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      Jules

      My stomach sinks as I stare at the man I’d murdered. Who’s now, apparently, alive once more.

      His gaze darkens, whispering of pain and revenge.

      How is this even possible?

      “Jules, Jules, Jules. You should know that it isn’t that easy to kill a reaper.” Frederick’s grin spreads across his dirty face, his expression more menacing than I ever thought possible. “But I’m willing to give it a try.”

      A trail of mud is caked across the floor from the door to where he stands in my kitchen. His head is bloody and still partially caved in, in a way that makes me sick to my stomach. There’s also a very obvious jagged line around his neck, and it isn’t hard to guess what it’s from. It’s where I sawed off his head.

      As he moves closer to me, I notice that his leg is dragging. Probably because we put him in the trunk of a car and dislocated his hip to do it, but the healing has begun. If it hadn't, there's no way he could even move right now. There’s no way he wouldn’t still be a burned body without a head. But it seems whatever happened after we buried him included his flesh regenerating and his head reattaching.

      Which is creepy as fuck.

      Currently, he’s a shell of the man he was before I took a tire iron to his head. But after a moment, his leg straightens in a way that's completely inhuman, like watching a doll spin its head all the way around. I hear the bone pop back into place and then his leg looks normal once more. Covered in blood and dirt, but normal.

      I'm trying to swallow down the bile rising in the back of my throat, trying to remember that I'm a reaper, and just like it seems he's unable to die, so am I, but fear is weaving its way down my spine. It’s whispering that I might not be able to kill him, but he sure as hell can kill me if he knows how to.

      "Not in a mood to joke about killing each other?" He smirks as his head wiggles like a worm cut in half, then his skull pops back out to form a normal-looking head.

      "Fredrick," I begin, but I don't really know what I'm going to say. Sorry? I'm not sorry for trying to kill him. He was killing my patients. He wanted to kill my real sister.

      I am sorry that he came back to life though.

      He smirks and instead of continuing toward me, he goes to my kitchen sink and turns on the faucet. With a carelessness that strikes me as odd, he dips his head into the sink and begins to wash the blood and dirt off his face and hair. There's a part of me that feels like I'm watching a stylist shampooing a client's hair, and another part of me that feels like I'm studying a snake, waiting for it to strike. Anxiety bubbles up in my stomach, and I'm finding it hard to catch my breath as he uses my kitchen towel to scrub his face and neck. At last, he turns off the water, uses the towel to dry his hair the best he can, and then tosses the towel by the sink and turns back to me.

      "Better?" he asks, and there's something unreadable in his eyes. Something that scares me.

      "You don't look recently murdered." Fuck. That is not going to go over well. Usually when people try to kill someone, I don't think they joke about it. But what do I know? I might be becoming an expert reaper, but I'm still new to killing and burying people.

      "Good." He doesn't smile. He just studies me, and I study him right back. He only looks rough now, his black hair lighter thanks to the clods of mud and dirt still caking it together, and the bruises fading even as we stand. "Now, I think we should talk."

      "Oh, good. That should be so much fun," I say, and I don't know where the words come from, but I sound like someone who is about to pass out.

      This is bad. On a scale of one to ten bad, it’s an eleven. I should’ve known better than to try to kill him. Supernaturals like wolves and vampires all have their secrets to immortality and the special methods that bring about their deaths. I should’ve known a reaper would, too. I should’ve made sure he was dead. Checked a pulse, for hell’s sake. Not just the first time either, but a few times after that, even after I removed his head. Hell, I should have brought salt and crosses, whatever else I'd read about in a book, and thrown it all in his grave with him.

      "Aren't you glad to see me?" He stares at me like he’s waiting for me to speak, but it’s not every day the guy I tried to kill then buried alive comes back to life to stand in my kitchen. I need a minute. But, apparently, that's the wrong thing, because his mouth curls into a pout. “That’s not happiness to see me. I’m a little hurt.”

      “Crying shame I didn’t break your vocal cords.” Okay. Maybe I didn’t need a minute, after all.

      “Bitch.”

      “Murderer.” It’s the best I can do and it’s lame.

      He chuckles and shakes his head. “Good one, Jules. Tell me, do you want to be the pot or the kettle?” He shrugs. “Doesn’t matter really. A murderer by any other name is still a murderer.”

      He’s right. But I try, at least, to counteract the lives I have to reap with a healthy dose of healing. Frederick takes delight in ending lives. As much as he wants to act like he and I are the same, we're not. We're far from it. If I had my way, if I could snap my fingers and have anything I want, I'd be back at my real home with my husband and kids.

      Although, an aching voice in the back of my mind whispers that the man I'd married is no longer mine. That he has a new woman in his life. That even though my kids think of me and miss me, they've moved on too. There's no place for me in that other life. At least in this world, I have Ajax, Brad, and Connor, and that's a hell of a lot more than I had when I first died.

      “Jules, sweetheart.” His smile is too wide. He’s gone manic. Or maybe he already was and I didn’t notice. “If you would stop doing the things you’re not supposed to do, I wouldn’t be here.” He shakes his head and little bits of mud flings off his hair. “You made a deal with your maker. You can’t change it now because you’ve developed some sort of conscience.”

      “Newsflash, Einstein, I’ve always had a conscience.” And I’m trying to hang onto it. Moreover, I don’t want to believe my deal with Drake can’t evolve. That being a reaper is all I’ll ever be. Because if I have to simply kill and kill with no regard like Fredrick does, I don't know that I can keep existing. I might just lie down and see what happens when a person can't die but also refuses to live.

      Not that I'll tell him that.

      “A death for a life. You agreed, right? And your child is still alive, completely healed, I believe. So the reapers kept up their end of the bargain. Now, you need to keep up yours. You need to kill enough humans to keep the balance. We don't care who you kill, but that's your job. And we don't know how you're healing people and keeping them alive, but that needs to stop too. I don't know how much clearer we can be.” He yanks out a chair and slides heavily into it. “Sorry.” He points to the side of his skull that had been completely caved in when we’d buried him. “Don’t mind, do you? I have a bit of a headache.”

      “You know I didn’t want to hurt you, right? But you left me no choice.” My words sound hollow, even to my own ears.

      “Because I targeted your real sister.” His eyes are sharp for a moment before they soften. “Truth be told, if I could remember what my human life had been like, I might have done the same thing you did. Not that knowing that makes me any less pissed.”

      I don’t know what to say. “You had them remove your memories?”

      “Most reapers do.” His gaze locks with mine. “Actually, you’re the first reaper I’ve met who chose to keep her memories from her life as a human. Now I see why it isn’t a good idea. But it has got me thinking, wondering, maybe, about my own life, my own family, if I had one, and my own experiences. Seeing a woman who seems to detest killing kill me to protect a woman who can never be anything to her now is a curiosity that intrigues me.”

      “Leave my fucking sister alone.” The words come out a gravelly threat.

      He gives a little nod, then winces, rubbing at his head. “Don’t worry, I’ve realized how important she is to you. And while I know it’s my job to right your wrongs, what the council doesn’t know won’t hurt them, right?”

      I realize I’m staring without blinking, so I force myself to blink. “Before you were hell-bent on killing her.” And I don’t believe this asshole is just suddenly a different person.

      “Well, I’ve changed after clawing my way out of an unmarked grave. I’m not saying I’ve given up on my responsibility, because I haven’t, but I’ve realized this situation is more complex than I originally thought.” He gives a little mocking smile that makes me feel uneasy.

      I sigh. Verbally sparring with him isn't fun. As charming as he seems to think he is because he's as beautiful as all reapers, he just doesn't do it for me. And what's more, I need to figure out what the hell we do now. Where we go from here. Because it looks like Fredrick isn't actually here to destroy me. So why is he here? “What do you want, Frederick?”

      He tilts his head, studying me, his expression hard to read. “I haven’t decided yet.” He follows his words with a grin. “I’m pretty sure it involves your death. But either way, I do know you’re going to want to buckle up, sweetheart. No matter what I decide, it’s going to hurt.”

      A shiver rolls down my spine. Hurt. Yeah, I didn't want to hurt, but I'd stepped in front of a bus to die for my child. Whatever this asshole had planned, I can handle it. But there will be pain, because I don’t doubt his words. Yet, he’s still swaying a little, partially debilitated. If I strike first and strike hard, I can take him.

      Although, I tried it once, and here he is.

      “I know what you’re thinking, Jules.” He smiles, a big, toothy smile. The tooth I knocked out has returned, or a new one has slid into the empty space, I’m not sure which. “You’re wondering if you can kick my ass.” He shakes his head. “Spoiler alert. You can’t.”

      I pick up a cast iron skillet and spin the handle in my hand like I’m Serena at Wimbledon. “I like my odds.”

      “Except, this isn't going to happen here and now. Where would be the fun in that? We’ll see each other again soon, Jules. I promise you that.” Then, like he has wings on his shoes or he sprint trains with Achilles, he’s up and exiting the kitchen from the other side, then padding loudly back through the living room. I hear the front door open, and I spring after him, reaching the door just as he's passing the house the three hotties next door live at, then he’s turning the corner. I hurry after him and see him slip down the alley behind our houses.

      As soon as my head gets with the program, I stop just following him like a fool, and I run after him, then stop short. He's in the alley, battling a half-dressed Connor on one side and a half-dressed Brad on the other. Two big trash bags are forgotten beside them, like they were on their way to empty out the trash, half-asleep, and ran into the man they’d helped me kill.

      My heart skips a beat. My men look confused, pissed as hell, and completely unaware that this reaper can kill them with one touch.

      My hands are shaking, ready for something, but I don't know what. I don’t dare touch him. I don’t want to set him off if he hadn’t actually planned on killing these guys. So what can I do?

      When Fredrick holds his hand out, reaching for Brad’s forehead, I know what’s coming, what he’s trying to do.

      Leaping between them, I scream, “Stop! Please!” It isn't eloquent, but it's the only way I can think to save my men's lives.

      Fredrick jumps back, then his gaze focuses on me. I almost get the feeling he just wanted to get home, or wherever this cockroach sleeps, heal, and come back to deal with this situation after he's rested. I don't think he planned on running into my men. I don't think he understands that they're the ones that helped bury him and that they're freaked out to see him up and alive again. There's just a general air of "attack first, ask questions later."

      The reaper drops his hand. “Ah, Jules. You do so love your little pets, don’t you?” He narrows his eyes and looks at Connor. There’s something sinister in his gaze. Of course, I did try to kill him and bury him alive, so his disposition might be a bit understandable, but it doesn’t mean I like it. “And what are you, my friend?” He sizes up Connor and doesn’t run, which says something about his confidence since Connor’s surfer boy body is taller and bigger.

      “I’m not your fucking friend.” Connor shakes his head, reaches past me, and jabs Frederick’s nose. Hard.

      Fredrick's head snaps back in a way that says if the reaper were human, he'd be bleeding and have a broken nose. But Fredrick simply sits up straighter once more, snaps his nose back into place, and grins at Connor.

      "What the hell?" Connor asks, and he actually looks freaked out.

      Which, shit, isn't a good thing. This human nurse might not understand a lot about the supernatural world. He might have some questions about the fact that a dead guy is apparently fine and standing in front of him. But seeing Fredrick's inhuman response to being punched? That might just be the thing that makes everything weird surrounding me click into place for these guys. At least enough to know I'm not normal.

      "Don't worry, I'm fine," Fredrick says, glancing at me and rubbing the tip of his nose.

      "No blood," Brad murmurs beside me.

      And I don't blame him for his shock. The lack of blood would be surprising if I didn’t know what he is.

      But Connor recovers quickly, punching Frederick again. It’s lightning-fast, taking some of the swagger out of Fred’s strut. But then the reaper backs off two steps and runs at Connor.

      Before I know what's happening, Brad shoves me out of the way. I turn back in time to see Fredrick bracing his feet on Connor’s legs and curling his hands around Con’s neck, then he flips him. Somehow, Frederick manages to land on his feet while Connor is splayed on the ground. Frederick falls to his knees beside him and leans over, holding out his fingers to absorb Connor’s energy.

      A scream catches in my throat, but Brad holds me back, not knowing that I'm the only one who can stand up against this psycho.

      But to my surprise, Con rolls away and snaps to his feet. He should be broken, but he’s agile, flexible as he crouches to sweep Frederick’s legs. Frederick, agile himself, jumps over the sweep and manages to bring his feet down in a hard stomp on Connor’s knee. The twist is ugly, the sound horrifying.

      “Stop!” I scream, shoving free of Brad with more strength than a human woman should have, and run at Frederick. But Brad is there, impossibly fast, holding me back.

      “This was fun. We should play more next time.” Frederick gives me a grin and a wave, then escapes down the alley.

      Panting, I look at the two men beside me. They're staring back at me with equal looks of disbelief.

      Oh yeah, because this guy is supposed to be dead, but he's back here now. Yup, they have every right to be freaked out. And, yeah, the strange fight, and maybe even how I was able to get free from a guy almost twice my size.

      But me? I'm freaked out too. I don’t know a lot of things for sure. But I know that any human who’s touched by Frederick when he uses his powers falls immediately to their death. That bastard touched Brad and Connor at various points through their fight, not to mention what he did to Connor’s knee, and yet they’re both standing beside me, still shirtless, but without injury or mark. They could’ve just as easily been sitting out back with their feet dangling in a pool rather than fighting a reaper in an alley.

      My new goal in life is to find out how that’s possible. I hope it means Fredrick was merciful, playing with them but never actually planning on killing him. That seems like the most logical answer.

      So why don't I believe it?
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      Connor

      I’ve never been so close to shifting in front of an inappropriate audience before in my life. Sure, I’ve shifted in front of people--Ajax and Brad, my pack before I left--but never in front of someone who doesn’t know what I am. Only a complete moron of a wolf would shift with a human watching, on a street with windows looking down on it. And I've never been a moron. If anything, I've been called the overly cautious sort.

      And I'm not pointing fingers, but it has everything to do with the beautiful healer at the hospital. Everything to do with the woman I'd watched be fucked by Ajax last night. Everything to do with the way she makes my heart race, and the fact that even her killing a man wasn't enough to destroy this odd fascination I have with her.

      But I can't keep doing this. I can't just blindly follow this woman to hell and back. No matter what my dick and my heart are saying, I have to shut the assholes up and listen to my brain... if my brain is even functioning at this point because it doesn't feel like it is.

      "Deep breaths," Brad whispers beside me as we stare at the spot the dead man had run off from.

      I glance at my best friend, and he's not kidding anyone with those bright red rings around his eyes. He's just as close to losing all control and going crazed-vampire as I am about to go wolf. "You too," I mutter.

      He rolls his eyes, and then I detect movement behind us and turn around. Jules is pulling her usual move and just strutting right back out of the alley like nothing at all happened. And this time, we can't let her get away with it. There's definitely something supernatural going on with all of this, and we deserve answers.

      "Jules!" I call after her.

      She turns around slowly, big blue eyes looking a little too innocent.

      "Our house. We need to talk." She opens her mouth, and I know she's about to argue, so I cut her off. "Nope, not this time. We're talking."

      "Uh, okay," she says, then she's back to strutting, her back stiff as she heads to our house instead of hers.

      I follow her inside and Brad tags along because he lives here, too, and no way in hell is he leaving her alone with me. Not just because he likely thinks I'll be too busy checking her out, tongue hanging out, to even have a clue what she's saying or if it makes sense, but because he's just as obsessed with her as I am. This strange human woman who cries when she loses a patient, kills a man for reasons we don't understand, and then walks away as if she's just out for a stroll. Yup, we certainly have a type, and it seems to be crazy chicks.

      She stops in our living room, spinning around, then stares at me, which causes me to stop, and for Brad to bump into my back. We’re like Laurel and Hardy or two-thirds of the stooges. But she doesn’t seem to notice. “I’ve never noticed your eyes before. They’re gold.”

      Shit. They’re gold because I almost shifted. Now when she looks at them tomorrow and they’re flat and hazel, she’s going to freak.

      “What is that guy? You know, the one who was dead a few hours ago?” Nothing like misdirection for the win. Maybe tomorrow she’ll forget that I’m wearing my wolf eyes this morning. And if I can push a little dirt onto the memory now, then all the better.

      “What? What do you mean?”

      But her eyes flicker. She knows we know. Maybe not the exact details, but she knows enough. That guy isn’t human. I’ve never buried a human who’s come back to life. And this woman, she's a good actress, but logic says she knows damned well what's going on. Otherwise, she'd be shrieking and freaking out about the dead guy, not just calmly watching us fight him.

      “Jules, we saw his head. The left side was caved in, touching right side. And then you cut off his head and burned his body. No way should that guy have been walking around much less going hand to hand with us.” I can’t say it more clearly.

      Instead of denying it, she looks down and closes her eyes. “I don’t know.” Her voice is soft, and Brad and I look at one another. She doesn’t know means she so knows he’s something other, even if she isn’t sure what. “Just like I don’t know what you are.” She glances at Brad. “Or you.”

      Brad nods. “Which means we all have some stuff to figure out about each other.”

      “Yeah.” Her body sags, like she’s sad. Like she’s tired. Like life is kicking her ass. And I would sell my soul to see her smile.

      Damn, this woman really has a hold on me. It's honestly strange. Ajax, Brad, and I have bonded over being unlike the rest of our kind. Me without a pack, Brad a semi-gentle vampire, and Ajax cast out by the other gods. Our bond developed quickly, but naturally and powerfully, and it made sense to me... like we're brothers in arms. But with Jules? My connection to her feels just as deep and real, even though we really don't have a clue about each other. Even though there are more questions than answers between us.

      "It won't be all that bad," I tell her, giving her a smile.

      She smiles back, but it doesn't touch her eyes. Instead of interrogating her, I desperately want to pull her into my arms and promise that she doesn't have to tell us anything. That the world might feel like it's against her, but we'll never be.

      But luckily for me, my brain tells my damn heart to shut up.

      The thing is, my brain knows better. It knows that we just helped cover up a murder, then said murdered guy came back, which means he's supernatural. But more than that, it means that whatever Jules hoped to escape from by killing him didn't happen. He’s out there somewhere and he’s not going to stop coming for her. I don’t know why he won’t just leave her alone, or who he is, or who she is for that matter, but I know she isn’t going to be safe until he’s dead.

      "I need a drink," I mutter.

      "Make that two," Jules and Brad say at the same time.

      She glances up at Brad through a curtain of lashes, and I swear I see his heart melt, if only a little. "A drink sounds perfect right now," he murmurs, and there's a strange huskiness to his voice that says he's not the least bit immune to her charms.

      “Should we wake Ajax?” I ask. No doubt the old god is dreaming of his evening fucking Jules. Not that I blame him.

      “It might be easier to catch him up later,” Brad says, but what he doesn’t say is that Jules is ready to bolt, so we don’t want to chance making things harder for her with Ajax.

      And if I’m honest with myself, I think it’d be better if Ajax wasn’t here for this. He’s always been the ridiculously protective sort when it comes to the people he cares about. Instead of listening to Jules and figuring out what’s going on, he might completely lose it at just the thought that she’s still in danger.

      Yeah, we can let him sleep a little longer.

      I walk through our living room and stop at the kitchen for beers. I hand her one, give Brad a bottle of his blood-infused crap that when accidentally mistaken for beer acts as a vomit inducer, then sit back cradling mine while we all wait for someone else to start talking. We’re sitting around our tiny dining room table trying to seem casual, and completely failing at all pretense.

      Glancing at Brad, I nod between him and her. He lifts a brow, and I know what he's thinking. I should push this further. I can be a hell of a lot gentler than he can be. But you know what? I'm not taking this on alone. Vampire-boy needs to learn to have a conversation with an actual woman and let down his guard.

      When I don't speak, Brad's mouth pulls into a thin line, and he turns to Jules, where she's tightly sipping her beer, gripping it so hard I'm afraid she might break the bottle. “Who is that guy? Old boyfriend? Some crazy-ass stalker who found you on Snag-a-Date? A one-nighter gone wrong?” A pause that feels like a year hangs between us and then Brad sits forward, staring at her when she doesn’t answer. “Jules, let us help you. Obviously, that guy did something to you, and you felt desperate enough to try to kill him to escape from him.”

      Only, she had killed him. I'd seen that asshole dead, and then we buried him. “And I don’t think he’s the kind of guy you want holding a grudge.”

      Of course he isn’t. Aside from being one of the strongest fighters I’ve ever faced, he has the same kind of healing abilities as most supernaturals. So, basically, it sounds like she's in trouble with a strong supernatural being who is either really hard to kill or impossible to kill. Either way, I'm not sure she completely understands just how much trouble she's in right now.

      “More than who he is, Jules, what is he?”

      “I don’t know.” She’s quiet. Maybe in shock. When humans are faced with the powers of the supernatural, sometimes it’s a little hard to understand. Or so I’ve been told.

      She takes such a deep breath that her whole body shakes, and then she lets it out with a rush of words. “He said his name is Fredrick. And he wanted to kill someone I love.” She stops talking, then continues. “I tried everything I could to stop him, and then, well, I went with my last resort.”

      What the hell? “So, he’s some kind of murderer?”

      She hesitates, then nods.

      “Has he killed anyone yet? Or just had plans to?” I ask.

      Again, she has this look on her face, like she doesn’t want to answer, but she says, “The person I love is safe. For now.”

      Okay, not exactly the answer I expected.

      “Who did he want to hurt?”

      She avoids eye contact. “Someone from my past. Someone important.”

      God damn it, how many ghosts does this woman possibly have haunting her? Because from the look on her face, it’s a lot. And I’m sort of an expert at past ghosts that don’t seem to want to leave a person alone. Only, I’d confided all my secrets to Ajax and Brad. Does Jules have anyone to confide in? Because she clearly doesn’t trust us yet. At least not with this.

      “So should we be worried this guy is going to come back for you? Hurt you?”

      When she drinks her beer, she stares at the floor. “No, he won’t hurt me. Even though I hadn’t expected… thought… he’d come back from that, I think he understands now that I won’t let him get away with anything.”

      “I don’t know if I agree.” Brad’s eyes are blazing with fury. “You may not know a lot about supernaturals, but we tend to hold grudges.”

      “I don’t know a lot,” she admits, looking exhausted, “but I know I sent him a message.”

      “You certainly did that,” I tell her, wishing I could reach out and hold her close.

      This woman… who is somehow both fragile and strong beyond words, isn’t all that different from me. Once upon a time I nearly killed someone to protect a person I loved, and I lost everything as a result. Most people would see murdering someone as a line they wouldn’t cross, but most people don’t have to actually chose between a bad person and someone they love. If they did, they might come to the same conclusion both Jules and I apparently reached.

      She folds her hands and looks at me first, then Brad. “I answered your questions. Now, what are you?”

      He purses his lips and opens his mouth. His fangs descend with a little click. Sometimes, it even freaks me out enough I startle. Like now. I almost play it off, clutching my metaphorical pearls with an aghast, Brad, you’re a vampire. But I don’t. Instead, I nod like a fucking bobblehead doll, although I have no idea what I’m agreeing to.

      “You’re a vampire.” Her eyes go almost comically round and she glances at me. “You know, of course.”

      I nod. I don’t have a cute parlor trick to show her what I am. When I shift inside the house, things tend to get broken.

      Her tongue clicks against her teeth. “So he’s Edward Cullen. Who are you? Jacob?” My non-answer is apparently answer enough. “You’re shitting me.”

      We both shake our heads at her. “I know it’s hard to understand, Jules.” Brad’s voice is soft, like he’s speaking to a child. “But it isn’t like you see in the movies.”

      She looks at him, purses her lips, and breathes out slowly. “So you don’t drink blood?”

      “No, I do.” Honesty is the only way we’re getting through this and Brad is being straight up with her.

      “Sunlight?”

      “It’s avoidable. It would take days of direct exposure to kill me.” Days might be an exaggeration, but it’s more than the few minutes I’ve seen on TV.

      “And your soul?”

      “Not gone yet.” Brad is kind and a good doctor. He has friends and people he cares about. He's definitely one of the good ones... and I like to think I’m one too.

      “How old are you?”

      I’ve always wondered that, too. “I was turned during the civil war. I was a Union doctor. Turns out one of my patients was a vampire.” He shrugs, almost humble, like a kid. “Now I am, too.”

      “Are there others like you?” I think she’s asking about Ajax, but his story is his own. If he wants her to know, he’ll tell her.

      “There are a few. Not nearly the numbers you would think.” He sits back in his chair, settling in. This is bound to be one of his “make a long story short'' long stories. “After I was turned, I fell in with a coven. But they were torturing humans. I'm talking, bleeding them for days at a time. Taking turns. It was all a bit too Bram Stoker for my taste.” His sigh is longer than his story so far. “I killed them. It was bloody. Horrible.” He looks down, lost in his own memory, and she reaches out and lays her hand over his. “But better them than the humans they were killing.” There's a lot more to it than that, but those are definitely the most important highlights of his story that led him to here, with me.

      When she realizes he's done speaking, his face is a careful, neutral mask. He studies her, waiting for her response. She nods, blows out a huffy breath, and looks at me. Her gaze is soft, exquisite, without the fear I would’ve expected when she found out her neighbors were a vampire and a wolf shifter.

      “What about you, Connor? What’s your story?” Her voice is soft, and she’s still holding Brad’s hand, but she’s looking at me, waiting for an answer I don’t have.

      It isn’t simpler or more complex. It’s just a different tale and I don’t know that telling her is going to help anything. “I’m a shifter. I can shift any time, but there are some times when I don't have a choice about the matter. Like when the moon’s full. Then, I shift into a wolf and run under the night sky, without a lot of control over that part of myself.” How’s that for romancing a sad tale into something it isn’t?

      When I glance at her, she’s cocked her head and is staring. Waiting. "But... but don't wolves have packs?"

      I sigh, but the sound comes out more pained than I planned for it to. It's almost as if she reached into my chest and took a firm grip of my heart, squeezing it painfully, without even realizing it. “Yeah, wolves usually have packs, but I sort of lost mine. See, my sister was mated to the alpha’s son. An alpha--”

      “I know what an alpha is,” she says with a little smile. "I do have access to sexy books and all that jazz."

      I smile, but I don't think my mouth actually forms the shape. Yeah, those aren't the kinds of alphas I'm talking about. If only she understood how real alphas are, but I'm not sure she needs to know that right now. I kind of want to say more, but force myself not to. I already know I have a tendency to man-splain in extra detail, but only because I need to organize my thoughts. And that's the last thing I want to do right now.

      I nod. “Okay. Anyway, Fang--that’s him--didn’t think Fern was pretty enough for him. He’s arrogant. An asshole.” I shake my head because I can still see her face when she came home and told me what he’d said. “He tried to kill her to break the mate bond, so he could find someone he felt was worthy of standing at his side.”

      “Oh, my God.” Jules sets her beer down on the table beside her, looking truly shocked.

      Okay, so maybe she doesn't know about just how bad alphas and packs can be, but I guess her empathy alone is enough for her to see just how bad the situation was. A man, that asshole, actually tried to kill my sister so he could be free of her. Because he didn't think she was good enough for him. Just thinking about it makes my wolf rage inside of me.

      "Deep breaths," Brad whispers so softly I'm not sure he actually said it when he takes another sip of his beer.

      I want to smack him, but instead, I do take a deep breath, instantly feeling calmer. “She’s fine.” Although sometimes, when I sleep at night, I still can see her eyes bulging and his fingers wrapped around her throat. “I found them and beat his ass. Almost killed him.” I know the irony. It makes me no better than him to some people. An eye for an eye isn’t the glamorous idea I always thought it was. “I would’ve but Fern stopped me and then he went to the pack and told them I attacked him without provocation. My sister was so in love with him, she agreed with the ridiculous story he told, which painted me as some insane monster who attacked him for no reason. No one defended me.” I sound like a lost boy, but I’m not. I would save her again, every time, even knowing how it turned out.

      “Oh, Connor.” And now she has her hand on mine and on Brad’s. He looks up at me and nods. I don’t know what he’s nodding about. I only know that I like her touch. Probably more than I should.

      “They tossed me from the pack and I moved here--across the country-- to be away from them.”

      Her smile is almost enough to make up for all this. “You’re from…?”

      “The east coast. It doesn’t matter anymore. I found you guys.” And I mean that.

      “Why don’t you join a pack here?”

      I don’t want to get into the logistics of it. “A rogue wolf isn’t generally accepted anywhere once he’s been cast out of his own pack.” That’s enough.

      She grins. “Rogue. It makes you sound like one of those 1970s romance novel heroes.” We all smile because I can’t try to be farther from hero than I am, and we all know it.

      Brad smiles. “Come on, Fabio. Let’s go back to her place and pick up some clothes.” And he turns to her because I didn’t think of it first. “You can sleep in my room until we know you’re safe. I’ll take the couch.”

      He acts like he isn’t interested in her, but there’s no way the look in his eyes is for me. It’s all passion and yearning and angsty asshole who is working the long way around to getting in her pants. A blind man could see how badly he wants her to ask him to stay with her.

      But she smiles. “I can stay at home. I’m fine.”

      Now’s my chance. “I’ll sleep on your couch, Jules.”

      And she shakes her head. “No. I’m fine.”

      It isn’t until later when she’s back in her place that I wonder why this Fredrick guy didn’t kill her before this. It’s only then that I remember a million other questions I should have asked, answers I should have pushed for.  And only then does it occur to me that maybe he physically can’t, and not for the lost-love kind of reason we previously thought. Hmm. It’s definitely something to think about.

      Because even though today we got some answers to our questions, Jules is still more questions than answers. And she’s one mystery I intend to figure out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jules

      My sister, Emma, is still alive. She’s talking, walking, and doing well enough to be discharged, so she'll be heading home soon. Still, my stomach is in knots. Frederick is out there, probably waiting to right my wrongs, to kill anyone he knows I saved, including my real sister. Because you can bet your ass I didn’t believe a word of his whole, I’m going to leave your sister alone routine. Every moment for the rest of her life she'll be in danger, but I can't tell her that, because I haven’t told her who I am. That I’m the sister she used to know but thinks is dead.

      But even if I could tell her the truth, would I? What would be the point? Hey, by the way, don't ever let anyone near enough to touch you, especially not ridiculously good-looking people, because they could be reapers waiting to take your soul. Yeah, that'd be quite the life for her to live.

      My only hope is that killing Fredrick showed him just how serious I am and that maybe he'll let this go. Maybe he'll let her live.

      Either way, I’ll feel better when she gets away from here, as far away as she can get.

      I stare at her, feeling my heart racing. She’s familiar, from her scent, to her touch, to the eyes that look so much like mine, like Sam’s. I want to ask Emma where they are, my babies and the husband I loved right up to the moment I … became who I am. But I don’t ask, not just because doing so would make me seem crazy, but because it isn’t my right, not any longer. What's more, knowing where they are and that I can’t be with them is the kind of torture I won’t survive. Somewhere deep inside of me, I've accepted that I can never go back to that life. It doesn't mean I love them any less, it just means I love myself enough to realize suffering in silence doesn't help them or me.

      Instead, I shift my focus to this moment, to my sister, because while I can’t connect with my former life directly, she’s a part of it and I need this. For now. I need this. Even if I'm not sure why.

      "I'm so glad they cleared you," I tell her, trying to keep my voice light.

      "You and me both," she says with a laugh that makes my heart ache. "As nice as you all have been, I'm ready to be out of here." She's back in street clothes as she does a sweep of the hospital room one more time, checking for anything she might have forgotten. When she seems to be confident all her belongings are in her purse or the little plastic bag a nurse gave her, she stops and looks at me.

      "Don't worry," I manage. "Everyone feels that way."

      Her smile brightens my day, maybe the whole room, but I'm biased when it comes to her. “I don’t know if I would’ve made it without you. I appreciate everything you did.” She reaches out to hug me. Even though the primary focus of my grief since my death was my children and my husband, I have missed Emma. So much.

      As her arms come around me, I feel a tear roll down my face I hadn't even realized was there. I squeeze her right back and wipe away the tear before she can see it. She, of course, ends the hug in a reasonable amount of time for two relative strangers, but it's like every nerve in my body wants to draw her back into my arms, sob, and give her the goodbye I wish I was able to give everyone in my old life.

      Instead, I force a smile. "You really do look better."

      "Better than at death's door?" She laughs. "I'll take that as a compliment."

      I keep staring, trying to memorize her, even though I know I need to stop. She looks like I used to, dark brown hair and a little curvy with a scattered demeanor my husband always said he loved about me. When she was young, they used to say how much she looked like me, how I had my own tiny clone, but I never believed people when they said it. But I see it now. It’s like looking at myself in the “before.” She wears her hair straight, but I would bet she gets up an hour early now to straighten it. I would lay money on her having been afflicted by the same annoying curlicues that I’d battled every day until I had Sam and then decided to let them go wild. And her makeup and clothes are clearly nicer. She found her own style, even though I never did.

      I'm oddly proud of her as she starts heading out of the hospital door. My heart feels like it might explode as we walk side-by-side to the elevator. This is all I can have. I can't tell her who I am or how much I miss her. But I can be near her, and that's more than I thought I could have since I died.

      Walking beside her is almost like walking through my past. Although, it’s never far from my consciousness that it’s a past that no longer wants me. I’ve been replaced. Replaced in my family by another woman, and probably replaced by someone else in my sister's life. Not that I begrudge them that.

      Emma turns to me and smiles again, but there's a little sadness in her eyes. “I had a sister once. You remind me of her.”

      Goosebumps erupt on my arms, and I have to take a deep breath to remind myself that she doesn't know, that she can't know. This is just ironic, that's all. Because while we’d looked like sisters, we’d never been especially close. “How so?” The words leave my lips before I can stop them.

      She looks down at her hands. “Well, you have the same name, first name, at least. And she was kind. Always. She just had this… way about her. It made everyone in her world comfortable.”

      My eyes mist. Is that how she'd seen me? Is that how other people had seen me? All I remember is being a broken woman trying to save her child's life. Some small part of me felt that was the way the world viewed me too.

      I want to hug her. Instead, I almost smile. “I’m so sorry, Emma.”

      Her brow pinches. “For what?”

      Sorry I left her without telling her how much she meant to me. Sorry she doesn’t have more memories of us as sisters. Sorry our time together is about to be over. “That you lost her.” She blows out a breath and shakes her head, just like I do when I don’t know what to say. “Um, you said had a sister… I just assumed…” I don’t finish because she nods.

      “Right.” She shakes her head again and considers me once more. “You don’t look like her, but you’re just like her. It’s so uncanny.” After a minute, she smiles. “I appreciate everything you did for me.”

      If only she knew.

      The elevator doors open and I lead her through the lobby to the front doors of the hospital, where a cab is already waiting. Probably hers.

      Strangely, it really hits me. She's leaving. She's making it out of this place. And it feels like I have a million things to say that I should have tried to weave through our conversation. Warnings. But warnings of what? Information? Words of comfort? None of that would make sense to her, but still, it feels like an important opportunity is slipping through my fingers so fast that I can't catch my breath.

      I'm not one hundred percent sure she's out of the woods yet. I need to make sure she’s careful, or at least that she still has some connection to me if she runs into trouble, no matter how small. That's all I have time left to do. That's all I can naturally do without looking like a weirdo. “If you need anything…” I fumble in my pocket, then hand her my business card. “I wrote my cell number on the back. You can call me, anytime.”

      She stares at the card for a second before taking it and tucking it into the pocket of her purse. “Thank you.”

      The door slides open to let her out, and then we're at the cab. She hesitates, opens her mouth, then continues to the car. It feels like this isn't the way I wanted this moment to end, but I don't know what else to do. So, I smile and lamely wave at her.

      Suddenly, she rushes back and hugs me one last time. The instant I'm in her arms, her scent washes over me, and everything feels strange. This is a moment stuck between times of my life, in this weird place that feels right and wrong all at once. My mind is caught in the ether between my old life and this new existence of mine. “Be careful. And call if you need anything.” I'm grateful my words don't come out filled with the tears I feel building in my throat.

      "I will. Seriously. I will." When she releases me, she stares for an extra moment, tears in her eyes. "Sorry, I think all this nearly dying stuff has made me an emotional wreck."

      "I get it, believe me," I say with a laugh that sounds sad.

      She nods and climbs into her cab. It seems this weird experience is over when she speaks to the cab driver, and I wrap my arms around myself, trying to hold in my feelings. But then she looks back at me, and our gaze holds for an impossibly long time where it almost feels like I’m getting to show her that she was important to me, without acting like a weirdo.

      Then, the car drives away, and our gaze breaks.

      When her cab pulls out of the parking lot, I take a shaky breath and turn back to the lobby. Feeling another traitorous tear, I push it away and square my shoulders, trying to be the Jules I need to be. And yet, I feel... empty. This place is full of people whose lives are hanging in the balance. People who have others to hold them up during whatever situation has brought them here. Everywhere I look are people slowly walking around with people in hospital gowns, people in the gift shop, or even just people being discharged, their family beside them.

      I’ve never been more alone.

      As my thoughts deepen, I look toward the elevator and he’s there--Frederick, the man whose face I would know anywhere. The face that's haunted my dreams since we first met. I take my eyes off him for a minute when a kid runs past me laughing, and when I look back, he’s gone. But I know it’s Frederick. Back again.

      All I can hope is that he isn't here for Emma. Because there's one thing I know about this man: he'll only ever bring death.

      A shiver rolls down my spine and I stiffen, looking around. But no one is there.
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      Brad

      The last couple of days have felt long as hell. Jules is back to mostly ignoring us. I say mostly because we all work together and have some of the same patients, so we have to interact, but she's keeping us at a distance. I know for a fact that it's driving Ajax crazy. Hell, it's driving us all crazy, but especially the old god himself. When I had to stop by her office about a shared patient, there were roses on her desk with a little card. I didn't open the card to see who it was from, because I already knew. Ajax.

      And you sure as shit better bet I gave him crap for it when I got home. He gave me that I'm going to kick your ass look, but then slowly started asking me questions about how she's been. How she's seemed. I'd have made fun of him for it, if I weren't wondering the same thing. Every time I talk to her, she gives short answers, with a smile on her face and sadness in her eyes. Maybe she's just some woman who likes screwing with us, but in my long life I've learned a lot about people, and that's not the sense I get from her. The sense I get is that she's keeping us at arm's length to protect herself and us.

      But from what? The dead guy? The fact that when push comes to shove, she's okay murdering a guy? I have no clue. And I'm not judging. It's not like I haven't killed before, but she doesn't know that. Maybe she suspects it now that she knows what I am. But the weird thing is that she doesn't necessarily seem bothered knowing Connor and I aren't human. It's... something else. Something I can't quite put my finger on.

