Ajax. She casts him a curious look as she passes, and I see the brokenhearted look on his face before she’s out the locker room door. Ajax’s expression quickly shifts back to one of annoyance when he looks back at me.

      “Maybe you want to tell me exactly what’s going on here. You have a thing for Jules?”

      I sure as hell don’t want to tell the truth. Not while he has the fire of the gods burning in his eyes. “I mean…you know…I could…” I shrug.

      “Is it just attraction?” he asks.

      We all joke around a lot about Jules. And he knows damn well Brad and I both find her attractive. But I don’t think he realized just how far I’ve fallen for her until this minute, and it kind of surprises me. We’ve shared women before. Is this time different? Did I cross a line?

      “Well, yeah, it’s more than attraction.”

      Ajax crosses his massive arms over his chest and levels me with a glare. “I don’t fucking care if we both want her. But if she suddenly forgets my name and is making out with you in the locker room…then we have a problem.”

      Brad leans back against the locker, his head making a small sound as it hits the metal. “Then as long as we’re admitting things…”

      Ajax’s glare gets even deeper. But instead of Brad confessing his own feelings, he says, “I’d definitely bang her, but I think wolf-boy is head over heels.”

      Traitor.

      “Well, I’m not just going to give her up,” Ajax says, and I swear this is the closest I’ve seen to his true anger being leveled at me. Which is unsettling.

      We’re best friends. Family, even. I’d never want a woman to come between us.

      “Do you really think she doesn’t have feelings for you anymore?” I ask, confused. When I imagined things progressing with Jules, I assumed they’d progress with all of us. It seemed to be a no-brainer that if I fell for a woman, she'd be one we shared.

      Was I wrong?

      “Don’t concern yourself with her and I,” Ajax says, a harshness to every word he speaks. “That’s my business.”

      “Wolf or god?” Brad says, like an announcer at a sporting event. “Who will she choose?”

      I glare at him, then look at Ajax, expecting him to be smiling. But he’s not. He’s still looking at me like I might just be the enemy. I know damn well he has a bit of a temper, but he also loves me and just needs to cool down.

      So even though a fight between a wolf shifter and a god would be quite a good one, it’s not one I want any part of. When he turns away from me, I let him walk away. Storm away is probably more accurate, but he goes.

      He saw what he saw and I’ll deal with the fall out later.  Yeah, fighting with my best friend is the last thing I’d ever want, but I also know this won’t break us. Nothing could break us. We’ll grab a couple beers, hash it out, and be back to normal.

      After I give him time to cool off.

      At least, that’s what I hope happens.
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      Jules

      

      As I walk down the hallway to Emma’s room, I think about our lives when we were girls. We had a nice life. Friends. Family. I’m older but she’s always been tougher. Smarter. More worldly. I wanted a husband and babies. She wanted to see the world.

      It’s sad. Neither of us are living our dreams at the moment. I had mine for a blink. I don’t know about hers. Once I found my husband and had Sam, she started traveling, and we lost each other. She’d send me pictures of her travels, I’d send her pictures of the kids. But that was it. I forgot her voice. Her smile. We were more like old friends than sisters.

      I’m sorry for it now.

      I turn the corner, take a deep breath, and walk into her room. In my mind, I was preparing for every range of emotions when I finally saw her. I pictured myself taking her hand and sitting by her bed. Maybe going over old stories from our life growing up, at least as long as she was still asleep.

      Instead, I find Frederick standing over her bed. He isn’t touching her, but he’s close enough to. And his gaze is glued to her face, not like he’s looking at prey, but like he’s trying to read some secret in her face.

      “Get away from her!” My voice rasps with anger, hoarse with rage.

      “Oh, the lovely Jules.” He gives me a glance but turns back to the bed. “I knew you would come.”

      When he reaches to touch Emma, I’m there in an instant, yanking him around by his shoulder. “No! You get away from her. You’re not taking her.”

      He sighs, smiles, and brushes the hair back from my forehead like he has a right to touch me, which pisses me off. But he does it again, watching me too carefully, and a weird thought hits me. I don’t know if he’s trying to kill me, but I don’t feel so much as a tingle when he touches me. Not a blip even.

      So maybe it’s just a creepy touch...

      I smack his hand away and glare. “Leave us alone, Frederick.”

      He drops his hand, and some of the teasing cruelty leaves his face, followed by a kind look. “Jules, she wasn’t meant to live, and you’re screwing with the balance of nature and man. You know I can’t let you do that.”

      We’re almost nose-to-nose now and I smell cinnamon again. “I won’t let you have her.”

      “Sweetheart, you can’t stay with her 24/7.” He lays his hand on my shoulder and his eyes flash. I don’t know what this look means. I don’t care, either. I don’t need his pity or his sympathy. And if he thinks I do, he has underestimated the power of my hatred.

      But he’s right. I can’t stay with her every minute. Fighting him isn’t going to work, either. He’s as strong as I am. Maybe more so. “Please, Frederick. We can work something out.”

      “There are no bargains, Jules. You know that.” More pity. And I want to smack him for it, but that’s counterproductive to my goal. I need to play on his pity. On his…soul.

      “I know, Frederick, but just this once, we could make a deal.”

      “Jules, are you really batting your eyelashes at me?”

      I am, and it’s very rude of him to say it that way. It’s also a statement that won’t advance my cause. So I smile and lay my hand on his arm. “I know how lonely this job can be. Would it really be so bad if we stop this game and try being friends? Isn’t that what you’ve been suggesting? That we don’t have to be enemies?”

      “It is lonely.” He lays his hand over mine. For a second, I think I have him. Then he gives my fingers a squeeze. “Are you saying if I let your sister live, you’ll...” The pause is only as long as a breath but it’s full of innuendo. “That you’ll make yourself available to quench my loneliness?”

      I’ve killed people simply because Drake gave me a list with their name on it. That has to be worse than this. Still, I’m not a whore. Play nice with him? Sure. Sleep with him? No, I’ll find another way.

      Unless I can’t.

      “What? Do I not look like the kind of girl who would sacrifice herself for someone she loves?” I’m not insulted. Although, history, how I got myself into this situation, shows that I am exactly the kind of girl who will make a good sacrifice in the name of someone I love. But I choose not to tell him so.

