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Belonging

Being a vampire can suck. Corinne Lewis will be the first to testify to that. She went through the “change” but it certainly didn’t change her all that much.

Still shy, quiet and a wallflower, she doesn’t fit in with the rest of the vampires or other paranormal creatures at Excelsior, the school that trains the elite Hunters. She lives there now, working for the people who took her in after the vampire attack that changed her and left her too afraid to cope with undead life—and everything else.

Of course…there are some changes, and they are awkward. She was never really liked sex, always thought she might be frigid, but now she needs it. A lot. One night, unable to go to the men at Excelsior, she goes in search of a one-night stand and finds herself facing a blast from the past.

But once he discovers who she is, can he forgive her?

And can she let him go?

This book is previously published and includes two bonus stories…

Back From Hell and Nebulous.
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Chapter One

“Life sucks sometimes,” Corinne Lewis said, not bothering to turn her head as somebody sank down on the grass next to her. She already knew who it was. Only two people knew about her little spot down by the Ohio River and one of them was so damn pissed at her, it could be weeks, or months, before he talked to her again—she wished. She wouldn’t be that lucky.

Dry leaves crunched as Levi Marcum sank down on the grass next to her and braced his back against the low stone wall. “Yeah. You sure as hell called that one right.” He blew out a breath and fell into silence.

Save for the occasional sound off in the distance, the quiet went unbroken for a good ten minutes.

From the corner of her eye, she glanced at Levi, thankful for the oversized sunglasses that hid her eyes. They made it easier for her to steal a look at him without his realizing it.

Something she did far too much, she knew.

The wind kicked up. His hair, a striking mix of red and dark brown, tumbled into his eyes and whipped around his face. Although it was overcast, Levi was also wearing his sunglasses and she couldn’t see his eyes. That was a good thing, though. His eyes were the color of whiskey—golden-amber—and they promised a heat every bit as potent as whiskey too.

Although she’d known Levi nearly ten years, she’d always thought she was immune to the power of that gaze. Until the past few months. Sometimes she wished she’d just stayed immune to it, immune to him, because up until then, her life had been content.

Well, not entirely true. She’d been complacent. She’d been engaged to a great guy, she was smart, she was healthy and she had a job she loved. For the most part, she’d been content. Sure, there was a vague sense of restlessness. And yes, even with Owen, she sometimes found herself feeling empty and lonely.

Although he made her laugh, made her feel safe, made her feel loved, she’d felt lonely with him.

It was Levi who had changed things.

In just a few seconds, he’d made her acutely aware that being content just wasn’t enough.

She didn’t want to be content—she wanted to be happy. And that was the problem. Wanting more was the reason she was sitting on the riverbank in late February, freezing her skinny butt off.

Where is this coming from? Cori, we love each other. We’re happy.

The memory of her ex-fiancé’s voice was acid inside her, eating away at her, filling her with nausea, self-loathing, self-doubt.

We aren’t happy, Owen. We’re content, but that’s not happy.

We are. We’re happy. We’re in love. We’re… but his voice had trailed away and he’d reached up, cupping her face in his hands.

I’m so sorry, Owen. But I’m not in love with you.

Levi finally broke the silence and she jumped, his rough, low voice catching her off-guard. “Don’t suppose you feel like talking, do you?”

Tears stung her eyes and she blinked them away. Sighing, she tucked her hair behind her ear and focused her gaze once more on the gray waters of the Ohio. “There’s nothing to talk about, Levi.”

“A sudden decision like this, yet you don’t think there’s anything to talk about?”

“It wasn’t a sudden decision.” She grimaced and dropped her head back against the stone wall. Closing her eyes, she said, “I’ve known this was coming for a while, Levi. I tried pretending otherwise, tried to fool myself into thinking everything was okay, but it isn’t. It hasn’t been for a while.”

Even before Christmas… Cori jerked her mind away from that. She couldn’t think about that right now. Not with him here. Despite her attempts, though, her mind continued on down that merry path and blood rushed to her cheeks. Her heart skipped a beat and her breath caught on a shaky sigh. Averting her gaze, she mentally counted to ten.

It didn’t do a damn bit of good.

Neither did twenty.

Somewhere around fifty, her heart rate leveled out, but then Levi touched her. An innocent touch, his hand covering one of hers, linking their fingers. That innocent, light touch had her skin burning and she knew she had to be careful or she would end up humiliating herself.