      "Mondays are the worst, right?"

      Looking up, I spot Aurora. Jules's buddy is grinning at me, knowing full well how annoying I find it when people talk about how bad Mondays are. "Seriously?"

      She does a little spin with her tray of cafeteria food, like she's some strange gothic ballerina rather than the wolf shifter she is. "Mondays got you down?"

      "I hate you."

      She laughs and winks at me, then heads for a table full of nurses.

      I sigh, glaring down at the yogurt I'm eating in the lunchroom. It's banana. My least favorite flavor. But Connor had done the shopping, and because they were out of my favorites, he'd gotten me this one. Normally I wouldn't mind, but today I feel on edge. The emergency room has been... well, one emergency after another. Which, while typical, is a worse day than usual. I have created a lot of walls around my heart and soul to get through helping scared older people with coughs that won't go away or broken hips, but the days I get a lot of young people are somehow harder. Especially when I often have a sense of whether or not they'll make it out of this place after spending just a few minutes with them.

      Tossing my spoon in my yogurt, I get up and throw it in the trash. Maybe my lunch break, yeah, lunch at midnight, would be better spent going on a walk in the quieter part of the hospital. Maybe it’ll clear my head a bit.

      So, that's exactly what I do.

      This hospital is one of the oldest in the US, which means there are whole areas of the hospital that are closed off and unused. Particularly the basement floors, and there are at least two of them, that no one goes in. Including me. Mostly because they're filled with ghosts. And because many supernaturals can see ghosts, the bastards got excited the couple of times I went into the basement and wouldn't leave me alone. Now, I don't go down there. I still walk the closed parts of the hospitals, where there are always just a few ghosts, but I try to pretend I don't see them so they leave me alone.

      Usually, it works. And it’s at least worth the gamble when I need to be left alone.

      I reach the end of the hall at the far back of one wing of the hospital. The oldest wing currently in use. There are signs on the double doors that say, "Do Not Enter," but I ignore them and push one open. It makes a little groan, and then I slip inside. Instantly, the energy around me shifts. The lights overhead are either blinking or completely out. There are a couple of rooms filled with old equipment with white sheets thrown over them, and then some rooms that are completely empty. It's a little eerie, even for a vampire, but at least I don't feel the pressing sense of a building full of people who need saving in here. This area of the hospital, just for a little while, is a place I can be alone and get my thoughts in order.

      At least that was the plan.

      “Hey.”

      I don’t know the voice and I’m almost sure that the only things here with me are ghosts, so I don’t bother turning around. I’m on break. And the last thing I want is for this new ghost to realize I can hear him. But the guilt, the do no harm-ness of my oath, makes me stop. Because somehow the slightly lonely note to his voice calls to me in a way I can’t ignore. There’s something Hippocratic ingrained in me. Something I hate at times like this.

      But do I really want to open this can of worms right now?

      “I said, hey.” A blast of cold seems to pass through me from behind then an apparition--the real word is ghost, but sometimes it’s easier for me to think in the abstract--appears in front of me. It’s happened before and it’s just as disconcerting now as it was last time and the time before that and the one before it.

      I can see the outline of his hair. I imagine it was dark, but there’s no way for me to tell. I can see that he’s young. Maybe a teenager. Definitely not much older.

      Hollywood has taught the world that ghosts walk the earth because that ghost’s mortal life was left unfinished. That’s not wholly true. Ghosts can also result from unnatural deaths, from a strong desire by the dead to hang onto the life that doesn’t want them anymore. It also happens that some people can’t pass through to whatever is next because they don’t belong to either place and it isn’t their time to pass through.

      He doesn't say anything more, so I turn back around, intent on keeping my plan as it was. All ghosts, even this one, won't realize I can see it if I just pretend I can't. I won't answer. I'll just keep walking. And, eventually, he'll get bored and leave me alone.

      "I need your help."

      Despite my best intentions, I stop and look back at him. Again, it's that something in his voice. Fear. Desperation maybe. Ghosts tend to love talking, but they don't usually ask me for help.

      "Why me?"

      "Is there someone else?" he asks, tilting his head and studying me with a frown.

      Running my hands through my hair, I mentally scream at myself that I need to learn to tell people no, then say, "Alright." Because, yeah, I'm not a quick learner.

      I don’t know this kid’s story, but I follow him, still a little awed that ghosts walk these halls and that no one can see them but me... and my buddies, of course. The ghost takes me down a stairwell that I remember dead-ends at the old morgue, a now-defunct and unused space inside the hospital’s basement.

      We reach the old morgue. Sheets still hang off the metal tables and cobwebs dangle from the blinking lights. My breath puffs out in front of me, a combination of both the cold and the ghost near me. This place gives me the creeps, and whether it’s because of the kid, my heebies, or the actual temperature in here, a cold chill runs down my spine, and I wrap my arms around myself. Yeah, this is definitely not how I wanted to spend my lunch break. But I try to push my frown away and turn to the kid, watching when he finally stops and looks back at me.

      “My name’s Dusan.”

      “I’m Brad.” And I see dead people.

      He nods and the edges of his body waver, like he’s underwater. Even his hair stands on end.

      And it's as if my words awaken this place. Ghosts press through the walls, oozing in, and then stop and stare. There are dozens of them. Some seem to be afraid of me, while others seem intrigued. Basically, it's everything that I didn't want.

      “I’m Channing.” It’s an older woman.

      “My name’s Susan Bishop.”

      My situation just turned into Whoopi Goldberg’s in Ghost where all the dead people discovered she could hear them and appeared. But I can see them all. And as more emerge from the walls, I realize there are literally hundreds of them down here.

      Note to self, avoid this room in the future.

      I don’t have time to introduce myself to each of them or for them to introduce themselves to me, but I can already see where this is going. So I hold up a hand as an old woman starts to speak. “What do you want? Why am I here?”

      The kid who brought me stares hard. It’s probably a glare for my abruptness, but I have to get back to my patients and this is more than a little strange. And considering I’m a vampire, my threshold for strangeness is pretty high.

      “I was killed," he says, shifting a little closer to me, his figure sharpening.

      And it's like everything around me fades away. I remember this kid. His face. His eyes. Flashes of that night in the emergency room come back to me so fast that it's hard to catch my breath for a second before I calm myself. It's not often I speak to ghosts who I'd also known when they were alive, and it's more than a little unsettling.

      “By a car accident." The words come out a little breathless.

      “No. I was healing. I was getting better.”

      That one detail sparks the entire story to come alive in my mind, all the pieces coming together to form a clear picture. Or maybe the ghost is helping me remember. I'm not sure which, but the fact is, I’d seen this kid when he came into Emergency. He’d been so broken. No way should he have improved the way he did, but the point is he did improve, was out of the woods when the nurse walked into his room and found him slumped over in his bed, TV playing, lunch tray on the sliding table in front of him, his monitor going crazy.

      If I'd had more time to think, maybe fewer patients, or if he'd still been in Emergency, I might have spent more time thinking about how strange it all was. But it wasn't until this moment that it hit me that what happened was more than unfair; it doesn't make sense. Yes, sometimes things don't make sense in this shitty job, but I've lived long enough that I have a sense when something is off. And this whole thing... it's off.

      “Okay. What happened then?” I try to sound casual, but I'm pretty sure I fail, because I really do want to know.

      “A man came into my room. He murdered me.”

      Murdered? What?

      “Happened to me, too.” The old woman pushes the kid out of the way. “I was getting better. Then bam. This son of a bitch laid his hand on me, and I woke up here, with the young version of Robert Redford as my welcome wagon.” Her voice is stronger than her image. She’s angry. “I have a new grandbaby on the way.”

      Two people were murdered? In this hospital? It sounds... crazy.

      "He was a real asshole," the old lady adds.

      The young man says, "I had my whole life ahead of me. I'd been wanting to ask out Sarah forever, and I'd finally got the courage. She'd said yes! And then that guy came along..."

      I need to go back to the important details. “A man. You're sure?”

      "One hundred percent," the old lady says, crossing her arms in front of her chest. "And if I ever see him again, I'll find a way to tear off his dick with these ghostly hands."

      Now, on top of everything, we have a man killing patients in the hospital. “What does he look like?”

      The woman shifts her form to a face that reminds me of the mask from one of those Hollywood horror films. But it's not just her face that changes after a moment, it's her whole form, and this time I jump back, heart racing.

      She's no longer a little old lady. She's a dark, terrible creature. A familiar being that frightens even my kind. I've only seen a couple in my life, but the vision of them haunts me. Usually, they're all darkness and shadows, wispy shades that dart away from the light. From the sight of all, living and dead alike. Their eyes are large, and their mouths filled with rows of sharp teeth. Within them is only evil. Only death and cruelty.

      “An ankou,” I whisper in awe.

      “A what?” the boy asks, and there's an edge of fear in his question.

      No, no, this can't be happening. An ankou cannot be in our hospital.

      "It means I'm sorry," I whisper. Because now I understand.

      Their deaths had been unnatural. Violent, wrong, and not... when they were meant to die, how they were meant to die. I don't completely understand it. I'm not sure how things work with those monsters. But from what I've seen, there's no way to send people on to their after-life if an ankou kills them. Being a ghost will be their eternity now.

      "That's not what I saw," the young man says, frowning at the older woman, then his gaze swings back to me as the woman returns to her old form. "But... I don't remember what he was or how he looked. I just remember... that it was a man, and then darkness."

      "He changed shapes for me," the older woman murmurs, but she looks upset. "But I don't remember how or in what way."

      Ankous are one of the most secretive supernaturals. Most of us have caught a glance of one in our long lives, but it was truly like when a human sees something in the supernatural world. Part of them knows they saw it, part of them isn't sure. And it's easier to pretend they saw nothing at all.

      When I'd caught glances of a dark, wispy shape in the past fading away, and then a patient would crash... I never knew. I suspected. But I never knew for sure. And it'd been at least fifty years since I thought I'd seen one. Years ago I mentioned it to another vampire, and he'd given me the name ankou and told me to avoid them. That they're dangerous. Sick. Evil. Deadly even to our own kind. And that when they kill, their victims can never properly rest.

      But that’s all I know.

      Maybe these creatures have a "mask"? A way to travel among humans without being seen? But if they do, I've never seen it.

      Because I’m “undead,” I can sometimes see the true self of other supernatural creatures. Whatever they're hiding behind the mask they wear for humankind. With the ankou, I've learned more of what they probably look like from books and movies. How Hollywood got it so spot-on for their horror movies is a mystery I hope I never have to uncover.

      “Have the rest of you all seen this guy? This... thing?” Several of them nod, and I blow out a long breath.

      An ankou, but no human serial killer, so there’s that.

      “You have to stop him.” A murmur rolls through the crowd of them. “Otherwise, there’s going to be more deaths and more ghosts.”

      I sigh. I'd prefer a human serial killer. There are teams of cops who hunt and capture and punish them. And if not? A simple snapping of the neck would be effective.

      An ankou is... unstoppable, unbeatable, a force so powerful, entire covens of vampires hide in fear when one comes to town. And I’m but one man. Usually supernaturals just wait for the creatures to leave their area. At least, that’s what the rumors say. But actually taking one on? I’ve never heard anyone stupid enough to do it.

      The ghosts are surrounding me now, waiting for a promise to put a stop to it, and it feels like the weight of the world is suddenly on my shoulders. There's no way I know of to stop these things, but I can't say that. I can't destroy the flicker of hope they have within them.

      “I’ll figure this out. I’ll find a way to stop him.”

      I only hope those won't be my famous last words.
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      Jules

      I smile and wave at Joey Turner as I walk out of his room. He’s seven, sweet, with light brown hair and blue eyes, innocence wrapped in the ugly grip of cancer. It’s been weeks since he’s had so much as a drop of color in his cheeks or has giggled… at least up until recently. I was told that everyone who walked into his room seemed to instantly know this kid was running out of time.

      Fortunately for him, I heard about him. Chose him as a patient. And even convinced his parents to let me try my "healing" on him. They didn't seem to believe I would say or do anything different from the host of other doctors their son had seen.

      How could they know what they were dealing with?

      I'd started out small. I'd been more careful. Not just making him better all in one session, but over the course of five or six sessions within the last couple of days. It'd taken more patience than I was typically capable of, but since Fredrick was back at the hospital... somewhere, I'd made it my goal to keep saving patients, but without drawing so much attention to myself or them. And I'd more or less stuck to my new plan, even though it killed me to continue seeing this kid struggling when I could heal him faster.

      So while Joey had still looked tired and sickly each day, he'd been getting better. I knew it, saw it when I used the strength of the other life forces inside of me to heal him, but no one else could see the invisible things I could. They could, however, see his slight changes, his increased appetite and energy, the fact that his color was returning.

      Even if they wouldn't realize how blessed he was until his next round of tests were done.

      As hard as dragging this out has been, today I'm feeling good. I'd just finished my last healing session, and now Joey is bouncing in his bed and asking about getting to run around outside. His parents and doctors are still treating him like the smallest cough could mean death, but I know damn well when they run his tests again, they'll see that "surgery and chemo" has removed all traces of his cancer. And this little boy will get the life he’s always deserved.

      Looking back at his room, the hairs on my arms stand on end. I’d watched his mother sob over his bed. Seen his father barely hold it together when Dr. Gillespie, the pediatric oncologist, delivered yet another round of bad news. It was heartbreaking, and something that acutely reminded me of where I'd been with my own child a lifetime ago.

      But when Dr. Gillespie makes his rounds tomorrow morning, he'll be delivering good news.

      I just kicked neuroblastoma’s ass.

      As I pass the doors leading from Joey’s room, there's a spring in my step inspired by the fact that I just saved a boy’s life. It’s intoxicating. And maybe I shouldn’t be peeking into other rooms since none of these are my “patients,” but I can’t help it. I don’t even have a good excuse more than curiosity, a wonder if I can save anyone else with the life forces I've collected. So, that's exactly what I do. I poke my head into rooms. Some are empty, some have patients in them. In that case, I mumble an apology and head out, continuing to peak into every room down the hall.

      Not that it discourages me when I can’t find anyone who needs me.

      Room 304 is at the end of the hall nearest the nurse’s station, and I poke my head inside like I’ve done in 306, 308, 310. A man in his late thirties or early forties is sitting next to the bed of a little girl who has a big black eye, an arm cast, and an IV on her good side. Connor, who makes his scrubs look like Armani, is adjusting the girl’s IV bag while the dad flicks through the TV channels.

      I flash on a younger version of myself, laid up in a hospital room with my leg suspended by one of those limb hammock things. The orthopedists hate that I call them limb hammocks, but that's what I'd called it, then and now, after I’d taken a kick that broke the bone in two places. Back then, I’d taken a lot of kicks and punches, spent more than my fair share of time in emergency rooms thanks to an abusive father and a mother who fell for his lines, his promises to be better.

      "Can I watch cartoons?" the girl asks, her voice soft and afraid.

      "Nah, there's a game on, somewhere," he mutters, his tone harsh and abrasive.

      I stiffen. The spring in my step fades away like a ghost. I hate to say it, but I recognize abuse when I see it and something inside me flares to life. It’s more than righteous indignation. More than the nostalgia of being here and seeing the little girl. And more than recognizing a kindred spirit.

      This is a need. I have to save her.

      When the little girl looks at me, I smile softly. It isn’t much consolation for what I know she’s been through, but she smiles back as Connor winks down at her then walks around the bed to leave. My gaze moves to Connor and my stomach clenches. I drag my gaze away. Now isn't the time to think about when I was floating on a reaper high and thought nothing of fucking Ajax in front of him. I'd watched this big shifter come, seen his desire as he stared at me.

      And yet, now isn't the time for those thoughts.

      When Connor finally steps out of the room, I’m waiting for him, pushing every dirty thought about him aside. “What happened to her?” I nod toward the room, and he goes back to pull the door shut. Strangely, my voice comes out almost normal, not like I'm talking to someone I have a complicated relationship with, nor that I’m trying to keep old demons from ruining my current life.

      “Chart says she fell down the stairs.” I can’t tell what he believes, but it isn’t that.

      I want to be wrong, but I’ve been the girl who fell down the stairs, the girl who had no one to protect her. “The dad’s hurting her.”

      “Jules.” His voice is soft, almost placating. It’s actually the calm-the-crazy-lady voice, and I know it because I’ve used it more than once at this place. Death, when I have to tell someone their loved one has passed on, inspires all kinds of reactions. This voice has served me in the past.

      “Don’t, Con. Don’t look at me like I’m building mountains out of mole hills. I’m not. She’s being abused.” It’s more than the bruises. It’s the haunted shadows in her eyes when she almost, but not quite, smiled at me. My eyes close for the briefest moment, and it's strange. When I touch people to heal them as a reaper, I can dive into the depths of their bodies to find what's wrong. Right now, it feels like I'm swimming through that girl's emotions, her life maybe, except there's simply an overwhelming sense that she's not safe. That she's scared of him. That she feels trapped and alone. My eyes flash open, my heart racing. “I know the signs of abuse.”

      He sighs, tilts his head, and stares at me for a few long seconds.

      “Please, Connor.” I’m not above begging. I’m not giving up for this girl. I know how that feels and it takes a lot to come back from. I don’t want her to have to suffer through that.

      "I can't just go around accusing people of abuse... you know that." He frowns. Those pale hazel eyes of his stare into my soul, and those flecks of gold swimming in his irises seem to glow. "Not on a hunch."

      "It's more than a hunch." I don't know how much to say. I don't want to say anything at all. Even when I married my husband, I didn't really talk about my childhood. My husband knew, based on some of my triggers and the fact that I'd cut off my family, that my childhood hadn't been good, but I never actually spoke. "I was once that little girl."

      He pulls me into a hug that's so comfortable it makes my heart ache. “Jules, I love your soft heart, but it’s going to get broken here.”

      “So long as it’s my heart and not her body, I’ll be fine.”

      “I already had Child Protective Services speak to them. They cleared him, but I could reach out to another person in the agency. One I trust more.”

      “Thank you so much,” I say, gripping the front of his shirt, feeling an overwhelming sense that he’s got my back, and that he’ll do what I’ve asked. “I knew I could trust you.”

      “Always,” he whispers.

      His kiss is firm and sweet against the top of my head. For just this one split second, I’m safe in his arms, wishing for more than one of Connor’s chaste, consoling kisses. I want to lose myself in him. I want to pretend, for just a little while, that I'm actually safe. That I don't hold the powers of life and death in my touch.

      “I’ll do what I can.” And he pulls back enough that he can look down at me. Once more, I’m reminded how breathtaking he is, this stunning surfer-boy with his gentle touch. And even if he wasn’t beautiful, I would like him.

      Mine isn’t the only big heart in this place.

      “Thank you.” I pull him down and brush my lips just above the light-colored stubble he never shaves but keeps artfully trimmed on his cheek. Usually, I prefer my PDA to be less P and more DA, but here, at this moment, I don’t care if the whole world knows that Connor is one of those guys who should be worshiped for his goodness, and even knowing what I know about him changes nothing.

      And as much as I like standing here with his arms wrapped around me and my head on his chest again, I have “work” to do on other floors. I’m always happy when I don’t have anything to do on this one since that means no children have made my list, and I walk toward the elevator.

      Then I look back at Connor. "If you can't get anything to work, promise you'll tell me before you let her get discharged."

      "Promise," he says, and there's something in his eyes that worries me, like he's worshiping me right back.

      I push the button on the elevator, then glance back. Connor is noting something in the kid's file, probably something that will get child services down here in a hurry. I hope.

      Either way, I’ll be visiting the girl’s dad when they leave the hospital. I’ll make sure the mom is able to support both of them and then… well, I’ll do the same thing that I did to Ron Roodrack, my patient Maureen’s ex husband. The man had been torturing her, and I’d given my promise that he’d never bother her again.

      A promise I’d kept… just a couple days ago. I’d visited the slimy weasel in his office, touched his shoulder gently, and killed him. Only, it hadn’t been a gentle killing at all.

      Somehow I thought being some kind of avenging angel would bother me more. It hadn’t. If I was charged with killing at seemingly random to keep a sense of chaos in the world, then the reaper council couldn’t fault me for tracking down assholes and killing them. Right?

      So, I turn away from Connor and back to the elevator, knowing that one way or another, that little girl will be safe. I might feel like a monster in this world, but I’m a monster who’s damned good at killing other monsters.

      When the elevator opens, I step in and the doors begin to slide closed while I stare at Connor, my heart softening, loving how focused he is. This man who’s a shifter. A man I would have never thought would be supernatural, even if I don’t have a lot of experience with other supernaturals.

      But just as the doors are almost shut, I see a man appear on the far end of the hallway, and there's no mistaking Frederick. Too late I push the door open button, and the car shifts to move down a floor.

      I want to just teleport back to the hall, but it's too dangerous. I have no idea who is there now. I haven't memorized the security cameras in that hall. There's no way to safely do it, even though my heart feels like it wants to beat outside of my chest.

      Instead, the second the doors open, I hit the button for the last floor and tap my foot rapidly, desperately wanting to already be back with Fredrick and Connor. Desperately needing to know Connor, and the kids, are safe.

      But by the time I take the elevator back to three, he’s gone, and even when I look inside every room, including the empty ones, there’s not so much as a whiff of him. Nor are my patients or Connor dead.

      Maybe it wasn't him. Maybe I'm just so stressed I imagined him.

      My mind is hopefully playing tricks on me. It has to be. Because the alternative is that the bastard is changing his tactics and a new game is afoot.

      And this reaper? She doesn’t want to play anymore games. Not that I have a choice…
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      Ajax

      This office is stifling. The truth is that I’ve never been the sit-still-and-quiet type. I took this job because I was lost, and because it brought me closer to Connor and Brad, not because I enjoy paperwork and all that comes with being on a hospital board. But today I’m especially frustrated. I just want to finish my work so I can see Jules and finally figure out what the hell is going on between us.

      Brad and Connor had explained everything to me about the dead guy coming back to life and how they had told Jules what they are. They’d specifically left out the fact that I’m a god so I can explain that to her myself, if and when I want to. But just the idea of it makes me uneasy. Most supernaturals in this town know who and what I am. Having a god walking among them isn’t exactly common. And yet, they’re smart enough to stay away from me. Gods are known for their bad tempers, and I’m known as being too dangerous to even be among my own kind, so I’m mostly avoided like the plague and treated with respect when a supernatural can’t escape me.

      So what do I tell Jules and how would she react if I told her the truth?

      My best friends had explained she’d taken the news of the fact that they had fangs and tails well. But a god? That’s a lot, even for people who watch enough movies and shows to be able to accept vampires and shifters. And then there is the fact that I’m a fallen god. She’s bound to ask questions about it, but am I ready to give her the answers?

      No. That’s for sure.

      I could keep the conversation on her. That’s the safest bet. Connor and Brad had found out disturbingly little about her connection or the unknown supernatural man who had come back to life. I don’t want to scare Jules away, but the next time we have a real talk, I swear I’ll uncover some of the secrets between us.

      Then kill the man who has been bothering her. This Fredrick.

      Permanently.

      And then? Then, I’ll take her to a nice dinner, maybe dancing afterwards, followed by a night of wild fucking. My body gets hard at the image of her kissing down my body. Of her taking my cock in her mouth and sucking like it’s all she’s ever wanted in life.

      But the image clashes with the one of me carrying her sleeping form upstairs. She’d felt so small, so light. I’d laid her down in my bed and felt an overwhelming sense that this was where she was meant to be. With me. In my bed.

      The thought of her makes my smile appear. The phone ringing on my desk wipes it away. Glaring, I spot the caller ID as restricted and already know who it is before I pick up the phone. “Cronus here.”

      If I sound agitated, pissed off, it’s because I am. With all the other shit I’m juggling, the last thing I need is vampire hunters in town, but me not wanting to deal with them doesn’t just make them go away. And reports are coming in from all over town that suggest the vampires, including Brad, are in trouble, but there aren’t enough details to connect the dots.

      I’m counting on Jean-Paul to come through.

      “Hey, boss.” And it’s him. Hopefully with news. “You were right. There’s a pack of vampire hunters in town.” I knew it, of course. Usually there weren’t this many rumors about something if there wasn’t a grain of truth in them. “They’re staying at the White Pines motel on Route 99.”

      While it has a bar and a diner-style restaurant, the White Pines isn’t the fucking Bellagio or even close. That means these are real-deal hunters, not another group of ambitious YouTubers who think they’re going to make a name for themselves and have sponsors paying for their trip across America. Those guys had been wanna-be Buffys.

      Pulling out a sticky note, I jot down the name of the motel, mentally picturing exactly where it is. Then, I look at my watch. I have a few hours left before dusk, before they will set out for the night to start searching for Brad or any other vamp living nearby.

      Shit.

      “Make sure you have a crew for clean-up and talk to the motel staff. Get them in line.”

      “Of course.”

      "And did you look into that guy?"

      He makes a little sound, almost like he's frustrated. "The random guy from the hospital security cameras? Whose first name could possibly be Fredrick? Yeah, but I've got nothing on him so far. I swear the bastard is a ghost. No last name. No facial recognition anywhere."

      I hesitate. "Did you search for him in connection to the woman?" I mean Jules, but he knows better than to speak her name.

      "Yeah, still nothing."

      Fuck. Jean-Paul is the best. If he can't find them, something is wrong. I wish I could figure out what. After my long life, nothing should catch me off-guard any longer, but apparently, anything to do with Jules does.

      "But I won't stop looking. I swear that if this man exists, I'll find out who he is."

      I wouldn’t expect anything less from him. He is, after all, paid handsomely for what he does for me. “And the dagger?”

      Brad had told Connor and me about his conversation with the ghosts. I’d found it hard to believe that a creature as dangerous as an ankou could be in my hospital without me knowing, but I’d gone down to the basement to talk with the ghosts. Unlike with Brad, they hadn’t exactly been eager to talk to me. I don’t know what ghosts see when they speak to gods, but I got the sense that they saw or felt some of the power deep within me.

      It’d taken a lot of coaxing to get them to talk to me, and then I hadn’t learned anything more than what they told Brad, except for it had cemented for me that there had been an ankou in the hospital. My hope is that it has already moved on. As a god, we know about the bringers of death and pain, but they are mysterious even to the gods. Creatures outside of our control. And mostly certainly one of the only beings I feel at a loss to rid this place of.

      Yet, I had heard rumors of a dagger that hurt them, that could possibly kill one, and I’d sent Jean-Paul on a mission to get it for me, if only to keep my Jules safe. Brad and Connor? Well, ankous avoid supernaturals, for the most part, so I’m not as worried about them. But my woman is a human, a human with secrets, but a vulnerable human all the same.

      I hear Jean-Paul shuffling papers. “I found it and I’m working out a price with the owner. Then I will get it right to you.”

      “And you know price isn’t a concern.”

      “I made that clear.”

      “Good.” I like Jean-Paul’s work ethic, his style, his can-do attitude, but it doesn’t stop me from hanging up on him because I’m done talking.

      I didn’t ask him who had the dagger or how many of the vampire hunters were at the hotel. It doesn’t matter. This is a blip in my day. Both things are far less important than Jules and my friends.

      Heading out of my office, I spot the plant in the corner of my office. To other people, it’d look fine, but I can see what mortals can’t. It’s struggling. Soon the leaves will sag and brown death will move over it. Reaching out a finger, I touch its leaf and instantly the plant perks up. A few new leaves sprout, and it stands tall and proud.

      I’ll have to take the plant outside more. Just like me, it isn’t meant to be kept in a place like this.

      Standing straighter, I head out of my office… and almost run straight into Jules, but manage to stop myself a second before we collide.

      Before her gaze even meets my face, I know she knows it's me. "Ajax," she says in a breathy way that has my cock hardening.

      "Did you get my flowers?" The words slip from my lips before I can stop them, and I wish like hell I could take them back, because I sound needy as hell. And I am not needy.

      "They were lovely," she says, glancing away from me. "Thank you."

      My chest aches. She's wearing a pink blouse and a white skirt. Her heels are white with pink bottoms, and her stunning white-blonde hair has been pulled back into a ponytail. Her eyeliner is a little smudged under her eyes, and there's something about the way she stands that tells me she can't wait to get out of her heels. But, somehow, her beauty combined with her exhaustion only makes me love her more.

      Humans, whether they admit it or not, have far more options when they’re conventionally beautiful. It isn’t fair, but it does mean women like Jules could be stupid, could be annoying as fuck, and they might still have a good life as someone’s arm candy. But not Jules. No, she’s in a place filled with death and pain every day, seemingly for the sole purpose of helping people.

      Yet she seems to think she’s on an island. That no one is here to help her.

      "Want me to come by later so I can rub your feet?" Shit, that is not what I planned to say. Somehow, I just sound like some creeper with a foot fetish, when I wanted to tell her she isn’t alone. I wanted to show her that I can be more than just a fuck buddy.

      Her gaze moves up to my face. "How do you know my feet hurt?"

      I don’t tell her it’s because I’m a god. A god who can feel and sense more than the average person, even though I try not to. Instead, I force a smile and humor into my voice. "My feet hurt just looking at those shoes."

      She gives me one of those rare smiles of hers that makes me want to fall on a sword for her. "That's sweet of you, but I've got a few more hours on my shift, and then I'm falling into bed."

      "I could join you?" I try to keep my tone light and teasing, not at all like how I feel.

      I want to tear off her clothes. I want to hear her panting my name while I pound into her over and over again. And if she'll let me, I want to show her what it'd be like to have Connor or Brad in her mouth or ass. Not just because I know she'll love every second of it, but because those guys are so head over heels for her that it almost makes the emotions raging inside of me look tame.

      "Ajax," she says my name like a sigh, not like a moan, but I still like the sound of it on her lips. "You know... none of this is a good idea."

      "Why?" That's what I really want to know. I'm fully aware of the reasons a god shouldn't fall for a human, but she has no idea what I am, so what baggage is she hiding that makes her want to keep me at a distance? "Because of the dead guy?"

      She looks around as if the bastard will melt out of the shadows, but it’s just us, not even a custodian to hear my strange words. Yeah, I know he’s alive again, and yeah, that’s on my list of things to take care of too, but she’s safe with me, she’ll always be safe with me. "That. But there's more."

      "Fuck," I murmur and reach out. I want to grab her so badly it hurts, but I just push a stray hair behind her ear. "Just tell me. I mean, I live with a shifter and a vampire; nothing you say will shock me."

      There's still no one in the hall. Just us. This is the time. The moment.

      She opens her mouth, then closes it, and before she speaks, I already know that she's not going to tell me what I want to know. "It's complicated."

      "Most things in life are."

      She shifts away from me, and I can read it in every inch of her body. She wants to escape me. And the last thing I want is to watch her walk away, but I'm afraid if I keep trying to pull her closer, she'll just push further away. "I have to go. Patients and all that."

      "To be continued then," I say, and I swear the look on her face suggests I just threatened her, although my tone was light. So, I add, "When you're ready. Until then, you don't need to avoid me. I'll go at your pace. As long as you're not leaving me completely behind."

      "I'm not." She turns away, then looks back at me. "You're a good guy, Ajax."

      I watch her walk away, watch the swing of her hips and her firm ass, but even as I stare, her words ring through my head. I can't remember the last time a woman called me a good guy. In fact, I've been called just about every name in the book... just not that. And it's kind of weird, but I like it.

      For Jules, maybe I could be a good guy. But not today, because today I'm going to kill a bunch of people. But maybe tomorrow.

      Getting into the elevator, I try to ignore the sobbing woman and her husband with his arm around her. At least, I assume it’s her husband. I also try not to listen in on their conversation. Humans have a tendency to get upset about things gods would never care about. And when it comes to the hospital, there’s often a lot of unnecessary crying. Fear that things will turn out badly for their loved ones, but their loved ones are fine.

      Most of the time.

      “We can adopt,” I hear the husband whisper while rubbing his wife’s arm.

      “You know we can’t afford that, not after this last IVF. This was it. Our last chance!” she manages through explosive sobs.

      I sigh and look at them from the corner of my eye. Taking a deep breath, I reach for my powers. Not my powers over vegetation or agriculture… those I use on a regular basis to keep this entire city, most of the world, flourishing with life… as long as my siblings keep the rain coming. No, this time I reach for my powers I use the least. I stretch them out over these people, and a shudder rolls through my body. I sense them. This couple. And they’re good people, with good hearts and souls, and they would make excellent parents.

      But the woman is wrong. The IVF was never going to work. There was nothing they could do to her body to make her have a child.

      The elevator stops at another floor and the doors part. People enter along with us. And while usually I would let the people fit into the elevator around my massive form, this time I move back and let my arm touch the woman’s arm. I can sense the goosebumps that rise on her flesh, and she stops crying for a moment, then rubs her arm where I touched.

      I continue looking forward, pretending nothing happened. That’s one thing about humans. They often sense when magic is around them, but as long as you behave in a normal way, they dismiss the feelings. And this woman, she quickly drops her hand and begins to cry once more, not knowing for a moment that the next time she and her husband make love, she’ll have her child.

      When I get to the bottom floor, I leave the elevator like nothing at all had happened. The crying woman and her husband head for the hospital doors, along with the rest of the people, but I hesitate, wanting some space from them. I wonder why I seem unable to walk away from people who want to be parents. Perhaps it’s just that being a god of fertility is part of who I am, no matter how much I might want to pretend it’s not sometimes.

      I’m thinking over my godly calling when I spot my friend. Connor is there, lingering by the elevator, scarfing down a corndog. He’s wearing his blue scrubs, his blond hair is as messy as always, in a strangely endearing way, and his blue eyes twinkling with mischief.

      I grin, feeling some of the tension in my shoulders fading. "Had a hankering for a weiner?" Yeah, I'm old, but these guys keep me young. And young people can't help dumb ass jokes like this.

      "Yeah, but I wanted a big one, and since I'm used to always seeing a mini one in the mirror, I picked one up at the cafeteria." Connor finishes the damn thing and throws the stick in the trash. "What are you up to?"

      "Heading out to handle some business." Damn, my tone isn't as casual as I wanted it to be. Probably because Jules has a way of rattling me.

      "Hospital business or," and he looks around before lowering his voice, "god business?"

      I shake my head and head for the door. Near one corner, a ghost lingers for a moment, staring at Connor and me before fading into the wall. The wolf keeps pace with me, heading out towards the parking lot, whistling a little like he's out for a stroll. In his scrubs with his head held high, he has more confidence than I ever had at his age in life.

      "God business," I finally say, knowing he's not going to let this go.

      He gives a little nod. “Brad’s been pretty busy trying to figure out the ankou and what’s happening with the ghosts.” His tone is casual, but he’s not kidding anyone.

      “So, you feeling a little lonely?” I grin.

      He scowls at me. “No, just thinking he was stupid to promise a bunch of ghosts he’ll handle something unkillable.”

      “Because you’re the model for smart ideas…”

      He laughs. "You have a point there.” Then, he clears his throat. “Well, I think, if we have time soon, we should talk about Jules."

      Damn it. "What about her?"

      He grins at me. "Maybe how to get her back over to the house? Or maybe invite her out for a date?"

      "You think I haven't been trying?" I ask, lifting a brow.

      His grin fades away, and his brows draw together. "So, no godly skills are working on her... none of Brad's melt-her-panties moves... maybe it's time for old Connor to get in the game."

      "In the game? By what? Begging her to go out with you?"

      He laughs, but then, Connor's always a good sport. "If my other plans don't work, maybe, but I've got some moves of my own to try."

      I groan. "Please just don't make it worse."

      He winks at me. "You know I can't promise that." Then he gives my car a little pat on the trunk and heads back toward the hospital.

      "Seriously though, Connor!" I call after him.

      He gives me a thumbs up that I don't trust.

      "Seriously!"

      His laughter follows him into the hospital.

      It’s still early afternoon when I drive to the hotel and find the hunters in the bar. Jean-Paul would have spoken to the staff by now who would’ve warned any non-essential personnel in this part of the building. I walk in and sit at the bar with a couple guys who have tool belts equipped with a little bottle of holy water and a t-shaped wooden stake where a hammer would hang--business end down. Silver crosses dangle both from chains around their necks and in a slot on the belt, and they have cloves of garlic I can smell but not see.

      I order a whiskey neat and look at the guy next to me. He’s half my size--height, too-- and he’s drinking a mojito. I know as well as anyone that beverage choice means little in relation to how tough a guy is--I spent most of the 90s working construction by day, sipping appletinis by night--but if this guy can fight his way out of a sopping paper bag without a box cutter and someone on the outside helping him, I will be very surprised.

      The guy on my right is bigger, has a scar that runs from the corner of his mouth to his earlobe, and is wearing black motorcycle boots. His hair is a shocking black and styled in an Elvis pompadour. His tequila/beer chaser combo is sitting ignored in front of him so he can stare at me.

      I nod to him. “How’s it going?”

      “Going.” He picks up the tequila shooter--how anyone drinks it without salt and lime is beyond me--shoots it, then slams the glass on the counter upside down. He nods to the bartender. “Another.”

      By the smell of him, he’s had a few already. “New in town?”

      “If you’re hitting on me, I prefer my bitches with tits.” His voice is rough, a raspy, harsh whisper.

      I hold up both hands. “Cheers to that.” I down the whiskey and nod when the bartender looks at me. Alcohol doesn’t affect me much but it’s never wise to let an opponent know it. And these guys are about two minutes from being opponents.

      There are a total of six of them: four at the table and these two. So I spin my stool. I don’t need anyone sneaking up on me.

      “You guys should probably leave town. We don’t appreciate your kind here.” I smile because I can feel the animosity and it’s been a long time since I got to destroy anything fun. Something tells me this is going to be better than anything since the Trojan War.

      Scarface and Baby Buffy look at me then around me to smirk at each other, but it’s Baby Buffy who has the nerve to speak. “Who the hell are you to tell us to leave?”

      “It’s not who I am you should worry about. It’s what I am and what I can do.” In the grand order of our hierarchy of supernaturals, I am at the top of the food chain. Humans are at the bottom. Can’t get lower. But they’re a cocky bunch. Arrogant enough to challenge anyone. To hunt beings who could end them before they even knew what the hell was happening.

      They share a chuckle and I watch the four at the table stand and come toward me. This place is full of more than the average amount of human arrogance. I sigh.

      “What do you think you are that we should be so worried about?” Arrogance.

      But I can be arrogant too. As a matter of fact, I practically invented it. “I’m a god.”