      His smile is soft. “It would be a sacrifice to be with me?”

      Ugh, of course, but there’s no good answer to this question, so I stare at him instead. He can make what he will of the look. The last thing I’m going to do is imagine what it’s like to sleep with him. I’m not thinking about it, because just the thought of it makes my skin crawl. I want to offer him peace between us, maybe even friendship, but not this. Not unless I have to.

      To save my sister.

      He sighs, and looks at me with regret. “It doesn’t matter anyway. There’s an order to things, Jules. A simplicity. A good and bad. Life and death.”

      “So I’ve been told.” Repeatedly.

      “I can give you one day, Jules. To say goodbye. To tell her anything you want to tell her.”

      And in his eyes, I see it: I never had a chance of changing his mind. Frederick is a by-the-book reaper. Unbendable. Follows every rule to the letter. Would never use his light to save someone, even if he could learn how. Probably enjoys mountains of sex after a good kill. And I’m not going to let him use my sister’s death to serve his dick.

      The bastard.

      Maybe I’m not so good at humility or kindness, but I need this. I need him to let my sister live. “Please…just once can’t you let her live?”

      He gives me a soft stare, a small shake of his head. “You have today. Tomorrow, she’s to die.”

      Something dark rises inside of me. Something so unexpected that I honestly feel one moment of fear before I just accept it. I just accept this dark and terrible thing inside of me. My sister is not going to die. Not on my watch she isn’t.

      No matter the cost.

      Tonight, I’m going to have to kill Fredrick, and there isn’t a damned thing I can do about it. Reaper to reaper, he’s going down. I don’t even care if my touch doesn’t kill him. If I have to do this the rough way, if I have to do this in a way that would kill any and all supernaturals just to be sure he’s dead and stays dead, I will.

      “If it matters,” he pauses, “I want to be sad I have to do this, but I’m honestly looking forward to taking her life force. If only to show you that I’m always going to win, and you’re always going to lose. If watching your sister die doesn’t teach you that though, I’ll come up with something else. Another way to drive the lesson home.” With that, he teleports away.

      I bet teleporting is easy for him. Without pesky emotions distracting his focus...

      I look down at Emma. She’s still sleeping off the surgery and the high doses of medication they’ve given to keep her comfortable, but I remember everything about her. I know her eyes are a startling blue. I know my mother would be devastated to lose her after she lost me.

      I sure as hell was. I can’t lose her again.

      For some reason, even though I haven’t seen it, I’m sure she’s back on this continent to see my kids. I don’t know where she is on her route to see them, whether she’s been there already and has moved on or was literally on her way, but I know it deep inside. My sister is just the kind of person who would step up and make sure they felt loved, even if it impacted her exploration of the world.

      I brush the dark hair from her forehead and she winces and moves just a little. For some reason I think about when she was really little. I was ten years older than her, so she naturally felt more like my own child than a sister. I’d rock her to sleep, and her brows would wrinkle up in exactly the same way. When she was teenager and I’d visit, she’d get mad about something, and that brow wrinkle would appear again.

      It made it hard to be mad at her. Actually, she was always someone who was hard to be mad at. My mom said it was because she was a Leo. She burned as brightly as the sun. When she was happy, everyone gravitated toward her. And when she was angry or sad, strangely, people still gravitated toward her. She just felt like someone people wanted to know, people wanted to be around.

      And I’d missed the last few years of her life.

      The sobs come in a wave of emotion I don’t understand. Frederick is going to kill her if I don’t figure out how to stop it. And it feels like just another slap to my heart. Isn’t it enough I lost my children and my husband? I have to lose her too?

      I cry harder. And for some reason, I want to blame Brad, Connor, and Ajax for my emotional state. Before them, I didn’t cry. Not a lot. I just endured this new life like a job like I was Atlas, and I had to carry the world or let it fall. Now, however, it’s like someone tore down the barrier around my emotions, and they just kept overflowing, no matter how much I want them to stop.

      Speaking of one of the devils, Brad comes in, and without speaking a word, he wraps his arms around me. Holds me. And damned if it isn’t comfortable and safe. This man, he smells like something warm and masculine and pleasant. When I first met him, I could never imagine that he could just hold me like this and it’d feel so natural, but it does.

      And that scares me. More than the thought that I have to kill a reaper tonight.

      I cling to him, watching my tears dampen his shirt. I expect him to pull away and tell me how much his damned shirt costs, but he doesn’t. If anything, he pulls me closer.

      “It’s okay,” he whispers against my hair.

      And…and I almost believe it will be. That killing a reaper will just be another thing I check off, try to forget, and move on from.

      Except, somehow I don’t think it’ll be that easy.
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      Ajax

      

      It’s been a long day. I’m trying to forget that I saw Connor kissing Jules. But I see it every fucking time I close my eyes. I’m not jealous. Well, maybe a little. But I also know she doesn’t belong to me. No matter how much I wish she does, it doesn’t make it true. She’s free to kiss anyone she wants. And if that’s Connor, then I’ll deal.

      But I don’t want her kissing him and not me. Yeah, I know that makes me sound like an asshole, but it’s the way I feel. Somehow, this woman has found a place in my heart. I don’t make room for people very often, and the idea that I might be left watching her and Connor together while she forgets all about me hurts in a way that makes me feel like a fool.

      She doesn’t belong to me. I say the words over and over in my head, but it doesn’t change the fact that it feels like she does. Nor does it erase the lingering jealous inside of me every time I picture her and Connor together.

      I need to get over this. But how?

      “Pizza’s here!” Connor shouts the second the doorbell rings. Instantly, he’s running for the door like some drunk frat guy. He flings open the door, pays for the giant pile of pizza, then turns around and grins at Brad and I, where we’re lounging on the couch with some random football game on. “It smells so freaking good!” Then, he’s taking off to the kitchen like a kid who just stole some candy.

      Brad climbs over the couch in a rush, tripping a bit, as he hurries for the kitchen. “Mine’s the cheese! Don’t touch it!”

      “I got my own meat lovers,” Connor says, an insulted note to his voice.