“Cori, you know I want you happy, right?”

Unwilling to look at him, she nodded. She felt him shift and from the corner of her eye, she saw him leaning over her, saw his hand come up to brush her hair back from her face. Squeezing her eyes closed, she concentrated on breathing, not moving. She had to be still, completely still, because if she moved, she had a bad feeling she was would end up leaning back against him and God only knew what else.

“Tell me what’s going on. Talk to me. If you can help me understand this, maybe I can explain it to Owen.”

She couldn’t stop the laugh. Or the harsh sob that followed. Jerking her hand away from his, she turned her back on him and drew her knees to her chest. Explain? she thought, half-hysterical. Let’s see…I’ve been depressed for the past year and couldn’t figure out why until recently. I’m cold all the time. I don’t want Owen touching me. I’ve been pretty convinced that I’m frigid or something. And then you fucking kiss me under the damn mistletoe. Frigid—nope. Not the problem. Explain that to your cousin, okay, Levi?

Oh, yeah. That would be a big help.

She’d embarrass the hell out of herself because it had just been one stupid kiss and Owen had been standing right there and he’d laughed, told Levi to keep his damn hands to himself. Levi had laughed right back and then he’d patted Cori on the head like a fricking dog. He probably didn’t even remember it, but for some reason, that simple kiss had flipped her entire world upside down.

But worse than the humiliation was the fact that it would hurt Owen. She might not be in love with him, but she did love him. He was her best friend and had been for years. Hurting him was the last thing she wanted. She’d done it anyway, though. She’d gone and hurt him. Damn it!

“Cori…” Levi stared at her downcast head and swore. Shifting around on the ground, he spread his legs and nestled up behind her. She tried to swallow the sobs, tried to jerk away from him, but he wrapped his arms around her waist and held her tight. “Go ahead and cry, sweetheart. Sounds like you need it.”

She cried so hard her body trembled and he felt each sob like a knife in his chest. He’d known Corinne Lewis since the shy, awkward girl had moved in across the street from his cousin a good decade earlier and he’d never seen her cry.

I never see her laugh either.

Hell, for the past couple of years, he’d rarely even seen her smile. Granted, he hadn’t exactly spent a whole hell of a lot of time around her, other than holidays and birthdays. He hadn’t seen her much at all for the past few years.

One painfully clear memory stood out in his mind, though. Christmas. Cori, wearing a golden dress that shimmered against her pale skin, standing in the doorway, looking lost and alone in a crowd of people. He’d gone up to her, wondering why she looked so down. She’d glanced up at him and then away without ever making eye contact.

Something that looked like longing had passed through her eyes and he’d found himself following her gaze, watching her as she watched a couple across the room. She stood under a swag of mistletoe. He still didn’t know why he’d done it. He touched her shoulder and then reached out, brushing his fingertips across the mistletoe hanging just over her head. “Pretty girl…mistletoe. But there something’s missing,” he teased. Then he’d dipped his head. Her cheek—he’d just planned on brushing his lips against her cheek. But she’d turned her head.

Her lips had parted on a sigh and before he realized what the hell he was doing, he had cupped a hand over the back of her head and taken that soft contact just a little bit deeper. Still innocent enough, but it had completely ruined him.

When he lifted his head, Owen—his cousin, his best friend, and Cori’s fiancé—stood there laughing. “Hey, get your damn hands off—she’s mine. Mistletoe or not, she’s mine, Levi.”

Hands off—she’s mine.

Those words had danced through Levi’s mind on a regular basis because, since that one innocent taste, he’d been fantasizing about getting more. More…from a woman who was already taken.

Hands off—she’s mine.

But she wasn’t…not anymore. Levi cursed silently and buried his face in her hair. He’d always known he was a selfish bastard, but he was setting a new standard. Here she was, crying and miserable, and all he could think about was the fact that she didn’t belong to his cousin. Not anymore. She’d broken up with Owen. She’d returned his ring.

Levi could touch now. He could taste—

Stop. Just stop. Forcing his mind down a safer path, he stroked a hand up and down her arm and didn’t let himself think about the slender, almost delicate body that was buried under layers of clothing.

She swallowed a sob, took a couple of shaky breaths and then tugged against his arms. “Let me go.”