      His eyes widen in surprise for half a second before he seems to remember the only god who regularly walks among humans and looks like me. Then his smug look is back. “Fallen god. Ajax, the quicker picker-upper, was it?” This prick is about two seconds from a three-second ass-kicking to the underworld.

      “That’s Bounty, you fucking idiot.” And now I’m annoyed. Irritated. I glance at the bartender and motion for him to go. It’s about to get crazy in here. “So, do you remember why I’m a fallen god?” It’s been a long time, so long I sometimes don’t remember myself. But his face pales. He knows. “And you know what I can do?” He doesn’t answer. “I don’t want to kill you.” But I will. “So I need you guys to pack up and leave.”

      The mouthy one laughs. “We’re not going anywhere. If I was you, I would do the math and go on home now, oh fallen one. Because we’re not just here to kill every single vampire; we’re here to make their lives hell. To kill them slowly and painfully, watch them begging for mercy, and then round up anyone who’s helped them hide out and do the same to them. Because we all know the truth: the only good vampire is a dead one. And anyone who helps those bloodsuckers may as well be one…” His mockery at the end is enough to make me want to tear his lungs out.

      And I will.

      “Suit yourself.” It would be so much easier, cleaner, but not nearly as much fun for me if these fuckers just left when I told them to. But no. I grab the mouthy one by the shirt and punch him once, sending him flying into a table. It breaks and he hits the floor, unconscious. I wave the next one in. “Buckle up, boys. It’s about to get bumpy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Jules

      I'd spent the evening in the emergency room. I'd already come across three people who were beyond saving. Being careful, I absorbed their life forces, killing them and giving them peace. Even so, I can still hear one man screaming as his blood pumped out of his body. Everyone was scrambling around him, but I simply touched his wrist, knew he had moments to live, and absorbed his life force. Ending his torment and his life.

      I wish I felt good about what I’d done, but it’s always bitter-sweet when I have to take a life. Always strange as I feel their life forces within me and wonder about the people they left behind and what met them after their deaths.

      But I can’t focus on that. Never on that. Or I’ll lose my mind.

      So it’s all about moving forward.

      Now, the energy of those people is burning through me, waiting to be released. I've looked into one patient after another, knowing I shouldn't simply waste this power on a broken bone or stitches, both things that will heal and that me magically healing will draw attention to. No, I need to find people who won't survive without my help. People who I can put on the path of healing without drawing too much attention to them or my involvement with them.

      Not just because only so many “miracles” can happen before humans start asking questions, but because Fredrick didn’t just disappear. For all I know he’s making a list of the people I save to kill when they get home. So, caution is a requirement now, even more than before.

      Luckily for me, I found the perfect candidate, if I can help her. A woman who was moved from another hospital to ours because of an infection, but would soon be sent back to a long-term care facility to slowly die. I want more than anything to save this woman, but there are some things I can't heal, and I have a feeling this might be one of those things.

      Even though I don’t know why I already have that feeling.

      My current patient is at the end of a painful journey with ALS. Apparently, she'd been trying to find places that would do an assisted suicide before her family found out and put an end to it. Back then, she'd been healthy enough to fight for herself, but not any longer. I'd heard she'd been angry with her family ever since and had been forced to let the disease do the dirty work. Her muscles have slowly wasted away until she's nothing but skin and bones. She no longer has the ability to speak, eat, or move on her own accord.

      Some diseases... they're bigger monsters than I am.

      No one is in her room when I sit down beside her. The lights are down and there's a feeling of emptiness to the space, like no living energy had been here in a long time. Apparently, the family that had fought so hard to make certain she couldn't end her own life on her own timeline had abandoned her when she got to the point she could no longer care for herself. Connor had said their words when dropping her off at the hospital had been, "We didn't sign on to be lifetime caregivers." But isn't that often the way? People don't like dying, death, or pain, so they pretend it doesn't exist.

      I understand. Who wants to focus on that all day? Certainly not me. But if you're going to take away someone's choice, you sure as hell better understand what you're signing on for.

      Reaching out, I put my hand over hers. Her pale brown eyes swing to me, and there's pleading in their depths. Pleading that even a fool can see. She's trapped, trapped in a painful cell she can't escape.

      I just hope I can help her, one way or another.

      Closing my eyes, I dive into her body and stop short. This isn't like with cancer, where a dark shape weaves through every inch of the unlucky person's body. That's something I can try to destroy. Try to untangle. This is like staring at the site of a meteor crash. Everything has been demolished. And the very little that's left? It barely resembles anything I'm used to seeing in a body. I try to send the life forces inside of me out, but their bright light only illuminates the destruction.

      I'm pretty sure I'm crying, but I can't feel it. Sometimes I don't know why my abilities let me heal one person and not another. This woman can't be older than fifty. She could have kids, or a dog, or even plants that are waiting for her to come home. There are things she probably still wants to do, things she hasn't experienced yet, and she deserves to have that time.

      But I can't give it to her. No one can. She'll sit here, hooked up to monitors, wasting away, until she's gone.

      It's wrong in every way.

      I try again to use the life forces within me to heal her damage, but it's like the life forces are staring at me, waiting for me to realize there's nothing to be done here. I've encountered this a few times with patients, and it always breaks my heart. It also makes me wonder about all the stuff Fredrick has been saying about the balance in the world, the one reapers are supposed to help keep. We're the element of chaos, typically, the kind of death that no one sees coming. But other people, like this woman? They seem to have their names on some kind of list from the universe. I can erase the names of some people, but others seem to be set in stone.

      My heart aches. I try to use the life forces again and again. I sense life in this woman, a mind in her, a heart. I even sense her own life force, somewhere lost in this terrible void, but I can't see any of it. And I can't heal any of it.

      "Hello?"

      I jerk at the voice in my mind. It's unfamiliar, soft, feminine, and confused. It feels wrong and unsettling, except that the voice seems more afraid of me than I am of it.

      "Hello?" I try to say back, and to my surprise, my voice echoes around me like I'm in some massive cave.

      "You're her, aren't you? The woman beside my bed. The one touching me?"

      I'm breathing hard, I know I am, and I feel an undeniable need to get out of this woman and forget all about this, but I don't. Because I'm not a coward. "Yes, I'm her."

      "How are you doing this? Talking to me?"

      I answer honestly. "I don't know. This isn't how it usually works."

      "How what works?"

      "Healing people. That's what I try to do. I'm a healer."

      "Healer?" She grows quiet. "I don't want you to heal me."

      I'm overwhelmed by complicated emotions. Everyone should want to be saved, shouldn't they? But at the same time, I can't save her, so isn't it a good thing she isn't asking me to? I just... don't know.

      "I can't save you anyway," I admit, even though it hurts to say. "Some things are beyond my control."

      She's quiet again, and then her voice comes out softer. "Do you know the toll it takes to be sick? To live in a hospital? To be trapped in your own body?"

      "No." The admission comes easily.

      It's true that I know what it feels like to be afraid. Once upon a time, I was a little girl growing up in a home with a father who snapped at random and hurt me because of his temper. Once upon a time, I turned to my mother for help, but realized I would never get it from her. When I moved out at eighteen with my best friend, I remember the day I cried on the couch in our new apartment. My best friend didn't understand. I couldn't explain to her what it felt like to live somewhere where I wasn't always walking on eggshells. I hadn't even known a person could just be. Could feel safe. Could sit and watch a movie on the couch and not feel that buzz of anxiety with every moment.

      When I met my husband, it wasn't fireworks and explosions... it was safe. He was safe. No matter what I did, he never got angry at me. He never made me feel scared. I'd never met someone like him before. A few times I tried to push him to his breaking point. I know, it’s not a healthy way to live, but I needed to see what he would do. And... he still didn't hurt me.

      Marrying him was an easy choice. Buying a house, having kids, it was all easy. It felt right and safe. I could give the kids that sense of security that I never had as a child. Until, of course, Sam's cancer. And then it felt like a different kind of monster came into my life. One who brought fear and anxiety. It was such a slap in the face, such an FU from karma. Unlike my mother, I had chosen a safe partner and had made a good life for myself and my kids, yet I still couldn't protect my son.

      So I understood hospitals and fear. I understood feeling hopeless and broken. But there was never a point where I didn't want my child to get better. There was never a point where I wanted to end it all.

      After a moment she begins to speak again, breaking me from my troubled thoughts. "It's... tiring. And even though once upon a time I only wanted to get better, to keep living my life, I don't want that anymore. I just want to rest. I just want peace. Can you give that to me?"

      I hesitate. "You should know, I don't just heal... I also kill. When I use my powers, I see whether I can save a person or not. And when I can't..."

      "You can end this for me." There's awe in her voice.

      "I can."

      "Will it hurt?"

      "No," I answer honestly. It's true I can make it hurt if I do it fast and recklessly, but I never hurt my patients. Never.

      "And what will happen after... after I'm dead?"

      I want to lie. I want to say I know for sure and describe a world of clouds and happiness, but I never got to go to wherever the next stop is after this. "I don't know. I imagine we all go somewhere good though."

      Silence stretches between us so long that I think she's gone, and then she says, "I'm okay with that. I'm okay with the risk of not knowing."

      For some reason, I ask, "You're sure?"

      "I'm sure." I can almost hear her smile in her voice. "Can you tell me something good first?"

      I think I might be smiling too... and crying. "What do you want to know? About the babies in the maternity ward? Or a funny story?" I'm scrambling for ideas. "Or about the hot male nurse I work with?"

      "Connor?"

      I laugh. "Yeah, that's him."

      "He comes in and talks to me. Sometimes he even turns on the TV and just chats about the shows." Yeah, me too, and her confession only makes me like him more. "Tell me about him!"

      "Well, he's even better than he looks." I laugh. "That whole sweet guy thing isn't even an act. He's got a good heart, the best smile, and a laugh that you can't help but love. But it's more than that. He's gorgeous. I mean, the scrubs hide way too much to be fair. He's got incredible muscles, over every inch of him. The kind that seem to hug his body. The kind you want to run your hands along..." Fuck, what am I saying?

      "Sounds like you have a thing for him."

      I stiffen, then realize there's no use lying to a dying woman. "Yeah, I do."

      "But he doesn't want you?"

      "Oh, he wants me."

      "Then what's the problem?"

      I laugh. "You mean beyond the fact that my job is to kill people?"

      "Yeah. I mean, it's not like you're evil."

      It's strange how much her words reveal the deepest, darkest parts of my soul. "How do you know?"

      "Evil people don't try to help people. Evil people don't feel anything for anyone, except maybe themselves. Believe me, I know bad people, and you're not one. So if the hot nurse you work with is into you, I say go for it."

      "Maybe." If she knew everything about me though, would she still say that? I push the thought aside. This isn't about me, it's about her and giving her the kind of death she wants.

      "But before that, tell me more about just how sexy he is..."

      And so, that's what I do. I tell her about Connor, everything about him until I don't know what else to say. And then I tell her about Ajax, describing every inch of his tattooed body, and maybe a little too much about how good he is in bed. Finally, I tell her about Brad, and for some reason, I realize that my attachment to him is deeper than I thought. I'm no longer just describing him as some arrogant doctor, I'm describing him as... someone I like and admire.

      When I'm done, I just stop talking. I don't know what else to say, but my emotions are tangled together along with my thoughts, and I know that when I'm done here, I have a lot to figure out. These men... they're not just eye-candy. I need to figure out what they are to me. What they can be to me.

      "Thanks. For all of that." She sounds tired but happy.

      "I hope my rambling was actually what you wanted to hear."

      "It was perfect," she says groggily. "Can you do it now? I'm tired. And happy. And ready."

      The words “Are you sure?” come to my lips, but I push them away. She's sure. And I'm sure that it's time for her, that I can bring her the peace she so rightfully deserves.

      So, I reach for her life force. It's deep inside her, deeper than I ever imagined it could be, beyond the sunken, sickened things inside her. It’s buried in a dark space that reminds me of a grave.

      But even though it was hard to find her life force, I'm startled by the strength of it. It's a bright purple color, so beautiful that it makes me want to cry. It glows with the force of the sun and the stars. And I know that whoever I use this life force to save will be beyond lucky.

      Reaching for it, I release a slow breath, then absorb her life force until there's no life left. The beeping of the monitors draws me from her, and I'm back in the room beside her. I instantly make myself invisible and move away from her bed. There's a smile on her face. Even though she's thin, her cheeks sunken in, that smile is everything to me.

      Doctors and nurses rush in. They try to save her. But I already know she's gone and there's nothing they can do now.

      Moving out of the room, I slip into an empty room, where the door has been left open. Shuddering, I make myself visible once more and take in deep breaths. Reapers don't like to be invisible or to teleport. My trainer had warned all of us about that. He wouldn't say exactly why our instincts screamed at us when we used those abilities, only that reapers were already in a weird space between life and death, and that when we teleport and go invisible, we take a step closer to death for a moment. I didn't completely understand it, but that does kind of feel right. Like I'm pushing my toes over the edge of a cliff, and all I want to do is run away from it.

      "But now, I'm done," I whisper to myself, standing a little straighter.

      Suddenly, it hits me. It’s been a busy day “work” wise, and I’m walking around with the life force of four people inside me now. It startles me for a moment before I feel the change in my body. The flush of heat weaving through me is potent. It makes my body vibrate in a way that's both hot and disturbing. That's one thing I'll never fully understand about being a reaper. One minute we're killing someone, the next we're horny as hell. I just need to save someone and get this energy out of me before I begin banging someone random in the hospital.

      Hurrying out into the hall, I see the nurse I wanted to see, my buddy Aurora. Well, technically she’s not a nurse, but she’s taking a bridge program to become a nurse. Right now, she’s a paramedic who shadows nurses and takes night classes. "Hey, is Henry in his room?"

      Henry was a thirty-something-year-old who seemed healthy as a horse, but had a bad headache and was feeling dizzy. The doctors had been sending him for tests all afternoon, which made it hard for me to see what was wrong with him, yet I'd already selected him as one of the people I would save today if there was something seriously wrong with him.

      She frowns. "Sorry, hon, but Henry died just a little while ago."

      "Died?" I'm truly shocked. Never would I have expected that.

      "Brain aneurysm," she says with a shrug. Pulling out her pocket mirror and eyeliner, she traces more under her eyes, although she has a good amount of makeup on already. "Yeah, it was a real shame. He was one I was certain would get better, but I guess that’s why I’m not officially a nurse yet."

      "I thought he’d get better too." My voice comes out more vulnerable than I expected.

      Aurora closes her mirror and tucks her makeup and mirror back into her scrubs with a frown. "Hon, you know this stuff happens."

      "I know," I say, sounding like a lost little girl.

      To my surprise, she yanks me into a hug. "Don't worry. Some of them get to me worse than others. I don't know why. I think it's because we try so damn hard to be strong death after death, that we finally crack. It doesn't matter who the patient is, we just crack."

      I hug her back, her body soft against mine. Aurora has been this way since I'd first come to the hospital. She always seems to find the perfect moments to make me laugh, and the perfect moments to reassure me. I'd tried my damned hardest to keep her at arm's length, but she’s just one of those people it’s impossible to keep away from. She’s like the sun, drawing everyone into her orbit.

      She finally pulls back, and I try not to sniff. "I can't believe how many black scrubs you own."

      Glancing down at her outfit, black scrubs with little white kittens all over them, she grins. "You'd be surprised. I mean, the hospital staff said black was too morbid, so I try to stick to scrubs with happy characters so they can't give me shit."

      "Good plan," I say, and then I feel my nipples harden and have to suppress a groan. "Any other patients that might be open to a healer?"

      She's already shaking her head. "I don't think so. Most of my really sick are already dead, and the others are recovering. You could check with the other doctors, but you know how receptive most of them are to your... skills." She starts to braid a random strand of her black hair. "I usually like these weird in-between times at the hospital, where I can take a breath and my patients seem to be okay. We don't get a lot of days like this one..."

      She keeps talking for a bit, but I slowly tune her out. Fuck. I don't think I have time to go from room to room. If I push myself too far, I'll literally have sex with whoever walks close to me when it all implodes.

      I need a man. A willing, available, naked man. And I need him now.

      So, I tell my friend something, I'm not sure what, and race for Ajax's office. Yeah, I know I'm an asshole. He's been staring at me with big eyes for days, and the first time I decide to jump him is when I need to. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I hate myself for this, but the bigger part of me just wants Ajax and not some stranger I come across.

      Only, his office is empty. I head inside, check out his day planner, and find nothing to indicate where he is. I'm crossing my legs, breathing hard, wondering if getting myself off in this office could take the edge off of the need building inside of me. But I'm more afraid that will just make me hornier... which it tends to do. I see a sticky note with a couple of words written on it, "White Pines," but they don't mean anything. So, I accept that this is a lost cause and head out. Part of me wants to run into Brad and Connor, but the other part of me is terrified, so when I make it to my car and peel out of the parking lot, I don't know how to feel.

      It doesn’t happen often that I'm without the ability to handle this particular situation, but I stop outside of two bars near me and look into the windows. Any guy I fuck in either place is going to leave me disappointed, so I keep going, which is pretty much when I realize that I'm not just looking for any man. I'm looking for Ajax.

      Which is fucking stupid.

      Pulling over, I type White Pines into my phone, and a nearby bar and motel comes up. Without thinking, I step on my gas and head in that direction. Damn it, Ajax. Where are you? Just thinking of him is enough to turn the vibrating into a throb, and I press my knees together at every red light, waiting for it to subside.

      But, of course, it doesn't.

      The pure and simple truth of the matter is that Ajax is… spectacular in every way a man should be. He’s gorgeous. Ripped. And hung. And while before I was a reaper I only ever imagined myself with a man like him, now it seems he's the only thing I want.

      I whimper because these thoughts are counterproductive to calming myself.

      Reaching White Pines, I ignore the motel, driving around the back to where a rustic-looking bar is set a little away from the hotel. The sign is on, but it has an overall feeling of being forgotten. Pulling into a parking spot, I turn off the car and run for the door. Unfortunately, I'm out of time. If Ajax isn't here, I’m going to have to drag the first man I see into the bathroom and bang him until his eyeballs roll back and he sees God.

      It's a need now, not a want, even if what I want is Ajax. None of that matters now.

      Music blares from inside and I pull the door, but it’s locked. Which is fucking weird. It's seven at night. A motel bar should absolutely be open right now. Besides that, I can hear the music. It’s there: loud, the bass beat pumping through the windows. So did some asshole just lock the door?

      There’s some kind of red tint on the small glass in the door, but I try to look inside. I need this. I need this now. Or my next stop will be the motel. And as weird as it sounds, I feel more comfortable picking up guys at a bar. There, at least, it feels like the expectation is to meet someone single and bang them. What I don't want is to ever run into a married guy on a business trip or something.

      Not that married men don't hang out in bars too.

      So, let's get into this bar and see who's inside. A bartender? A waiter? A robber? At this point, I don't fucking care. This is the ideal place to pick up a guy and no locked-door-private-party is going to deter me from getting laid.

      I bust the lock with the heel of my shoe then slide it back on and pull the handle.

      It opens, and I feel a rush of relief when I spot a familiar figure sitting at the bar. He's here! Thank every known god, he's here! Ajax is sitting at the bar sipping scotch with five or six dead bodies scattered on the floor among the broken furniture. “I’ve been to two bars already looking for you.”

      He turns to glance at me, his eyes wide. "Really?"

      I nod, squeezing my thighs together again as a shudder rolls through my body.

      He glances at the dead men around him. "Got any questions?"

      "Nothing about the dead guys," I rush out.

      “Well, just so you know, they were vampire hunters. I had to take care of them to protect Brad and the other vampires in this town. So this isn’t just some random murder spree.” My mind can barely comprehend what he’s saying, so I just nod again. He lifts a brow, then smiles and pats the chair next to him. “Okay then, come sit. I’ll fix you a drink.” He pulls a cup from the other side of the bar and slaps it onto the bar next to his.

      I rush toward him, but I don't want a drink. Instead of sitting beside him, I lay my hand on his shoulder and spin him toward me. His knuckles are wrapped in a bloody towel and his shirt is splattered with blood, but he’s never looked so hot. In fact, he's left his normal business jacket somewhere and rolled up the white sleeves of the shirt he wears underneath. The rolled-up sleeves display a sickeningly hot view of all the dark tattoos that cover his huge arms, and I almost slip my hands into my skirt just looking at them.

      “I don’t want a drink, Ajax. I just need to get fucked.” The words come out fast, like I'm panting them. And I can't help myself, I look him up and down, then stop when I find his smile. “This place have a bathroom?”

      “Yes, but we’re not fucking in the bathroom here.”

      Are you kidding me? “What about the motel?” How the hell is he suddenly prissy about where he has sex?

      “If you want a bad case of bed bugs, maybe.”

      I sigh. If he doesn’t want to, I don't know what I'll do… but before I can finish the thought, he takes my hand and pulls me outside.

      "Ajax, I can't wait much longer. I want you inside of me."

      "Fuck," he mutters, and his hand tightens around mine. "You won't have to wait long. Promise."

      We travel through the parking lot toward a lone SUV in one corner. But I swear to God, if he thinks we're going to another location, I'm going to show him I won't wait that long. Can't wait that long.

      He clicks the button to unlock the big SUV, but I don't go around to the passenger side. Instead, I climb into the back and give him one fucking second to climb in after me. Which he does, after reclining the seat.

      The second he closes the door, I climb onto him and straddle his lap. His hands push under my skirt, lifting it up, and then his voice comes out husky. “You’ve been searching bars for me without any panties?”

      I shrug and meld my mouth to his as he keeps both hands on my ass. And it's like I'm addicted to him. Like he's better than any drug. We're kissing harder and harder, our tongues tangling together, as I work myself against his hard erection. I want more than anything to pull out his cock, but it's like I'm overstimulated. Like just the idea of undoing his pants is too much. Instead, I thrust harder and harder against him, dragging my wet body against his hard length.

      "Jules," he groans against my lips.

      And I dig my hands into his shoulders, thrusting against him so hard that I come, crying out his name, still riding him for a long minute before I collapse.

      But it isn't enough. Could never be enough. No matter how great his cock feels through his pants, this is only a taste of what I need. My body is already revving up, already wanting more.

      "Fucking unbelievable," he says, and he sounds as aroused as I feel.

      "You don't mind I already got off on that big dick of yours?" I whisper, breathing hard.

      "Use me in any way you want, sweetheart," he tells me, then kisses me hard.

      Leaning back on the seat as far as he can, he grips my ass, thrusting me against his cock. Then those big hands of his slap my ass. Once. Twice. A third time.

      A shudder rolls through my body, and it's ridiculous how much his slaps turn me on. "Harder, baby," I whimper.

      Instead, he grabs my ass cheek with one hand and uses the other to undo his pants and free his dick, then his fingers slide down to my pussy and he sighs. “You’re so fucking wet.”

      I don’t know how much of this he thinks is relative to him--my approximation is about half--but he doesn’t seem to care, either. His fingers glide over my folds, increasing my arousal, making goosebumps rise on my flesh. He's touching me slowly, gently, watching me as if I'm the only entertainment he'll ever need. And I want to yell at him, to demand he fuck me like a good boy, but it feels too good.

      So, instead, I reach out and grab his cock. His eyes widen, and I run my hand along his delicious length, find his tip, and squeeze. He groans and pushes my hand away, and then he’s bucking, thrusting, and gripping my ass. He yanks my top open, sending buttons flying, pushes my cami out of the way, and takes a nipple into his mouth. Holy shit.

      I adjust the way I move to accommodate for his mouth. He lavishes my breast with his mouth, licking my nipple, biting gently, making me crazy, before he moves to the other breast. I'm dragging myself slowly against his wet cock, his fingers still stroking my clit, my movements desperate to take him deep inside of me, but he adjusts to prevent it every time. The bastard! So, I whimper, "Ajax, fuck me or I'll find someone who will."

      His lips break from my breasts. "I already told you, this is my pussy." And his words are a growl, a promise, a threat.

      And then he groans, removes his hand from my clit, and curls his fingers into my hips so he can bounce me up and down the length of his dick. I'm about to scream when he lifts me up just a little and brings me down onto his cock. Spearing me. Claiming me. His massive length stretches my body as he takes me inch by inch deeper. I make a strangled sound, but he just keeps going until I reach his hilt.

      Both of us are breathing hard. I can feel the tension in his body, and it echoes through my own. For a second, I'm lost in his big green eyes, and then he starts to fuck me in earnest. It’s a rough ride, rougher when I hit my head on the roof, but I love it.

      This man... he's like a god in bed. He knows exactly when to speed up and when to slow to keep my desire building. But it's more than that. He likes to hold eye contact, likes to look at me. And in his eyes, I can see I'm not just any woman to him. That I'm not just a pussy to fuck.

      And I hate myself for it, but it turns me on even more.

      I'm digging my nails into his skin, no doubt leaving marks, moaning and groaning his name, my vision waving in and out as my nerves explode with desire. Bringing me ever closer to the edge. And then, I'm there. My orgasm hits me like electricity, crackling through my body. The pleasure is so intense, if I wasn't a reaper, I'm sure it'd kill me.

      And it just keeps going, wave after wave, like I'm collecting orgasms. Like my body has short-circuited and I might spend the rest of my life trapped in an endless climax. Not that it's a bad thing.

      Beneath me, his body goes rigid. Mine thrashes and he comes while I hit the peak of my multiple orgasms, in a tangle of arms and legs, breaths and moans. I can feel the unexpected hotness of his seed filling me, of it soaking us even more, and it's like the thing my body wanted. The thing it needed to finally come crashing down from my pleasure.

      For one moment, I cling to him, my head spinning. This feels like everything I've ever wanted and more. His hands move over my thighs, like a tender stroke, and I get the strangest feeling that he wants to hold me like this forever. That this is more than just a quick fuck to him.

      Which scares the hell out of me.

      I climb off of him, adjust my skirt, and fasten the couple of buttons still working on my shirt as he puts his dick away.

      I look at him again, and my heart races. His long light brown hair, secured in a bun at his nape, looks messy. His green eyes are drinking me in while his chest rises and falls rapidly, every muscle calling to me, every tattoo on his body begging me to lick him.

      Pleasure awakens within me again, and I shudder as my nipples harden. This isn’t a one-off kind of night. I need more, and I want Ajax to be the one to quench this need inside of me, over and over again, because I know damn well he's up for it.

      “You want to go back to my place?” It doesn’t make me desperate to ask. The amount of desire powering through me right now is responsible, and that comes from my reaper high. Once that wears off, I’ll send Ajax home. Even if knowing that makes me feel a little shitty.

      "Alright." His tone is light as he fixes the rest of his clothes, but complicated emotions are coming off of him in waves. “Don’t you have questions?” He holds out his hand and helps me out of his SUV as he nods toward the bar.

      “Yes, and I’ll ask them later. It’s already pretty clear you aren’t quite human, but right now, I don’t care about much other than getting you back to my place and into my bed.” Nothing like honesty to make Ajax smile. And his smile is of the thousand-watt variety. Wide and bright. He doesn’t mess around with those half-smiles. He doesn’t do anything halfway. And thank God for it. Whoever made this guy knew what they were doing.

      As we walk to my car, he dials his cell then puts it against his ear. “Hey. I need my car moved and the place cleaned up.” He pauses. "The situation is resolved.” And then he hangs up like some sort of secret agent James Bond kind of guy.

      “Was there any other way of getting them to stop?”

      He shakes his head and a piece of hair falls out of his man bun. He pushes it back. “They wanted to come after my family, and this is the only way I could be sure my family would be safe.”

      I nod and look at him over the top of my car, which he seems ridiculously big to be sitting in, but there’s probably a reason he didn’t want to bring his own car. “Family’s important. It’s good you killed them.” I grin. “Can we go fuck now?”

      He nods and smiles. “I love the way you think.”

      If only he knew.
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      Connor

      An old Bon Jovi song blares through my earbuds as I jog around the park toward home. There’s nothing like an early morning run with good music, crisp morning air scented by wildflowers growing at the edge of the lake, and my own thoughts. I stop for a second and stand, breathe in a lungful of clean oxygen, and look around.

      There’s a slight wind that makes the leaves slap against each other in a soft rustle and the flowers sway nearer to the water. The scents here are overwhelming and clean compared to the scents near my house and in the hospital. I think a lot of wolves wouldn't be able to handle working at a medical building like I do, just for the sheer fact that the places smell like death, medicine, and blood. But for me, I've learned how to mostly push away those scents, almost lock down that wolf side of me when I'm at the hospital. And it usually works, as long as I give myself moments like this.

      Brad says I jog too much, that I'll never get as "big" as he and Ajax unless I spend my free time in the gym pressing weights. I always tell him he does not want to know what the gym smells like. Now that's a place I'd love to avoid.

      Still, I don't really care about the gym or the hospital or being a lone wolf. Not right now. When I'm jogging, my music pumping, nature all around me, I almost feel like I'm back home. And those memories are getting sweeter and less bitter every day that passes. It's true that I'll never forget the little town I grew up in, the friends I used to race through the trees with, or my mother and sister, but I can't cling to them anymore. Their memories alone will have to be enough.

      I stretch a little, remembering my sister's laugh when we were kids. She was two years younger than me, but she always seemed even younger. I'd tickle her, she'd chase me around, I'd even used the money from my first job to buy her things: candy, the silly dolls she liked, whatever. From the time my father had been murdered, she'd clung to me like a father figure, and my mom had told me my life before his death was over, and I was now the man of the house. But it felt like I was just the parent of the house. My mom spent most of her time in bed, never able to get over my father, and so I just stepped up. I made meals. I cleaned the house. I walked my sister through puberty and life.

      Some part of me thought losing my father, finding his throat torn out in the woods, his murderer never found, would be the worst moment of my life. The defining moment. But I'd been eight years old, and with time, the memory of his dead body, the memory of his glazed-over eyes, faded until I only had echos of pain in my chest when I thought of him and his death.

      Being accused of attempted murder and having my mom and sister fail to back me up felt worse, somehow. I'd given up everything, my childhood, my free time, my heart and soul, to care for my mom and sister. And when I finally needed them, they weren't there.

      I stop stretching and frown as a strange ache grows within me. Okay, so I'm doing better, but not good enough.

      Forcing myself to look back at the park, I push those dark memories away and try to focus on the here and now. Ajax always says that our kind have long lives to live, but we still shouldn't waste our time with regret. It’s a mantra I have to frequently remind myself of. But with Jules here, it suddenly feels a little easier to focus on the future... on the good in my life now, and not what I lost.

      Maybe I’m a sap and this is just some high school idealization, but I walk over to where wild roses are growing along the edge of the lake and pluck one from the bunch. It’s deep red and full, and reminds me of Jules’s lips, her perfect, pretty mouth. Lately, since the ex, or whatever, has come back to town, she’s been troubled and more than once I’ve wanted to crush her against me and try to kiss away her anxiety or fear or anger.

      I can’t always read her moods, but she’s definitely troubled by this fucking guy, and I want to fix that. If there's anything in the world I can do to just make her smile or feel safe or loved, I want to do it. Even if at the end of the day all she'll ever want with me is to be my friend.

      At least that's what I tell myself as the miles fly by.

      I run the rest of the way home with the flower and head straight to Jules’s house. As I round the corner between the street I’m on and the street we live on, the tell-tale squeal of her front door hinge makes me smile. It’s probably barely a noticeable sound to her, but the sound is brutal to my shifter hearing, rising even above the music in my headphones. I’ve offered to fix it about eleven times--a little cooking spray or even some WD-40 would do the trick, but the sound is only what makes me look. Not what breaks me. The hulking man walking out of her door, stopping on her front steps for a kiss while she’s wearing a loose-fitting bathrobe that leaves not much to the imagination is what breaks me.

      Freezing, I can't seem to catch my breath.

      Her gaze tears away from Ajax and connects with mine, then her eyes widen. Her mouth opens as if she wants to say something to me, but there's nothing to say. She chose Ajax. I get that. I'm the guy who's there to kiss her when her heart is broken, when she loses a patient, when she's feeling lost.

      I'm not the guy she wants in her bed.

      I race to our house as fast as I can, not looking in her direction again, my heart pounding for reasons that have nothing to do with my jog. I'm trying to avoid words like "loser" and "pathetic," but they circle around in my head. My gut clenches too, and I think of all the moments I imagined Jules felt more for me than friendship.

      Part of me feels stupid. I'm okay sharing her. I knew she and Ajax had slept together. And yet, seeing them in a tender moment on her steps, without us knowing, feels like a betrayal. It's like she's trying to tell us that when she let us watch her and Ajax having sex, it was for their pleasure, not ours. They're a couple. We're... two losers who didn't realize it.

      Tossing the flower on top of the trashcan, I hit the showers because why bother? Why bother with any of it? She’s wrapped up in Ajax. He’s a god. And I can't imagine anything worse than sitting around with a flower in my hand and handing it to a woman who couldn't care less about me, at least not in the way I want her to. Especially when the most special things about me are that I shred out of my clothes and eat raw meat every full moon.

      I can’t hope to compete with him.

      It was the worst shower ever. Not that it doesn’t tick all the boxes for a good shower. I smell like soap. The water’s hot. It would’ve been better with a beautiful woman, but as normal showers go, it shouldn’t suck so badly. It highlights all the solidarity in my life. I have no woman, no pack, no family, and only two real friends. Although, come to think of it, they’re more my family than any blood relative has ever been.

      Not being happy for Ajax makes me an asshole. I know it. Fuck if I can help it.

      I’ve just put my jeans on to go to the hospital when Ajax knocks and pokes his head in the door. “Hey, Connor. You got a minute?”

      If he’s here to rehash his night with Jules, the answer should be no. Especially when there's this weird feeling building in my chest that's telling me to punch him in his damned face. Or just not look at him at all.

      But I nod and yank my shirt over my head. Because if I punched Ajax every time I wanted to, we wouldn't be nearly as good friends. We shifters have a tendency to burn hard and fast, but existing out of pack life meant adding a little water to that burn when it's needed.

      Like now.

      He walks inside my room. Brad’s already home, asleep downstairs, and Ajax has likely spent a night hearing Jules scream his name--bad thought, moving on. I have work in an hour or so, and even though it’s a short shift--only eight hours today--I’m sure this isn’t a conversation I want to have before I head in.

      When he leans against the wall, arms crossed, my entire room seems smaller. It’s already crowded with a desk, king bed, bookshelf, and a night table. Adding Ajax eats up space. I sit on the bed to pull my shoes on.

      “What’s up?” It takes me until now to speak. I’ve suddenly turned into some sort of emo teenage girl.

      “I know it sounds like I’m some sort of possessive dick, but I just wanted to let you know that if you’re into her, you have a green light from me.” He nods his head like he’s agreeing with himself. “You and Brad are my brothers and we share everything else. Jules shouldn't be any different”

      “Me being into her doesn’t matter. Jules isn’t interested in me.” These are the most bitter words I’ve ever tasted, especially since I’ve tasted the sweetness of her lips.

      Ajax cocks his head and his eyebrows pinch. “Well, maybe you want to grab that flower out of the garbage can, stop at the corner, and watch her when you run by her house this time.”

      I have no idea what the fuck he’s talking about. “What?”

      “She thought the flower you brought home to throw in the trash was for her.” He shrugged. “Apparently. And when you didn't come over to her, you should’ve looked at her face.”

      I don’t want to ask. Asking cements my position as the most emo girl in the room. But I can’t help myself. “What was wrong with it?”

      He shakes his head and opens the door. “The offer stands, Connor.”

      It’s arrogant. He’s assuming she isn’t her own woman. That he can give permission on who she sees.

      He’s got that kind of confidence. He’s brawny, a giant among mere mortals. And we all have our place. Brad is a marvel of intelligence and athleticism, and has an unmatched intensity. He hasn't been alive as long as Ajax, but definitely a lot longer than me, and he’s furthered his intelligence through continued study.

      So Ajax is the god, Brad’s the genius, and I’m the long-haired surfer boy without a pack. The “surf’s up, chill out, dude” of our trio. As a group, we make the pieces fit. Unfortunately for me, being the laid back hippy of the group means I don’t have as much to offer as a doctor and a guy who’s had ten lifetimes to build his fortune, his body, his personality.

      Therefore, I'm thinking whatever Ajax saw in Jules' face... he didn't see. Not hurt. Not about me. But still, I can't seem to push the thought away.

      When I head to the kitchen for a bottle of OJ, the wild rose is still sitting on top of the trash in the can--a thing of beauty amid garbage.

      I take it out, see her face when I breathe in the fresh floral scent. Even if she doesn’t want me, even if she’s so taken by Ajax there isn’t a chance for me, I picked the flower for her, so I’m giving it to her.

      And yeah, that probably makes me some kind of pathetic loser, but I still carry the rose out of the house with me.
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      Jules

      Nights at the hospital are better for me than the days. It’s harder to do my job when there are visitors and a higher population of staff working the floors. It also makes it easier for me to spot Fredrick at night, since everything is so quiet and empty. During the day, I swear I catch glimpses of him. But by the time I move around the people in the hall, he isn't there. And it's driving me a little crazy! I just want to be sure of where the bastard is and what he's planning. He was so fucking adamant about killing my sister, no matter what I tried, but all the patients I've saved in the last few days seem to be fine. I even had the hospital staff call and check on them at home, and the ones who have been released are still alive and well.

      So what does the asshole want?

      Every shift is a dread now, a worry for those I’ve managed to save. Even though technically I'm not one hundred percent sure I have been seeing Fredrick since the night in my kitchen. I’ve had glimpses, but maybe it's just my mind, my guilt playing tricks on me. And without the proof, with all the uncertainty, I’m floundering.

      So, I’m glad I have a nightshift. Glad I could get some sleep after spending the night with Ajax. But I’m still tired. I honestly don’t know how Ajax and Connor handle these weird shifts, sometimes working the nights, sometimes working the days. Brad, probably because of his vampireness, almost exclusively works nights. To me it seems it’d be easier just to pick days or nights since Drake lets me basically choose my own shifts, but I tend to go in when I feel like I should versus what the clock says.

      It’s weird. Exhausting. But it’s working for me in some strange way.

      I'm walking down the hall after saving someone's grandpa. The family had been ecstatic when his heart attack had "done so little damage." Yeah, it was true the guy might have lived, but his quality of life wouldn't have been good. But still, I felt good. Sometimes I just have to go with my gut on who to save, and my gut had told me that Mr. Phillips still had a long life ahead of him.

      At the end of the hall, I spot Drake, which is strange. He isn't usually here this late.