      “You did last time too, but it didn’t stop you from eating some of mine,” Brad mutters.

      I sigh. I enjoy food. But compared to these two? I swear they’d fuck food, if they could.

      Getting up, I make my way to the kitchen where my extra large supreme is waiting, looking even better than I remember. Brad and Connor had ordered pizza from one of the sidewalk bistros in town and as I grab a slice and take my first bite, I have to admit, it’s delicious. Artisan crust with fresh mozzarella and sun-dried roasted tomatoes. It’s herbed and spiced so there’s no doubt a real Italian put some love into this thing.

      The first time I ate pizza in Italy, the chef brought it to me as an offering. He also offered me the hand of his daughter, but I only took the pizza because I was with Aphrodite in Gaeta. She was in our bungalow perfuming herself in a bath of rose petals, and I’d gone to wait for her at the sidewalk cafe.

      Sometimes, the memories of my life are vivid and overpowering. Sometimes, they’re just little snapshots because I’ve lived a thousand years twice at least. I stopped counting. But this one is as fresh as if it happened yesterday.

      Even while Connor and Brad talk around me, I find my thoughts moving from the past and present. We’re all around the table now, a box of pizza open in front of each of us. Brad has already lathered his pizza in blood, and Connor is both devouring his pizza and whining about it needing more meat, somehow all at the same time.

      This pizza is nearly as good as the one I had in Italy. These boys certainly know all the best restaurants in town. My thoughts drift from the pizza back to the present, and I hear Jules’s name, then force myself to focus on the conversation.

      “So what do we know about the guy who’s bothering Jules?” I ask, taking a bite of my pizza, trying to look casual and failing.

      I glance at Connor and then Brad. They know I’m a fallen god. I know they’re a wolf and a vampire. And living with them is a choice. Not an obvious one, but one that works for us. We’re family. Brothers. And I trust them to tell me everything they know. The same as they trust me. Now, if I could only stop seeing Connor kissing Jules, maybe I could get my head out of my ass and figure out what the hell is going on in that damned hospital.

      Connor shakes his head. “She’s scared of him. I could see it earlier.”

      Brad nods. “With him around, Connor’s going to be getting less action, I can tell you that.”

      I frown, turning their words over in my head. “I don’t want him around. There’s no reason for some loser to be at the hospital anyway.” I pause, avoiding their gazes. “Maybe he’s even the reason she’s so skittish? The Sam from her past?” It makes sense. The nightmare. The fear. The way this guy just showed up.

      Brad smacks another piece of pizza on my plate. “I think he’s an ex. She’s not the kind to react to a guy, especially in fear, unless he’s got something on her. A reason she would need to be scared of him.”

      I should ask about her “reaction” to Connor, but I don’t. No woman is coming between us. I can be the bigger man.

      “Has she said anything about anyone threatening her?”

      Connor shakes his head and takes a bite of his slice. He chews thoughtfully then swallows. Then he swigs a gulp of beer and speaks. “Not to me. But I usually only see her with patients, and she keeps things pretty professional around them. The only time she actually lets down her guard is after her spiritual episodes.” It’s what he calls her fainting after she is with a patient. I don’t pretend to understand her methods of healing patients, but I’ve heard about the after-effects. It seems whether it’s a placebo effect on the patients or something more, they tend to get better after her work.

      Brad is thoughtful. “I don’t know who he is, but every time he shows up, she’s scared shitless. And when I walked into that girl’s room earlier, she was crying like her world was ending.” He looks to me. “Have we found out anything about the girl?”

      We have. “I can’t find a connection between her and Jules.” Of course, that doesn’t mean much, even with technology. But I have Jean-Paul on it.  I’m just not anticipating he’s going to find much.

      Brad nods, chewing slowly. “There’re a lot of questions about the mystery patient, since she came in with no information, but it seems to be a dead end until we at least know her name. So, I think the better thing to do would be to focus on the information we do have. What do we know about Jules?”

      I know all I need to know about her. “She’s a healer.”

      Connor nods. “Where did she come from? Did she come to you for a job or did you find her? What’s her paperwork say? Where’d she go to school?”

      I have access to all manner of information at the hospital, but I wasn’t involved in her hiring. I don’t know who was, but she’s doing a great job. I’m not going to go snooping around in her life when this isn’t about her. It’s about this fucking guy and whether or not he’s terrorizing her and why.

      “I didn’t hire her; Drake Dearil did. I don’t remember him saying much about her. He basically emphasized the need for alternative healing methods to continue offering the latest services.” I frown, thinking of the CEO of the hospital. He’s supposed to be involved in everything, but he’s more like me. He shows up when he wants to, makes a lot of sweeping speeches that easily convince the board to do things his way, then leaves.

      “Did he know her personally?” Connor asks, interest in his voice.

      I shake my head. “I honestly don’t know.”

      “Maybe it’d be worth it to check out her file,” Brad says slowly. “At least figure out where she came from, where she went to school, that kind of thing.”

      “Maybe,” I say, echoing his words. The thing is, I don’t like the idea of digging into Jules’s background. It’s clear she has some major trust issues, and I don’t want to give her a reason not to trust me. “But does any of it really matter?”

      They look at me in confusion, so I press on.

      “We want to learn more about Jules, but not necessarily her family, her past locations, or her past jobs. We want to learn the things we can only figure out if she tells us. It seems to me that outside of researching the Jane Doe, we should stick to trying to stay close to her.”

      Brad wrinkles his nose. “Easier said than done when she clearly wants to keep us at arm’s length.”

      “But does she?” Connor asks. We both look at him, and the wolf speaks as if he’s still trying to figure out how he feels. “Every time she lets down her guard, she reaches for one of us. It seems like she wants to keep her secrets, but she’s doing through a lot, and she still wants our support.”

      Damn it. He’s right. I can see why Jules is drawn to him. “So, what, we just try to be there for her, no matter how odd things get, without asking questions?”

      Connor shrugs. “We can try.”

      “I’m in,” Brad says.

      “I thought you weren’t interested in her.” I grin as I take another bite.

      He opens his mouth, glares at me, and closes it. “Just eat your damned pizza.”