“No.” He hugged her tightly against him, aching in a way that just didn’t make sense. He wasn’t uncomfortable around tears. Hell, in his job, he ran into more than his fair share. Cops rarely got to see people at their best and he knew how to handle a crying woman.

Except Cori wasn’t just any woman.

“You okay?” he asked, his voice hoarse.

“No. I’m cold, my throat hurts and my butt is numb from sitting on the ground,” she snapped, her body stiffening in his arms.

“Okay.” He shifted, but instead of letting her go, he hauled her into his lap. Not the smartest move. For the past two months, even thinking about Cori was enough to make his dick hard. It was enough to make his brain slow down and something heavy and warm settle in his chest around his heart. She was playing major tricks with his head and having her this damn close was just plain stupid. But he wasn’t leaving her alone right then. He couldn’t. Wrapping his arms around her waist, he tucked her up against him. He dug into his pocket and found a tissue. He paused a moment to tug her sunglasses off and then he wiped the tears from her face. “Any better?”

She glared at him. Her pale blue eyes flashed hot. “Can I have my sunglasses?”

“No.” He tucked her sunglasses into his coat pocket and pushed his own onto his head so he could see her clearly. She was pale. Cori was always pale—she didn’t spend much time in the sun and when she did, she burned. But she was paler than normal and there were dark circles under her eyes. “You haven’t been sleeping much.”

“No. I haven’t. Can I have my sunglasses?”

Levi stroked his thumb over the delicate skin under her eye. “How long have you been this unhappy, Cori? Did you ever tell Owen?”

She opened her mouth and then shut it again. Her eyes closed and she sagged against him, resting her head on his shoulder. Her voice was quiet and sad as she said, “Owen only sees what he wants to see, only hears what he wants to hear. I’ve tried to tell him a couple times over the past month or so, but he would never listen.”

“But how long?” Had that sadness been in her eyes for a while? Had nobody seen it?

“I don’t know.” She sighed, a soft, shaky sound that dug claws into Levi’s heart. “A while. A long time, I guess.”

She looked down and Levi did the same, watched as she lifted her left hand, staring at her naked ring finger. “I’m not in love with him, Levi. I never should have accepted that ring from him. I knew it wasn’t right then.”

“That was almost two years ago,” Levi murmured. He closed his hand around hers and rubbed his thumb over the slightly paler strip of skin where a diamond ring had been. “Why so long, Cori?”

She stiffened and pressed against him. “Because I didn’t want to hurt him.”

“Be still,” he said, gritting his teeth as her hip rubbed against his aching dick. She went still, her breath catching in her throat. Levi felt blood rush to his cheeks as she darted a glance at him and then just as quickly looked away. “You didn’t want to hurt him.” Yeah. He could believe that. “So you just kept quiet and made yourself miserable for the past two years? Why, Cori? Why were you okay with being miserable a few weeks ago, a few months ago, last year, but now you don’t want to be miserable?”

In the back of his mind, he could still hear Owen’s dejected voice. There’s somebody else, Levi. I know it. She wouldn’t just dump me for no reason. His cousin had been damn insistent but Levi didn’t know what to think.

“It’s not that just now I don’t want to be miserable,” she said, still sitting stiff and rigid. She looked away from him, staring out over the river.

He wished she’d look at him. Wished he could see those sad blue eyes. “Then what is it?”

“I’m used to being miserable,” Cori said. Her voice was heartbreakingly sad. “Or at least I’m used to not being happy. Being content or just settling for what I have. I’ve done it all my life. And I do want to be happy…I want more than just being content. It wasn’t even that, though. I finally realized that I can’t keep lying to him. I can’t keep lying to myself. I can’t keep pretending there’s something there, when in my heart I know there isn’t. I didn’t want to hurt him, Levi. I hate that I did hurt him. But I had to do it. He started talking about wedding invitations. Setting a date. And I knew if I didn’t do something now, say something now, then in a few more months, I’d be getting married to a man I’m not in love with. God, I’m so sorry.”

“Shhh…” he pressed his lips to her brow and pulled her back against him, ignoring the tension in her body, ignoring the need in his own. Covering her cheek with his palm, he whispered, “Shhh. Don’t. Don’t, Cori. If you’re that certain it’s not right, then going through with it would just make things worse in the end.”