      He sees me and his brows rise. He's wearing a three-piece suit in a deep blue color, his dark hair is styled perfectly, and even though everyone else around here looks exhausted, he has a spring in his step. That's one thing about being a reaper. This guy is probably a thousand, but looks to be in his mid-thirties to early forties, with just a dusting of grey at his temples. Which, I assume, is the age he's chosen to appear to people as, since he could keep himself looking to be in his twenties like most of the reapers.

      We stop in the middle of the hall. No one is around us. And yet, it's still strange sometimes to see him here, with me, like a coworker, instead of my reaper boss.

      "Fredrick came by to see me a few days ago," Drake says, his voice soft and amused.

      My heart races. "Oh?"

      He nods. "Yes, he had some interesting stories for me. Stories he's reassured me he doesn't intend to tell the council, or anyone else, but thought I should be aware of."

      For some reason, my mouth feels oddly dry. "Yeah? About what?"

      He leans in and winks at me. "Every time I worry you don't have enough killer instinct for this job, you do something to prove to me that I was right to make you that deal. You, my beautiful Jules, are a conundrum wrapped in an enigma."

      Okay, so my boss knows I tried to murder another reaper and doesn't seem to be upset. That's not what I wanted, but at least he's not screaming for my head... or whatever he'd need to end my immortal life. "What can I say? I like to keep you on your toes."

      He smirks. "And you're keeping chaos alive in this hospital. Who will live? Who will die? And it all takes on an even more interesting angle when we think that you're not just the chaos that kills, but heals too."

      "Glad to be of service," I tell him dryly. Like, what does he want me to say here? He doesn't want me healing people. He doesn't like what I'm doing. But it seems to amuse him enough that he hasn't stopped me.

      I wish I could figure this damned man out.

      "You know, I read every case you touch, every one I suspect you touch, and I can't seem to get a sense of why you save one person and not another."

      My heart races. I wish I knew, but it isn't like a formula. When a person has the power of life and death, and has to use those powers, it's... an instinct I can't quite figure out myself. I mean, yeah, sometimes it's easy. Saving a kid is always a simple choice. But with older people... it's harder. And with people who will die without my help, somehow, even harder. I feel like something inside of me has to steer me towards the right decision.

      Because as much as I hate it, I can't save everyone.

      "Not going to tell me how you do it?" Drake asks.

      "I don't really know," I tell him, but my words are dismissive, holding an edge I can't seem to help.

      "I'm sure we'll figure it out." And I don't really like the twinkle in his eyes as he says it.

      "About Fredrick... do you know if he's still hanging around?" And, of course, I can't seem to hide the eagerness in my voice when I ask the question, which I hope means Drake will still answer it.

      "No idea. But if I were to bet, he doesn't strike me as a man who gives up easily. Especially not when given a task by the council." I'm about to ask another question, but he continues. "And yet, I think you killing him made him see things differently. Killing someone or not, you seem to have that effect on the supernatural. Another curiosity about you. So, I'm thinking our dear Fredrick might need to think of another approach in dealing with you, if he hopes to be successful."

      I let out a breath. "Okay, well, that's better than I thought. At least the council doesn't plan to throw more shit at me."

      Drake's eyes almost seem to glow. "I never said that."

      He starts to walk again, as if already prepared to escape me. But I call after him. "Is this all a game to you?"

      Pausing, he doesn't look back at me. "I've lived a very long time, Jules. One must keep a thirst for life, no matter the cost. One day, you'll understand that."

      "I hope not," I whisper under my breath.

      But I think he hears, because there's the sound of his velvety laugh before he rounds a corner and disappears from view.

      A chill rolls down my spine, and I look around me in confusion. It's as if a cold breeze had moved through me, but I'm not under a vent.

      I shake my head, knowing that it's already been a long day, and I'm only halfway through my shift. There had been a strange hope in the back of my mind that when I spoke to Drake, he might have a better answer for me about Fredrick and the council. Maybe even some reassurance that I'd be safe for awhile.

      Too bad my conversations with my boss rarely go as planned.

      Still, I sigh and head to change. I'd gotten a splatter of blood on me from one of my first patients. And now that I have a minute to breathe, I'm more than ready to don a fresh pair of clothes. Scrubs or professional wear? I usually make the decision based on how messy I think I'll get on that shift. Some days I come in and already have a list of consultations, and some days I just hang around the ER, waiting for a patient to fall into my lap. Today has been a waiting kind of day.

      The locker room is empty when I walk in, but I can hear the sound of one of the showers on the other side of the half-wall that separates the locker room from the showers. Glad no one can see me right now, I sit on the bench in front of my locker, frowning down at my heels. Pulling them off, I rub my aching feet and wonder why the hell the persona I'd made, well, that Drake had mostly made, included so many outfits with skirts and heels. The old Jules would have never worn heels on the job.

      But for a second, I just keep rubbing my feet, letting my back fall against my locker. It's a little dark and strangely quiet in this room, which is a nice break from the beeping of machines in most other rooms in the hospital. The back set of lights have been turned off, leaving just the showers and the first few rows of lockers brightly lit. This place sometimes has the oddest feel about it, like it's meant to be a sanctuary for the doctors and nurses, but nothing in here screams sanctuary. It's all metal and florescent lights. All shiny tile floors and hard lines. Yeah, there are a few cheesy posters on the walls about Mondays sucking, or how we should all just hang in there, but there's nothing to remind us of a life outside of these walls.

      And now I kind of want to get out of here. Except, yeah, I'm here to change my clothes.

      Putting my shoes back on, I sigh and turn on the bench. Twisting my lock to the correct combination, I open the door and stare into my locker. I have a stethoscope, a set of blue scrubs, a change of clothes, and my purse. Not much. No family pictures like most of the people in here. No... anything that suggests who I'm supposed to be in this life.

      Which is sad in a way I don't fully understand.

      But when I'm about to reach for my blouse and skirt, I notice something on the shelf of my locker. Like a diamond sitting on its velvet cushion, there is the most beautiful flower I’ve ever seen. It’s red, garnet, and lush, so fragrant I think maybe I could smell it before I opened the locker. It looks that incredible. And somehow, even more lovely amongst all the metal and florescent lights.

      I breathe in the scent and butterflies swarm in my belly. I don’t do emotion anymore. At least when I can help it. I thought, until this moment, that the part of me who cares about small, lovely things in this world died a long time ago, but it hasn’t. It’s still very much alive and glowing inside my chest. Physical impossibilities aside, I feel it. And, for some reason, I like knowing that part of myself that can see a beautiful flower and feel something is still alive.

      Almost like I'm still human.

      Steam rolls out of the shower room because someone has opened the door and is walking out. I glance up, just in case I need to… Woah.

      Nurse Connor. Neighbor Connor. Connor who kisses like he was born to do it and has a body like a statue, but tanned. Wrapped in a towel with little streams of water dripping down his chest. I’ve never felt so compelled to use my tongue to catch anything before in my life as I am itching to catch a bit of that water.

      “Oh, hey. I didn’t know you were in here.” This isn’t the normal time for shift changes so he probably thought there wasn’t much chance he’d get ogled if he walked out in his towel.

      He. Was. Wrong.

      I’m ogling. Not just ogling. Gaping. Staring. And there might be actual panting involved. His abs are ripped. His muscles don’t bulge like Ajax’s, but they are as mouthwatering. He has an athlete’s body which makes sense because he runs every morning. Of course, that’s part of who… what he is, I suppose. And it’s hot.

      My mind goes back to that time, not even two weeks ago, when I was caught in my reaper high. Ajax was pounding into my body, but Connor and Brad were there too. Stroking their cocks. Watching us bang. I'd seen Connor's muscles then. Seen that he was packing a perfect cock, long and thick and absolutely tasty-looking, but this is something else. I'm not distracted by anything else, and holy fuck, this man is incredible.

      No one is built like him. Not like some meaty shifter, but like a runner with defined muscles. Like a swimmer who lifts weights. Like a man who can ride you all night and still give it to you in the morning.

      "Jules, you okay?"

      Oh, fuck, how long have I been staring at him? Seconds? Minutes? Hours? Once I get on a horny path with my thoughts, apparently, time moves differently.

      Swallowing, I try to keep my cool. “I saw you running this morning.” I’m still holding the flower and his towel is still knotted at his waist. For once, I’m not all hopped up on reaper juice, but I almost feel as if I am.

      “Yeah. I didn’t want to…” he pauses and clears his throat, “bother you and Ajax.”

      I smile. Did he forget about our fun in the living room where I'd invited him to watch me with Ajax? Well, it wasn’t so much an invite as it was a deep desire disguised by an I-don’t-care-let-them-watch attitude while I fucked Ajax in the living room of their house.

      Because I saw him. Really saw him. The passion. The intensity. The impressive size of his dick. And my body and brain are currently and actively involved in reviewing his part of that memory, even though I'm trying like mad to focus on the present and not that hot day.

      But has he forgotten?

      I don't want to believe, even for a second, that Connor doesn't remember all of that. Yet how else can it make sense that he saw me with Ajax and felt like he didn't belong there with us in that moment? I mean, these guys seem more comfortable with the idea of sharing a woman than I am. I've even been told they've done it before. So what's going on with him?

      He shifts from one foot to the other, then reaches up and rubs the back of his hair as if feeling uncomfortable. "You guys seemed busy."

      Too busy for Connor? Never.

      “He was leaving.” I smile at him because my thoughts are all jumbled in with the knot of his towel. I hold up the flower. “Thank you for this. It’s very sweet.”

      His cheeks color and his hazel eyes turn darker, smoky almost. I would bet my life’s savings that he wants me. Right now. Right here. And if he makes one single move toward me, I might just say fuck it and take him right on this bench.

      Oh man, pull yourself together, woman!

      “I’m heading out after I finish here.” The innuendo, in my mind, is powerful. Finish here adds to the images in my head. His voice pulls me back before I do something horrendously embarrassing, like moan. “Maybe I could come back on your break and we could grab some food at the cafeteria?”

      “Yeah. I’d like that.” And it takes me a full couple seconds before my body reacts. Even my pores slam shut. Have I... have I just agreed to a date?

      “Great.” He leans against the locker at the end of the aisle where I’m sitting, and he smiles down at me. I can smell his soap and etch it into my memory. From this moment on, I will associate all things citrus and cedar-scented with Connor.

      “I’ll see you tonight then.” His smile is one of the best things about him--wide and toothy, a little shy--but when there are so many great things, it’s hard to give one a greater value than another. The fact is, Connor is spectacular no matter which way I look at him or what part of him I single out.

      I nod and stand, turn like I’m part robot, and walk out of the locker room onto the general surgery floor, even though I've still yet to change. I bypass the nurse’s station because my skin is still burning and right now, I can’t believe I’ve said yes to a date.

      A fuck is one thing. Letting him watch me with Ajax is another thing. But a date with a guy who left a flower for me in my locker after he looked so devastated this morning is something altogether different. And I don’t know what to do about it.

      But I guess I have a few hours to figure it out…
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      Brad

      The ER is busy tonight. It came like a crack of thunder on a cloudless night. Only a short time ago, the ER had been strangely quiet, and then, complete chaos. Apparently, there had been a bike rally in town tonight. Not motorcycles, but bicycles, but the brawl afterward was what one might’ve expected from an episode of Sons of Anarchy. There were two knife wounds, a concussion from repeated blows to the head, a dart wound from being shot in the neck with one of those guns that shoots pellets and darts, and a whole bunch of folks had come in with facial lacerations from the fist fights that had started at the end of the race party. And then there were a handful of people who had been run over by bikes, or been knocked off of bikes while riding fast.

      I’m having a day because it turns out bikers, whether they’re driving a Harley or a Schwinn, are badasses who seem to like to fight. When there’s alcohol and tempers involved, anyway. So all they've done since they arrived is argue with each other and try to go for round two. Security officers are spread out around the hall, but I've had to use my unusual strength to pin down and put a handful of them in their places, and it's pissing me off. I didn't become a doctor to break up fights or watch humans have pissing contests, I did to help them. And right now, my instinct is to beat the shit out of them and knock them out until they're sober enough to behave themselves.

      Not that I will. Hypocratic oath and all that shit.

      "Fucking pussies," the guy I'm stitching up screams from his bed. He's already been strapped down, but it doesn't stop him from fighting against nothing.

      I sigh and put his last stitch in his forehead a little harsher than necessary, which causes him to curse and look at me, but I keep my expression carefully blank. "There. All done."

      "That prick messed up my bike."

      "A shame," I drawl out, then stand, put a few notes down, and leave the nurse to clean up.

      I'm about to head to the next room when Aurora is suddenly standing in front of me. My instinct is to move around her in my hurry to get to the next patient, but she moves again to block my path. Instantly, my gaze snaps to her face. She's pulled her long, black hair back, and the dark eyeliner she typically wears is smeared rather fiercely under her eyes, which is not typical of the shifter. No one has ever accused me of being too aware when it comes to women, but even I can see the distress in her face.

      "Aurora?"

      "I need you." It isn't the kind of I need you that says the hospital just needs another doctor. The lack of explanation already tells me there's something supernatural going on. Something we can't talk about in front of the humans.

      "Okay."

      She looks relieved, but then turns around and starts leading me away from my patients. I call out to another doctor on call and ask him to cover me. He looks exhausted, but he nods. As a vampire, I don't tire out as easily as the human doctors around me, so I'm always the one picking up slack, taking extra shifts, and helping the people around me out. The few times I need a favor, no one says a word.

      I'm not sure where the hell we're going at first, but then I'm even more confused. She leads me to the ambulance bay. It's not unusal for us ER docs to wait here when we're expecting serious traumas, and because my shift isn’t even half over and this would be our eleventh ambulance since nine p.m, I don't have a clue why Aurora used her something freaky is going on voice. She could have just asked any doctor to meet her here if there was an emergency.

      Checking my watch with a frown, I see it’s only midnight. Aurora keeps her stiff back to me, arms folded, which is odd. She's usually full of chatter, mostly insults, but in a light hearted way. Most shifters hate rogue wolves and vampires. Aurora? She couldn’t care less. As a wolf who was Turned and not born, she's a rarity among shifters. Something like eighty percent of people bitten by werewolves on the night of a full moon start the process of becoming one... but die before they do. Aurora is technically one of the lucky ones, although she'd punch me if I said that to her face. It also means she's a bit of an outcast, even with her own pack, so likes Connor and I, I think. Sort of. Well, she makes fun of us enough, anyway.

      "Another biker?" I ask.

      She shakes her head, still not looking at me.

      The ambulance pulls up, and I yank the doors open when it backs in and stops. “What do we have?”

      Aurora finally looks back at me, and I'm shocked. Her eyes are glowing a bright gold color. Brighter than they should be to pass for a human. She’s been working as a paramedic for the hospital nearly as long as I've been here, although she's recently started her RN program to become a registered nurse. In all that time, I've never seen her slip like this, lose control like this, and it worries me. Because I see her almost as much as the guys I live with.

      “What do we have? What's going on?”

      “It’s Astro.”

      Oh shit. He’s the alpha who’s been tolerant of Connor, a rogue, in his territory. He'd also never be brought to a human hospital unless his pack thought he'd die without it. In all my time in the ER, I've only seen a handful of vampires and shifters as patients. They seek me out specifically, so I can erase anything inhuman about their test results and get in and out before being discovered. But never has the alpha come here.

      Which is bad. Astro must be walking that line between life and death. And if he dies, Connor is in more trouble than Ajax and I can protect him from.

      She and another paramedic throw open the doors to the ambulance, and I see another wolf shifter paramedic in the back with him. Todd is usually only called in for cases working with the supernatural, Ajax makes sure of that, so I've only known him in passing. As they wheel the gurney out of the ambulance, I see Todd's hands are shaking. I look to Astro, but he isn't even conscious. Instead, his face is black and blue and covered in bruises, as is the rest of him. There are several injuries wrapped as well, and fresh blood staining the white wrappings.

      Who the fuck would be dumb enough to fight with the pack alpha?

      “He was challenged for his position as alpha, I think," Aurora says, her voice a terrified whisper. I look at his vitals and frown. The body temp of a wolf shifter is about twenty degrees higher than that of a human, but this guy is set to roast. Probably hot enough to boil water by sticking his hand into it. “He never got better afterwards.”

      It's like my brain is trying to add numbers together but can't get the right result. “How long ago?”

      “A couple weeks. He’s been down since. Had a couple good days. Then it’s shit for three or four. The whole time he's been unconscious though.” She’s blinking too fast, worried, not focused as we pull him out of the ambulance. “Can you help him?”

      "He should've been brought in sooner," I say, looking at Aurora in shock. This is not normal for a shifter. The fact that he's coming in just now is terrifying.

      "I didn't know until today," she says, then casts a dark look at Todd.

      Todd is a giant blond with curly hair and big brown eyes. Shy as hell too. "They said for me to just do my best on pack lands. They didn't want him brought to the human hospital."

      "Fucking idiots!" Aurora says.

      Todd flinches like he thinks she might punch him. Hell, I flinch away from her a little. "Okay, alright, it shouldn't be too late." Because he's a shifter. Because he's a supernatural. Not many of us succumb to injuries, even ones this bad. "Let's just get him the help he needs."

      Still, none of this makes sense, and there's more than one life hanging on what happens to Astro. Hell, more than just Connor's life. If Astro dies, I know who will take his place, and the whole pack will suffer. Fuck, the whole town will suffer.

      We wheel him into an exam room and start to check him over. The second I get his shirt unbuttoned and his pants off, I know things are worse than I ever imagined. Deep purple is spreading beneath the skin on his lower belly and his legs are swelling. The color of his face is pale and sweat covers his skin.

      "Todd, tell them we need an operating room, stat. And make sure I get the right nurses and doctors in there." The right nurses meaning the nurses who aren't human. "And if you have any issues, call Mr. Cronus." Ajax's name tends to get things moving, no matter when I drop it.

      As he runs off, I lean in to whisper to Aurora, “Go find Jules. Astro is going to need surgery.” There are several broken bones, which is odd unless the fight happened ten minutes ago and he hasn’t had the time to heal, but that we could handle. The internal bleeding that doesn't seem to be stopping on its own? That's a whole other problem. Still, all these things his body should heal on its own, and quickly, unless there's something wrong that I'm not seeing. The fact that it’s not means the only option we have is surgery.

      "Why do we need Jules?" Aurora asks, her tone confused.

      “Just get her." As I study his vitals and compare them with the state of his body, I pray my words will be enough to get her moving. But they're not.

      Damn it. Even though I think most of what Jules does is...not medicine, I’ve seen Jules work her voodoo magic and there is something to it. If there’s even a tiny chance she can help Astro, I have to let her try. Especially when what I'm seeing has no logic to it at all.

      Aurora frowns at me, still not moving. “Look, I like Jules, but we can’t let an outsider work on him. You know that! What are you trying to do? Expose us all?” She’s about to say more and fire dances in her eyes, but I hold up a hand. “Besides, isn’t she a fake?”

      “She helps people, that’s all I know. And what's more, she knows about us.” Aurora lifts a brow but still isn’t moving, and to put more emphasis on why we need Jules so Aurora stops fighting me and gets her ass in gear, I add, “All of us.” I wouldn’t have to be a doctor to see that Astro’s fading and time is ticking away. “She should be on the general surgery floor. Just go!”

      "She knows about us? Are you fucking--?"

      I hold up a hand. "Want to keep arguing while he dies? Or do you want to do what I asked?"

      She glares but turns and runs off.

      Todd appears. "They're getting it ready. We should be able to get in in five."

      “Good. Bring in the portable X-Ray and start a large bore IV.” I command the emergency room like I can single handedly save him, but it’s going to take more than me. His unhealed injuries--the internal bleeding, the broken bones, the way his face and his chest and various spots on his back are lacerated--are infected. A normal wolf, or pack of wolves even, didn’t do this kind of damage. This was meant to injure him, to kill him probably, and if the beating itself failed, whatever residual poisons left behind were lasting.

      All I know for sure is that if we don’t save Astro, and his second in command, Riggs, comes to power, Connor is screwed. And he’s my brother. I can’t let that happen.

      So this wolf better live…
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      Jules

      Scott Marchis is going to live. That's all that really matters. Even though my legs are shaking and I have the strange urge to vomit. I close my eyes and lean against the wall outside his room, waiting for the urge to hurl to pass, and my legs to stop shaking.

      Saving him had used all the life forces I’d collected tonight. The strokes he'd suffered had destroyed him. When he'd first entered the hospital, he'd just been slurring his speech and had facial numbness. But even with the cocktail of drugs the doctors had given him, he'd had several more severe strokes in the past few hours, resulting in complete paralysis. The doctors couldn't seem to stop the strokes and suspected he'd die from a "brain attack" very soon.

      I'd run into his wife and two young children outside of his hospital door not even an hour ago. She'd sobbed as she told me what was going on, and then I'd asked if it was okay if I helped. She'd agreed, and I'd asked her to take her kids for a snack while I worked. I could see in her eyes that she didn't think anything I did would help, but I timed my healing to coincide with a new, trial drug his doctor had been given permission to give him. The treatment was ineffective. I'd known it the moment I touched him, but it didn't matter to me at the time. Now, it occurred to me that unless someone discovered what I’d done, a drug company would count his survival as a win in their drug trial even though the medicine was failing.

      Damn. Well, I guess it's better than a reaper coming and killing him right after me, or just letting him die.

      “Jules!” When I open my eyes, Aurora is rushing toward me. She’s waving like I won’t see her speeding down the hallway.

      Normally, I'd just wait for her to reach me. Aurora has the kind of bubbly energy of a chihuahua when she has a joke or story to tell, and the odd patience and wisdom of a dragon eyeing an interesting bug the rest of the time. But right now? She's radiating... fear and worry, which I've never seen her radiate. Even when she comes bursting out of her ambulance, wheeling in someone who is coding, she's calm.

      So, I step away from the wall as she closes in, already preparing for something unusual and troubling. “Dr. Hunter, erm, Brad sent me to find you. ”

      Brad sent for me? He doesn’t buy into my hocus pocus magic medicine, so why would he send for me? Did a patient request me? I follow her down the hallway, legs still shaking, from the direction she came from. “What does Brad want?”

      She must detect the uncertainity in my voice, because she says, "Not to flirt and try to get you into bed, if that's what you're thinking. I know that guy is always all cock and no brain, which a girl can appreciate, but this is actually important."

      All cock and no brain? I freeze and look at Aurora again. Have she and Brad slept together? Do they have something going on between them? I thought they had a twisted brother-sister relationship, with lots of teasing and not much substance, but maybe I'm wrong. Yes, I knew he'd banged some of the women in this hospital, but I'd never suspect them... either of them... to want the other one.

      "Important how?" I can’t help the drip of jealousy. Their relationship is none of my business. If he’s involved with her, it doesn’t concern me. But the pang is there. And I don’t like it.

      “Someone important is in surgery and Brad thinks you can help.” This time she cocks her head at me as we step into the elevator, no choice but to hang in here and wait for it to crawl between floors. "He says you know about... us?"

      No one else is in the elevator, but I still lower my voice. "What do you mean by us?"

      "You know, us," she emphasizes.

      Staring at her, I try to read what she isn't saying in her face, but I can't. I don't have a clue if she means "us" as in the two of them banging, us as in supernaturals, or something entirely different. And I don't exactly want to ask her about vampires and shifters, accidentally revealing something that could ruin the men in my life, or just have her thinking I'm crazy.

      Still, I can’t help myself. I ask the question. “You and Brad are close?”

      “We know each other.” She gives me the side-eye, and the tension in her body isn't anything like I've seen from her before. Aurora has been friendly and welcoming to me since I stepped foot into the hospital. So what the hell is going on? Or is it because I'm being weird? I mean, I am jealous thinking about them together, but I also know I have no right to be.

      Focus. Not on them banging. On what she's saying. Does she knows that Brad’s a vampire? Moreso, I wonder if she knows I know?

      "So, did he send you because he suggested I know about your connection?"

      "Exactly."

      The elevator doors open on the wrong floor, and Aurora blocks the doorway to keep the nurse from entering. "Take the next one." The nurse gives her a funny look, but doesn't step in. The doors close and we keep going.

      Anger rises inside of me. "Is this some kind of a joke? A way for him to get back at me for turning him down?"

      "Huh?" Her dark eyes widen.

      I cross my hands over my chest. "He sent the girl he's banging for me. That's a sure message if I ever heard one."

      She stares at me. Really hard. Then her mouth drops open and then closes. "Okay, first of all, I wasn't sent to get you because Brad and I are banging. I was sent to get you because a very important person in my pack is in need of help, and for some crazy reason, Brad thinks you might be what we need. Second of all, I'm pansexual, which means I'm attracted to a person regardless of their gender, male or female. And Brad? Connor? The rest of the typically hot guys walking around this place, they're not my type. Hell, the only person in this hospital I found remotely attractive died."

      "Pansexual? And not attracted to Brad?" I feel like a moron. I know what it is. She just explained it. But my mind is reeling, and I'm not really sure why. Maybe because I just made an ass out of myself? "Pack? So are you... are you one too?"

      Smooth, real smooth. But it isn't exactly my fault. I might be a reaper, I might have been taught how to kill supernaturals, but it's frowned upon, so I haven't exactly met a ton of them. The fact that Aurora seems to be implying...

      "Yeah. I'm a wolf." She grins at me, her shoulders relaxing a little. "Part of Pack Bane." And then her smile falls away. "And our alpha was hurt. Attacked. And not getting better."

      Oh, shit. "Don't shifters usually get better on their own?"

      She nods. "Yeah, that's what's weird about this."

      The doors open. Still not the right floor. A whole group of people look at us, and we say at the same time, "Take the next one," then let the doors close.

      "So, your alpha is hurt and isn't healing and Brad wants me to come and try to help? Alright, I'll do everything I can."

      She turns to face me. “I just want to be clear. I don’t buy all this witchery of healing.” She air-quoted the word witchery and I stifle a huffy breath and eye roll. If I wanted to, list or not, I could probably end her right here in the elevator. It would take a reserve of strength, but I could do it. “I like you and everything, Jules. But as far as I've seen and heard, you're only human. And humans don't have magical abilities to heal others.”

      "Got it."

      Aurora lifts a brow, and even though there's her usual confidence, I sense an unspoken worry within her. "Although, I could be convinced. Want to explain the process? What you think you do?"

      No fucking way am I explaining the process to her or anyone else. “I wave my wand and say the special words. A little abra, some cadabra, and poof, the healing begins.”

      She shakes her head and smirks. “Bitch.”

      “Isn’t that how witchery works?” I say, smirking right back at her. "And wolves run around shirtless, falling in love with human girls, right?"

      "Okay, I get it. I get it. Sorry, this is just a lot. Astro is an amazing alpha. His second-in-command, Riggs? A massive asshole. I'm a little on edge, because it isn't just his life in the balance, it's our whole pack." She rubs her face, further smearing the heavy black eyeliner under her eyes.

      I smile and some of my tension eases. Moving in front of her, I ask, "May I?" while reaching for her face.

      She hesitates then nods.

      Gently, I rub away the smudges beneath her eyes, close my own eyes, and feel her. Inside, she's healthy as can be, but I can sense the exhaustion throughout her. I don't know how I can feel how she feels. But I do. And I use a little bit of my energy to ease it.

      When I pull back, she's staring at me in the strangest way.

      "Better," I say, then take a step out of her personal bubble.

      Her mouth curls into a small smile. "Maybe there is something magical about you, Jules."

      I laugh.

      We reach the surgery floor and every good feeling we shared fades away. We're both hurrying together, her leading just by a bit, since I don't know what room we're heading to. The locked double door that leads to the surgery is located on the first floor, past the coffee shop, cafeteria, lobby, waiting room, and X-ray. There’s an elevator bank and it requires keycard access but it goes from the surgical suite to recovery room and the intensive care unit. Although to get from the ICU or recovery back to the surgery suite there is an entirely different set of elevators. Still, we make it through the space quicker than I thought possible, then stop just outside the surgery room.

      She turns to me. “Listen, this isn’t just about my pack or my friend, Astro. This is about Brad’s friend, Connor. If Astro dies, Connor will be cast out. And I know there's something between you. I just thought you should know that there's that added fun bit, and that Connor is a good guy. He'll be in serious trouble if Astro dies. I just thought knowing everything that's at stake might help... your voodoo.”

      Anxiety bounces in the pit of my stomach. Connor cast out? I’m not sure how that works, but I don’t think I like the sound of it. He’s sweet and kind, so good with patients, and he kisses like I’ve always read kissing should be: sensuous, erotic, more than just a prelude to sex. I can’t let him go now, nor would I ever want anything bad to happen to him, regardless of my own complicated feelings for him.

      "Thanks for letting me know," I say, then we head in to get cleaned up to be able to enter the surgical room.

      A man is standing in the scrub-in room, arms crossed like a security guard, but he gives us both a nod and moves out of the way of the door. Another shifter? I can't be sure. But I have a feeling everyone I meet here will be in on the secret that our patient isn't human.

      But before we enter the room, Brad comes out of the operating room, which surprises me a little. Brad seems to have every specialty imaginable, floating from being an ER doc to a surgeon in a way I've never seen another doctor do. I straighten as his eyes fall on me, feeling oddly vulnerable. Until right now, I didn’t think he was one of my biggest fans, and he’s certainly never asked me to take on one of his cases.

      I stare at him. “Any news?”

      “They’re going to close him up. The infection is…” He shakes his head like the verdict is in already, like Astro should be the next name on the list he doesn’t know I have. I have to keep reminding myself that while I know about them, they don’t know about me. I can’t afford to slip up since Drake has promised to destroy anyone who knows about what I do. And not destroy in the metaphorical sense or sullying one’s good name. He means destroy like burn the body after he’s sent the soul onto its afterlife.

      "Alright," I say, then nothing more.

      "I helped with everything I could, but they brought in Dr. Courtman." Brad takes off his gloves and hat, looking lost. "He didn't seem any more hopeful than I felt."

      I frown, confused. Why did they bring him in?

      "A fellow shifter," Aurora explains softly, likely reading the confusion on my face. "They like Brad, but vampires and shifters never entirely trust each other."

      Uh, okay. Noted.

      "Infections," she mutters.

      "And internal bleeding that doesn't seem to want to stop, although I think we took care of the source," Brad explains.

      Aurora falls back against the wall, yanking off her surgical gown and gloves with more strength than necessary. "We don't get infections. Or internal bleeding that can't stop." And I get the sense she's trying to cover up her fear with anger. So, I take her hand and squeeze it. Some of the tension eases from her face, and she squeezes my hand back before I let go.

      We wait together--Aurora on one side of Brad and me on the other--until Dr. Courtman comes out. Aurora stands immediately, but I don’t need to. I’ve seen his grim expression before, know the downturn of his mouth, the slow open and close of his eyes. He’s not a guy who is holding out much hope for Astro’s recovery.

      Brad looks at me.

      Oh fuck. I just realized I'd already used all my life forces. If I want to save this guy, I'll need more.

      I need a minute. There are a couple people in the ICU I'd made note of earlier. I can disappear through the doors, take the elevator, collect what I have to collect then inject the life force into Astro. If it means saving Connor… what choice do I have? Not that I like this weird sense that I have to work quickly and without my normal care.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      "Jules?" Brad looks and sounds confused.

      I give him the most comforting nod I can manage. "Right back. Okay?"

      After a second, he says, "Alright," but he sounds uncertain. "He'll be in recovery room ten. At the end. The private one."

      I swipe my card and head for the elevator back inside. It takes just a few minutes to collect what I need, all from grim cases. When I'm done, three life forces are blazing through me. It’s so strong that I shiver and feel the need to burn them off building inside of me. Instead, I rush back down to Astro's room. The power of the life forces are buzzing through me and when I look at Brad, coming down the hall toward me, my body shivers again. He’s somehow tanner than Connor, coloring-wise, taller and broader too, but gorgeous in a wholly different way. And I can just imagine what he tastes like…

      I shake the thoughts away because Aurora is beside him, and because I have a life to save. And, well, because of a host of other reasons that make jumping the doc and boning him a bad idea.

      “Where were you?” His voice is soft as we head into the recovery room where Astro is being monitored. He’s put Aurora in a mask and scrubs once more.

      “Bathroom.” But I can hardly speak because he smells like bergamot and pine. He’s close, too. And I want to breathe him in. It could be the reaper high--probably is--but the urge to lay my hand in the center of his back as I follow him into the room is strong.

      I curl my fingers into my hand, but at the last second stretch my index finger to let it drag along his forearm as I pass him.

      He glances back at me, and it takes all my strength to keep my gaze blank. How exactly could I explain wanting to touch him right now? I can't. I'd seem like a weirdo, so I just hope he won't question it.

      When we reach the alpha's bed, he stands back. I pause. Most of the ER recovery rooms are just curtained off. This one is a small room with glass windows, all the curtains drawn to hide him from view. My gaze goes to the shifter in the bed. He's large, far larger than Connor or Brad, maybe even as huge as Ajax. He's got grey mixed in with his brown hair, a few wrinkles beside his eyes and mouth, but otherwise has a youthfulness to him that feels... well, inhuman. I feel like this man could tell anyone he was between thirty five and fifty, and they'd believe him. He's age is just that strange, just that hard to pin down. And he dominates the bed with his large figure. He’s tall with big shoulders and huge arms. He makes the room feel even smaller.

      "Is she already healing him?" Aurora asks, a little humor in her voice, although it's obvious she's trying to hide her anxiety.

      Right, I'm here to do a job.

      I drag a chair noisily to sit beside Astro, flinching at the sound, and trying not to look at the two people standing behind me. Releasing a slow breath, I reach out to take his hand, trying not to think about how I have an audience of supernaturals watching me. Not humans, but people who might be able to tell that what I'm doing is actual... magic, or whatever. So I have to help this man, save his life, save Connor's life, all in a subtle way. That can't be too hard, right? My hand wraps around his, and I instantly drop it. "He's burning up."

      "Shifters run hotter than humans, but he's got a fever, even by shifter standards," Brad explains, his voice tense.

      Okay, good to know.

      I take his hand once more, this time prepared for his sweaty, hot hand, and realize how big his hand is. It dwarfs mine and feels so strange in this setting. It's a reminder that death comes for us, big, small, strong, or weak... it comes.

      Closing my eyes, I take another slow breath and dive into him. What I find there is wrong, so wrong that I recoil. At least I think I do. My body feels far away and not connected to me in this place. It's like walking into a forest that was once beautiful and finding a swamp. A place that light can't reach and the smell of sickness can't leave. A place where no life can exist. But even as I explore him, I can feel the radiation of something that I've never felt before. Something that must mark him as a supernatural. Like a golden thread that once weaved through every inch of his body, making him stronger, faster, more vibrant. Only, now it seems to be dying. I reach out and touch it with my powers and feel like I’m touching a whimpering, injured animal.

      This is not what the inside of a shifter should look like, should feel like. I sense it to my core, and it makes me sick. At first I'm trying to look for all the usual culprits for such a rapid decline in a person, but I instantly rule out cancer, strokes, seizures. In my mind I'm going through a list, trying to compare this dull place with anything I've felt before, but I come up empty. With my powers, I reach out and touch the layer of something that seems to be dulling everything in this man, and pain explodes on my fingertips.

      "Fuck!" I'm back in the hospital room, panting, half off my chair.

      Brad is beside me in an instant. "What's wrong?"

      "Everything," I pant, then look down at my hand, clenching and unclenching it until the pain within it fades. "Poison."

      "Poison?" Brad repeats, and I sense his surprise.

      "Poison meant for a supernatural." I don't look at them. I don't need to see their doubt, or their amusement. I need to focus, and their disbelief won't help.

      Adjusting myself on the chair once more, I reach for his hand and come slamming back inside of him. It's like being hit by cold water, by the kind of darkness only found at the bottom of the ocean or in the deepest caves. Already, he's getting worse. Slipping away.

      And I can't let that happen.

      I focus all my energy on healing him, on pouring the life force into his body. The lights within me, pink, green, and gold, snake out of me into the darkness, lighting everything around me. The poison recoils, like a snake. It tries its damned hardest to burrow deeper, to avoid me and my powers, but I'm faster and smarter than it could ever be. Every direction it tries to move, I'm there, forcing the life forces at it. I swear I hear it shriek. The poison gathers together like a tar pit, shaking and almost bubbling, like it's trying to look small and innocent.

      But I know. Of course I know.

      Attacking without mercy, I send all the life forces barreling at it, and the poison seems to explode. Black droplets splatter everywhere, but the darkness that had coated every surface of this body is gone. Only the droplets remain. So, I go after them next.

      The more I give him, the weaker I am, the more my head spins, but I keep going, until I have nothing more to give and the world dims. There might be more droplets. I'm sure there could be. I also know no matter what poison this is, I've killed it to the point that the shifter should be able to rid the rest of it with ease. But still, I wish I had more. I want to give him more. The light is already brightening around me, the golden thread that weaves through him illuminating a body that has signs of infection retreating beneath the light, and broken bones healing before my eyes.

      I try to push more to him, but there's nothing left. Staring for a minute longer, I say a silent prayer that it's enough, because it's all I have. Then, I slip back out of him.

      Everything is dark for a long time. I know I must have passed out, but I can't seem to care. I did what I could. If it isn't enough, I won't give up. I'll get more life forces, and I'll be back.

      Still, the darkness keeps its hold on me.

      When I open my eyes, the darkness retreats and I see Brad's face close to mine. His brilliant blue eyes enthrall me. They're filled with wonder, with worry, which makes them all the more beautiful. These aren't the eyes of an aloof man trying to hit on me, they're the eyes of someone who saw me, the true me, if only for a moment. His dark hair has fallen over his forehead, and I have a longing to push it back, to touch him, to see what he would do, but I'm too weak to even lift my hand.

      And then I become aware of things outside of his eyes and his face. Brad has his arm around me. His skin is cool, but not cold. Still, I'm shaking, my vision wavering, my heart racing. He holds me against his chest, and I lay my head over where his heart should be beating for a second before he places me on a bed in an empty cubicle.

      “Hey.” My voice sounds far away, weak, even to my own ears.

      “Jules.” His voice is soft, his gaze intense, his touch gentle as he brushes my hair back and smiles down at me. “I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

      I nod, understanding more than he can know. I wouldn’t have believed my powers either, if I wasn’t the one with them. That by touch and thought I can take life, or use it to heal. It seems like a power no one should have.

      Aurora walks around the curtain separating me from likely Astro's space next door. “Brad? Can I talk to you for a second?”

      He stares down at me, his brows drawing together.