      I hear the sound of Jules’s car starting outside. At least, that’s the sound I’ve come to connect with her convertible. Unable to help myself, I get up from the table and go to the window in the living room that faces the street. When I look out the window, she’s getting into her car, which is honestly unusual for Jules. Unless she’s working, it’s rare she leaves in the evening.

      My instinct tells me to give chase, but I’ve always been big with the chase.

      I’m not the only one at the window now. Brad nudges me. “Maybe we should…I don’t know…follow her?”

      “Is that being there for her?” I ask with a frown. “Or stalking her?”

      “Something in-between,” Brad says, and now I know we’re definitely crossing a line. I’m just trying to decide how much I care.

      Connor picks up a pizza box and heads to the door. “What are you guys waiting for? We can have dinner on the road.”

      I try to come up with a reason not to follow her, but I can’t.

      He walks out and is standing by his Jeep when Brad and I follow. He’s still munching on his pizza, like this is just the next natural stop in our evening, and his causal air puts some of my worries at ease. Connor is harmless. If he’s up for this, maybe it isn’t a huge deal.

      I don’t know that this is a good idea, but to keep her safe from the asshole who’s bothering her, we need to know what’s going on. And this might just be a way for us to figure it all out.
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      Jules

      

      After an hour of driving around, I find Frederick by dumb luck. Well, I spot him because of dumb luck and good timing, but the place I have a vague knowledge of. He’s walking into Eternal Rest, a hangout where Drake told me I would find other reapers if I wanted to socialize and learn the ropes. Which I absolutely did not back then, and I still don’t. But if Frederick is in there, then that’s exactly where I need to be.

      I park my car in the fairly full lot of expensive-looking cars. No surprise there. When we have the power to kill and to make ourselves as young and attractive as we want, the world has a way of giving us exactly what we want.

      Killing the engine, I take a deep breath. I’m doing this. I really am. For my sister.

      I look in the rearview mirror. The sign above the old brick building says Eternal Rest in red letters that almost look like blood. Clever. A couple of reapers enter it, laughing their asses off, and my heart races. I’m a reaper. I belong here. I just need to act like it.

      Just remember what you learned on the internet. How to kill this guy. Yeah, the internet isn’t exactly a reliable source of information, but I can’t exactly ask Drake or the other reapers how we can kill one of our own. I’d casually brought up what the council could do to me again with Drake at work, and he’d reiterated that we could be killed, sort of, but it involved more than just a touch from one of our own.

      Yeah, of course, things couldn’t be that easy. But I guess it also means that I can’t be snuffed out without effort too. Now, I just need to be smart.

      Heading inside, I try to keep my head held high. Not knowing what kind of bar this is, I’d gone with a simple black tank top, dark jeans, and my make-up and hair done as if for a night out. When I get inside, I’m glad I made my fashion choices. This isn’t a Prada and pearls kind of place. It’s definitely more a tank tops and cut off jeans kind of place. The lighting is dim, which helps to hide the scarred floor, the water-stained ceiling, and the old Formica countertop, or at least make it not so glaringly run-down. There are reapers hanging out in dark booths all around the place, but I imagine things won’t get busier for a few more hours.

      I walk to the bar and take a stool.

      “What can I get you, honey?”

      If I don’t order a drink, it’ll look like I only came in here because of him, and he’s at a table right now, watching a game of some kind. So, I instantly decide to remember to play my part. To act like a woman just out for some fun.

      “Captain and coke.” I can already tell this is the kind of place that waters down their spiced rum and probably their coke, too. So, if I sip slow, I’ll remain sober enough to do what I have to do and still have enough liquid courage to do it.

      “Are you stalking me?”

      The man of the hour is at my side, sliding onto the stool next to mine, which I guess is what I wanted, even though I wish I had another few minutes to prepare myself. He’s wearing a t-shirt with a band on it and has that light brown hair of his styled just “so.” His smile is easy, flirtatious even, and I have to try not to wrinkle my nose as I look away from him. “No. I came for a drink.”

      “Not to beg me some more?” The glimmer in his eyes says the thought excites him.

      This is going to be so much easier than I thought.

      “Sorry. I’m not here for you at all. I’ve done a lot of killing lately and I need to…” I smile my best sultry, come-get-me smile, “work off some energy.” I follow my words with another sip from my drink, like I don’t know what I just clearly implied.

      He’s been a reaper long enough to know that the only way a reaper can work off life force energy is to fuck it out of our systems. And he smiles. “Fucking me won’t change my mind.”

      “I didn’t say I was here to fuck you.”

      He frowns. “But I am here…”

      I shrug and sip my drink. “Honestly, I couldn’t care less. I just need to find someone and feel calmer.” Scanning the room, I nod toward one man in a corner. “Maybe him.”

      “Jerry? Nah! Even the other reaper women say he’s bad in bed, with or without a reaper high.”

      I pretend to seem annoyed. “How about him?” I nod toward another man.

      “That bastard? Definitely not.”

      I sigh, like I’m truly frustrated. “Then, who would you recommend?”

      He leans in closer to me, too close, and lowers his voice. “Honestly, I’m the best pick here. By far.”

      Knowing that I need to play this dance right, I let my gaze roam over him. “It doesn’t matter if you’re attractive. You’ve made my life hell. You’re my enemy. You won’t even do me a small favor, but I’m supposed to fuck you?”

      He puts his arm across the back of my chair. “Listen, I’ve been a reaper for a long time. And you know what I’ve learned?”

      Asshole is going to make me respond. “What?”

      He leans closer. “I’m unstoppable. Not once since I died have I lost. Not a mark. Not anything. You may as well look at me as invincible. So, no, I’m not going to cave and save your sister. I’m not going to do anything other than what I want to do, what I’ve been told to do, because at the end of the day, you have no chance against me.” He taps my chin with a grin. “I think the sooner you accept that, the sooner we can start to have a little fun. Just remove the stick from your ass, Jules. I know reapers aren’t good at losing, but you’ve lost this fight. Do you really want to end your day being groped by an asshole when you can have me? Is it really worth your pride?”

      Man, even if I wasn’t a reaper, even if I wasn’t trying to save my sister and my patients, I think I’d want to kill this guy.