She sagged against him, curled into his body. One hand came up and pressed against his chest, just inside his coat. Her fingers knotted in the thermal weave of his shirt. “He loves me. Why can’t I love him the same way he loves me?”

“I don’t think that’s the way it works, sweetheart. Just because somebody loves you doesn’t mean you’re going to love him back.” Hypocrite, he thought to himself even as he covered her hand with his. He was a fucking hypocrite because, though he hated seeing his cousin miserable, he was damn glad there wasn’t going to be a wedding. Damn glad he wasn’t going to have to stand up next to Owen and watch as his cousin married the woman he wanted for himself.

“This sucks.” She turned her face into his chest and sighed. “Really, really sucks.”

She started to say something else, but the wind kicked up again and she shivered in his arms. Levi eased her off his lap and went to his knees. “Come on. You’re freezing.”

She came to her feet reluctantly, staring off to the east. There was a trail a couple hundred feet away, one that followed the river. They were at a small park, rarely visited, especially this time of year. Cori spent a decent amount of time here, he knew, regardless of how cold it was, just because she didn’t much like going home. “You can go,” she said softly.

Levi shoved a hand through his hair. “Yeah. I can go. So can you. Come on. We’ll go get a sandwich or something. You don’t have to go home.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Then we’ll get some coffee or we can just go to my place for a while. Owen’s already at the hospital and he’s stuck there on rotation for the next two days, so you don’t need to worry about seeing him. You can take a nap, get your head on straight, whatever, but I’m not leaving you down here to freeze.”

She was cold. But going with Levi was a bad, bad idea. Bad idea. An even worse idea than going home. Her mother had been confined to a bed for the past two years because of a stroke, though it was the older woman’s own wish that kept her there, nothing else. Just like Cori’s own guilt kept her living with her mother, though she could get her own place, though she’d be happier outside of that cold, loveless home.

She didn’t want to go home and face her mother. Caroline Lewis would know. Even without seeing the missing ring, she’d know. She always knew when Cori did something to disappoint her, such as dropping out of medical school in favor of teaching. Or refusing a scholarship to Yale, or turning down offers that would have made a lot of people weep with joy.

You’re not going to do any better than Owen, Corinne. For pity’s sake, call the boy back up. Tell him you were just having a bout of jitters. Marry him. He’ll take care of you…

She already knew how it would go and abruptly, she realized she wasn’t ready to face it. Bad enough she’d almost let Owen talk her back into a marriage she didn’t want. She wasn’t up to dealing with the same argument coming from her mother.

She was cold. She was tired. She didn’t care where she went but she didn’t want to stay on the riverfront and she couldn’t go back home. Not yet. Not right now. So, though it was stupid, though it was a mistake of the worst kind, she let Levi walk her to his car, let him help her into the passenger seat and when he asked where to, she told him, “I don’t care.”

And right then…she didn’t. She wasn’t with somebody who would push her into doing something she didn’t want to do, guilt her into anything or make choices for her. Even if she had spent too much time thinking about him lately, Levi was safe. Safer than anybody else in her life at that moment.

•

She had fallen asleep on his couch. Levi waited until he knew she wasn’t going to wake up before he slipped her shoes off and covered her with a blanket. When the phone at his belt went off, vibrating like mad, he slipped out of the small living room and shut himself in his bedroom before answering.

“Did you find her?”

Levi pinched the bridge of his nose. “Yeah. I found her.”

“So? Did you talk to her? Tell her she’s making a mistake?”

“Owen, I talked to her…but…” Hell. How could he do this?

I don’t love him, Levi.

Setting his jaw, he made himself say it. This had nothing to do with him. Although his dick got hard every damn time he thought about her, it wasn’t about him. It was about Cori and Owen…and she didn’t want to get married. “Owen, I’m sorry, man. But she isn’t in love with you. If she doesn’t love you the right way, then going through with a wedding would be a mistake. Calling it off was the right thing for her to do.”

“What?” Owen demanded. But he didn’t give Levi a chance to respond. “She does love me. She’s just confused…or nervous. Cold feet, that’s what her mother said.”

“Her mother?”

“Yeah. Her mother. I called over there earlier, wanted to see if Cori had gone home so I could talk to her. She wasn’t there so I talked to her mom.”