      "Go, I'll be fine." I try to smile, but know I fail.

      He hesitates, frown deepening, but then walks out with her and I hear them speaking, but can’t make out the words. I close my eyes, head pounding. I know I should be worried. If they're questioning what I did, we could all be in serious trouble. But I feel like hell and can't seem to care.

      A few minutes later he returns, and I force my eyes to open, only feeling mildly better.

      He looks at me, almost like he can’t believe what he’s seeing. “You healed him. He had at least ten broken bones. An infection. And you were right about the poison.“ His awe is visual--hanging jaw, wide eyes, shaking head. “You’re… How, Jules?”

      I shrug like it’s some kind of mystery, and I’m not exactly a liar. It is a mystery to me. I don’t know how it works, I only know it does. "I just do."

      That won't be good enough for him. Not forever. But maybe, for now.
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      Ajax

      The shower at the gym smells a bit like old shoes, shampoo, and mildew. I don’t know why. This place gets cleaned as much as the hospital. If they aren’t here bleaching the shower stalls, there’s some blonde with earbuds and a bandana who wipes down the machines. She wears leggings, a sports bra, and a jacket. And she smiles. Always smiles. At me. At the guy who checks everyone in. At the lady with the fuzzy ponytail and the guy with the wart, the guy who called me Big Man. I call her the smile lady in my head.

      And she’s here. Smiling. Like usual. But this time, she's only pretending to wipe down everything in the locker room while eyeing me naked. Some men might complain. I'm pretty damned sure she's not supposed to be in here unless it's empty. Other men might talk, flirt a bit, and see if they might be able to turn the shower into a joint event.

      If not for Jules, maybe I would choose option number two. Hell, I've fucked women in this very shower before. But there is Jules. And for some reason, she's become something important to me, something I wouldn't taint by fucking someone else. I know we technically don't have an agreement, other than my demand that her pussy belong to me and only me, with the exception of Brad and Connor. But I don't care about the technicality of our relationship. She's someone important to me. This woman whose scent surrounds me even when she isn’t near. This woman who now knows my best friends aren't human, and apparently, doesn't care.

      She's special.

      The smiling woman comes a little closer. She's not even pretending to scrub down surfaces any longer. She’s just standing outside the shower, chewing her gum, watching me. And yet, it doesn’t have the effect it might’ve if I wasn’t who I am. It doesn't turn me on. It doesn't interest me. Not just because I'm a god who has had more women than he can count, but because of the woman who haunts me, even though I could never explain this feeling to anyone except Brad and Connor.

      I rinse out the shampoo, wash my dick, and shut off the water.

      I wrap the towel around my waist and look up like I didn’t know she was watching. It isn’t really a clutch my pearls moment, so I wink, walk to my locker, and get dressed. Two months ago, just two, I would’ve had her on her back, fucked her right here like the god I am.

      I sigh. Jules ruined me. I blame her, too.

      I used to be a guy who could get any woman I wanted. Never “dated” the same one twice. Now I haven’t been with another woman since I met this one. It’s a problem. Maybe I should fix it with this woman, but my dick isn’t even into the idea.

      My phone rings from the bottom of my locker. It's Brad, so I answer. "What's up?"

      "I've got a weird question for you." This should be good. "Have you ever seen Jules heal anyone?"

      I hadn't. "Nah, why?" The thing is, when you've lived as long as I have, you realize that there's a lot of grey between the black and white in our world. So many humans want to say natural medicine is voodoo and that when something unexpected happens that doesn't seem to have a scientific reason, we just haven't figured it out yet. My people, however, have seen healers for years. People who use herbs and crystals. People who saved lives when saving lives didn't involve surgeries, needles, and medicine in bottles.

      Do I one hundred percent believe Jules saves lives with her skills? No. But do I believe what she does is useless? No.

      "I watched her work a little while ago, and... well, it was amazing." He pauses. "You got my text about Astro?"

      I shake my head, then remember he can't see me. "I just got back from a workout and haven't checked yet. What's going on?"

      "Astro was attacked, and he's not healing. We're thinking he was poisoned. After surgery, it honestly looked hopeless. I didn't think he'd make it through the night. Jules worked on healing him, and his vitals instantly got better. We're being careful about... who we give his blood tests to, etc. But it looks like he's on the mend."

      "Could be a coincidence."

      "Could be." But Brad doesn't sound convinced.

      I glance up as two guys come walking in. "Okay, good to know. We can talk about this more later."

      Brad sighs. "Sounds good. It's just... we need to figure that woman out."

      "If it's even possible," I say, and I realize I'm smiling.

      "See you at home," Brad says, and there's a smile in his voice.

      "See yah."

      Grabbing my stuff, I walk out the front door of the club.

      The parking lot isn’t crowded, but there are people in cars circling for the closest possible spot, a few folks walking in an accountant’s office, but no one, not a single fucking person in this acre-wide lot, takes a second look at the guy lying on the front of my car with a bullet hole in his forehead and the note pinned to his chest. I freeze, staring at the man, frowning. He looks familiar. Not exactly someone I know, but... Then it hits me. He looks like a human who helped me once upon a time.

      Like Xavier. Not exactly. But the resemblance is there.

      This must be Xavier's son... no, great grandson? I'm not sure. Time moves differently in the mortal world. But he has the same indent in his chin. The same blue eyes ringed by dark lashes. And the same sad expression while dead as his relative.

      A dark feeling rises in my chest. My heart breaks a little and old memories surface like old food that never sat right. Xavier. He was an extraordinary human. A philosopher. So respected that even the gods liked to conceal their identities to visit and verbally spar with him. He, more than any other human, understood the complexities of the gods. He saw us not as untouchable entities, but as people, flawed, plagued by jealousy, greed, and desire. Deserving of scrutiny.

      Initially, I'd changed my form. Appeared as a mere mortal to listen to his speeches. And I was smug. More than a little smug. I even thought of smiting the bastard who thought he was worthy of judging a god.

      But then he'd said some things that changed my perspective. One of which was something along the lines of, "The gods are all powerful, all knowing, and yet, they're like children. They're ruled by their emotions. Their desires. And one day all of this, even the heavens and the earth, will not be enough for them. One day, they will destroy us all, just to see what will happen... as children do."

      His words haunted me because there was such a ring of truth to them. A ring of truth that made me feel like I changed from the child he described into a young man who did not like the idea that my kind could destroy a world out of boredom and curiosity. But it never haunted me more than when my brethren decided to destroy this world.

      Without Xavier, I would have never been able to come up with the plan that stopped this destruction. He helped me to create a way to continue holding the earth and heavens apart, a plan that didn't require the power of my brothers, Hyperion, Coeus, Crius, and Lapetus. Because while I knew Lapetus would never do anything to hurt the earth, I realized that my other brothers could destroy the world without his permission. They could betray the god of morality, the god of craftsmanship who loved humans, and destroy the world by crashing the heavens into the earth.

      I can't stop staring at this man. He looks so much like his relative who saved mankind. So much that the old guilt I felt when Xavier died keeps rising inside of me. Xavier had taught me how to funnel an extraordinary amount of power from the gods to create untouchable pillars to hold the heavens from the earth. My brothers and sister could no longer destroy the world when I was done, but I'd also taken power from us all. Power that permanently weakened us and made us fade from the minds of mankind.

      It was considered the ultimate betrayal. My other brothers and sisters understood what I did, but only Lapetus stood beside me when they cast me out. When I became a fallen god.

      The others? They simply couldn't look me in the eye.

      I rub at my chest and try to push away the old memories. My body is shaking. Someone had actually found Xavier's descendant, murdered him, and left him on my car. It was clearly to send a message, but what?

      Spotting a white note in the man's pocket, I reach forward, ignoring the blood that has dampened the paper and his shirt. Glancing around, a growl slips from my lips when two people on their phones walk by, again, not noticing the dead man on my car. Yes, no one noticing makes this easier, but it pisses me off. Humans think their phones open them up to the world. They have no idea how untrue that is.

      Unfolding the note, I read the words over and over again. We know what you’ve done and FYI, we've learned that a god can be killed like a mortal man. It’s just bloodier.

      It’s marginally true. There are ways to kill a god, even though it's nearly impossible. It takes more grit to kill a god, a great deal of power, and knowledge that very few people have. Generally, it also does come with more blood than a mortal death, but saying so is a grave over simplification.

      But as if to make their point, my fucking car has blood all over the hood and the windshield is cracked like this man was thrown here from the heavens themselves. It's not exactly a surprise. My enemies love the dramatics. I pull the cell out of my bag and walk away from my car. If I would’ve brought the SUV this never would’ve happened. At least... it would have made it harder to shoot a person and have them drop onto the hood, I imagine. But no, I had to bring the Jag.

      When Jean-Paul answers, I sigh. I’m calm, controlled, even, but deep down I'm wondering what I could have possibly done to bring this wrath down on me. I piss off a lot of people. But these enemies? There are very few things they care about, and I tend to avoid those things like the plague. The last thing I'd ever want to do is draw their attention again.

      “Boss?” While I was mentally going over the details of this message, Jean-Paul answered.

      “My car is at Olympus Gym. Someone left me a gift on the windshield.  A very bloody gift. I need the car cleaned and repaired.” I roll the dead guy off the hood then deposit him in the backseat and cover him with a blanket. Then, I take a blanket from the trunk and cover the bloody mess on the hood of the car the best that I can, just on the off-chance a human bothers to look at their surroundings before this gets cleaned up.

      "It'll be done."

      I hang up on Jean-Paul because I’ve said what needs to be said and I don’t need to hear more to know it'll be taken care of.

      My gaze catches the covered body in the back of the car. "I'm sorry, Xavier. Your descendants deserve better." My throat clogs a little at the last word, which is ridiculous. I must be spending too much time among the humans.

      Turning away from the corpse, I realize that I'd rather walk than call for another car. It's only four damned blocks. If a god can't walk four blocks, he doesn't deserve his powers. Besides, it'll give me time to figure out where to go with the threat from here.

      I’m a block down when the hair at the back of my neck stands. Someone is following me. And based on the warning I just got, it's probably someone to be wary of. I quicken my steps as I pass the barber shop and the bank, then turn into the alley between the bank and the Pretty as a Picture Camera Shop. Then I wait for the person to turn into the alley.

      Even if I wasn’t a god, blessed with all the powers of life and death, I would be able to slam this puny little shit against the wall, to hold him there, feet dangling a foot above the ground, with one hand. And yet, when I look in his face, I know I underestimated him. This puny shit just so happens to technically be my nephew. Although, he's several hundred years old, he's also the kind of demi-god that should have been wiped out a long time ago. He, unfortunately, has my brother Crius's cruel streak and deep desire to restore their power, regardless of the cost.

      “Why are you fucking following me?” I could end him right now. That’s the power of a god, the blood pulsing through me along with the rage. But, for some reason, I've always had a soft spot for my nieces and nephews. No matter how evil some of them are.

      Even if killing him is the wiser choice if he's the one who killed Xavier's descendant.

      He laughs despite being deprived of air and the ability to take a breath bigger than a pant. “Fuck you, Ajax Cronus.”

      It takes everything in me to hold back my sigh. We'd been here before. When I'd helped to save mankind and stripped the gods of a great deal of their power in the process. He'd threatened me for awhile. Murdered people I cared about. I'd had to bury him alive for a full year before he got the message that I may be reluctant to kill my nephew, but I wouldn't let him kill the humans around me. I hadn't seen him since the day I'd undug him and found him nothing but stick and bones, the very light of the sun painful. I'd asked him then if he was going to stop, because the next time, I'd be burying him for ten years.

      He'd mumbled the first true words I think he'd ever spoken and swore never to darken my doorstep again.

      So, what changed?

      “Tell me what the fuck is going on.” I’m pissed enough to pummel this piece of shit, even if it won't kill him.

      He laughs, the sound raspy and weird. “You’ve finally gone too far.”

      His voice surprises me, the strength of it anyway. Apparently, my nephew's natural fear of me had vanished. Along with his common sense.

      "You, little maggot, do not get to tell me when I've gone too far."

      "Prideful as ever," he says with a smirk.

      I smack his head back against the brick wall hard enough that I know he's bleeding. "Life has value. You didn't have to kill him to deliver your little message."

      "Yes, I did. And I enjoyed it." His smile widens.

      "And I've done nothing to attract the attention of any of you fuckers. So, if this is some game, guess what? You lost. Ready for ten years under the dirt?"

      His smile fades away, and I see a flash of fear in his eyes. "No."

      "I told you not to hurt another human. I told you not to ever be in my sight again. I warned you of the consequences."

      He swallows around my hand, even as it holds his throat tightly. "This is bigger than you and I and this war between us."

      I release him. "Bigger how?"

      "Bigger meaning... if you aren't afraid, you should be."

      I reach for him again, determined to bind him with my magic and bury him again, or at the very least get the right information from him, but before I can, he explodes into stars. Within seconds, he's gone. Bastard. As a messenger of the gods and a god of the art of astrology, one of his strongest powers is to disappear like this, unless I bind him with my powers.

      Which means he is always avoiding the consequences of his actions.

      Yes, I can try to track him down. Even though I'm not as powerful as I once was, I can find him. And I can follow through on my threat.

      Luckily for him, however, I have bigger fish to fry. Astraios is an annoying little shit. A serial killer. A god who loves blood and death. But he's also right that he isn't my biggest problem. He alone would have never had the balls to come threaten me. He was sent by him. And I suspect, his threat is less a threat and more a promise.

      Why the fuck did I let him go? I want to kick myself. I may know that someone is after me now, someone who is actually a danger to me. But I'm not certain who, or why, even if I suspect the culprit. And if I would have held onto to the asshole, I might have more to go off of.

      Unfortunately, I guess I'll have to do my own dirty work from here on out and get to the bottom of it... before the people around me start dropping like flies, and before I find out if my enemies truly have figured out how to kill a god who was once the ruler of every god, of the earth, of the heavens.

      Because that... that would be something to fear. And a man like me? I'm not accustomed to fear.
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      Jules

      The hospital, over the last few days, has been weird -- busy, then not -- but since Astro got out of surgery today, I haven’t left the alpha’s side. He’s recuperating, healing, spends a lot of time awake, probably wondering why the hell he earned the constant supervision of a random woman. If he thinks it’s odd though, he hasn’t mentioned it to me. He just texts his pack and seems to be unhappy about their responses, like an owner of a company who has to stay away from the office for a while.

      At last, he yawns beside me and looks in my direction, setting his phone down. "So how did you learn about us?"

      I startle. He's said very little to me since waking up, but he has a strangely nice voice, kind of like the neighborhood dad. I almost tell him Connor and Brad told me, but I'm worried that will get them in trouble, so I decide on a half-truth. "I've seen a lot of things in my life that could only be explained by the supernatural."

      He nods. "Then, there must be something special about you. Most humans, even when seeing the impossible, tend to replace those memories with normal ones. It's the only way their minds can comprehend what they see."

      I've never heard anything like that before. "What do you mean?"

      He smiles kindly. "Like, they'll see a fairy moving through a garden, but then they'll replace the memory with that of a bee or a butterfly." He touches his chin, his brows drawing together. "But it's more like when you see someone hit by a car, and your gut says they're dead, but you go to them... and somehow, they're fine."

      "So instead of it being a miracle... they're really supernatural?"

      He laughs tiredly. "Maybe. But a supernatural could also use their powers to save them without anyone even realizing it."

      Some distant memory tickles the back of my mind. "I swear I saw all kinds of things like that when I was a kid."

      "So, you're special," he tells me with a smile.

      I smile back, even though I'm pretty sure I was never special until I was a reaper, but he doesn't need to know that.

      "Not that I don't appreciate the company, but will you be hanging out the whole time I'm in the ER?"

      I frown. "Well, I have dinner plans with Connor soon, but I wasn't sure if we should leave you. It's obvious someone tried to kill you, but we aren't sure who."

      Something strange comes over his face. "Well, we know some things. The wolf who attacked me was Riggs. My second-in-command."

      I stare in confusion. “And that’s… allowed?”

      He waves his hand away, as if waving away my words. "Pack members are allowed to challenge their alpha. He didn't do anything wrong. And if he had beat me, he would have been allowed to take my place as alpha of the pack. But, somehow, I still managed to kick his ass. What's more of the issue is why I didn't heal afterwards. I looked at the test results. Someone poisoned me. With something specifically meant to kill a supernatural. The question is who and why."

      "The obvious answer is Riggs," I tell him.

      He nods. "But Riggs would have wanted to defeat me the right way. In battle. Not by watching me waste away afterwards until I died."

      "Are you sure?"

      He doesn't look sure. "Riggs might be power hungry, but no shifter would want to humiliate their alpha, to let them die like this. As much as Riggs might have instinctively challenged me, believing I was getting old and weak, he would only want to be alpha if he was better than me. He wasn't. So I don't think he'd want to win by default. Or with such an underhanded method as poison."

      For some reason, thinking of someone hurting this fatherly shifter, breaking his bones and leaving him with gashes all over, doesn't seem like someone who would care how they got power, just as long as they got it. But I don't challenge him. I don't really feel like it's my place.

      He yawns again, and I look at his tired face, feeling guilty. "You can go to sleep."

      "And you can go to dinner with Connor," Astro says, his eyes closing. "Believe me, I'll be fine."

      I almost ask him if he's sure, but his breathing is already steady.

      Leaning back in my chair, I stare at him. This shifter is doing better. He's healing. A shifter is just outside his curtain making certain whoever poisoned him doesn’t come back. This floor is restricted to patients and medical staff alone. He should be okay.

      Standing up, I see my reflection in the mirror. Okay, I know this new version of me always looks good. But if I have a date with Connor, a date I'm actually going to try not to get out of, I want to look my best.

      So, I head to the locker room to freshen up. A quick spritz of perfume. A swipe of lip gloss. A few swipes of a brush through my hair to get the knots out. Then, I look down at my white coat, pale green blouse, and dark gray skirt. They're a little wrinkled, but good enough for a date in the cafeteria.

      But before I turn to head to the cafe, I freeze in the hall. Someone tried to murder the alpha. Fredrick has seemingly disappeared, but swore to kill anyone I saved. Maybe checking in on him one more time would be smart. Even though I know I'm being a worry wart.

      I stop again in the alpha’s room. Just for a quick peek. Even being out of the room long enough to eat with Connor is a risk. But I agreed to see him, I want to see him, and I'm starting to feel a little stupid sitting with Astro all the time. I mean, who's going to be better at stopping some psycho murderous shifter? Me? Or the giant shifter outside his curtained room?

      Oh, right. Reaper. It's kind of what I do...

      I slide past Astro’s room, poke a glance in, and stop short, my heart in my throat. My eyes don’t believe what I'm seeing. There's something straight out of my nightmares in his room. Everything around me fades away and a chill rolls up my spine. The creature over his bed is hideous. It has a long, drawn mouth and black eyes, and black, oily skin that gives it a kind of darkness I don’t need to see to feel in the air around us. It's almost like this thing is from another world, a place where light doesn't exist. It has both scraggly hands, that look like small tree branches attached to a couple limbs, on Astro, as a nurse walks out of the room. She can’t seem to see it or she would be screaming.

      Or holding in a scream, like me.

      How I know, I can’t say, but I can feel Astro’s heartbeat slow. I feel like there's nothing outside of Astro, this monster, and me. And with each second that passes, I can feel it draining the alpha of his life. Killing him. After a moment, Astro's body arches off the bed like some kind of demon is possessing him. His body shakes and shudders and begins to... grow disfigured, the bones I repaired breaking once more, the cuts on his body and chest splitting open.

      I've never seen anything like this. Nothing this horrifying. And yet, watching the blood ooze down the bed and then drip onto the floor shakes me from my shock.

      Running into the room, I'm already screaming to “Stop!”

      The thing looks up. Smiles. Those bright white rows and rows of teeth of it seem strange and impossible in the vast darkness of its body. A bolt of fear shoots through my belly, takes my breath so I can only gasp. Its smile changes until it bares its sharp teeth in a threatening manner, something I know deep down is a warning, a warning my body understood before my mind did, because I've stopped running.

      Astro falls back against the bed, groaning. And the thing moves slowly, almost impossibly slowly away from him. I'm not sure if it's coming closer to me, but it is moving for the first time, and the sight is just as horrific as when it was killing the alpha. This thing, it's a combination of a monster and a ghost, no feet beneath it but a strange dark tangle of branches and fabric. It's shadow and bones, a creation made of horror and rage that flow off of it in waves. I can’t seem to move except to tremble. Terror slices the air around me as the thing suddenly shoots toward me.

      When it reaches for me, Frederick appears between it and me and shoves me away, before rolling onto the ground beside me, and leaping back to his feet. Then he reaches a hand down and when I grasp it, he teleports us away.

      It happens so fast. In the blink of an eye, nausea rolls through me. We're in some kind of park. No, a walking path behind the hospital, and I'm still lying on the ground, only, it's the dirt outside, the wind whistling around me. The air is charged with power, but at least not with death and anger.

      I stumble to my feet. That thing... I have to go back. I have to stop it. I go to rush to the hospital, but Fredrick blocks my way without a word.

      “What the fuck are you doing?!” I shove him, hard enough that he backs up.

      “Calm down, Jules.”

      “Don’t you say my name. What the hell did you do?” And it hits me. The alpha is going to die now. That's what that thing was after, and Fredrick had taken me away. No one was there to protect him unless his shifter guard can see it too, which for reasons I don't understand, I doubt. Connor will be expelled or kicked out or whatever the wording is, and everything will go to shit. The anger in me bubbles out and leaks down my cheeks. “What the fuck, Frederick!” I ball my fists and slam them against his chest again.

      He jerks me close, presses my hands between us. “That thing would’ve killed you for stopping it.” His hold tightens when I twist and squirm and try to break free.

      “That thing?!” His words are killing me. “That thing can’t kill me. I’m a fucking reaper!” My voice is a shriek that could summon dogs. “We can’t be killed. I know! I fucking tried to kill you.” He’s still holding me against him, but he tilts his head and suddenly I’m aware. Of him. His arms, his eyes, the fullness of his lips, the rock-hard body holding me. Where once it was a necessity to keep me from pounding him, now the hold is intimate, two bodies pressed together, his arms strong around me, his chest firm. Suddenly, it’s me and Frederick. Together. Us.

      His voice is soft like he feels it, too. “That thing can’t kill you, but it can make you wish you’re dead, and there are things worse than death. I promise you that.” I don’t know how, but he manages to make these words sound seductive, and I have the urge, an almost insatiable desire, to curl my fingers into his hair, to pull him down… to slide my fingertips along his chest to his belly, and lower. I also don’t know how this fucking guy is managing to make me want him to seduce me.

      Which I hate.

      When my voice comes, it’s phone-sex worker breathy, even though he’s let go of me. “What was that thing?”

      He sighs, shoves his hands into his pockets, and stares at me with eyes dark with desire. I know the look because I feel the same way, even though it's probably some secret power he has, because I hate this fucker. This feeling... it’s stupid and wrong. Especially since it wasn’t so long ago that I tried to kill him. And every single day, he wants to kill me. But I can’t help it any more than I can explain it.

      “It’s the universe’s way of evening out the trouble you’ve created.”

      I sigh. The universe can kiss my ass. "I don't understand."

      “I know, Jules. There’s so much that you don’t understand about our world, and so much I don’t understand about why you and I are so different. Which is why I’m trying to figure it all out. That human part of myself that I lost, I mean.” He reaches out as if to touch me again, but drops his hands. “And you need to do the same with the things you don’t understand. Knowledge is power.”

      My thoughts spin. “I’m lost.”

      “Me too,” he tells me with a sad smile.

      Suddenly, he's gone. And I don't know what the hell to do, except that I need to reach the alpha, before it's too late. So even though teleporting again after so long is painful, draining, I plan to do it, hoping that just this once the universe gives me a break.

      Which is exactly when a nurse comes running up to me, calling my name.

      I stare, feeling my heart in my stomach. I need to get back… but I don’t have a good reason to race away, so I guess I’ll get through this conversation as quickly as I can, then teleport back inside. Hopefully, before it’s too late.

      Damn universe.
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      Connor

      For it being in the middle of the night, there's still a crowd in the cafeteria, like everyone working this shift has taken their break at the same time. But it's more so a mix of hospital staff and tired family members of our patients. It's usually pretty easy to tell who is who, even without the scrubs. Most of the hospital workers have expressions that remind me of soldiers who have been in a war for so long that this just seems like life, while the patients' family members look like soldiers after their first battle: shaken, unsure, but maybe not as slowly worn down as the rest of us.

      And yet, I'm oddly excited to be back here.

      As much as I wanted a quiet date with Jules, some way we can really connect for the first time, it seems the Fates have other plans. Because there's only one empty table, and it’s in the center of the busy room. So, basically, the least romantic spot in an already unromantic place. But I take it because I don’t want to have to stand in the corner with Jules when she gets here. It's not great, but it’s better than nothing.

      Everyone always says I'm a glass half full kind of guy, and today I try to embrace that.

      My hands are shaking a little, for reasons I don't understand. And it feels weird that I'm just in a t-shirt and jeans, without flowers in my hand or some small gesture to show she matters. But I get the feeling that if things feel too "romantic," Jules is going to be running for it before I can even compliment her outfit. So, this date needs to scream casual more than romantic. I need to go slowly with her, like a stray dog I once rescued.

      Okay, right, don't compare the lady I like to a stray dog.

      And yet, the comparison fits. Everything I'm doing is with the sole goal of showing her the world won't end if we explore what's between us. So that's what I'm doing. Keeping it "casual." Keeping it light. Not pushing beyond just being grateful she agreed to meet me tonight.

      My phone rings right before I get into the line with my tray, so I step out. It's Ajax. "Yo, yo, you, how's it hanging?" He hates when I answer the phone like that, so it's my go to way to answer most of the time.

      "Listen." He pauses, like he's struggling for the right words, which is not at all like him. "Keep an eye out for each other, okay?"

      It's like every muscle in my body stiffens. "What are you talking about?"

      Ajax lets out a slow breath. "I don't know. Probably drank too much."

      But he doesn't sound drunk. "Are you okay?"

      "Always. This call was stupid. Sorry. I better go."

      "Hey, you sure?" Red flags are flying all over this weird conversation, but Ajax probably has his shit together more than anyone else I know.

      "I'm sure. Enjoy your date with Jules."

      "How did you know about that?"

      He laughs, but it rings hollow. "I know everything." Then, his laughter dies from his voice. "How's Astro?"

      I stiffen. "According to the reports, better than he was when he came in, but he's slipped into a coma. It looks like some of his injuries opened back up and his broken bones are looking bad again. I haven't gone up to see him, knowing his wolf guards wouldn't let me in any way, but I'm having a nurse on staff slip me all his info. And, honestly, it's like nothing I've seen before."

      "This is one of the few times I wish I had the power to heal others."

      "Well, you have a big dick, that counts for something."

      Ajax lets out an annoyed breath. "Well, keep me updated."

      And then, because I know Ajax sucks with saying goodbye, I realize the line has gone dead. Which isn't strange, but the whole rest of the conversation was. I think about calling him back, but then try to shake it off. I don't want to go into this date being even weirder than I already am. And Ajax is a god. He's okay. He's always okay.

      So, I go through the cafeteria line and set my shit down on the tabletop, then go to the vending machine for a bottle of juice. I walked here because it’s such a nice night, but my mouth is dry after the cool night air, and I don’t want to sound like I’ve eaten sandpaper when I talk to Jules. I'm tempted to stop by the bathroom one more time to make sure my hair is okay, but even thinking about it makes me hear Brad's teasing voice in the back of my head, so I just go for the juice.

      Erica, one of the nurses on the same rotation I'm typically on, walks beside me and smiles. “Hey, Connor.”

      I smile at her. She’s a brunette with brown eyes and a sweet smile. Also, she’s nice. A genuinely nice person. If not for Jules and how strongly I feel for her, I would be interested in Erica. Maybe. Not for some deep relationship, because she deserves some awesome guy who can give her everything and not a shifter who has to keep half his life a secret, but maybe for a fun night.

      The thing is, as much as Brad makes fun of me for not "getting enough ladies," it's for a reason. I'm definitely a relationship guy, but all I can ever have with most humans is a fun night or two. I'd never be dumb enough to bring a woman into my life and then keep her at a distance because I'm a supernatural. I'd just hurt the woman slowly instead of quickly, and I'm not that type. But when I lived among shifters, I tended to jump from one relationship to another, exploring to see if the woman could be "the one" for me and then ending things when I realized we weren't a good match.

      With Jules, however, I feel like I found someone truly special in all ways. She knows the truth about me, doesn't care, and is most definitely a relationship kind of woman. So even though Erica has a nice smile and a good heart, when I smile back at her, there's nothing behind it.

      “How’s it going?” I ask her when she comes to stand near me at the vending machine. In my palm, I count out my change, then deposit it in.

      “You working tonight?” I don’t think she’s flirting with me. If she is, it feels a bit off.

      “No. I came to eat dinner with Jules.” I took a nice long after work nap, then watched some late night TV while I waited for the time to pass so I could come here and meet Jules.

      “I haven’t seen her in the last hour or so. She spent most of the night monitoring some guy in ICU.” She leans back against the machine after my OJ drops.

      I nod because I don’t know what else to say. Jules works with patients and has a tendency to get attached. I'm not exactly surprised that's how she spent her evening.

      She smiles again. "Not that the healer has much of a use with a patient in the ICU, right?"

      Not knowing what to say, I just shrug. "To each their own."

      "But she's just a scam artist. We all know it."

      Her words surprise me. "Haven't you told me that miracles happen around here all the time? Unexplainable times when patients should have died but didn't? So, if you believe in miracles, isn't it possible what she's doing could help the patients too?"

      She closes her mouth and looks strangely annoyed. "Most of the guys here seem to think that's the case."

      For some reason, I don't like Erica right now. So, I take my OJ from the machine and hold up the bottle like I’m king of the dorks, then say, “I’ll just sit and wait for her.”

      She nods and does the finger wave, so I go to my table and sit. Pulling out my phone, I realize Jules is a few minutes late. Knowing how strange time moves in here and how often I miss things because of it, I shoot Jules a text that does not make me pathetic.

      The waiting begins. Minute after minute ticking by, where I try not to touch my food, then eat a few fries. All the while watching the doors to the cafeteria and trying not to keep checking the clock on my phone. Again, not pathetically, just in an excited way.

      I hope.

      “Connor?” I hear the voice and turn. It isn’t Jules. Isn’t anyone I really want to talk to. Only Aurora. Not that I don’t want to talk to her, but I would rather see Jules coming toward me. I check my phone again. Nothing.

      Aurora is in her paramedic uniform and her black cargos have the handle of a pair of blunt-tipped scissors hanging out of one pocket. Her long black hair is tied up behind her, like she keeps it when she's working, and I can see the edge of one of her tattoos beneath the long white shirt she often wears under her uniform. Aurora is part of the Pack Bane, although as a rare Turned wolf, she's almost as much of an outcast as me. Well, no one is as much as I am. She can still live on their lands, the other wolves talk to her, but I get the sense she feels a bit like a lone wolf too. Although every time I feel a spark of pity for her, she relentlessly teases me, and I remember why I see her as a younger sister I want to avoid.

      She pulls out the chair Jules would sit in if she was here, and I try not to instantly tell her to get out of my lady's chair. Because I'd look like a weirdo. And because she'd never let me hear the end of it.

      “Am I disturbing you?” She’s wearing the smirk of a woman who knows she isn’t disturbing me.

      “Not at all.” I smile like the magnanimous beast that I am.

      “Who’s the chick?” She nods to Erica.

      “Another nurse.”

      The look she sends Erica could peel the paint off the wall. “You doing her?”

      “What? No.” I’m a one woman kind of guy. And apparently, it doesn’t matter that the one woman in my head isn’t one who cares about standing me up.

      A slow smile slides across Aurora’s face and her eyebrow quirks. “You think I might have a shot with her?” When I pull my head back and stare for a second, she chuckles. “What? Didn’t you ever wonder why when every other straight woman on the planet is trying to get into your pants, I don’t?”

      Well, huh. Now that she mentions it, she's not wrong. And her teasing never feels like flirting either... just, obnoxious teasing. “I’m pretty wrapped up in my own little world.” And isn’t that just the truth?

      "Yeah, I usually prefer the ladies. But sometimes a guy comes across my radar that hits me just right. You are not one of those guys." Her smile and head shake are an agreement, but then her smile fades away. “Have you looked outside your own little box to know Astro’s upstairs?”

      I nod because it’s news that isn’t that newsworthy. First, I work here. Second, this place is the best hospital in ten states and it’s equipped with the kind of elite doctors who can heal shifters. And I heard about Astro’s run-in with the guy who wants to overthrow him. Although I had no idea how bad it really was until he showed up here.

      “He isn’t looking so good. Have you thought about what you’re going to do if he doesn’t make it?” She’s lowered her voice, looks around like she’s afraid someone might be listening.

      I sigh. “There’s nothing I can do. My only option is to leave.”

      “Yeah. But where? After what you did, no other pack is going to let you live on their land. You’re going to end up on the run until someone kills you.” Another not so newsy newsflash. “Maybe you can get Ajax to convince them to leave you alone.”

      I nod even though involving my brothers isn’t really an option. “I don’t want to be more trouble than I already am.” I smile. “I’ll figure something out.”

      Aurora is an optimist. A person who always looks for and usually finds the best in people and situations. I’m a realist. I cut through the bullshit. I see the angles. I don’t hold out false hopes. I assess the situation. Find the best path of action. Get through what I have to get through in the most reasonable way possible.

      She nods. “Yeah.”

      “For now, I guess I’d better just hope that he lives.” I smile like I have it all figured out, but the truth is, she’s right. I’m fucked.

      She sighs. "From the time I was Turned and Astro treated me like just another wolf in his pack, I liked him. I don't have the same weird blind loyalty to him as the others do, but I like him. I want him to live and be okay just because he's a good guy. But, the thing is, I don't think life will be good for either of us under Riggs's rule. He might throw you out, probably will, but I have a feeling I might want to leave after that."

      I wish there was something awesome I could say to reassure her, but the truth is, she's right. "Riggs is an asshole."

      "Grade A," she says with a glum expression. "And his little buddies aren't any better. I won't say it to anyone else, but I don't think the fight between Riggs and Astro was fair in any way. Not just the poison, but I very much doubt he fought him alone."

      I'm surprised. "Didn't Riggs publicly challenge him?" That's the way it's done when you want to overthrow the alpha. It's a whole event that's handled with the utmost seriousness. When I was a kid, some young guy usually challenged the alpha every few years, got his ass kicked, and then it would be awhile longer before the next prick tried.

      "Nah, Astro barely made it to town, looking like hell, and Riggs was carried out of the woods, looking even worse than Astro. People didn't like it, but Astro wouldn't say more than that Riggs challenged him and that it was handled. The thing is, Riggs's buddies looked like they got their asses kicked too."

      "Why wouldn't Astro tell the pack if he was attacked unfairly?"

      Aurora shrugged. "You know how he is; he has some stupid code. He probably thought they were pups who made a mistake and he wanted to handle it privately. The thing is, if he doesn't speak up about what happened before he... dies, then no one will have a choice but to say his injuries were the result of a fair challenge by Riggs, and he'll become the alpha."

      "And now Astro has slipped into a coma, so he can't tell anyone what happened, even if he decided to."

      "None of this is good, but you and I should try to keep each other informed about the situation, since we both have a lot to lose."

      "Agreed," I say.

      She nods and stands up. "Well, I better go. Ambulances wait for no woman."

      Smiling, I give her a little wave and try to keep my smile in place until she's gone, then, I let it fall. She's right. None of this is good. And the more I learn about Asto and the pack, the more fucked I feel.

      I sigh and check my phone again. Nothing from Jules. Nothing from anyone else either. And still I sit because I’m pathetic when it comes to her. Because asking her out is the most daring thing I’ve done in years and I made the steep climb up the mountain of hope. Maybe foolishly so. Now I have the strange urge to jump off the fucking ledge in defeat.

      Hope certainly feels more dangerous than I ever imagined.
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      Jules

      When I teleport back to a storage room in the hospital, I’m shaken because that minute of attraction with Frederick is still fresh in my head. I can’t explain it. I don’t understand it. Frederick. I am surrounded by men who look like fashion models and have super powers. So the fact that Frederick is good looking isn’t what happened back there. It definitely isn’t the reason my body is still… alive. The guy is a complete psychopath, so what does it say about me that I'm drawn to him?

      Maybe it's just because he saved me from that thing after I killed him?

      I don't know. And I'm not sure I have the mental space to explore what just happened. So, I try to push aside my complicated feelings and prioritize what needs to be done right now.

      I need to check on Astro, first and foremost, then find Connor. Rushing to the ICU, I'm practically running when I reach the room with the curtains hiding it from view in the back. There are two shifters at the door now, and one of them frowns when he sees me.

      "When I went to call Rainer to take his shift, I came back to hear some commotion. Astro was worse, the nurses stabilized him, but you were gone. How the hell did you do that?"

      Oh, right. I try to keep my face carefully blank. "I slipped into another ICU room to help the patient when you were making your call."

      He frowns. I bet he'd only gone a few feet away to make his call without bothering the alpha, but I can tell he doesn't know if I'm lying or not. He's probably running through the possibility of me slipping into a room next to Astro's without being seen.

      So, I place a hand on his arm. "I'm so sorry. Next time, I'll let you know."

      The gold around his eyes flares to life a bit, and it doesn't take a genius to see that he finds me attractive. "You do that... Jules."

      I give him a bright smile, then slip into the alpha's room. Astro’s vitals are stable, but he isn’t awake. Someone has restitched some of his injuries that had opened when that thing attacked him, and his leg and one of his arms has been put into removable casts. I'm thinking the people dealing with him know breaks in supernaturals have to be handled differently, because they heal so fast, but also aren't quite sure what to do, because Astro isn't healing quickly. I don't know what I'll see if I dive into him once more, but I can bet it'll be his body struggling to repair the damage that monster did to him. I only hope being a shifter is enough to save him. If not, I'll need to kill more people, gather more life forces, tonight. And even though I don't know every patient that's walked into the emergency room tonight, no one is jumping out at me as being on the edge of death.

      If I kill someone to save Astro, I'm literally swapping one healthy life for another, and the idea makes my stomach churn. If I do that, I'm doing it to save Connor, not because it's the right thing. Not because this alpha is more deserving of life than one of the humans on this floor, but because I'm willfully choosing life and death for healthy people.