      “You do look like you might know your way around a woman.” I chew my lower lip and stare, head tilted, wearing a half smile.

      He turns his knees toward mine and his desire is evident even through his jeans. “Oh, sweetheart, I more than know my way around.”

      I’ve got him now. “Okay, maybe. Although it’s a bit hard to forget our history and just accept that tonight can just be about sex between us.” I let out a slow breath. “Why don’t you let me buy you a drink and you can tell me about why sleeping with you might be worth swallowing my pride?”

      He grins. “Absolutely.”

      The bartender sets the drinks in front of us, and I hand over a twenty then we clink glasses. He smiles, oblivious to the amount of desperation that has driven me to try what I’m about to try.

      “Have you ever squirted?” he asks me in a purr as he drinks.

      “No,” I say, hating myself a little for even pretending I want this asshole.

      As he goes on about his sexual prowess, I try to look interested and not to keep glancing at my purse. But I know my gaze strays to it more than it should. I have the sleeping medicine in my bag, a baggie of pills I smashed to a fine powder. The car is in the alley. Everything is ready. I just need him to look the other way.

      Look the fuck away!

      But he doesn’t. He just keeps yammering on, trying to convince me of just how good he is in bed. I want to say that if he is actually that good, he wouldn’t need to say it, but I keep that thought to myself. Instead, I carefully pull the packet out of my bag and hang onto it. When the opportunity presents itself, I need to be ready.

      But time passes, and I can’t catch a break.

      Time to speed things along.

      I scoot closer to him on my stool and he spreads his knees apart so mine fit between them. I wind the fingers of my free hand into his hair and he leans in, kisses me soft and slow. And it’s perfect, like I planned it. I dump the baggie into his drink and stir it with my finger.

      When he pulls back, I smile. “Nice.”

      “You want to get out of here?” His voice is a purr.

      “Let’s finish these and then we can see?” But I’m head-tilting, lip licking, pulling out the stops to let him know what I “want.” I need him interested. And God help me. I know he isn’t an innocent. I also know I’m not either, but even for us, I’m about to cross a line.

      He chugs his drink and grins. He’s done some damage in the last few days to patients at the hospital. Probably needs to get laid. Might even be why he’s here. But that drink is going to take a while to work. He orders another for each of us and I need a reason not to drink mine. They’re stronger than I anticipated.

      “You want to dance with me, Frederick?” My voice is a phone-sex sultry whisper.

      “Yeah.” He stands and holds out his hand. There isn’t a dance floor or tables, so after we play the jukebox, we just stand next to it and he pulls me close. If not for my baby sister, my conscience would be kicking my ass, but this is for Emma.

      And so I pull him down for another kiss. His dick is hard against my belly and after a few minutes, he’s slurring and leaning more into me. I don’t know that I have time to wait for another song.

      “My car’s in the alley out back.” I whisper it in his ear while I rub my boobs against his chest. “You ready to go?”

      “Oh…yeah.” Even his smile spreads across his face slower, like it’s a slur itself.

      I take his hand as we walk out and around the side of the building. The tire iron is in the backseat. Adrenaline pumps through my veins and I’m shaking. I’m really going to do this. I let him turn me into his arms as he leans against the trunk of my car.

      “Hang on a second, baby.” It sounds so much sexier when Connor says it to me than when I say it to Frederick. I open the back door and reach in for the tire iron and when I back out of the car, Frederick’s head is resting on his fist and he’s standing, but not straight. He’s passing out.

      And I’m going to help. I swing in a side arc first, then one from overhead. His bones smash, break, shatter. And he falls, blood spurting from his nose, his face misshapen.  My stomach is sick. I drop the tire iron and take a couple deep breaths. This is much harder than I thought.

      But is this enough to kill a reaper?

      Reaching out, I touch his skin, feeling for his life force. And like an explosion, it comes at me, so fast I’m not even sure I was the one to pull it free. The grey swirl of light launches inside of me, pushing aside the smaller life forces from patients I’d killed at other times. And it’s overwhelming. Like swallowing the sun. Energy vibrates through me, makes my heart race.

      At any other time, I’d find someone, anyone, and fuck their brains out. Over and over again to calm the energy that I can’t seem to control. But there’s a dead guy lying on the ground near me. No one from the main road will see what I’ve done, but other reapers could leave the bar at any time, and then I’d be screwed.

      You’ve successfully killed him. Yeah, you’ll have to make sure he stays dead, but at least you could kill him. Now, you can’t get caught.

      I can’t stop now. I push the button on my key fob so the truck opens and I drag him into the back of the car and push him in. It sounds easier than it is. His body is dead weight. Probably at least a hundred-eighty muscled pounds of it. When I shove him in, the front of his shirt slides up and I get a look at his body. He was built. Had I not drugged him, he could’ve stopped me.  But had he not been insistent that Emma had to die, had he been willing to just let this one go, he could’ve lived. There are variables. Mitigations.

      Oh, fuck. I killed a guy. Not a guy on a list who’s lived out his allotted time on Earth. This guy is…special. And I murdered him. I’m a cold-blooded killer.

      The breath whooshes out of my lung and I can’t believe what I’ve done. I wouldn’t believe it if it wasn’t for the dead body staring up at me from my trunk.

      I slam the lid shut but it bounces back open. Shit. I smashed his arm. I push it back in and stare down at him. I’m sweating and bloody and maybe hyperventilating. I’m not sure. I only know I can’t breathe, and I need to throw up.

      “Jules!” Oh God. It’s Connor, and he’s coming toward me at a full jog with Ajax and Brad. And I can’t get the fucking trunk to close.

      This is an “oh shit” moment like no other I’ve ever had.

      I move so I’m at the side of the car. Hopefully, they won’t look at the back.

      But the very first thing Connor does is move past me to the trunk and I watch him, but I really want to shrivel, to disappear, to have thought this out a bit better.

      “Holy shit, Jules.”

      Yeah. I’m horribly aware of the holy shit-ness of this situation. I don’t need the recap.

      “What did you do?” And now Brad is asking questions that have a very obvious answer.

      I look to Ajax, who has moved beside them. “Okay. We can work with this.” His voice is oddly calm, like this is just another issue that’s arisen in the hospital that he’s creating a game plan for.