      Then I'm not better than Fredrick.

      A doctor comes in. Dr. Elrod. He's not a man I work with often, but his legendary dickhead attitude tells me everything I need to know about him before he speaks a word. Yet when his gaze falls on me, he lifts one blond brow, his dark eyes holding questions he doesn't speak aloud. Is he a supernatural? Or is he a human doctor who isn't supposed to be here?

      He moves closer to the alpha, and I step into his path. "Actually, we’ve got this patient."

      His eyes blaze with arrogance. "No, this is my patient. You are not welcome here."

      The shifter from the doorway steps in, clearing his throat awkwardly. "She knows about us, and is trying to help."

      The doctor snorts and casts the shifter a look that has him returning back to the outside of the door, then he moves around me and begins to make notes on Astro's vitals. He looks beneath the bindings on the alpha's wounds and studies his broken bones. All without the alpha moving or showing any awareness that he's still alive, other than the steady rise and fall of his chest.

      "So, uh, you're a shifter too?" I ask, feeling uncomfortable.

      Dr. Elrod looks at me once more, something dark in his gaze. "Demon, actually."

      I stiffen. I'd seen a reaper kill a demon before in training, but I knew very little about them other than they were the most difficult to figure out of all the supernaturals. Apparently, some were absolute pieces of shit, and some moved among humans without causing any kind of chaos. Our instructor had tried to reassure us that what we knew of demons was wrong. That they were just another supernatural.

      Somehow, I find that hard to believe while staring at this doctor.

      "How's he doing?"

      He pulls out a syringe from his pocket and takes a blood sample. "We'll know in a few hours. For now, something is wrong, but he seems to be stable."

      I release a slow breath.

      "Until then, the shifters need to keep an eye on him. I don't trust what I don't understand. And I don't understand this."

      "Agreed." Then, I add, "And maybe someone should be sitting in the room with him too. Someone trusted."

      "You have a reason to believe he's not safe, even with the massive man outside the door?" He crosses his arms over his large chest, studying me for a painfully long moment.

      I manage to say, "Yes," even though my throat feels dry.

      There's something curious in his expression. "I have such a feeling too. Perhaps if you looked at his most recent blood test results, you may be able to determine something that I missed." And, it's strange. For such an arrogant man, he seems sincere as he hands me the tablet with all the alpha's results on it.

      I sit down and go through them slowly. Most of the results make no sense. But perhaps they do, for a shifter. As I go through page after page of notes on the surgery and on his results, the consistent sense I get is that two plus two doesn't equal four here. The alpha gets better, then worse. The alpha begins to heal, then stops. And there doesn't seem to be anything logical to explain it.

      Maybe it has to do with that thing I saw in here with him. My chest feels tight. What if that thing is what keeps making him worse? What if it has a way of poisoning people? So even when I make the alpha better, it just makes him worse. It makes sense, and yet, it's not something I can ask the doctor about.

      There's no one I can ask. Maybe Drake, but he might just tell me the wrong thing to be sure I can't save Astro. All of this is a game for him, and a game I don't seem to be winning.

      "Anything?" he asks.

      I blink, looking up at the doctor. Somehow I'd missed that he was studying me this whole time.

      Handing the tablet back, I shake my head. "Sorry, no. None of it makes sense."

      Sighing, he gives me another dark look. "I thought as much." He takes the tablet, and a small smile curls his lips. "But if you'd ever like to learn more about the biology of supernaturals, we could grab dinner."

      Ah, right, I'm a hot blonde. "Thanks. I'll keep that in mind." And have nightmares about that later. Ugh.

      He leaves, and I stay a little longer, feeling bad as I stare down at the alpha's pale face. He'd talked to me before that thing hurt him. Now, he just looks so much... worse.

      That could be because it’s after four a.m., but it could also be that there are effects from that thing that I can’t see. And since he was on the fast track to recuperation, I make a mental note to find some life forces when I can, hopefully during my shift tomorrow night, and try to help him again.

      A nurse named Blanche, who I'd recently learned is a shifter, is suddenly at the door, grinning. "Came to sit with him. How was the date with Connor?"

      "Oh shit!"

      Her eyes widen. "You forgot?"

      Without a word, I'm running past her. I need to find Connor, explain as much as I can. Which isn’t much because even I don’t understand it. What's going on with the alpha, maybe even whatever I can say about Fredrick, and why I'm so so sorry I missed our date.

      I’m more than two, almost three hours late.

      By the time I get to the cafeteria, it’s almost deserted. Only Erica and Aurora are at a table drinking coffee, grinning at each other. I walk over and smile at them both. “Have you guys seen Connor?”

      Erica looks up and nods. But it’s Aurora who speaks. “He hung around for an hour, hour and a half, then he went upstairs to check on Astro. Haven’t seen him since.” He probably visited him when I was outside with Fredrick. Damn it. And what she thinks of me is evident in her tone. She’s unimpressed. And I would stick around and explain it to her, but I can’t. I don’t have time.

      “Thanks.” I turn and run out, feeling every bit the jerk they think I am even though this wasn’t my fault.

      By the time I’m on the road to home, I’ve rehearsed what I’ll say to him at least ten times. I can’t tell him about Frederick or being a reaper, but I can tell him I was in danger for a minute and Frederick helped me. Maybe I can even tell him about the thing.

      I turn onto Jones Avenue and there he is, walking, hands in his pockets, his gait smooth and steady. He’s lithe and graceful and I pull the car to the side of the road and watch him walk for a few seconds before I climb out and jog up next to him.

      “Hey.”

      He stops and smiles, a touch of disappointment in his eyes. “Hey.”

      “I’m really sorry about tonight.” So sorry. Saying yes to a date with Connor was a spur of the moment, instinctual kind of thing, but I’m glad I did. About as glad as I am mad at myself for standing him up.

      This guy... he deserves better than me. So much better. And instead of giving me a smile and a hey, he should be telling me to screw myself.

      “It’s okay.” He grins. “I only waited like an hour before I started searching the hospital. Another hour before I gave up. I wasn’t pathetic or anything.”

      Oh, my goodness. The way he talks, the way he looks at me, the way his hand reaches to drag along the back of mine is all very intoxicating. I probably shouldn’t drive the rest of the way home.

      “Where were you?”

      I shake my head. “I, um, I had an issue with a patient.”

      “Did you pass out again?” The alarm in his tone inspires a round of guilt. While his worry isn’t entirely unwarranted, I can’t tell him the truth. I don’t know what he’ll do.

      I shake my head. “I just got caught up.” I can’t tell him about Frederick or the other critter until I know what I’m dealing with on both fronts. I didn't realize that until now, but I just can't. This guy deserves nothing but smiles and all the love a woman can give him. So, I try, just for a minute, to be the woman he needs. If only a little bit, for a little time. “There’s an all night Chinese place on Grand I found the other night. Want to try it?” I owe this guy dinner. And conversation and a bit of an explanation. “We could take it to my place so we don’t disturb Brad and Ajax.”

      It takes a second before he nods, but when he does, I blow out a breath and smile. At least he’s forgiven me for standing him up.

      We pick up an order fit for ten people and drive back to my place. Connor is folded into my tiny little car with his knees almost to his chest, food awkwardly in his lap.

      “So…” I’d never been nervous in his presence before, but this is a date. And as awkward as a first one.

      “So?” Connor says it in a casual way, a teasing way, that makes some of the tension between us ease away.

      I glance over and smile as I pull into my driveway, park the car in my small garage, and kill the engine. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry. Again.”

      “It’s okay, Jules. Really. We’re here now.” His look is long and earnest and I have the strongest urge to lean across the seat and kiss him, but he’s opened the door and flooded the car with light, so the urge passes, ignored.

      I still feel bad that he’s been up all night waiting for me. But he’s out of the car now and waiting for me at the door to my kitchen, so I have to focus on pushing forward, not on how badly I screwed up take one of this night.

      Leading him inside, I pause in the doorway, suddenly feeling nervous. This place was created by the reaper helpers. They picked out every item in here. I just hope I can act like a normal person in this space, and not like a complete stranger.

      "Well, here it is."

      The kitchen is clean because I never use it. All white, sleek lines, and nothing out of place. And the living room is clean because no one has ever sat on my sofa, ate on it, watched a movie... lived on it at all. It's like a shrine of human life built by an alien. Everything is where it should be, but it lacks the heart you'd find in a real home. And then there's my bedroom. I’m not worried about the bedroom because there isn’t much chance we'll end up there--less than no chance. But at worst, there is a basket of laundry waiting to be put away near the closet, unless the reaper helpers already took care of it. So, my house is presentable. More like a creepy model home.

      “This is nice, Jules.” He looks around as we open the bag of cartons and I take plates out of a glass-doored cabinet.

      I hand him a plate and when he tries to take it from me, I hang on. “I’ve never eaten off of these. You’re my first dinner guest.” I chuckle because now I’m nervous. My stomach is rumbling and, if I wasn’t holding onto it like a lifeline, the plate would be shaking in my trembling hand.

      “First dinner guest. Do I get a certificate or something?” His smile spreads slowly across his face as I watch him. “A commemorative coin, maybe?”

      Connor is the kind of guy who makes it easy to smile. He’s charming and witty, deliciously sexy with a smile like sunshine. How the actual hell am I supposed to keep all my brain cells functioning when I can’t see past the radiance of this guy?

      When we sit at the breakfast bar that separates the kitchen from the dining room, I get a glimpse of my place through his eyes. There are no pictures on the wall, no art or brick-a-brac. Not even a fake plant. My place has no personality.

      “Don’t mind my decor.” My nervous laugh chuffles out of me. “Or lack of it.”

      “It’s okay. I’m not really here for the decor.”

      The low hum of his voice makes my stomach clench. I pause to collect my thoughts and blow out a slow, even breath so I don’t ruin the night with a stream of babble guaranteeing he’ll be on his way out the door before I get to the first break for air. “I don’t want to try to make this into a home. I mean, I’ll never be able to.” He tilts his head and stares at me. “I mean, home to me is where the people I love should be.” My voice chokes, but I rebound fast. “This can never be that. They’ll never be here.” Okay, so that wasn't any better.

      But instead of asking me a thousand questions about my depressing admission, he brushes the backs of his fingers over my cheek, lets them rest under my chin, and urges me forward. His gaze captures mine, locks in, and I can’t look away, until I know for certain that he’s going to kiss me. Then my eyelids flutter and all my other senses kick in. There’s nothing more than Connor. His scent, his touch, the taste of his lips, the sound of his breathing.

      And the kiss is decadent. His mouth, his tongue sliding against mine. His hand in my hair, tilting my head. He’s delicious.

      After the kiss, when his forehead is leaned against mine, his phone rings and instead of moving away, he pulls it out of his pocket and answers without looking. “Yeah…” The pause is long, and I can make out that the voice is male and frantic. “Okay. I’ll be right there.” He pulls back, closes his eyes, and breathes out in a huff. “I have to go, Jules. Brad can’t find Ajax.”

      His worry is written in the depths of his eyes and I lay my hand on his arm. “He’s Ajax. He can handle himself.”

      Connor nods, but we both know that no one is entirely safe in this world. And no matter how sad I am to end our date already, Brad doesn't strike me as the type to get nervous for no reason. If he's worried about Ajax, there's probably a reason for it.

      And we're going to figure it out.
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      Brad

      Something is off. Ajax isn’t the kind of guy who disappears. Every day, no matter how busy we are, I see signs of Ajax. Whether it be the perfectly proportioned meals in the fridge delivered from his favorite restaurants, or his pile of dry cleaned clothes carefully laid out on his bed, or just the smell of his bath products after he takes a hot shower. There is always evidence of Ajax in this place. With a presence as big as his, a disappearance is next to impossible. What's more, the man might be willing to jump on a plane because he misses Paris, or wants to walk the streets of some strange and mysterious town, but Ajax always lets us know what's going on. As arrogant as he can come across, he sees us as his brothers, his family. All of us have lost so much in our lives, too much, so deep down he'd never want to worry us.

      But I can’t find him. Not just zero evidence of him, but no way to reach him either. His cell is off and goes straight to voicemail. His assistant said he hadn't touched his breakfast or lunch in the office, even though he'd sent her his requests, as usual, the day before. He's missed several important meetings, and his appointment with his trainer at the gym. I'd spoken to each of the people in his daily orbit... no one has seen him. And he hasn’t checked in.

      Right after we'd made an agreement, as soon as I found out about all this inexplicable shit going on, to be even more cautious and check in with each other more. So something is going on. I just don't know what yet.

      And this better not have anything to do with that damned ankou. I’d spent hours and hours researching the monster, and way too much time questioning ghosts, and all I’d managed to confirm was that the things were mysterious and impossible to kill. Which are two things I refuse to accept.

      I haven’t been able to quit pacing since I got home and couldn’t find Ajax. Until I'd walked in this door and found no sign of him, I'd been hoping he was tangled up with Jules in his bed. Part of me had felt upset at the idea, but I was even more upset when I found his room empty.

      It's made me crazy. My vampire instincts have served me well my entire life. So while others might think I'm overreacting after such a short disappearance, I've found my best way to survive is to listen to my instincts. And they're screaming that something is wrong. I need to do something. What? I don't know. But I have to act.

      An idea springs to mind. Instead of standing here, doing nothing, I call Dmitri Federov--a vampire with his finger on the pulse of all things supernatural. If there’s something going down with Ajax, he’ll know it.

      When he answers, I don’t bother with pleasantries. “Do you have any word on anything odd happening?”

      Dmitri, who was made about a thousand years ago, is one of the most powerful vampires in the area. He has an ear to the ground and minions who do his bidding while he sits in his mansion on the hill. He also so happens to like me quite a bit. He finds my "gentler" take on the world intriguing and every so often we'll meet up for dinner. For me, it's a way of keeping a connection with a powerful vampire. For him? I suspect I'm an amusement.

      I can almost feel his smile before he responds. “Funny you should mention that. A group of hunters, five or six of them, came to town and someone ended them down at the White Pines Motel. Bloody mess, it was. But a relief to many of us who had thought our days in Mortalla Falls were numbered.”

      "Were any of your men involved?"

      A group of strong vampires could take on a powerful group of hunters... if they could get their thumbs out of their asses long enough to work together.

      "No. And as far as I know, no vampires powerful or organized enough to take on that group planned to. We simply all saw it as a natural sign that it was time to move on."

      "And do you know of anyone else who might have an interest in being rid of them?" I hold my breath, eliminating people in my head.

      Now, there's definitely a smile in his voice. "I believe you're quite familiar with one of the only people who could take down this group on his own. A person with a vested interest in keeping his vampire pet safe."

      Damn it. He's right. And I should have realized it the second he mentioned it.

      Only Ajax had the motive to take the hunters down and is strong enough to put five or six hunters out of business. All other supernaturals would have simply ignored them and let them do what they wanted to the vampires, as long as the hunters didn't piss them off.

      Normally, I'd simply remind Ajax that he has to be more careful. That slaughtering a group of hunters might inevitably lead people to him. Although most of the supernaturals in this town wouldn't be stupid enough to even speak the god's name, there were some who would not be pleased with his actions. And although I might still think we'd all be okay, the fact that Ajax is missing after his run-in with them tells me that I'm right to worry about him getting mixed up with this stuff.

      This is bad. Real bad. Last thing we need is to attract the attention of anyone who could use this against Ajax, against all of us for our association with him.

      Then, I remember that Dmitri is still on the line. "Anything else?"

      "The hunters... they're not the only new dangers in our town. Something is changing around here, Brad, so I may just take a little vacation anyway and see what happens when the dust settles."

      New dangers? Like the ankou the ghosts were whispering about? "What new things?" I ask, wondering if Dmitri had heard the same rumors I had.

      He laughs. "Oh, Brad, I would never be foolish enough to anger that group. And if you're smart, you will stay far away from them too. Now, enjoy the rest of your evening."

      "Thank you," I say, even though I want to demand he tell me every damn thing I want to know, then hang up.

      Ajax is in real trouble if he got tangled up with something even Dmitri fears. Before the thought can take solid root, Connor walks in the door and stands with his hands on his hips. He has a relaxed sense to him for someone who is in a shitty position. With Astro in the hospital, if Connor was smart, he'd be worried. But, nope, he looks like he's floating on air. Usually I don't like to knock him down when he's like this, but he needs this next dose of reality to remind him how fragile our safety is here.

      “Ajax killed some hunters. A whole group of them.” I don’t get to go further because the door opens further and this time it’s Jules walking into our house.

      She moves to stand next to Connor, her eyes filled with worry. “I want to help.”

      “How, Jules? You’re human.” I look at Connor for help, but he crosses his arms and shrugs. I don’t know exactly which side of the debate he’s going to fall on, but I can probably bet it'll be with the pretty blonde beside him. Who's also probably the reason he seems so happy. “We’re dealing with powerful things here. Things that don’t care about humans at all.” Most of the supernatural world finds humans amusing and/or annoying. Expendable, certainly. They won’t think twice about killing Jules if she so much as looks at them wrong.

      “I don’t care about them. I care about Ajax, and I’m coming along.” She’s resolute. Daring me to try to make her stay behind.

      I can’t. It isn’t my decision and Connor isn’t going to side against her. He’s too smitten, and will absolutely sacrifice himself to save her if need be. In his head, there’s no reason to ask her to stay behind.

      "Jules..."

      "I also know more about this situation than you do. I didn't realize it at the time, but I'm pretty sure Ajax and I hung out in the place with all the dead hunters."

      "You saw him afterward?" There's surprise in my voice. Is this little human woman actually the only person who might have an idea of where Ajax could be?

      "I'll tell you everything I know, as long as I can come and help."

      I frown, thinking over my options. We'd already realized Jules isn't exactly a damsel in distress. In the fight with the vamps, she'd been more than a little impressive. So if she can help us at all, we might just have to take the deal. “Okay.” Besides, if Connor can’t save her, I can.

      If she needs any saving...

      "So, where did he go after killing the hunters?" I ask.

      "Back to my place." Her voice is a little soft, her cheeks bright red.

      "And then back to our place," Connor adds.

      "What about after that?" I ask.

      Jules shakes her head. "I thought he'd head to work."

      "He never made it there."

      “He called me though,” Connor says, and for the first time he actually looks worried. “It was a weird call… almost like, I don’t know, like he was worried or something. It bothered me at the time, but I figured Ajax would tell me if he was facing something he couldn’t handle.”

      Silence settles between us. Awkward. Filled with concern. And I feel a headache forming behind my eyes. We need more details than this. Something to go off of that could help us track him. "If I had some of his blood, maybe..." I trail off. I've never tasted Ajax's blood, but if I had some now, I might be able to use it to track him down.

      But you don't have his blood.

      “We could track his phone.” Connor is holding up his own cell. “The map app.” He slides his finger along the screen and watches for a few seconds then turns to me. “He’s at Club Ambrosia.”

      "You have an app to track his phone..."

      Connor winks at me. "See, your refusal to learn technology outside of the hospital has its downfalls. Didn't you say all this stuff just rots the brain?"

      I sigh. "Can we just focus on the fact that you found him so quickly?"

      "But why would he be at a club?" Jules asks with a frown.

      Connor and I exchange a look, but when he doesn't speak, I do. "Club Ambrosia attracts a lot of supernaturals. It's a place they typically use to find humans to... enjoy. Ajax was known to visit it a time or two. Just not lately."

      It takes her a minute to understand what I'm saying, but then her mouth forms into a thin line. "So, he might just be there fucking humans?"

      I wince. "Maybe, but unlikely. He'd tell us if he was going there, first of all. Second of all, he hasn't taken much of an interest in other... well, in women lately." I fumble over my words.

      Her cheeks turn red again. "So, I guess we'll just head there and hope he found some lady, then got distracted."

      "That would be," I clear my throat, "the best result, but I want to warn you, I don't think that's what we'll find."

      "He has called me in the middle of fucking women before," Connor says, looking embarrassed. “So it’s not as if that’s an excuse for him not to call us.”

      Jules draws her shoulders back. "Okay then, we're probably walking into trouble. But if we can help Ajax, then that's exactly where we're going."

      “Let’s go.” Connor is out the door, but I need to caution Jules again. This isn’t the kind of place where any human is going to be safe. Especially one who means something to Ajax if he’s there against his will.

      “Jules, you have to promise to stick close to me and Connor. This is a dangerous place for a human.” I suspect there’s more to her than her humanity--as in she might have a bit of the supernatural inside her--but until she comes clean about it, I can’t risk her safety.

      She nods. “Okay.” But there’s a glimmer in her eyes, a sparkle that says this is just lip-service.

      Instead of any sort of “special” transportation, we climb into Jules’s toy car, and she zooms us across town to the nightclub. She blasts a soft kind of music, one where a man is singing with a voice like an angel, and it strikes me as music that doesn't fit this twenty-something-year-old blonde. But then again, nothing about Jules makes sense. She's like a table full of puzzle pieces, except all the pieces are from different puzzles.

      Glancing at the clock, I frown. It’s almost dawn and I don’t have a lot of time before it'd be best if I'm out of direct sunlight. Ajax and Connor keep tarps in the backs of their cars, just in case. I suspect Jules isn't the tarp-carrying sort. As much as I'm nervous about Ajax, we'll need to conclude our business in a timely manner, or I might find myself with a bad sunburn by the time we get home. Not an explosion of ash, I wouldn't allow things to get that far, even if I had to hide under Jules to stay safe... which doesn't sound all that bad.

      My gaze goes to her. Even though I know she recently ended a long shift, she doesn't look as tired as I would have thought. Her hair is a little wavier than it is most days, and her pallor a little paler, but she's just as beautiful as always. This is a woman who would make a paper bag look good, and the fact that I've seen her naked only makes it worse. I know exactly how full her perfect breasts are beneath her straining shirt, and just how deliciously rounded her ass is. I know what she looks like wet, begging for more, and I swear to all the gods that one day I'll know what she feels like too.

      Connor points her to the road to turn onto that leads to the club, and I adjust my hard cock, trying to focus my mind back on the matter at hand. Ajax is missing, probably in trouble, but he'll be okay. We're also bringing the woman we're obsessed with here too, which is probably a mistake, and likely something Ajax isn't going to like much. But as long as I can keep my focus, and not go down another memory trail of just how amazing it was to watch Ajax fuck her, all of this should be okay.

      I hope.

      We pull up outside the bar. Club Ambrosia’s sign glows a deep pink that's almost purple. The letters dance up and down, rather than standing in a straight line, on the front of the brick building. Outside there's usually a line. Not tonight. Tonight there are just two lone bouncers, probably bear shifters, working the door.

      Getting out of the car, we walk up to the front and the bouncers step in our way.

      I smile, flashing my fangs. "We've got business inside."

      "Not tonight," the beefier one says, although both men rival Ajax in size.

      "I'm afraid we'll have to insist," Connor tells him, and there's that spark in his eyes that tells me this is going to end badly if these men don't get out of his way.

      When the bouncers don't move, the spark fades, awakening rings of yellow around his eyes. His breathing quickens, and his arms begin to swell. I know damn well my own eyes are turning red, and we're both on the edge.

      If these two don't get out of our way, right now, they'll regret it.

      And then Jules steps between us and them. She puts one small hand on the chest of one of the shifters, which draws a growl from Connor, but she doesn't seem to notice. "Listen, we're not here for any trouble. We have a friend inside who just wants us to have a little fun too."

      The bouncers exchange a look.

      She puts on that smile of hers, the one that makes a man's heart melt and his dick get hard all at the same time. "Please. I'll pinky promise we won't get into any trouble."

      Bounce boy melts, because of course he'd fucking melt with our woman touching him. "Go on then. If your friend told you about the fun, then we'll assume you can handle it."

      "I can handle a lot more than it looks like," she says, giving him a grin.

      Both men move out of her way, but Connor and I don't move. I look at my friend and have an oh shit moment. Connor actually looks angrier than when they blocked our path, and I don't exactly blame him. I'd much rather have kicked their asses than watch Jules flirt with them.

      "Come on, boys," Jules calls, taking a few steps down the stairs into the club. When she sees our expressions, her confident smile fades. "Boys? He's waiting..."

      And that's the only thing that could shake us from our desire to go crazy on these men. Ajax. He's inside, and he probably needs us. Not battered and bruised by a fight we didn't need to have, but at one hundred percent, ready to get him out of whatever trouble he's gotten himself into. Possibly because of his insane desire to keep us, his family, safe at all costs.

      "Okay," I say, then give Connor a little shove.

      His eyes are still ringed with yellow, and he's glaring at the two, but he follows Jules down the stairs, with me right behind him. There's another door at the bottom, with two more bouncers, but they must assume we're okay, because they let us in without a word.

      Inside, I'm instantly struck by how strange it all is. Music is pumping loudly all around us, but no one is dancing. And it's not packed the way I'd seen it in the past. If anything, it's nearly empty for this late at night, or this early in the morning, depending on perspective. People are here though, supernaturals, and they're all sitting on their barstools and in their booths. Quiet. Staring. My gaze moves to one side of the room and falls on Ajax...where he lies in a pool of blood on the floor, so battered and beaten that it feels like my heart stops, if I had a heartbeat still.

      Jules doesn't hesitate. Ignoring all the dangerous supernaturals in the room, all the weird vibes, and even the fact that whoever hurt Ajax is likely still in this room, she runs to him. When she reaches his side, she falls to her knees beside him and takes his face into her hands, turning it toward her. In the hush of a bunch of surprised supernaturals, her, “Shit,” is as loud as a scream. Then, she turns on the room. "Who did this? Who the hell did this?"

      No one responds.

      Connor and I move closer to our friend, cautiously. Eyeing the room. Eyeing the shadows that could be hiding anyone at all. It's not that I don't care about Ajax, but his chest is rising and falling. He'll live. But right now? There's danger in every inch of this room, and whoever could take a god out, could easily take the three of us out too. We need to get Ajax to safety, but we also need to make sure we all make it out of here.

      The music keeps pounding from the speaker in the wall. Connor, with more grace than I thought possible, punches the speaker with all the might of a shifter, dulling the loud noise. Pieces of wood and speaker go flying, but Connor doesn't seem to notice. His eyes are cold and intelligent as he turns away from the broken remains and looks down at Ajax and Jules.

      "Ajax," she whispers, then strokes his face gently. "Ajax?"

      One of his eyes opens. The other too swollen to do so. "Jules," he coughs out her name, blood splattering his lip.

      Jules’s entire face tightens, and I wonder what the hell she's thinking. Because if I didn't know better, I'd think she was considering how to avenge our friend.

      She helps Ajax up then leans him against her. He’s a big guy, huge in comparison to her, but she’s holding her own, has him securely on his feet. “What’s going on here, Ajax?” Her voice is hard, angry, as unpleasant as I’ve heard it. Her anger gives her resonance and command. Which is oddly hot. If we weren’t in a room with a bunch of dangerous supernaturals, we might be having a very different conversation with Jules. And maybe this time, Connor and I could join in.

      But that’s a whole other thought, and we don’t have time for it now.

      “What the hell did you do to him?” She lets her gaze slide over the room, over the supernaturals who look away, and more slowly at the shadowy figures in the booths. Her gaze stops when it lands on one corner, for reasons I don't understand.

      Someone snaps his fingers. The reddish pink lighting throughout the room brightens, chasing the shadows away from the sides of the rooms with golden light. The table in the corner contains two men and a woman, all of whom scream with power. Power runs through every inch of their frames.

      Power... like Ajax's.

      And it hits me. These people are gods. Gods, in our little town. Gods, like Ajax.

      What are the chances? The answer comes easily: this isn't something that happened by chance. If I were a betting man, I'd put money on the idea that these people came for Ajax. Why? I don't know. Ajax had never fully explained why he was a fallen god, just that he had angered his brethren and made life-long enemies of them.

      Which is another reason I think them being here and Ajax's current state are tied together. Who else has the means and motive to hurt our friend?

      One of the men in the booth reaches for his glass, swishing the golden liquor within it like he's sampling a fine wine. Instantly, I know he’s the most powerful in the room right now. Not as powerful as Ajax, nor as big, but he has a similar build, similar dark eyes and dark hair. But also a slimy energy Ajax has never had. When his gaze moves to us, I swear nearly every supernatural in the room flinches, myself and Connor included.

      But... not Jules. Maybe because she can't feel his powers as a human. Maybe because she doesn't care.

      Either way, she’s eyeing him like she’s enough to kill him herself if he doesn’t answer. Like he is here to answer her, to serve her, and not the other way around. "Are you the one responsible for this?" There's no fear in her voice, just a threat that catches me by surprise.

      Jules wants to hurt this man. And by the way she's looking at him, a part of me even feels like she can do it.

      Ajax gives a little groan, and Jules adjusts him. Connor looks like he wants to step in and help Jules, but she glances at him, as if reading his mind, and shakes her head, ever so slightly. My gaze moves back to Ajax. He's bruised and bleeding, his body is slumped, and he’s holding his ribcage with one hand, trying to stay on his feet rather than take her down with him.

      Something dark twists in my belly. Someone here hurt him. Probably those fucking gods. Certainly none of us--vampires or shifters--are strong enough to do this kind of damage.

      But what the hell can we do about it if they did hurt him?

      "Speak!" she snaps.

      The strange god in the corner tilts his head to look at her. Almost respectfully. “Ajax has interfered in matters which alter the course of what is meant to happen. He has time and time again proven himself to be more trouble than he's worth."

      I shake my head, feeling my anger and confusion grow. “Who says what's meant to happen? Who determines it?” Since he was being punished, obviously they did, but I need a minute to make a plan. Chances are, we aren’t getting out of here alive.

      "Well, we do, of course." The god smiles.

      "And what did he do?" I ask, still trying to buy myself time to come up with a plan.

      "Oh, so many things. More than you could ever imagine. But the latest indiscretion?" His eyes flash, and he shoots the images of Ajax killing the hunters--the blood and gore he thrives on--to the consciousness of everyone in the room. But gods are tricky, and I don’t trust the images. They often make changes to suit their purposes.

      "But that's not why you did this," Jules says, and I'm surprised by both her anger and her confidence.

      He lifts a brow. "Perhaps. Perhaps not."

      Behind him, the man and woman laugh. Both of them are gods. The man has long blond hair and blue eyes, and the woman has long black hair and green eyes. All three beautiful, as beautiful as gods always are, and all three have the same air of violence and danger around them.

      "Don't talk to them; you're wasting your breath," Ajax slurs out.

      The god with the dark hair rises from the booth and advances toward me. I stiffen, my hands curling into fists. Connor is beside me in an instant, swelling, getting ready to shift if the need arises as a low growl hums through his body. But the god's gaze isn't on us, it's trained behind us. I turn slightly and Ajax rises to his full height behind us. Despite grimacing, I can tell he wants to protect us.

      "Have you changed your mind, Cronus?" the god asks, and there's amusement in his voice, even though his gaze is sharp.

      "Never," Ajax says, wiping the blood from his lips with one hand.

      The god shakes his head, but stops. “You really mean to choose these people, your supposed family”--hmm, even gods use air quotes-- “over us?” He waves an arm around toward the two gods behind him.

      Ajax nods, then winces. “I've made my choice, Crius.”

      And this choice is going to cost him. I know it, and he knows it. And even though the god confirmed that this isn't all because Ajax had protected me from the hunters, I can't deny the fact that it seems to be a huge catalyst to all of this.

      Crius moves close enough to touch us. "Typical."

      "Like you power-hungry assholes have changed," Ajax says, his words slurred.

      Crius's eyes flash with rage, and Connor and I draw ourselves up taller, ready to fight, and lose, against gods. But instead of grabbing for Ajax and trying to kill him, this god laughs. And then, everyone laughs like Ajax has told a joke. “You’re going to regret that.”

      Ajax doesn’t answer. He turns Jules toward the door and motions for Connor and me to go ahead of him. We do as he says, knowing he understands the gods better than we do. But with each step, it feels like our lives hang in the balance. Like at any moment these gods will change their mind about just laughing at us and letting us go.

      Yet, they don't.

      When we’re outside, I glance at Jules then up at Ajax. “What the hell happened?”

      “Nothing. Don’t worry about it.”

      "Ajax--"

      “Let’s just get the fuck out of here.” And that’s all he says about it all the way home.
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      Jules

      Brad has gone to bed because sunlight is streaming in through the windows. And, well, he's exhausted. Just like the rest of us. It kind of feels like since I came to Mercy Angel I haven't slept almost at all. Everyone knows supernaturals need less sleep than humans, but still, I'm beginning to feel it. And from the look on Brad's face, he was feeling it too when he grumbled his good night.

      Last time I saw Connor, he was at the stove cooking enough bacon to feed this town and most of the next. Which is surprising, given how tired he looked, but he reassured me he'd be sleeping after he was done cooking.

      And I’m... well, I'm sitting in front of Ajax, cleaning one of his facial lacerations. It feels like it isn't enough. Like I should be able to do more. My mind keeps flashing back to the gods who hurt him. Can I kill them? Because I really want to kill them for this. I don't know, but that'll be a question I'll be asking Drake. You know, now that I know gods exist.

      Ajax flinches, and my breath catches. Even though he didn't tell me the truth about himself, he doesn't deserve to hurt. I want to heal him, to take away his pain. But there's no way I'm going to use my reaper powers with him, even if I had enough life forces inside of me to do so, which I don't.

      The reason no one talks about reapers in the supernatural world is because no one is supposed to know we exist. If the guys find out what I am, Drake will kill them. And even if I can feel mildly confident the guys won't tell him, this isn't something I'm willing to gamble with. Their lives.

      Still, I feel like an ass. Cleaning his wounds like I can't do more.

      Actually, everything about the past few days is bothering me. And as I care for Ajax, my mind wanders. Over my trouble with the reaper council. Making an enemy of Fredrick, killing him, and then unexpectedly being saved by him. Yeah, it was a lot to take in. Then, throw in Astro's strange poisoning, the way his wounds wouldn't heal, and the way it impacts Connor.

      Overwhelming is in understatement when it comes to what's going on right now.

      Which, of course, brings me to the man in front of me. His eyes are closed as he leans back on his bed, looking rougher than I thought possible. Ajax is a big man and seeing him humbled in front of what Connor informed me were other gods--like I’d known already that Ajax is a god--confuses me on so many levels. There are a thousand questions that go along with knowing what he is. Some I want to ask, some I don’t. One I wish I could ask is if the kind of god he is is the reason I feel so safe with him or if there’s a more intimate reason.

      But that would sound stupid, so I keep that thought to myself and decide to gently start with the easy ones.

      I keep my voice low but it isn’t necessary. The guys obviously know about one another. “You’re a god?” He nods without opening his eyes. “And you didn’t think it important to tell me a thing like that? I mean, I get not telling every woman you sleep with, but after Connor and Brad confessed what they are, it seems like you had a perfect opportunity to reveal the truth...”

      The hypocrisy of my words is over the top. I know it. I’m a liar. As big, if not bigger, than he is. But he’s a god. An actual god and that’s a lot bigger than me being a reaper. Isn't it? Probably not, but it feels like it. I don’t know how to take it. Although, I suspect him being a god was less his choice than my being a reaper was mine. Still, this whole thing bothers me for reasons I don't understand.

      Secrets. I have so many of my own to keep. Now, I have secrets to keep for Connor, Brad, and Ajax. It feels like a lot, but maybe I'm just tired and overwhelmed. Maybe it has little to do with the man in front of me being yet another supernatural and more to do with the fact that I need a good night's sleep.

      “I couldn’t tell you.” His voice is tired, his response so delayed I'd almost forgotten I'd asked him.

      I feel a wave of anger at myself for even bothering him right now. True, he wasn't sleeping any way while I've been wiping him down and wrapping his injuries, knowing even the bad ones will heal without stitches, but it still feels like I shouldn't be pestering him after all he's been through already. And I have enough self-awareness to know there's more going on than me just being upset he kept a secret from me.

      Which should make me shut up, right? But it doesn't. It doesn't stop the weird sense of betrayal in my chest. After all I've been through, I just wanted a place to feel safe, and that safe place has turned into anywhere these men are. That's not fair to them, I know it, but it doesn't change the fact that it feels like each new revelation has shaken the ground beneath my feet.

      “Couldn’t or wouldn’t?” slips from my lips before I can stop it.

      Maybe he has a reason for his lie as good as mine. If he finds out I’m a reaper, Drake will be tasked with killing him and I have no doubt Drake will find a way around Ajax’s strength. I can’t tell him without risking his life. If being a god comes with the same kind of deal, I understand, and then I’ll thank him for keeping it from me.

      “It’s not simple, Jules.”

      That means wouldn’t. He made a conscious decision not to tell me. And that’s okay. I’m consciously deciding to save his life by not telling him that I’m a reaper and I take lives now. But... I just want to understand him. Did he not tell me because he doesn't trust me? Because some godly instinct tells him exactly what I am... a murderer, an inhuman creature, a being deserving of nothing... not trust, not love, not empathy.

      I'm breathing hard. Is that what this is about? I'd started feeling worthy of something and the revelation of what he is destroyed that for me? Fuck. That's what it is.

      “Tell me something about you, Jules.” He winces when I dab a bit of antiseptic on an already healing cut over his eye.

      "Something about me? You know everything about me." I regret my words the second I say them, because they're an absolute lie.

      "You know that isn't true."

      My hand shakes, and I set it down at my side.

      "Please. You've learned my greatest secret. Can't you tell me anything about yourself?"

      Okay, he's not wrong. I sigh. “I-I had a life before I came here.” The words are hard and get tangled in my throat, make my eyes fill with tears. Saying them is so much easier than living them, but neither feels very good.

      I mean, telling him that technically means nothing. Everyone has had a life before they met most people. I haven't revealed my great pains, but just pulling the band-aid up feels like too much. Like my other life is Pandora's box, and lifting the lid might as well just be me blowing the box up.

      "It's okay," Ajax says, his startlingly beautiful green eyes popping open and meeting my own "You can tell me."

      "It's a lot," I manage.

      His voice is soft when he takes my wrist in his hand then slides his fingers through mine. “What happened to that life?”

      No one has asked me that question this way before. “I gave it up.”

      “Why?” His voice is soft, probing, but with kindness.

      “I lost them all. Everyone I loved.” I’ve never said the words aloud. Never felt compelled to speak

      “Sam?” His brow cocks. He’s thought about this before, wondered why I wake up in the night, screaming Sam’s name. “Your boyfriend?”

      I shake my head, and this is going to be the hardest part. “No. Not a lover or a friend. Sam was…” My chest tightens. My gut clenches. My heart breaks. Every thought of Sam is a new heartbreak. So painful to even think about that I'm not sure what I'm going to say when the words slip out, “He was my son.”