      “It looked like he attacked you. We can call…”

      “No one.” Ajax is firm in answer to Brad’s almost suggestion. “This is a take-it-to-your-grave type of situation.”

      Brad tilts his head. “Since when does your moral compass point so far north?”

      “It’s not. But this guy could bring heat on us all.”

      I realize I’m holding my breath and slowly let it go. Shouldn’t these guys be more upset? Shouldn’t they be calling the police? I feel like they trust me so damned much that it hasn’t even occurred to them that this situation is exactly what it looks like: that I killed a guy. And just that realization makes this whole situation even worse. All logic says I should play up my role, that I’m just some delicate female that was attacked by a guy and did the only thing I could think of to stay alive. But the role makes me feel…dirty. And not the good kind of dirty.

      Brad crosses his arms and looks at the guy in the trunk, while Connor crouches and considers the trunk from every angle. Brad seems to be uncertain about this whole situation, like he’s putting puzzle pieces together and he hasn’t yet decided what picture he’ll form. But Connor is acting like he’s a mechanic trying to fix my car, not a man looking at a body thrown into a trunk.

      What the hell is going on?

      And then there’s Ajax. Is he really so in love with me that he’d help me cover up a murder with ease? Or is that my ego talking? Maybe the man just…doesn’t mind murder. Which should freak me out more than it does.

      “All right. Here’s what we’re going to do…” Connor waves us all in like we’re the huddle of a football team.

      “No cops though,” Ajax adds.

      Connor gives a little nod. “That’s a given. No cops. But I was thinking--”

      I step back, shaking my head. These guys are human. They’re innocent. The last thing they need to do is get even more mixed up with all of this. “No. This is my problem. You guys don’t have to get involved.” I can’t let them risk themselves for me. Especially since I can’t tell them exactly why they’re taking such a chance.

      Ajax lifts a brow in my direction, his expression possessive. “We’re involved.”

      He nods to Connor and Brad, who each shove part of Frederick deeper into the trunk, then he holds out his hands. “Give me the keys.”

      I glance from one of them to the other. All of them are staring at me like this is just something I should accept.

      “You guys understand I just murdered someone, right?” I ask.

      Are they in shock? Is that what this is?

      “Yeah, we picked that up pretty quickly,” Connor says, giving me a strangely reassuring smile.

      “None of us has missed how this guy has impacted you,” Brad tells me slowly, and then his eyes meet mine, and I know. I know he’s on my side. “You wouldn’t just purposely kill someone. You couldn’t hurt a fly. So you don’t need to say more. We all know you just did what you had to do.”

      He’s right. I did. But not for the reasons he thinks.

      “If you all just turn around and leave now, you won’t be involved in this. We’ll never talk about it again. I made this mess; I’ll clean it up.”

      Ajax pushes the hair back from my face, his expression intense. “Whether you like it or not, you’re not alone any more. We’re all in this thing, and we’ll get out of it. Together.”

      Does he mean just dealing with Fredrick? Because it feels like he means something more.

      “Connor, go to the house and get what we need, then meet us at the hollow.” Ajax’s voice leaves no room for argument.

      I don’t have a clue what the hollow is, or what Connor needs to pick up, but I hope Ajax has a plan because I didn’t get this far when I thought this through. My plan was simply to dispose of his body somewhere no one would think to look. Not even other reapers.

      “Are you sure?” I ask again, my voice almost a plea to reconsider.

      “We’re sure,” they all say.

      For some reason, I can’t decide if I feel relieved, or more afraid than before. The dark thing inside of me seems to have run away. I’d told myself I had to kill this man. Every time I think of my sister, I know I’m right. But it doesn’t change the fact that this all feels wrong.

      Including involving these three amazing men in my problem.

      Ajax tosses his keys to Connor and wags his fingers again for mine. When I hand them over, he offers me a soft smile and a nod. “Come on. We’re all in this together.”

      And somehow, I almost believe him.

      Almost.
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      I watch Ajax as he drives. He’s confident. In control. Takes twists and turns like the car is on rails and he’s the conductor. His forearm muscles expand and contract as he grips the steering wheel and takes the corners, and he smiles when he looks at me. It’s comforting.

      On a small road like this leading up to the woods, I’d be driving more slowly. Especially now that night has fallen. But Ajax? It’s like his reactions are faster than my own. I feel safer in this car, going too fast down a winding road, than I’ve felt with most of the people I’ve driven with over the years.

      In the backseat, Brad is quiet. Randomly, he runs his hands through that dark hair of his, making it messier than it usually is, but I’m not sure if it’s nerves, or just a habit. Even so, his blue eyes have been laser focused on the road ahead of us for most of the drive, except for twice when he reached up to grip my shoulder and tell me it’s all going to be okay.

      They don’t know that I’m not only not upset, but I’m relieved. And, unfortunately, horny.

      My stomach is surging, like I’ve absorbed ten or so human lives, and the energy is intoxicating. I have to keep biting my cheek, tapping my feet, and twisting my hands not to throw myself at one of these men. Right now, they might be willing to help me, but if I suddenly want to fuck after killing a man, they might start to ask themselves why I’m not more upset.

      No, I have to keep it together. Get rid of the body. Get away from these men. And fuck someone, anyone.

      After we’ve driven for about an hour, we pull off the road, our headlights bright in the darkness of the creepy woods. We drive into an area that looks completely wild and untouched by humans, like any random part of a forest. The surface beneath the car is bumpy and uneven, tossing us all around, but we don’t run into any trees or bushes. It’s like we’re on an invisible path to somewhere, somewhere it seems these guys are familiar with.

      I kind of want to ask them why they know about this place, but I’m also not sure I want to know the answer. Is the reason they aren’t as upset about this murder as I feel like they should be because this isn’t their first murder? No, that’s insane. These three nice guys don’t go around murdering people. They’re humans. Nice humans. I’m the one with secrets and a killer inside of me.

      We stop at a small clearing hidden between two rock formations. The Hollow. That’s what they’d called it. I didn’t even know this was here.

      “Okay, we’re here.” Ajax looks at Brad in the rearview mirror.