      Ajax's eyes widen, but then he nods, without saying more. I can see it in his eyes, he wants to ask more, but when he opens his mouth, I shake my head and blow out another breath. This one is slow and shaky, warning me that tears want to come, but the next breath comes easier and the one after that even easier until I start to feel like I'm not completely coming undone. Until the sense that my admission will break me passes.

      “Stay with me, today. Tonight. Just… stay with me.” His hand lifts to hold mine, to bring my hand down to his lips.

      I almost say no. If I stay, it wouldn't be about sex. It would be about... us. And with the secrets between us falling away day after day, it feels less and less like I can keep these walls between us. Like we're in an actual relationship. A friendship, something more.

      But instead of refusing him, I nod because I want to be held, I want to think about Sam and be held so I don’t fall to pieces. The need to soothe my heart, and his aching body, is more than my need to keep this wall between us. Ajax is hurt. Someone hurt him. I'm hurt. Something I did to myself. But it doesn't matter. He's offering me a moment to ease both our pain.

      So, that's what we do. We spend the day lying on his bed, wrapped around each other, holding ourselves together. Me wearing one of his giant shirts, his scent all around me.

      And for once, I don’t need more than that to keep the nightmares away. I just slip into sleeping, feeling oddly like I'm loved.
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      Ajax

      I startle awake with Jules in my arms, her body small and soft against mine, her hair a burst of flowers to my nose. She’s beautiful in ways women normally aren’t. And while Connor called her a human, I know she isn’t. She’s more. The beauty, if nothing else, tells me that there is some supernatural blood within her. There’s plenty else that hints she's inhuman, but her beauty is the most obvious sign. Probably the reason I didn't pick up on it before.

      She's likely not a full supernatural. I would have sensed it. But she may have something in her blood, a fae great-grandmother, or a distant relative that has the power of healing. Still... I'm usually one of the few beings that notice those things. Even with her remarkable beauty, the hidden power within her must really be muddled by human blood for me to not even suspect it until recently.

      But does it even matter what she is? My heart aches, and the answer comes easily, no. It doesn’t matter. Not one bit.

      I stare down at her. Her blonde hair shines like a halo in the sunlight from the opening between my curtains. Her skin is like porcelain, her brows perfectly arched, and her lips a shade of red no lipstick could capture. But it’s more than that. For some reason she reminds me of a broken pot I once saw in Japan. They had fixed the crack with gold, a process known as kintsugi. The owner of the pot had explained that by fixing it with gold, the pot was now more valuable than before. The Japanese man explained that he had learned to cherish the pot, more so because of its imperfection.

      And while there’s nothing about Jules that I would call imperfect, she does remind me, in the strangest way, of that pot. Broken, but not. Fixed, but somehow, a reminder that even when things are fixed we can’t just pretend they are the same as before. They’re… better somehow, because they survived whatever they thought broke them and became something new, something beautiful in an entirely new way.

      Maybe it has to do with the loss of her loved ones, and her son.

      I’m not sure, but I can’t seem to look away from her. I don’t so much suffer emotion as collect specific moments, and this one goes into my pile, a perfect, untarnished moment.

      She stirs and I tighten my arms around her. To my surprise, something moves through me. Her emotions... I can feel them. The pain earlier. The peace now. They're so subtle that until now, until this quiet moment, I didn't realize that I wasn't just empathetic to the loss of her child. No, it's so much more. A connection I've only felt with Connor and Brad before, but somehow, different.

      Glancing at the clock, I wince. It's almost four in the afternoon. We've slept for most of the day. It isn't unusual for Connor and Brad to sleep during the day. Brad solely takes nighttime shifts, while Connor prefers to work with him, so often has the same, or a similar schedule. But me? I need the least amount of sleep of all of them. In order to still see my friends, I typically schedule my meetings later on in the day, take care of the hospital board crap, and come back in time to have an odd breakfast at night with them, a quick workout with Brad, and some chit chat that... that means more to me than they probably realize, before we all head back to work. Me, usually to do paperwork, and them to save humans.

      It's a nice life. Nicer still with Jules.

      My gaze goes to her again. How in the hell is this exceptional woman blending into our lives so seamlessly? It’s like she's always been here. Or like we've just been holding our breath waiting for her.

      Maybe because she's not fully human.

      If my “friends” the gods thought she was a human, they would’ve destroyed her for knowing them, for being in the space they occupied uninvited and unwelcome. Their reaction to her, or perhaps her reaction to them, told them that she wasn't human. That was the first time I realized it. Humans always bow down to us. I assumed that she didn't cower before me because I hold back my "godliness" but in that club, the gods were flexing their powers, and Jules hadn't even blinked. She'd challenged them. Failed to bow down to them. Connor and Brad, two supernaturals accustomed to my godliness, didn't surprise me by not falling over themselves in front of the gods. But Jules? She surprised me.

      Impressed me.

      And likely raised some questions with the gods themselves, if they gave her any thought. I honestly hoped they were still so self-absorbed that they forgot her the instant she left.

      I can only hope.

      Sighing, troubled by my thoughts and the tension in my body, I unwrap myself from Jules and use the bathroom. While washing my hands, I stare at myself in the mirror. This is the second worst I've ever looked in my life. The first time was after my battle with the other gods. Only they could do this kind of damage. Only they would know I wouldn't use the full strength of my powers to protect myself, because they know doing so would mean leveling a block or more of this human world and killing countless humans. Most supernaturals know what I'm capable of and avoid angering me too much. The gods? They knew that no matter what they did to me, I would hold back.

      Bastards.

      Letting them know my weakness for humans was a mistake, but I had no other choice. It was the only way I could save the world.

      Quietly, I slip out of my bathroom and my room and go downstairs. Brad and Connor are already at the breakfast table, eating cereal, probably to stay quiet enough not to wake me. Brad's cereal, of course, has blood mixed in with the milk. Not exactly appetizing, but I've seen worse.

      They both look a bit startled to see me, but then Connor wordlessly gets up, pulls my favorite cereal from the cabinet, and the milk from the fridge.

      "I can get my own cereal," I grumble, because it's a little embarrassing to have my friend helping me.

      "Save your energy for banging Jules later," Connor says, grinning and putting the cereal and milk at my spot, then getting me a bowl and a spoon.

      His jokes alleviate the strange pressure on my chest, and I limp over to my chair and hold in a groan as I sit down. Cracked ribs. Definitely cracked ribs. "Sorry about last night."

      "Why?" Brad asks, a teasing smile on his lips. "Because for once we were bailing you out?"

      "Yup," I say, filling my bowl to the rim and digging in.

      "What was that all about?" Connor asks, poking at his food, probably trying not to sound too curious. They know I don't like to discuss godly business, but for once, this is a topic I have to bring up.

      "They’ve decided to get 'involved' with humans. That means a lot of things to a lot of different gods, but gods have lived apart from humans--like lords with their servants--for so long. I'm one of the few that walk among humans, enjoying not being on my pedestal."

      "That... sounds like trouble," Brad says.

      "I can’t imagine it'll work," I admit.

      Connor clears his throat and runs his fingers through his hair, looking uneasy, but finally manages, "Why would it be so bad? I mean, maybe they'll start seeing humans as more than ants, like you do."

      I sigh, wishing I didn't have to be so cruel with my next words. "Imagine one day finding yourself in the middle of a giant hill covered in ants. How do you think that would go? Would you be able to get off that hill without hurting any of them? Killing any of them? The difference between me and the other gods that walk among mankind is that we don't see you as ants any more. We see you... not as equals. No one and no species is technically equal. But more like... valuable. Important. Creatures we don't want harmed. Creatures we respect and see a value in. Those gods... they don't see that. They will move about this city, killing, hurting, and destroying, without even realizing what they're doing, or caring."

      "Surely they don't plan to stay long?" Brad asks, brows drawn together in confusion.

      I adjust in my chair, then wince as my muscles ache. I heal fast, but I still need more time. "I tried to stop them from their planning, from their plotting. And I paid. But this was just the beginning. Their way of saying that they're here to stay and there's nothing I can do to stop them." Not nothing exactly, but if I pull out the big guns, I'll hurt them. Send them packing. And destroy half the city before we're done.

      "What do they even want to do here?" Connor asks, dropping his spoon in his bowl, looking troubled.

      "They plan to cause chaos. Trouble." I listened to their plans, tried to make them leave, first by convincing them with words, then by fighting. There’s no honor among the gods. They don’t take turns, they gang up. "They've grown bored with their other life, so they want to have fun on earth. And their kind of fun... it's only fun for them."

      "Fuck," Brad mutters.

      I nod. They're here, hellbent on causing destruction. We’re not going anywhere, Crius had said as he stood over me, kicking me in the face as he delivered the words. The other gods held me in place while the supernaturals around us held their breath, not wanting to get involved in a fight among gods... and not knowing which side to pick yet.

      I’m an action god. Some are lazy, some are complacent, and some are just dangerous no matter how they seem. The gods who’ve decided to stop over here are the ones to be feared, the guys who cause a reckoning. I’ve never doubted I could handle the situations here on earth. Never doubted I could deal with other gods. We’re kindred.

      But I’m starting to have doubts.

      "So, let's get this straight," Connor begins slowly. "We have an anokou in the hospital. Astro's possibly dying. Jules's ex, or whatever, is still alive, somehow. And some bloodthirsty gods are in town. Am I getting this right?"

      "Yup," Brad says, drawing out the word.

      "So, we're fucked," Connor says, and this time when he runs his hands through his hair, he leaves it a mess.

      "Not completely," I tell him. I'm not ready to give up just yet. "We just need to come up with a plan."

      I eat four bowls of cereal, and the guys keep eating. The only sound between us is our obnoxiously loud crunching. But maybe it's just obnoxiously loud because no one has come up with a plan. Yet.

      "And the alpha was poisoned?" I ask, my thoughts spinning.

      "Yeah, but we don't know who did it or why," Brad says.

      "Although we can probably guess as to why," Connor adds. "Someone wants to be the new alpha. Probably Riggs."

      "But would he stoop to poison?" I ask, lifting a brow. "I know Riggs has little honor, but poison... it's not a tool shifters use often."

      Connor shrugs. "Honestly, he's at the top of my list of suspects, but he's not the only one. I can see the vampires wanting to be rid of him--"

      "Only, as far as shifter alphas go, Astro is regarded with some respect by the vampires," Brad says. "Killing him and bringing Riggs in to replace him would be dumb by any standard. Astro makes the shifters leave us alone. Riggs, I seriously doubt, will give a shit if the vampires and shifters around here go back to trying to kill each other."

      "So, if a vampire poisoned him, it wasn't a smart one?" Connor says with a grin.

      Brad rolls his eyes.

      "So, if it wasn't Riggs, it might have been someone just trying to disrupt the peace in this town," I say. Someone like the gods who just appeared, the gods who like chaos.

      "You're thinking the gods?" Brad asks, and I look up to find him watching me.

      Damn it. Have I become that easy to read?

      "And..." Connor hesitates, staring down at his cereal, his smile gone. "Are these the same gods who tried to destroy the world by slamming the earth and the heavens together?"

      I push my bowl away, no longer hungry. How much have I told them over the years about that final battle? Not much, I’d thought, but it looks like more than I remembered. "I should lay back down."

      It's true I didn't say yes, but they both know my answer. I can see it in the way they pale. In the way they watch me with sympathy.

      The desire to tell them that it's fine bubbles in my stomach, but I stay silent. None of this is fine. Seeing the other gods again brought back some of the worst moments in my life. Moments I used to replay a thousand times a day wondering if I could have done things differently, saved us all, saved our power, but no matter how much I think about it, I still find no other choice than the one I made.

      Which didn't make seeing them any easier.

      "I'm going to head back to bed and enjoy wrapping around a beautiful woman until she has to go back to work."

      "Or I could keep her warm and you could go to work?" Connor says, blinking those big, dark lashes of his.

      "In your dreams," Brad mumbles.

      "Every night," Connor says with a sigh.

      I actually smile. Yes, seeing the gods brought up more problems and opened old wounds, but this time around things are different. Namely because I'm not alone. When I didn't come home, I didn't even have to call the guys. They'd found me. And while the gods had planned to leave me on that floor until I could make it off myself, I didn't have to. No, I was helped out by the woman I care for.

      Things will be different this time.

      Standing, I can't help the groan that explodes this time. Without a word, Brad grabs my bowl and heads for the sink. Connor is also on his feet, standing next to me as if prepared to catch me.

      "I'm alright," I say.

      Connor snorts. "Clearly you haven't seen yourself in a mirror."

      I smile, but then feel it fall away. "Just be careful. Okay? Something is definitely happening in this city. Maybe it's because of the reappearance of the gods. Maybe it's something else. But all I know is that we should be on our guard."

      "Will do," Brad says, turning the water on and quietly washing all our dishes.

      Connor's already putting away the cereal. "Just remember, Ajax, we've all been through a lot of shit. You've had our back every step of the way. Gods or not, we have your back too."

      I clear my throat around the lump in my throat. "Like a shifter and a vampire can do anything against gods."

      Connor smirks at me. "We're pretty irritating. That’s a skill."

      Brad looks up from the sink, a matching smirk on his face. "If I were a god, I'd avoid him."

      When I laugh, it hurts, but I also feel some of my worry ease away. These two might be as fragile as glass when it comes to my god brethren, but they're also not stupid. They're right that we've all been through a lot, and we've always been okay. We'll survive this too.

      But for now, I just want my bed and my woman.

      Sinking onto the mattress, I wrap my arms around my woman and sigh. Here, in this room, with my Jules, the world doesn't seem quite so complicated. In fact, it feels pretty damn amazing.

      She shivers beside me, and I pull the covers up around her, but she still looks cold. My room is a bit chilly because I’m naturally warm blooded, and I realize the blanket isn’t enough to keep the chilled air from sweeping over Jules. I hug her tighter and breathe her in. She smells like violets and vanilla, like a sweet bouquet of flowers.

      Something special in a dark world.

      I will hold her like this for as long as she'll let me. And it’s more than because she’s beautiful. It’s because she’s strong. Because she’s more than I deserve. Because there was a time I thought I’d never find someone like her. She’s my marvel. My strength. And she’s quickly becoming my universe.

      And if Crius, Hyperion, and Theia find out that she’s important to me, truly important to me, they will try to hurt her. At least, if they spend enough time among humans to realize the one thing they never understood... that to some people, human life has value. I can only hope they don't stay around long enough to find out that precious piece of information. But the thing is, I believed Crius when he said they weren't going anywhere.

      So, she and Brad and Connor cannot get in the cross-hairs of those assholes, or there's nothing in the world that can keep them safe. I might be the most powerful god, a god among gods, but even I have limitations.

      My mind flashes back to the one thing I'd tried not to think about. The reason I let my ass get kicked. It wasn't simply because I worried what unleashing my strength might mean. It was because when they challenged me humans had been in the club, looking scared. When the fight started, the humans started to run, and I knew for a fact that if I didn't keep the gods and supernaturals busy, they were all dead.

      By the time the humans were free, I'd taken a hell of a beating and gotten myself in a position I couldn't easily get out of. I could tell the gods were playing with me. But this was different than in the past. Cruis and Hyperion, my brothers, had always been cruel but feared my own cruelty too much to stand against me. My  sister, Theia, wasn't known to engage in physical violence.

      Even though our father trained us to be ruthless.

      It struck me that every time they kicked me or punched me, I was holding back. Half shocked that my other brothers and sister were hurting me. Half shocked because their actions showed they'd changed from our last big battle, and gods rarely change. Who they are is who they are. Each kick, each punch, I waited for some sign of the siblings I knew. Of the respect they naturally gave me.

      But I saw nothing. Nothing that I understood.

      And that's only one of the many puzzles surrounding them. I still can't quite figure out why they're here. They blamed it on me killing the hunters, but I know that's not true. So how do all these pieces connect?

      I want to go back to sleep. But somehow, sleep evades me. Instead, I move puzzle pieces around in my mind. Pieces I suspect will never fit.
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      Jules

      I wake up, finding myself in Ajax's arms. He's not asleep, just watching me with his dark eyes, eyes that seem to drink in my soul. Without saying a word, I lean up and kiss him. Strangely, it’s just because I wanted to and not because my sleepy thoughts have turned dirty… yet. Until those firm lips of his meets mine and a spark awakens inside of me, a spark I really need to ignore given what Ajax had recently been through. But to my pleasure, a groan slips from his lips, and our kiss grows with intensity, his need evident as his erection presses against my belly.

      But we can’t…

      It takes everything in me to break the kiss, to pull away from him.

      "Jules," he groans my name.

      "You just got your ass kicked." My words come out breathless, husky with need.

      "So kiss me and make me better." He says it in a teasing way, but my mind instantly goes to all his many injuries, and how much I'd like to run my lips over every inch of his body. To bring him pleasure after his pain, and also for my own selfish desires.

      "Ajax..." I'm not sure what I'm going to say, but I feel like I have to say something to stop this train.

      "Don't listen to him, he's just going to hurt himself."

      I look toward the open doorway. Connor is there, dressed like he's about to go for a run. Brad's behind him, in workout clothes. But rather than looking like they want to scold me for kissing their friend, they look jealous. Like they're wondering if I can kiss their "boo boos" too. And the idea sends heat racing through my body.

      Ajax is hurt. Hurt. I'm here to make him feel better. Not to...

      I shiver and Ajax's hands are on my shoulders. "Like whatever you're picturing?" His voice is like a stroke down my skin that awakens every nerve it touches.

      "I'm not picturing anything." No, I'm picturing everything these three can do to me and more.

      "You sure? Nothing about the three of us showing you what it's like to have three men at the same time."

      "Nothing like that," I lie. Then, I give Ajax a small push on his shoulder, trying to calm my racing heart. "And remember, you're injured."

      "There's a lot I can do without pushing myself too far," he says, and it sounds like an offer from the devil himself.

      I look back at the doorway. "Did you guys seriously come up here just to see if we were in the mood?"

      Brad's eyes sparkle when he leans against the door frame, almost blocking my view of Connor. "Actually, Ajax received one of his mysterious packages on the front porch. We figured it'd be best to bring it up and leave it by his door."

      As if to prove what he's saying, Connor pushes a little past him and holds up a small brown package.

      "Good, it's here. That's one thing I don't have to worry about," Ajax says, sounding pleased with himself.

      My head spins a bit at the change in topic, and I have to remind my libido that we were turning these guys down anyway. Not at all hoping that Ajax is well enough to have sex. Not at all thinking about when I watched Brad and Connor jack off and daydreaming about those big dicks inside of me.

      Not even a little bit.

      "What is it?" Connor asks, shaking me from my dirty thoughts, and he sounds like a kid on Christmas as he looks from the package to me.

      Although whether he's excited about the gift or me is still left to be determined.

      "A gift for Jules."

      "A gift?" I frown at Ajax, suddenly eyeing the weird package again. "You know I don't exactly need diamonds or pearls..."

      "Good, because it's neither of those things." The god himself gestures for the guys to bring it closer, and they eagerly do.

      Ajax sits up with a wince and takes the package. He slowly removes it out of the brown bag and then unwraps it from one, then two, then three layers of old-looking brown leather. When he unwraps the fourth layer, it suddenly reveals a dagger in a sheath.

      "A weapon?" I ask, feeling confused.

      "A special weapon. One of the few that can hurt an ankou."

      “An ankou?” I ask, feeling confused.

      Ajax looks at Connor and Brad. “Neither of you told her.”

      “We didn’t want to worry her,” Brad says, but I kind of get the impression he just forgot.

      “About what?” I’m looking at all of them, waiting for an answer.

      Ajax sighs. “Brad was speaking to some ghosts in the hospital…”

      “Ghosts? There are ghosts in the hospital?”

      Connor grins. “Yeah. A lot of supernaturals can see ghosts, but not all of us. And places like hospitals and cemeteries are full of them. They tend to stay away from busy places, bright places, and especially the living. So even shifters who can technically see them usually don’t, because the ghosts avoid them. But beings like Brad, vampires, tend to draw the ghosts toward them. The ghosts want to be seen and aren’t scared of his kind because they’re not alive, at least not in the traditional sense.”

      “So you all just see ghosts walking around all the time?” I ask, feeling stupid. I mean, I’m a damned reaper. If ghosts exist and are just walking around, shouldn’t I be able to see them? Shouldn’t I know about them?

      “Not exactly,” Connor explains, still smiling at me. “I only see a ghost maybe every few weeks around the hospital. If I go into the basement though, they eventually come out of the walls, figure out I can see them, and relax enough to talk.”

      “And they tend to avoid gods, but we too can see them, when they want to be seen,” Ajax says, yawning.

      Okay, alright. “So Brad was talking to some ghosts so you bought me a dagger as a gift?”

      The men exchange a look.

      “I was talking to some ghosts and they informed me an ankou is in the hospital.” Brad seems to be choosing his words with deliberate care.

      “And what’s an ankou?” I can feel a headache blossoming between my brows.

      “A creature, usually described as a black, floating, ghost-like being that enjoys pain and suffering,” Brad explains slowly.

      Instantly my mind goes to that thing I’d seen floating over the alpha. An ankou.

      My entire chest feels tight. That’s what it was. That thing. Now I have a name for it.

      “We all have certain abilities that protect us from a creature like that, not entirely, but more than you,” Ajax says. “So I reached out to a contact to secure this blade for me. It’s one of a kind and capable of hurting them. That way we at least know you have some protection at the hospital.”

      I almost tell him that I’m the last person they should be worried about, but then I remember that thing diving at me. What would it have done if Fredrick hadn’t stopped it? And was Fredrick telling the truth? Does it being here have something to do with me?

      Ajax pulls it from the sheath, flashing a wicked-looking blade. A blade that is a black-metallic color that I don't remember ever seeing before. My mouth curls into a surprised O as he moves it and it flickers with a soft gray light, and then he resheaths it and rewraps it in two of the layers of leather. "I figured Connor, Brad, and I have more natural defenses against the ankou than you do, so if I could secure such a powerful weapon, it should go to you."

      Then, he sets it on the nightstand.

      I look between the gift and him. "Thank you so much, but maybe one of you--"

      "You're taking it," Brad says, giving me a possessive look that surprises me.

      "But, I..." How do I explain that I've got a hell of a lot of natural defenses? Especially when I'm not sure what any of us can do against that thing.

      "Just take it," Connor says, followed by a wink. "We'll all sleep a lot better knowing our lady has it."

      "Your lady?" I ask, and can't help but smile.

      "If that sounds okay to you."

      No one speaks. All eyes are on me.

      Fuck, what do I say to such a tempting offer?

      "I have no idea what the future will be... and I have secrets... a history--"

      "We all do," Ajax says, as if women admit these kinds of things to him every day.

      "So, you guys are fine with the fact that I'm not making you any promises? That I can't commit to anything right now?"

      "We can be patient," Ajax says, then runs a hand slowly down my arm. "Women like you don't come along every day after all." From anyone else, it'd sound like a line. But with Ajax? It felt like the sweetest compliment ever.

      I can't help myself; I smile. "Thanks for the dagger."

      "Any time."

      "And there will be more gifts if you want to stick around us," Connor offers with a grin. "Holy water, silver bullets, maybe even a gun. You know, things that really impress the ladies."

      I laugh. "I see why women are always crawling all over you three."

      "Well, there are other reasons too," Brad says, lifting a suggestive brow.

      In a teasing voice, I say, "What other reasons?"

      Brad looks at Connor. Connor looks at me, then back at Brad. "I think we should show her."

      "She's already seen," Brad says, but he's got trouble in his eyes.

      "Not up close," Connor responds.

      They look at each other, then nod. I'm about to laugh again when they move right to the edge of the bed and reach for their pants.

      I shriek in surprise and burst out laughing. "Seriously? I've seen your dicks. I know they're impressive. You don't have to..."

      They pull out their wallets and start to fish out some money, then look at me in surprise. "Dicks?" Connor sounds like a lady in the medieval ages. He even waves his face with his money like he's about to pass out. "Good lady! We meant to show you our money. That's what brings the ladies to us. Can't you tell from our opulent surroundings that we're loaded?"

      I glance at the peeling wallpaper in Ajax's room, and then I'm laughing again while they're putting their wallets away. Leaning back against the headboard, I shake my head. "You guys are seriously crazy."

      "And you love it," Brad says. And he's not wrong.

      Then, Brad kneels down in front of me, leveling me with a hot look. "So, what do you say, Jules? We've agreed to your terms. Is there any other reason we shouldn't... get to know each other better?"

      Nothing that I can think of, but then, I'm busy thinking about what it'd be like to have three men at once. I wasn't exactly crazy fun before I met my husband. He wasn't my first or anything, but sleeping with three men has never been anything except a fantasy. A picture that went through my head when I'd watch a favorite show and wonder why the heroine couldn't have all the hotties that were knocking at her door.

      Actually... that's not entirely true. During my reaper training, on my reaper high, I'd done some things I wasn't proud of. My memories are a little fuzzy of those days, but I had been with more than one reaper at a time. And it'd felt good, but then, everything felt good on a reaper high. What would this be like with my senses focused?

      Either terrible, okay, or awesome. Those are the choices right? And looking at them... I kind of want to take the chance, but they're definitely leaving it up to me. They seem eager, but also just as willing to accept my no as my yes.

      So I'm surprised when I say, "Let's give it a shot."

      The energy in the room changes. All eyes are on me still, but in a different way. I wonder how this will work. Ajax says he can do this without injuring himself again, but he's always been so... vigorous, so it's a little hard to imagine. And my nurse is so damned sweet. Can he match the heat that's radiating from Brad and Ajax? I guess I'm about to find out.

      "Come here," Brad says.

      And for some reason, I obey, scooting away from the headboard to sit at the side of the bed, my feet just barely touching the ground. Brad and Ajax exchange a look, so I have a feeling they know what to expect. I just wish I did. Yet, Brad and Connor sitting carefully beside me is not at all what I pictured. Maybe one of them jumping on me, but not this calm movement.

      Connor runs his fingers through my hair, turning my head toward him at the same time. Our eyes lock, and I'm swimming in his stunning hazel eyes, noting the flecks of gold and the gentleness in them. When he pulls me closer, I instantly obey, and then his lips are on mine. His kiss is soft, sweet, everything I'd expect from Connor, but then the kiss begins to change. At first, I'm just tasting him, testing him, but as his lips press harder on mine and his tongue sweeps into my mouth, I realize there's nothing sweet about Connor at all. Somehow, this man has perfected kissing. Perfected a way to turn a woman into a pile of desperate nerves with just his lips alone.

      Now, I wish he had just climbed on me. Just let me feel him sliding between my thighs. And before I know what I'm doing, I'm running my hand up his thigh. He spreads his legs to give me better access, and then my hand curls around his very hard cock.

      He groans against my lips, and his hips jerk. It's like I've given him one very hard pump, and so I just say the hell with it, and start pumping him over and over again, loving the way he seems to respond without knowing what he's doing. His lips grow more and more intense on mine, and I moan as he digs his hand into my hair, angling me to kiss me harder.

      When he ends our kiss by muttering, "Fuck, Jules," I don't know what to think.

      And then Brad turns me, his lips instantly meeting mine. And the way Brad kisses... fuck is exactly the right word. It's more possessive than Connor. Harder, harsher, and demanding. But for some reason, it turns me on.

      Even more.

      Connor pushes my hand off of his cock, and I almost protest when I feel a hand going up my thigh. It sparks the nerves along my legs to awaken and for me to instinctually spread my legs further apart. But this bastard doesn't go for my core, doesn't stroke me the way I need to be, he just continues to run his hand lightly along my thigh, until Brad joins in, running his hand along my other thigh. It feels like they have masterminded some terrible plan to get me so horny before we have sex that I just explode.

      But knowing that doesn't stop me from enjoying it.

      And then, Brad breaks our kiss. I almost whimper in protest when he hauls Ajax's oversized shirt off of me and tosses it onto the floor. A gasp slips from my lips as I sit topless in front of them, wearing nothing but my tiny pair of white lacy underwear. Connor gently places a hand on my shoulder and pushes me back on the bed. My head is suddenly nearly in Ajax's lap, and I realize he's pushed the blankets down and pulled his cock free, just stroking himself while watching us.

      Brad and Connor each reach for one of my breasts.

      "You're fucking beautiful, Jules," Brad murmurs, and then he leans down and takes one of my nipples into his mouth.

      "Damn it to hell," I murmur, tossing my head from side to side, feeling like I'm in heaven and hell all at once.

      Connor strokes my other breast, teasing my nipple with his thumb. When I look at him, his expression is solely focused on me, moving from my face down the rest of my body like he's trying to remember this moment forever. Their free hands continue to move up and down my thighs as they tease my breasts, and I'm breathless and shaking with desire.

      Finally, Connor's mouth catches mine again and that dangerous hand of his moves slowly up my thigh, one inch at a time, until he pushes past my underwear and begins to stroke my core. Not yet entering me, just stroking my entrance, teasing me. Making me press myself against him, showing him that I want more, but he doesn't seem ready to give it to me.

      Then... he does.

      Those big fingers of his spread me, and I whimper against his lips as he runs his fingers along the wet folds of my body. It's like an explosion of desire within me. Every so often, those terrible fingers of his touch my clit, and I jerk, but he never stays there for long. Even when Brad moves his attention to my other breast, Connor seems in no hurry at all to do anything but create a flood between my thighs.

      And then I pull away from his kiss. "Guys." The word comes out a desperate whimper.

      Connor strokes my cheek, then turns me toward Ajax's erection. Without a word, I curl one of my hands around him, angling him just right, then take his tip into my mouth. Which sends a shudder through the god's body and mine. Oh hell, how have I forgotten how delicious he is? How haven't I made Ajax's cock my drug of choice? I should be on my knees in his office every day, just sucking this man off for my own pleasure.

      He says my name, his hand moving into my hair where he bobs me up and down. And I love every second of it. Except, maybe, I want it rougher. I want this god to control me and possess me in a way I never imagined before.

      Which is when Connor's body heat leaves me. His hand leaves my pussy too. I reach for him, but don't find him there. I'm about to protest this all, when I feel someone pulling off my underwear. I break away from the cock in my mouth to see Connor between my legs on the floor. On his knees. And I swear to God it's one of the hottest sights I've ever encountered. He's removed his shirt and undone his pants. He drops my underwear onto the floor then gives me a roguish look, one that promises my body wonderful things. Then, he sits up a little taller on his knees, his eyes locked with mine, and undoes his pants. He slides them down, then his boxers too, leaving behind his perfectly erect, perfectly ready cock.

      For a minute I think he's going to end my misery and bury the damn thing inside of me, but it seems he has other plans. He wraps one of his hands around his cock, watches me as he uses his other hand to spread my pussy, then strokes himself multiple times while staring straight at my bare core. He does this several times, sending me a message. A message that I'm his. A message that he likes to look at me like this. And then he leans down and begins to lick my core.

      "Connor, fucking hell!" I shout. But if anything, my words only encourage him. He goes to town on my pussy like it's his favorite meal, and I'm shuddering and swearing, tossing my head and trying to keep control.

      Brad rises from beside the bed and undresses, and I swear to God it's the only thing that keeps me from falling completely into my desire. Instead, I watch him, feeling like seeing Brad naked is just another round to the foreplay these three are trying to use to give me a beautiful death. First his shirt comes off, revealing delicious muscles that I want to spend forever touching, and then his shoes, pants, and boxers hit the floor. He stands beside me, looking ridiculously proud for a moment before he says, "Ever had a man in your ass?"

      I whimper and nod.

      He gives me a dark look, a look that says he doesn't like my answer, but then he kneels beside me. While holding eye contact, he slides me a little further off the bed, in a way that only gives Connor more access to me and makes me cry out. Then, Brad runs a hand down my throat, circling my breasts and my belly, before sliding it around my hip. I'm not exactly surprised when one of his fingers ends up in my ass, but it takes me a minute of enjoying Connor's slow tongue before I relax.

      Brad is back to sucking on my closest breast, his finger sliding in and out of my ass in a way I never thought I would have liked, but kind of love now. Connor continues to lick me, and Ajax adjusts beneath me on the bed. I turn to the big, sexy god and take hold of his cock once more sucking on it, losing myself in it as Brad adds another finger to my ass.

      It's overwhelming. So good that I want to come undone. But these men know how to work a woman. How to build her desire until she loses all control. They're experts. Savants. And I'm grateful to be the tool they use for their practice.

      Brad adds a third finger to my ass and takes me deep before Connor lifts my legs and places them on his shoulders. I bounce against them, wishing I could take all control. Take them inside me. Bring myself to orgasm.

      But they're careful. Every time I think I'm about to explode, they slow.

      When Connor presses four fingers into my pussy, I'm shocked. I jerk, and then he's licking me again, sucking on my clit, working me in tune to Brad's fingers.

      "Shit! Shit! Shit!" I scream around Ajax's cock.

      I can't hold it together much longer. I need these men. I need them inside of me. In every inch of me.

      And then, both men pull their fingers out of me. My head is spinning. I feel lost. My mouth releases Ajax's cock, and I turn to see Connor shedding the remainder of his clothes. Both men are erect, their cocks covered in moisture, and I don't know what to expect next, except that Connor lifts me up and wraps my legs around his waist. I feel Brad move behind me and glance back, breathing hard, to see him lying on the bed where I was just a moment ago.

      "Do you trust us?" Connor whispers, then bites my neck lightly.

      I stare into his eyes when he pulls back, eyes that are now blazing with gold rings. "Yes."

      He kisses my throat, then lays me down on top of Brad. I watch as Connor reaches between us, grabs Brad's cock, and levels it at my ass. My eyes widen as he pushes the tip into me, and I'm trembling, with desire, with uncertainty, I don't know. But Connor goes slowly, letting my body adjust to the vampire. Never hurting me. Never pushing me too far. And by the time I've taken all of Brad inside of me, we're all panting. All so hungry with desire that it's palpable.

      Connor lies on top of me. Carefully. As if I'm made of glass. He wraps my legs around his back once more, which changes the angle of Brad's cock in my ass and has me gasping. Connor smiles, then presses his length deep into my pussy in one quick move that sends stars dancing in front of my vision.

      Again, I don't know what to expect, but the two rapidly pumping inside of me isn't it. I'm crying out, screaming their names, my nails digging into Connor's back as he rides me. Not knowing what else to do, I turn to the side and start sucking on Ajax's cock. He wraps my hair in his hand, and this time he isn't gentle. He takes me the way I want, hard and fast. I choke around his massive length, feel his tip hitting the back of my throat, and don't give two shits.

      It's amazing.

      All of it.

      It's no surprise when I come, screaming a series of curse words that I didn't even know I knew. Riding wave after wave of pleasure that makes all other sexual experiences seem grey and dull. But they aren't done. They keep pumping inside of me, even when I'm hugging the line between pleasure and pain, which quickly fades away, replaced by another building orgasm.

      It's then, with me coming a second time around, that Brad's fangs sink into my neck.

      The world explodes into stars. A new and different pleasure is awakening. I know I'm coming again from not just the feeling of big cocks inside of me, but something from Brad’s teeth that feels really good. Like sinking-into-a-hot-bath-that-vibrates kind of good.

      A minute later, I feel Connor come into my pussy, screaming my name, and then Ajax's seed fills my mouth. Their cum, their pleasure, it only adds to the incredible feelings inside of me. When Brad explodes into my ass, it feels perfect. Like the world has opened up. Like I'm seeing things I never saw before, feeling things I never thought possible.

      I swallow, lazily licking Ajax's cock, then collapse back against Brad.

      "Th-that was..."

      "Hot," Connor offers, lifting off of me just a bit.

      I nod, but then say, "Amazing."

      "That was more than amazing," he says. And he's absolutely right.

      Brad's fangs leave my throat, and he groans beneath me. "You taste as good as you look."

      "I hope I do too," Ajax says, his voice husky but amused.

      Connor slowly untangles himself from me, then stands, looking down at me, his eyes dark with desire once more. Before I know what to expect, he shifts into a wolf. A wolf with light fur and hazel eyes. He howls low and long, then takes off out of the room. I hear him hitting the walls on the stairs. A few things sound like they drop and break as he scrambles around the bottom floor.

      I turn and look at Ajax with a frown.

      He grins. "Don't worry. It's close to the full moon. Connor just has less control and probably wants to go a few more rounds, but knows to be gentle with a human."

      I shiver. A few more rounds? I might be able to handle that. "Well, if he goes human again, tell him to meet me in the shower."

      Ajax looks surprised.

      Brad squeezes both my breasts then laughs, low and husky. "You, Jules, just might be the perfect woman for us."

      I don't take him seriously, even though his words are sweet. When I stop shaking and finally manage to make it to Ajax's shower, my head is a buzz, and I can't seem to stop smiling. But it isn't until Connor pulls the curtain back, still naked and panting, that I realize what I'm in for.

      He doesn't say a word, just bends me over so that my hands are planted on the wall. Then he shoves that big cock of his into me, and before I know it we're both groaning and moaning as he fucks me from behind. Every stroke, every movement is a pure and utter reminder that these men weren't joking.

      They think I'm perfect for them.

      The thing is, they might just be perfect for me too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Jules

      Slipping out of the boys' house after our hours of love making, I go next door and take a long shower. A shower that does not involve a shifter fucking me over and over again while his eyes blaze golden.

      Damn, that boy isn’t nearly as sweet as he wants everyone to think. And, there must be something wrong with me, because I like that side of him too.

      While I scrub my hair, I put everything from the past few weeks away in their compartments in my mind. Something a therapist had once recommended I do. She said I couldn't handle everything at once, so to only handle the things I can handle. She had me visualize boxes to put all the things I didn't need to focus on right at that moment in, then close them and put them on my imaginary shelf.

      As dumb as it sounds, it actually works for me, for reasons I don't understand. So, taking deep breaths, I picture each thing that's stressing me out. Sam is back in his box. Ajax, the god, has a box too, beside the ones where I keep all my feelings about Connor and Brad. And I place Fredrick, the thing, and the alpha in those boxes too, even knowing I'll have to open them back up soon.

      When I'm done, I blow dry my hair, put on simple makeup, and go to my closet. The creatures that help reapers, creatures I've never actually seen before, have added new clothes to my closet. I pull down the silkiest white shirt I've ever touched. It has long sleeves and a button up collar. Clothes I never even imagined wearing with my old body, but now kind of wish I'd tried. They've been matched with a high-waisted black skirt that comes down to my calves and black high heels, shoes so expensive that I try not to think about their price.