      “Time to bury a body,” Brad says, and I can’t read his emotions in his voice.

      Still, the fact that he isn’t saying we’re here, where the police are waiting for me, is a good sign. I have to believe that out of everyone in this world, these men are the only ones who would have my back right now, and the knowledge is strangely comforting.

      Ajax and Brad climb out of the car, but I hesitate, watching them. My thoughts are saying that I’m glad I moved in next door to them, that I found them instead of ending up neighbors with some kind of weirdo freaks. But my body? It wants to mount them and see if even in this situation I can get their dicks hard.

      Which is insane. So, I don’t get out until Connor arrives and starts handing out shovels.

      I take a deep breath, hating the fact that I’m wet and ready when I should be focused on getting rid of the reaper. I tell my libido to calm the hell down, then force myself to get out of the car, and not stare at the hunks at all.

      But when I realize Connor only brought three shovels and handed them out to the others, I frown. “What am I supposed to do? Cheerlead?” The words surprise me, and I know I only spoke up because my head’s a mess right now.

      But to my surprise, Connor smiles. “I’d pay money to watch you dance around in a short skirt.”

      His words ease some of the anxiety inside of me, and Brad and Ajax start digging.

      “You know…” Connor begins.

      Brad backhands his chest. “Come on. Daylight will be here by the time we’re done if you spend the whole time flirting.”

      Connor gives me another smile, and then all three of them are digging. Luckily, the dirt is wet, and these three are stronger than I even imagined. They cut through the ground like it takes no effort at all, and my gaze roams over them as they’re working area is illuminated by the car headlights.

      “We’ll make sure he’s deep enough that no one will find him,” Connor says, huffing a little.

      I nod because I didn’t ask. I can’t ask anything. My body is vibrating. They’re all so calm. And some of this is my reaper high, but also because I’m looking at three sexy men digging a grave for the guy I killed. And they’re doing it to protect me.

      Reaper high. Man high. It’s all the same to me right now, and I’m ready to go.

      The digging goes a lot faster than I thought it would and not much time has passed by the time they’d dug a really deep grave. They stop around it, wiping sweat away, and I shiver in the cold night air. The moon overhead feels strangely fitting, and when I hear the hooting of an owl, I try not to take it as a sign.

      Ajax and Brad go and get the body, then toss it with ease into the grave. They start to cover it up, when I remember what I have to do.

      “Wait!” I say.

      I already know that what I’m about to do will bring questions, but I can’t help it.

      Avoiding eye contact with them, I climb into the grave and pull my dagger from my purse. Sawing his head off has got to be one of the worst things I’ve ever done in my life. There’s blood everywhere, and I hear the snapping of bones and other things as I work. When I’m finally done, I toss the head between his legs. Then, I climb out of the grave, glad no one is talking, and pull out the flask in my purse. Without hesitating, I open it and dump the gasoline all over him, then toss the flask in.

      “What the--?” Brad begins.

      But I ignore him, lighting a match and dropping it into the grave. Frederick’s body goes up in flames, and the smell is awful. We’re all gagging and backing up, coughing and struggling. I use the wet wipes in my purse to clean myself up and throw that evidence into the grave as well, before backing up to where everyone else is. We stay a little ways away from the grave as the body continues to burn.

      “Why?” Brad asks when I reach them, looking at me like I’m insane.

      “So no one can identify him,” I say, hoping my answer is enough, knowing it sounds like crap when I left the head in the grave.

      But Brad’s gaze holds mine. “You really need to know he won’t find you again, huh?”

      I feel tears sting my eyes and manage to nod.

      The strange tension between the men fades, and I honestly feel guilty. They probably think cutting his head off and burning him was part of some traumatic response, a way for me to feel safe, knowing there’s no chance that he can come back.

      But it’s probably better they think I’m a little unstable than to know that I looked up ways to kill a reaper, and they all included sawing off his head and burning his body. Again, this is all based on internet research, but it made sense to me.

      It’s still dark out when the fire goes out, and they cover him over with dirt. They bury him seven or eight feet deep. Deep enough that I hope this truly means he’ll never come back for me.

      No, he’s gone. Dead. Beyond dead. You’re safe now.

      The sense of relief is almost overwhelming, and I moan. The sound surprises me. It feels like now that I’m sure Fredrick is dead, I’m free of my fear. Which, unfortunately, leaves only one need remaining. Plus the endorphin rush is clouding everything but the need for one of them.

      Or...oh, God, all of them.

      “Let’s go,” Ajax whispers.

      I nod, unable to speak. We climb back into the jeep, and Connor follows us in my car. The shovels are safely stored away. And although they’re a little dirty, there’s nothing around us now that tells anyone we just killed a man.

      Are we really free?

      Ajax’s fast driving eats up the road, and we’re back in town before I know it. My hands are wringing in front of me. My feet are tapping. I’m free. We’re free. My sister is safe. And now all I can feel is the overwhelming need inside of my body.

      I’m wet. My nipples are so hard they ache as they brush the material of my bra. The need to scream and run from the car or fuck their brains out is almost too hard for me to resist.

      But I try. Oh, fucking hell, I try.

      “Let’s go inside,” Ajax says, killing the engine.

      We climb out of the car, followed by Connor in my own. And, it’s strange. None of them are looking at me like I just killed a man. If anything, they’re looking at me like I’m curiosity they can’t quite figure out.

      The fantasy of all of us together spins in my mind, hotter than my body could probably handle, and by the time Ajax opens their front door, I don’t mind that he’s sweaty and has dirt on his hands and streaked across his face. I follow him into his place and he smiles, slides his fingers through mine. And I can’t wait any more. I push him against the wall, slide my hands under his shirt, and shove it upward.

      Dear God, his muscles are defined, ripped, chiseled. And salty to my tongue as I glide it along his chest. A groan explodes from his lips, and I feel my inner muscles tightening in response.

      “Jules, we’re not alone,” he says, followed by another groan.

      “I don’t care.” I sense Brad and Connor staring at us, but I really don’t care. I can’t. Not when my reaper high is sweeping me under. Not when I’ll explode if I don’t orgasm soon.

      “Do you want to go upstairs?” Ajax pants.

      My mouth ravages his skin and I pull away long enough to yank my top over my head. “Let them watch.”

      Ajax throws his head back as I glide down his body. I attack his belt then his slacks while I press hot, hard kisses against his belly.

      He’s a breathtaking man.

      “You’re killing me, Jules.” I don’t know who says it. I don’t care. I can only focus wholly on Ajax, on working out the energy that comes with a kill. Although this is more. Bigger. So potent I can’t think.

      When I shove him down onto the hard floor and try to take his cock into my fist, he stops me and spins me so my back is against his chest. I almost protest, but then he’s got one hand fondling my breast and the other between my legs, rubbing me through my shorts.

      I lean my head back, eyes closed, wanting more. Needing more. And knowing this man will satisfy me in every way.

      “Take off your shorts.” He doesn’t have to tell me twice. I am desperate, and he’s hard against me.

      I pull off my shorts and underwear and fall back against him. His hard cock is between my legs, and I reach for him, teasing his tip. He jerks beneath me, swearing, and continues fondling my clit and my breasts. I want to tell him to stop, that I’m ready, but the words are stuck in my throat.

      When I feel the head of his cock angle toward my opening, the words finally come free. “Fuck me. Damn it. Fuck me!”

      There’s no preamble when he shoves inside of me, but it’s incredible. His huge dick is so big inside of me that it seems to rub against every nerve in my body. A moan explodes from my lips, but it’s more than a moan; it’s me begging for more.

      He uses his fingers to tease my clit into a hard nub as he very slowly rubs himself inside of me. “Brad and Connor are watching us. Look.”

      I open my eyes and meet Connor’s gaze. He’s in one of the easy chairs, stroking his cock, eyes half-lidded. Brad is in the other chair, cock hard in his hand, glistening at the tip as Ajax pounds me from behind. Neither man seems to think this is strange at all, which gives me one moment of jealousy before it fades away, replaced by pure and utter satisfaction. These two gorgeous men are stroking themselves while watching me, and another big man is inside of me. Being jealous is stupid. Everyone should be jealous of me.

      And then there’s the other thing. This is my first time seeing Connor and Brad naked. And I’m more than a little pleased. These two act like big shots, and now I know why. Any man with cocks like theirs, with rippling muscles in their thighs and chests like them, would feel like a big shot too. I drink in the sight of them.

      This is the most erotic experience of my entire life.

      I eye them both, watching them as Ajax increases his tempo. At first, it’s just a little faster, and then he’s pounding in and out of me while my body screams for more. My head gets light. I want to close my eyes and give into it all, but I don’t want to stop watching Brad and Connor.

      No, experiences like this are once in a lifetime, and I’d be damned if I missed one moment of this.

      What’s more, Brad and Connor want to help--I can tell. Brad’s gaze is focused on my pussy, and every time Ajax slams into me, he jerks himself harder. Connor, on the other hand, is letting his gaze roam all over me, from my breasts to my pussy, and the hunger in his eyes is impossible to ignore.

      They want me. They’re imagining fucking me.

      And the thought is all I need to topple over the edge, to soar on the waves of passion. To cry out and writhe and shift and grind against Ajax like I’ve never wanted anything more than this. Ajax’s arms come around me, and his body goes rigid as he fills me with his cum.

      My body takes all of him. Every fucking inch. It almost hums with satisfaction, loving the way his hot seed feels inside of me, but wanting more all at the same time.

      Ajax groans as he finishes, and it’s a three-part harmony with Brad and Connor as I watch them explode, hot cum flowing down their hands.

      It’s strange. As satisfied as I feel, it isn’t enough. I want them all. And one of these days, I will have them. I guarantee it.

      But for now, I close my eyes and feel my body humming with satisfaction. Frederick is dead. My sister and the hospital are safe. And I just had the most amazing experience of my life.

      Not bad for a day’s work.
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      It’s late in the afternoon when I wake with Ajax wrapped around me. At some point, we moved to his bed and I fell into a sweet, dreamy sleep, but the real world is calling to me. I am a murderer. One who delighted in semi-group sex after we buried the body. Reaper high or not, the light of day is stark and shines bright on what I’ve done.

      I killed Frederick. I kill people. Although before Frederick, I did it because it was my job, because it was part of the deal I made with Drake. Now, I’ve still done it with good reason, but it was a choice I made. I sigh and walk down stairs to the living room to get my clothes from where I’d left them this morning.

      I shove my legs into my jeans and lift the shirt over my head then tiptoe out the front door and across the lawn to the house. It’s late in the afternoon, later than I thought when I woke, anyway.

      But it doesn’t matter. Emma is safe, even if she can never know I’m here.

      I sigh. That’s enough for me. For now.

      When I reach my front door, all I want to do is crawl into the bath and wash off the memory of the last few days, but as I open the door, I freeze. Something is wrong. Something feels…off.

      Closing the door behind me, I take a step. Into…dirt. I stare down at the white marble floors of my house. Someone has streaked mud and grime across the floor to the kitchen, like someone dragged across it.

      My stomach clenches. The people who work for the reapers clean everything. They care for everything. Could one of them have made a mistake? Was this them?

      I seriously doubt it.

      My instincts are screaming, but I slowly follow the trail.

      It’s definitely dirt. Mud. Not just the kind someone might drop if their shoes were muddy. No, this is something else.

      Oh God. I’m not a forensic analyst, but somehow I know this mud is going to match a sample taken from the Hollow. It’s not rocket science. It all makes sense. Except for how it got here.

      Did the reaper council see what I did? Was it someone else? I have no idea what the fuck this is, but I know it’s not good.

      Terror rolls in my belly before I see him, before I even hear his voice. “Hello, Jules.”

      Oh shit.

      His hair is caked with mud and his eyes are rimmed in dirt, but here’s. And alive. His head is attached, and none of his flesh is burned.

      This is impossible. I did everything they said to do. I did everything right...

      He smiles, dirt coating his teeth. “Jules, Jules, Jules. You should know, it isn’t that easy to kill a reaper.” The grin spreads. “But maybe I’ll have to give it a try.”

      

      Did you enjoy this book? If so, grab your copy of Reaper Hospital: Code Hot Nurse.
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