      A thrill rolls up my spine as I put the outfit on and stare at myself in the mirror, but my smile wavers. So, I like these clothes now? I like the mask the reapers have made for me?

      It's weird. I don't want to like any of it. I don't want to let the reapers form my new personality. But what if they aren't? What if I just like well-tailored clothes? What if I like pretty shoes and seeing myself in the mirror?

      I sit on the edge of my bed, still staring at my reflection. Who am I? The question troubles me. There had been Jules who died, the Jules the reapers wanted me to be, and then there's this person now. Someone else.

      "But maybe me," I say aloud.

      Not sure how to take all of this, I almost leave, then see the dagger still wrapped up that Ajax had given me. Not sure exactly what to do with it yet, I slip it into my purse, then head out, zipping to the hospital in my convertible. I manage to find a new pair of sunglasses slipped into my glove box. Sunglasses, I also, really like. Big gold ones, that I'm sure have real gold in them. I put them on and check myself out in the mirror. They make me look like a supermodel driving into the sunset.

      This is... kind of nice. I smile. Maybe I'm not that Jules from before. But I'm not just the Jules they want me to be either. Apparently, I'm someone who let Ajax hold me all night because I needed that comfort, that care, to be weak for a little while my strength rebuilt. Not the physical, but the mental. I'm a Jules who is open to a relationship with three men at the same time, supernatural men. And I'm someone who stands up against actual gods with no regrets.

      I could be worse.

      The hospital is bustling this evening. I know it the second I drive through the packed parking lot, but it only further confirms it when I walk through the hospital. It isn't just full with patients or emergencies, but with news of some big murder that happened at the White Pines Motel out by the highway. Six out-of-towners all dead. Six men. I technically had nothing to do with it, but it feels very personal to me. Especially when people suspect some kind of psycho killed them all.

      I'm tempted to tell them that actually, a big, sexy man killed them protecting the people he cares about.

      I walk down the hallway, listening to the chatter, listening to the rumors of details, and I know the truth. I know what happened to those men because in the dark of night, Ajax told me all of it. I don’t know if he meant to, but I heard it just the same.

      "Jules."

      I stiffen at the sound of Drake's voice and turn around. He's in a three-piece suit that might make any other man look like some kind of gangster, but instead, Drake looks like the kind of man who orders caviar and the most expensive wine while giving an associate a quiet order to kill everyone in the room. He looks sleek, expensive, and dangerous. But maybe that's just because I know who and what he is.

      He reaches me, then lifts a brow.

      "I haven't heard anything else from the reaper council," I spit out.

      He continues staring, then sighs, as if I should be able to figure out what he hasn't said. "Are you taking care of all your responsibilities?"

      My spine stiffens. "I believe so."

      His brow rises even higher.

      "Just say it," I snap, then wince. "I mean, what am I missing?"

      When someone passes us and casts me a backwards glance, Drake moves closer. "Fredrick visited me again.”

      Oh fuck.

      I put on my brightest smile. "Oh?"

      He sighs again. "I think you adjusted his perspective about death a bit, enough that he has questions about his own human life. And I know he's more than a little curious about you now. Enough so that he seems to think I'm neglecting your education if you thought killing a reaper would be that easy."

      Weird, but okay. "How do you kill a reaper?"

      "Technically, you don't."

      "No one can kill us?" I ask, surprised. Hadn't the reaper council threatened me with death? It felt like a million years ago.

      "The reaper council has ways of ending our existence, but not killing a reaper."

      I frown. "That doesn't make sense."

      "My point is, there is no way you can kill a reaper. There are weapons our kind don't like that do serious damage that takes a considerable amount of time to heal from and that would send any reaper running, never to challenge someone with that particular weapon again, but no, we can't just kill each other. So you may want to come up with another plan other than killing Fredrick."

      "I need to get rid of him."

      His dark gaze catches mine. "The reaper council can send worse things than Fredrick, so watch yourself and do your job."

      He moves as if to leave, but I catch his arm. "Can we kill gods?"

      A nurse gives us a funny look, but I just laugh like it was a joke, and she keeps going.

      "A god?" Drake repeats as if he didn't hear me.

      I nod.

      "So you know about Ajax?"

      My eyes widen.

      He laughs, a dark chuckle that makes the hairs on my arms stand on end. "Surprised I know? Don't be. I've hired more supernaturals than any other hospital in the country. Not just because this town tends to be a safe place for them, but because I feel they have a lot to offer. Between their endurance, strength, and usually lack of family, they tend to be the perfect employees."

      "But a god? I didn't even know they existed."

      Drake leans back against the wall, crossing his arms in front of his chest as if tired. "When Drake came here with a big fat check, I was more interested in the fallen god than his money. I wondered what his kind would want in a hospital, among humans, and I wondered if the rumors about how he fell were true."

      "How did he fall?"

      "It's a long story, but his decision was such that he betrayed some very powerful gods, weakened them all, just to save humanity."

      For some reason, I'm not at all surprised Ajax made a choice that saved humanity. "But how do you kill a god?"

      His eyes darken. "You are not to try to kill Ajax."

      "I don't want to kill Ajax."

      A mask falls over his face. "More gods have come to town? The rumors are true?" I don't say anything, but he must be able to read the truth in my face. "This is... not good Jules. But, no, we cannot kill gods, but neither can they kill us. What's more, we are one of the few kinds of supernaturals that they cannot detect. Some realize we're not human, but they attribute it to us having a supernatural as an ancestor. And as with all supernaturals, we are not to tell them what we are. We serve as... a different kind of creature in the great order of things. There are many myths about us, but we answer to no one, not even the gods. And they don't like that. Nor do we particularly like the chaos they bring into our world. We like a controlled sort of chaos, and there is nothing controlled about them."

      My mind's going a million miles a minute. "So, you're saying...?"

      "I'm saying to avoid them. I'm not entirely sure how the dice will fall if you make an enemy of them, nor what the council will do. I know we have ways of getting the gods to fall in line, and they have ways of making us miserable, but only our historians would know all the details." He levels me with a stare that could only be a warning. "I mean it, avoid them. In my long life, gods have occasionally come to earth. Usually, they destroy towns, create natural disasters, fuck and leave a bunch of demi-gods, and then go back to their godly kingdom among the stars. So, all we have to do is wait for them to get bored and leave, hopefully with the least amount of destruction possible. Making them aware of us can only bring trouble."

      I wonder what he'd think if he already knew I'd made them aware of me. "Understood."

      Drake goes to walk away, but then I remember another question. "Do you know of creatures that can hurt us... strange ones that don't fall into any of the categories we learned about?"

      He looks back at me. "If it can hurt you, avoid it. Understand me? You amuse me with your curiosity, but don't confuse curiosity with stupidity."

      "And the alpha?" I sputter out before he can turn around once more.

      "Fate has already decided his future," he says, giving me another warning look before walking away.

      Okay, so... I guess I'd been reminded to not do anything stupid pretty much throughout our entire conversation. Too bad I'm probably going to do stupid things no matter what. Not because I'm dumb, but because I'm not the type to sit back and let the cards fall how they will, and I'm pretty sure he knows it.

      I want to make a beeline for the alpha, but the head nurse on call for the night stops me. She hands me a tablet with a list of several patients who had requested my services, or who's families had. I scroll through them and their charts, my gut instantly churning. Chances are at least five of the names on my list will be dying tonight.

      Sighing, I make my rounds. They take far longer than I imagined. I end up having to kill four of the five people, and then I use two life forces to save two others. I'm left with extra energy, but energy I'm sure I can use for the alpha, if he's still in rough shape.

      Which because I haven't gotten any celebratory texts from the guys or Aurora, I'm pretty sure means he still isn't doing well.

      I stop for a quick drink, snack, and bathroom break, then make my way to the ICU floor. When I push through the locked door to the intensive care unit, I head for the Astro’s room. A different, exhausted-looking shifter is standing outside the door of the alpha, but apparently, someone already told him about me, because he does nothing to stop me from entering the room.

      When I see the alpha, I instantly know he's not doing better than when I last left him. In fact, he looks a hell of a lot worse. I need him to be healing, to be better for Connor’s sake, if not for his own and for those who love him.

      Unable to help myself, I text the guys in a group chat. The alpha looks worse. I don’t know what else to say, so I send the message, then stuff my phone back into my purse, only then realizing that I should have brought my purse to my locker already. I’d gotten so caught up in my list and the alpha that I’d forgotten, although I am supposed to bring the dagger around with me.

      And what the hell do I hide that in?

      I sigh, trying to stay focused on the most pressing issue. The alpha’s health.

      Taking his hand, I don't directly dive into him. I notice how hot his skin is, and then look more closely at his sweaty face. Shifters rarely look old, even when they are, but this man is aging before my eyes. Something about his face marks him as an old man, even though before I could have sworn he looked to be in his thirties. It's sad. Whatever is happening to him, it isn't right.

      Still, holding his hand isn't all I can do for him.

      Closing my eyes, I dive back into him and freeze. All the work I did... the incredible amount of work to heal him and rid him of the poison that had been overwhelming his body... it's gone. And it's not possible. I've never seen anything like this in my life.

      I'm breathing hard, trying to will myself not to back right out of him. It takes me a minute, and then I take a deep breath and attack the poison once more. At least this time I know what I'm dealing with, so I assault the black layer of poison that covers every inch of him with the life forces inside of me. It's slow work, even slower than before, but I slowly manage to rid his body of it, revealing that golden light within him, the golden strand that runs through him that I connect with shifters now. I begin to repair the broken bones and wounds, setting them on a healing path, before I run out of energy.

      And then, the life forces are gone, and his body looks right once more.

      Coming back to myself, I slide off the chair and lie against the side of his little room, panting, my head spinning. I'd healed too much today. Used too much of my energy without saving enough for myself. It was stupid. I have most of my shift left. But it was also necessary. I planned things out well before, but there's no way I could have been prepared for just how much damage was inside of him.

      My eyes close. I have no idea how much time passes when I jerk back into awareness, but my neck aches from how I'd been lying on the floor. Rolling my neck, a little groan leaves my lips, and I make it to my feet, then look at the alpha. He looks better, much better. I'm starting to suspect that whatever did this is going to keep coming back. I need to come up with another way to save him.

      Like maybe scaring away this… ankou. Because a big part of me is wondering if that’s the cause of all of this… even though that would mean this ankou followed the alpha from his pack lands to the hospital.

      But for now, there isn’t much I can do to help him. If I go out and get more life forces and infuse him with them, it will over power him. He needs a break, and so do I.

      "We'll figure this out," I tell Astro.

      He doesn't even move in response to my voice. Which worries me. Shouldn't he be conscious at least?

      I don't know, but I head for the door, then freeze. The curtain in the room across the hall is pulled back, wide open, and I watch as a nurse leaves. She glances at the shifter in the hall, then at me, before likely heading back to the nurse's station. I'm mildly relieved she didn't ask me any questions, but then I see movement in the room she left.

      The... thing. The… ankou is there. And there's no doubt the floating black shape is the same one that attacked me before. From the way it moves, like there's a breeze no one else can see, to the way the room seems to drop several degrees.

      It's back. It's going to hurt another patient.

      I rush from the Alpha’s room to the one across from it. It’s in there, that thing, with its spindly hands on the woman in the bed. Ready to do whatever the hell it wants to do.

      I shove my way inside and scream. “No!” I don’t care who thinks I'm crazy; I just want to stop something I don't understand.

      But then it turns its gaze on me, and I freeze. There is rage in that gaze, a fury that's so powerful it’s like another presence in the room. It steals my breath. Roots me in place. And turns my insides to jello.

      Then it’s on me, hands around my neck, oily skin squeezing me, choking me. I’m overwhelmed by panic, by pain, and my heart races. I’m dying and I can feel it. My hands claw at it, but it doesn't seem to notice. Those dead eyes are drinking in my pain and fear. Those sharp teeth are on full display as it seems to laugh in my face. I struggle, knocking things over around me, but nothing I do discourages it.

      The light inside me, and everything I can see, dims so that I’m fading and scared. Is this what it feels like to die slowly?

      There's no escape. The voice in my mind is smooth, almost kind, like it's doing me a favor.

      No escape.

      Accept this.

      Accept your end. And, I almost do. I almost slide down into the darkness, not caring what awaits me there.

      “Get your fucking hands off her.” Connor’s voice is beside me, in my ear, and then I'm free, collapsing into him. Brad grabs its face... and to my shock, the oily black that makes up the creature retreats... enough to see a face. And it's beautiful... human underneath. Dark hair and light eyes, so light they're almost white. What I imagine an angel looks like.

      And then it’s gone in a huff or a puff or a billow of pitch-black smoke.

      Connor and Brad look at one another, stare quietly at me for a second like they don’t really know what they want to tell me, or what they can tell me, and I wish I could understand it without them having to tell me. But I can’t. I need to know what they know. I need to understand this new, powerful enemy that we're facing.

      An enemy that can... hurt me.

      “When he touched you, Jules, how did you feel?” Connor has a soothing hand still on my back, and Brad stands across the room, looking down at the woman then at me.

      “Afraid. Like I could never get away on my own and I knew he was going to kill me.” I'm panting so hard it feels like I can't draw in enough air, but then Connor’s arm moves around my shoulders and he holds me until I can breathe normally again. Whatever that thing is, it has left a lasting stain on my soul. And I finally have proof that I still have one because this fucking thing has damaged it.

      “It’s okay, Jules.” Brad smiles at me. “Breathe.”

      A nurse comes into the room, frowning at us.

      "It's okay," Connor says, giving her a bright smile.

      She hesitates, then returns his smile and walks away.

      I look at Brad once more, feeling lost.

      "Not here," he whispers with a shake of his head.

      They lead me out of the room and through a private hallway to the on-call room, a place where doctors can rest. Connor opens the door for me, and I step through then Connor locks it behind us. I stare at the small space with its two bunk beds, before looking at the two men still standing by the door.

      “Sit down, Jules. Let’s talk.” And the way Connor says it, it's almost as frightening as that thing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Connor

      I haven’t seen Astro in a while, since he told me to behave, to not make myself a spectacle. He'd privately admitted to me that he'd made friends with a lone wolf as a boy. He'd snuck the wolf food and spoke with him, hiding him at the edge of his pack's lands. One day when he went to see him though, his pack tracked him, curious as to where he was going, and discovered the lone wolf.

      They'd slaughtered the man.

      Astro tried to protect him. Tried to save him. But there was nothing he could do.

      Since that day, he'd had a soft spot for lone wolves. What was more, he'd seen me when I was younger, when the pack alphas met up on my old pack's lands. He said our meeting had been brief, but he'd instantly sensed that I had a good heart. He'd heard the story of what I had done and was the first person to listen to my side of the story, ask questions, then admit he would have done the same in my shoes.

      We never told anyone else about our conversation, as far as I knew, but he'd given me permission to remain on his lands as long as I didn't cause problems. When he'd made the announcement to his wolves, two of them had still tried to attack me. He'd leveled them to the ground without breaking a sweat, then roared. Every single person was on their knees when he was done, including me. And he had reiterated that I was not to be touched, before quietly reminding me to stay out of the way and not give him a reason to regret his decision.

      Yes, strong was the perfect word to describe him then, but as I make my way to his room I prepare myself for what I know I'll see. Those many years ago he was strong, fierce, and now, he’s weak, ill, lying in a bed, hooked to monitors and tubes. Just across the hall from where the ankou was killing a woman when Jules walked in. I wonder if the ankou was searching for the alpha and just missed by one room, or if the bastards just kill anyone.

      Who knows with creatures like that? I certainly have no idea. There are, after all, beings that even supernaturals fear.

      When I enter his room, past a glaring shifter, I stiffen, ready to be told to leave, but no one stops me. Which is weird. But then I spot Aurora sitting in the chair beside his bed. So he let me in because Aurora is here to watch my every move? That actually sounds about right. Only, I kind of wanted to see the alpha alone. The thing is, I can’t back out now. She’s seen me. I can’t be weak. I have to be there for this man who was there for me in my time of need.

      “Hi, Connor.” Her voice is soft, and she’s looking at me, maybe really seeing me, but I can’t tell. All I know is there's nothing teasing in her face. Nothing sarcastic. Just a raw pain that echoes the pain in my soul.

      I stand still because I don’t know if I can go further, go closer to his bed and see that he still isn't healing. This isn't like glancing into the room shortly after his surgery, where he was injured and weak but on the path to healing. This is more like going into the room of someone I know is dying.

      It feels... wrong. Shifters don't sicken and die. They don't waste away in hospital rooms. And certainly not shifters who were strong enough and smart enough to become alphas. But even though I've been secretly checking around to see if he's made an enemy of a witch or a fae, nothing has turned up. It's like the universe has decided it's time for him to die.

      "Connor?" Aurora repeats, and my gaze jerks back to her. She's still staring at me in that strange way, like she's evaluating me as a person.

      “Hi, Aurora.” I'm beside the foot of his bed now, a step closer. “How is he?” I nod to Astro.

      "I don't know," she says, sounding hopeless. "We had witches visit him yesterday and a fae the day before. They confirmed it was poison, tried some things that were costly to the pack. He got better for a little while, then started doing badly again."

      "He looks better than last time..." A little.

      "Jules saw him. They ran more tests, and they were looking much better. His vitals were getting better and better too. But then... his fever and pulse spiked again. It just... doesn't make sense."

      At least Jules had been able to help him, if only for a little while. "Is there anyone else who could help?"

      "The witches might come back." But she doesn't sound hopeful.

      I sigh. "So someone close to him must have poisoned him with something rare and powerful after his fight with Riggs to make sure he didn't heal."

      She nods. “I don’t know who to trust to let see him.” She shrugs, changes the emphasis. “I don’t know who to trust.” Her sadness echoes in her voice. It’s bigger than she is. “If he dies…”

      I nod and come all the way into the room. “I know.”

      Again, she glances at me then back to him. “I have to trust you, I think.” Again the emphasis changes. “It can't be you who hurt him because if he dies, you have the most to lose.”

      She’s not wrong. If Riggs takes power in the pack, he will cast me out faster than I can blink. And he will set them all on a hunt with my hide as the prize.

      I nod at her because there isn’t a need for words. We both know it.

      “Will you check him out? Make sure he’s still in there?”

      I nod. There isn’t a lot I’ll be able to tell her. “Sure.” First, I glance at his chart. His baseline temp should be around one-oh-five. Right now, according to the monitor, it’s at one-ten-point-seven. It’s dangerous, but not wholly deadly, just indicative that there’s something bigger going on.

      Stepping back out, I clean up and have another nurse put together a cart for me. Then, I wheel it back in. Slowly, I remove his removable casts then check out his wounds... which still haven't healed. When I'd visited last, he'd been newly wrapped up, so I hadn't gotten to see all the damage, but as I rewrap his breaks, and then his wounds, I start to count up all the injuries in my head.

      "And only Riggs did all this damage?"

      "That's what he said." Aurora sounds doubtful.

      "Why would he protect him if he allowed more than one shifter to attack him at the time? Pack rules state Riggs should be thrown out in disgrace for pulling shit like that."

      Aurora won't look at me.

      "What aren't you telling me?"

      Her mouth pulls into a thin line, and she looks from Astro's sleeping face to the door before leaning in. Her voice, too low for the shifter at the door to hear, says directly into my ears, "There's always been a rumor that Riggs is his. That he and Riggs's mother..."

      "No." I shake my head. Astro is a man of honor. Of principle. He'd never sleep with another wolf's mate.

      "Then how do you explain this? Because there's no way this was a one-on-one attack." She's not wrong.

      "He didn't do that," is all I can manage.

      I return to rewrapping his wounds, gentle, careful with my gloved hands, careful to disinfect everything. The thing about Astro is that even if three of them attacked, there shouldn’t have been a way they could’ve taken someone with the strength Astro has. Even Riggs. Even with Riggs and his buddies. He’s strong, but Astro is stronger. Not just stronger, but smarter. That was something my father had always taught me when I was a boy. I might not be the biggest wolf, but if I refined my fighting skills, if I learned to anticipate my enemy's attack, I would win. And Astro? I'd seen him put a few wolves in their places. Even from a distance it was clear why he was an alpha.

      And truth be told, I can probably take Riggs and his buddies, but there's no chance I could take on Astro. Not that I brag about my skills. That kind of thing could get me killed. Would get me killed. Especially if I ever say the words out loud.

      There’s an infection or a toxin in his blood. There’s a reason he isn’t getting better. The question is why human and supernatural elements don't seem to be able to save him.

      “Aurora.” I shake my head. “This isn’t good.”

      "I know. What are we going to do?"

      The thing is, I don't know.
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      Jules

      I’m back in Astro’s room staring down at him, a shifter who defies everything I’ve come to learn about healing and death. A man the fates really do seem to have marked for death, although that’s nothing I’ve experienced before. But maybe Drake is right. Maybe in this situation there really is nothing I can do.

      But that doesn’t mean I’ll stop trying.

      Since I was turned into this thing, I've killed and healed based on who I thought I could save. Who wanted to be saved. Who was ready to let go. It was hard for me. I don't believe any human, well, any human or supernatural, should get to decide who lives or dies. It's just too much power, power I never wanted. But for the first time I want someone to live for selfish reasons, and it's not working.

      Yet I can't accept that. I can't accept that if this man dies, I'll lose Connor. He's become more than a little important to me. He's become, I don't know, but a light in this dark life of mine.

      So if I have to save Astro over and over again, I will. Because the alternative seems to be that I’ll have to kill every goddamn shifter in the area, and that’s something I’m pretty sure would cause more issues than I ever imagined.

      I blow out a breath and close my eyes as I lay my hands on him. Inside of me, I have three strong life forces flowing through me, and I'm hoping this time it'll be enough to heal him. For good. But if not... I'll figure it out.

      This time when I'm inside him things feel different. I don't know how to explain it, but they do. Everything is still coated in the thick layer of black, the oozing substance that can only be a poison, a poison I can't seem to destroy. I work slowly, cautiously, wondering why things feel different this time when everything else feels the same. I rid his body of the poison, using two full life forces to rid him of every last drop of the substance, then using the third life force to press healing energy into his broken bones and injuries. This time, I feel the bones healing, feel the wounds closing, and it's progress... I think.

      And then, I see the glowing gold through him brighten. Some strange part of me decides to follow the thread. But the instant I touch it, I find the world around me has changed. Instead of just being in his body, it feels like I'm in his... heart, maybe even his soul. It's night, and Astro is running through the woods, a full moon blazing overhead. Only, he's not alone. A wolf that can only be Astro is running through the woods too, and I'm dashing along between them. Astro is laughing, howling, and I can sense the joy that's burning within his wolf too.

      We stop short, so fast that I'm left reeling. There's a cliff just in front of us. Black waves crash along the base of it, and a dark sea rolls in front of us. It's ominous, mysterious, but not altogether frightening. It just has the feeling of something unknown.

      Astro pets the wolf's fur. "Soon. Not much longer."

      And I don't know what to think. What to feel.

      I slip back out of the alpha, shaking. Sometimes I feel like my powers aren't altogether normal. I mean, I know Drake is fascinated by the fact that I can use them to heal and to kill, but some part of me has always felt like every reaper could do what I do, if they wanted to. And yet, what I experienced right then... it was different, like when the woman had spoken in my mind. It's like my powers are still growing and evolving. But that can't be, right? Whatever powers I'd been given as a reaper were given to me at one time. They're not growing and evolving.

      So what was that?

      I lean back in my chair, shaking. This time, I'm not completely drained. This time, I don’t fall, just sag. Thank goodness.

      The relief is strong enough that I don’t have the sense of danger when it comes calling for me. One minute I'm sitting in my chair, relieved not to be passed out, relieved to think that Astro might actually be getting better this time, and then it's in front of me. The ankou. Hovering, staring at me with its black eyes and open mouth.

      I swallow hard. My purse is just beside me. The dagger Ajax gave me is within it. If I can just get to it, maybe I can kill this thing and protect Astro. Protect everyone in this place. But I don't want to move too fast. I don't want it to touch me again. For it to make me feel that panic I felt before.

      But it seems I didn't need to move for that to happen. It reaches one horrifying hand out, the thing that's some mixture between a tree branch and a tentacle. It touches my face on one side. And when it lays its hands on me, the fear and pain, the panic and horror rise in my gut once more.

      Shit.

      It’s him and he’s back.

      The realization shakes me to my core. If I hadn't been expecting it, I know I'd be lost once more. But instead, as I fight against the fear and panic, I reach for my purse and struggle to unwrap the dagger from the leather. My vision begins to waver. Its mouth opens, showing those horrifying rows of teeth. I finally feel the leather fall away, and as swiftly as I can, I grab the handle. Only, the handle burns me with its power. It’s an intense pain so shocking that I drop it, and the clanging draws the creature's attention from me.

      At that moment, I roll to the ground, holding my injured hand to my chest. I grab for the dagger with the hand that doesn’t hurt like hell. This time I try things differently. I hold it by the sheath and back away from the ankou with the dagger close to my chest.

      It wavers in the air, watching me as my thoughts tangle together. This thing has the power to kill an ankou. I know it. But maybe part of using it means letting it hurt me. That's the only thing that makes sense.

      The ankou's mouth pulls into a smile and it dives at me again. This time, I unsheath the dagger and hold on like it’s the only thing standing between me and my trip to the afterlife. Touching it sends fire racing across my skin, and a whimper escapes my mouth, but I hold the weapon out and slash at it.

      To my shock, the silver slides into its flesh, and a wailing scream rises from the being. It darts back from me, and the dagger hits the floor, while my hand falls limply to my side. I don't look at my hand, but I'm pretty damned sure the entire thing is burned, like I put it straight into a fire. I just hope my injury to the ankou will be enough to scare it away, to make sure it never comes back.

      But instead, it moves closer to me.

      I'm shaking, my gaze sliding between the dagger and it. I can try to grab it again. I can, with my other hand, and maybe hope I can hurt it more than the dagger hurts me, but my body doesn't want to reach for that weapon. Some deep fight-or-flight instinct has risen inside of me, urging me to stay away from pain.

      Not that I'll let that instinct win. Not unless I have to.

      The ankou stops a handspan in front of me. It floats for a minute, dark droplets oozing and falling onto the floor from where I injured it. And then, the oily black that covers it begins to pull back like a curse being lifted. I see the man's face again, like an angel, too beautiful to be human. Too beautiful to be any kind of supernatural that I've encountered. The black melts and melts away until it's standing in front of me, a creepily inhuman, naked being. It tilts its head to the side, and now there’s red blood falling from his cheek.

      He touches the blood and looks at it on his fingertips, as if he didn't know he could bleed, then back at me. "Why?"

      I'm shaking, from fear of this strange being or the pain in my hands, I don't know. "Because you're trying to kill him, and my other patients, and I won't let you. Whatever you were doing here, it's done. You need to go. This is my hospital."

      His head tilts further, almost like a bird. "No."

      I eye the dagger on the floor. "Then, I'm going to have to kill you."

      His mouth spreads, and I see he still has those horrifying sharp teeth. “But we’re the same.”

      I have no words because I have no idea what the fuck he’s talking about. We aren’t the same. No fucking way. “What?”

      “We’re alike, Jules. Both killers. Both charged with restoring the balance.” His voice is alien, all one tone, like he's never heard an actual human speak. And it makes everything he says creepy on so many levels.

      “Bullshit. You're an ankou.” I inch forward, knowing now what I have to do. Knowing that it's time to kill this thing, no matter what it costs me.

      "We're the same," he repeats and the cut on his cheek slowly begins to vanish.

      Springing forward, I grab the dagger, hissing at the pain it brings to my palm, then thrust it out at him.

      He's turned to watch me, and the tip goes into his chest. He doesn't react, but he wraps his hand around my hand, the one that holds the hilt, and pain radiates through me from the metal. His expression changes, pain in his eyes for a moment before it fades away, and then he’s back to staring at me in confusion

      "Time to die," I tell him through gritted teeth as I shove the weapon inch by inch deeper.

      “Jules, I’m here to right the wrongs of what you’ve done.” His voice is still one level, like he doesn't feel the dagger in his chest, like he doesn't notice the blood spilling down his bare chest.

      My panic is back, almost stronger than my anger, almost tougher than my rage. But it isn’t. I’m going to kill him so I never have to feel this kind of thing again.

      “If you kill me, Jules, another will be sent in my place.”

      Those words, they sound so familiar.

      “Who’s going to be sent?” I grit out, the dagger nearly to its hilt. Who sends these things and why?

      “Another, like us.”

      "Us?" He must be able to see me for what I am…

      He stares at me, his eyes burning into mine. “Reapers. Ankou. We're the same, no matter what you call us."

      No. He's lying. “Fuck you!” I twist the dagger, thinking this will be the final move to take him out… but he barely blinks. He still stands as if this dagger is nothing at all to him.

      I withdraw it, and he flinches, then looks down at the damage I’ve done. There’s a burn spreading out from the wound, and a gory hole in his chest that should mean his end, but somehow doesn’t.

      Before my eyes, the stab wound begins to heal.

      What the hell?

      "Want to take my head next? Carve out my heart?" He's studying me. “You’ve already seen that weapon does nothing for our kind. Nothing except delay us.”

      I level the blade at his heart. "I’ll do whatever it takes.”

      “Even though the only blade that can truly hurt me also hurts you? Does that not help you to see the truth you so desperately want to ignore?

      As our eyes lock, I have to hold back a whimper as the hilt continues to burn my already injured hand. He’s right. This dagger is hurting us both. Not killing either of us. Just hurting us.

      And then, it hits me. What if he's not lying? What if he and I are the same?

      The blade... the blade meant to hurt his kind is... it's hurting me too.

      “That’s right, Jules. Humans have many names for our kind: reaper, ankou, bringer of death… But the council doesn’t care about names, just that we do what we’re charged with.”

      No. No. This can’t be happening…

      I drop the dagger to the ground and look at my palms. They're both bleeding, burned and painful. And while in my panic I thought this was the cost of using this weapon, now I remember that Ajax was able to touch it without being injured. So… it just burns me, and this thing.

      Before my eyes, my injuries begin to heal. Just like they had for the ankou.

      Is he telling the truth?

      "Let me do what I must. What you won't do." He's still watching me, then leans down, picks up the dagger, and resheaths it before handing it to me.

      I take it, careful of the hilt, then stare between him and the weapon. What the hell do I do now? If he's a reaper like me, nothing will stop him. And, apparently, the council and Fredrick were serious. If I don’t do my job the way they want me to, they’ll get it done. Whether Fredrick does it, or this thing.

      And will I be like this ankou one day if he’s actually a reaper too? I shiver at the thought.

      Suddenly, Connor and Brad burst into the room. They look from me to the ankou, and then the ankou disappears, teleporting away in one blink of the eye to the next. Like a reaper. Like what I do.

      I'm shaking. Like me.

      My mind goes over all the things my men had told me about these creatures. They bring fear, pain, and death. Isn't that what I do? Isn't that the purpose of a reaper? Could it be that me and the creature my men hate are one and the same?

      “Jules?” Connor moves to stand in front of me, a hand on each of my shoulders. “Are you all right?” He sounds panicky and breathless.

      I nod, because what else can I say?

      Brad comes closer. “Jules. The ankou was right there in front of you. Why didn't you kill it?"

      I shake my head and then drop the dagger before collapsing back into the chair beside Astro's bed. Connor and Brad move to kneel in front of me, both looking worried.

      "What did it look like to you?" I ask, and my words come out a whisper.

      They exchange a glance, but Connor answers. "A black shape, like an oily ghost. Like something out of my nightmares."

      "Not a man?" I ask, my head spinning.

      "No, Jules." Brad sounds upset. "But I have heard ankous can look like humans, can take on human faces. Is that what it showed you? Is that why you didn't attack it?"

      Can take on human shapes... like a reaper.

      Connor's arms are suddenly around me. “Are you all right?”

      No, I'm not. “Yeah.”

      But it isn’t true. It won’t be true until I know if I am what he says I am. If the thing Connor, Brad, and Ajax hate is the same thing I am.

      And if so, then what?
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      Jules

      The night has come and gone and I stayed behind at the hospital, hiding from Connor and Brad, trying not to deal with what I am and what it means to them. I am the thing they hate and fear the most in the world. That, I've finally accepted. When I had a minute to breathe, I thought about what that thing did, that it drained people, and I could imagine how I could do the same. I've known since my training as a reaper that we can make death painful or slow and gentle. I watched other reapers tear creatures apart, make them wish for death even as they were killing them.

      Exactly what that thing did.

      And now that I think about it, I wonder so many things. Like how the blade hurt it and I. How Fredrick had told me that if he didn't restore the balance, something else would. I hadn't understood it then. I had really believed that I could keep the people I cared about in this hospital safe, control life and death as much as any one person could.

      I was wrong. In so many ways.

      And now, it's all I can think about. Supernaturals and humans might not be allowed to know my kind exist, but it makes sense that we've been seen before. That myths and legends have been created about us, that we were assigned a name.

      Ankou. That's what I am to them.

      I also wonder if I might become like that reaper one day. And that thought torments me. If that thing and I are the same, how does one get from me to it? And am I on a path to becoming like it? If I am, is there any way to escape that fate?

      Calling Drake got me nowhere. He didn't answer, and I don't know exactly what I would have said if he did. Drake has never pretended to be on my side, just not against me. It's possible he's known all along they'd send that thing here. It's possible it has always been here, I just didn't see it.

      And is the ankou what keeps making Astro sick? The truth is, I don't know. I don't think I could create that strange poison in another being, but it appears that me and that thing are different, if only by a little.

      So I have a lot of questions, and no answers.

      "I need to get out of here," I say to myself, and then I'm already leaving.

      People might speak to me as I leave, but I don't know. I feel a clawing need to escape this place. Like the hands of death itself are closing around my throat, and I might start screaming if I don't get free of all this fear, all this death. I pass a mirror and wonder if one day that oily creature will look back at me, then almost start running for the door.

      I walk out into the morning sun and take a breath. All night, I’ve only been able to smell the ankou, his scent like burned ash. It somehow filtered into my nose and stayed there. I don’t know how to make it go away, so I try to replace it with the smell of fresh air, of the flowers in the center of the driveway at Emergency, of the ambulance fumes in the bay.

      I close my eyes and stand for another minute before I move to my car.

      Before I get close, I see him, and for a second, I want to run, I want to turn around and disappear because I can’t face him now, not to have him throw it all in my face. But I’m not weak. I don’t run from the hard stuff. I’ve already survived the worst thing a person can survive, and I am still that person. Even if there are monsters inside of me that I don't understand.

      What I could be scares me. But my men finding out what I am scares me more.

      I stare at Frederick. He’s leaning against the hood of my car, arms and ankles crossed, hip leaning. His pose is casual, but his expression is blank.

      “Do you not have hobbies, Frederick?” I manage, my voice shaking.

      “You’re my hobby, Jules. I thought you knew that already.” His grin is almost attractive, but it's also a knife to my gut when I'm already feeling so lost. I can't do this. This weird banter between us. This strange man who is my enemy, but could also be my ally, my source for answers, if I want him to be.

      What do I do?

      I turn and start back to the hospital, but he jogs to catch up. "Eventually, they’ll come for both of us.”

      “Who? Who’s coming for both of us?” I know. I know it like I’m the one speaking, but maybe hearing him say it will make the difference.

      “You know who, Jules.” He shakes his head and leans in close like he’s going to kiss my neck, and his breath is warm against my skin. “The ones like us.”

      “I’m not like you. Like it.”

      His smile is soft when he pulls back, and it’s like he’s pitying my ignorance. “You know what we are, Jules.”

      “What we are?” I hate the way my voice sounds: sad, like I can’t handle the truth. “What are we, Frederick? What the hell are we?” He doesn’t answer. “We’re killers. Fucking murderers.”

      “We keep the order of life and death, Jules.”

      “We kill.”

      “No, sweetheart. We make sure there is balance. We make sure that when it’s time, the appointed time, that the passing is swift.” He makes it sound almost noble. But my conscience is screaming that his explanation is a lie.

      “Balance? Everything we touch, every person, dies.”

      “Your friends haven’t died. Drake.” Not my friend. “Connor, Brad, Ajax.”

      “They’re otherworldly and it would take more force to kill them.” And why would a reaper choose them over anyone else? No, the fact that they're safe is more luck than because there's a balance in the world.

      “Yes, they are supernatural, like the alpha upstairs.” He nods to the hospital. “But even they won't live forever. You know that. Even gods fall. Even shifters and vampires have a clock, a time when they must die, like everyone. And Astro? It's his time. No matter how hard you fight it, it is. Yet, you keep saving him, keep putting off the inevitable."

      "Are you the one that keeps making him sick?” I ask, throwing the words at him angrily.

      "No." His expression is almost sad. "After you killed me, I decided that I needed to look into some things. They took me longer than I planned, and so the wheels of fate began to turn, bringing our little friend."

      "That's not... no." I'm shaking my head, but I don't know why.

      "The reapers might not notice you saving a human or two, but a supernatural destined for death? That draws their attention. That draws powerful forces who want to bring the balance." He gives my shoulder a squeeze. "If you don’t take out Astro, the ankou will come back, and he will do it. It's true he isn't like an arrow cocked in a bow, facing the alpha, like the council would prefer. He's more like a shadow, drawn to another death, drawn to one place or another. But when he's been set on a course, eventually he will make it back to his target, and that target will die. In the hospital or outside of it, the alpha's days are numbered and no one can stop his death now, not even the council. Not even if they wanted to.” He closes his eyes and sighs. “But if the ankou you met, or another one, gets attached to this territory, they will never go away. This will become their hunting grounds, and your precious men, your precious hospital, it'll be theirs.”

      No. "I can't let that happen."

      "I know," he tells me softly. "But there's only one way to stop it. I promise you that."

      There are things I don’t know or understand. But I’m not going to stand in the parking lot and hash it over with him. I need time to absorb it, to sort through it, to make it real so I can figure it out and plan how to get around it. So, I pull away from him, this time running back to my car. Away from my men and their questions I can't answer. Away from the alpha I'm not sure I can protect. And away from the truth, because I'm not ready for it yet.

      “What are you going to do, Jules?”

      I haven’t gone more than a few feet when his question stops me.

      I turn and look at him, opening my mouth before I can stop myself. “I don’t know yet. I just don’t know.”

      And that's yet another painful truth I'm not yet ready to face.

      

      Did you enjoy this book? If so, grab your copy of Reaper Hospital: Code Stubborn Doctor.
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