“You told her mother.” Levi closed his eyes. Owen was a smart guy. When it came to book-type stuff, Owen was probably one of the smartest people Levi knew. The smartest—after Cori. But the man had no common sense. “Damn it, Owen, are you trying to make this harder than it has to be?”

“What I’m trying to do is fix this.” Owen’s voice took on an edge. “Hell, I thought my cousin, my best friend, would want the same thing.”

“What I want is for you to be happy. For Cori to be happy. But she doesn’t love you. How can either of you be happy if she isn’t in love with you?”

“You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.” Owen’s breathing went harsh. “You—”

The line went dead.

Owen had hung up on him.

“Shit.” Levi hurled the phone onto his bed and dropped down to sit on the edge.

•

Cori came awake to find Levi sitting on the floor next to the couch, staring at her.

“Hey.”

She licked her lips and rubbed her tired eyes. “Hey. Geez, how long did I sleep?”

“Quite a while.” He reached up and brushed her hair back from her face. “You were exhausted.”

Exhausted didn’t even cover it. Blood rushed to her cheeks as he stroked a thumb over the delicate skin under one eye. “When was the last time you had a decent night’s sleep?”

“Ages.” Sitting up, she plucked at her wrinkled shirt, grimacing. “What time is it?”

“Late. Close to midnight.”

Startled, she glanced toward the windows, then at the digital clock on the DVD player by the TV. 11:52. She’d been asleep a good eight hours. Crap. She patted her pocket, looking for her phone.

“Here.” Levi held it out and she took it, this time taking care not to touch him at all.

She scowled when she looked at the read out. Her mother had called. Five times. The last time had been less than twenty minutes ago. The phone started to ring in her hand and she closed her eyes, dropped her head onto the padded couch. “Great.”

Levi gave her a sympathetic smile. “I almost answered a few times but I had a feeling you’d rather she not know where to find you.”

“You’re a smart man, Levi. I like that about you.” The phone finally went quiet and she sat there, staring at it. “If I don’t call her, she’s probably going to try to put a police report out on me.”

He flashed her a grin. “She already tried.”

Cori gaped at him. “You’re kidding me!”

“Nope.” He shook his head. “One of the guys I work with called about an hour ago, said he’d taken a call from a woman who wanted to report her daughter missing. He recognized your name, told her that people have to be missing for a couple of days…blah, blah, blah…”

“And I’m so sure she listened.” She shot a dark look at the phone in her hand and tossed it onto the couch. “She probably told him that I’m a helpless little girl who can’t possibly handle being on her own for a few hours.”

Levi didn’t say anything.

Narrowing her eyes, she asked, “So how close am I?”

He winced. “Close enough. She was adamant enough that he promised to check around for her but then he called me. I told him you were fine. He let it go at that. He’ll stall her.”

“Poor guy,” she mumbled. Anybody who had to deal with her mother deserved a nomination for sainthood. Caroline had managed to chase off four nurses over the past two years, and if Cori weren’t her daughter, she knew there was no way she could tolerate the way her mother tried to control everything she did. It already drove her nuts. “I should go home, though. She’ll be driving Linda up a wall.”

Before she could stand, Levi laid a hand on her thigh. “I called your mom’s nurse and talked to her.”

Cori’s mouth was dry. She found herself staring at his hand, mesmerized. Through her jeans, she could feel him. Warm and strong. Just like the light, soft kiss two months ago, that simple contact was enough to have her heart dancing the cha-cha. “You…you talked to Linda?”

“Yeah. I told her not to worry, you were safe. She put two and two together. Don’t worry, she won’t go telling your mom where to find you.”

“I know.” She still couldn’t stop staring at his hand. When he pulled it away, she sagged back against the couch, biting her lip to keep the disappointed sigh trapped inside.

“Cori.”

She lifted her gaze and stared into his eyes—into that warm, hypnotic gold.

“Shit…”

That was all he said. Dazed, she watched as he leaned in and covered her lips with his. He kissed her—short, hard, quick—then pulled back and stared at her. But she couldn’t meet his eyes. She was too busy staring at his mouth and licking her lips, tasting him. He cursed again, then reached for her, threading his long fingers through her hair and arching her head up and back. This time, the kiss wasn’t quick.

It was deep, slow and utterly devastating.

He came to his knees, using one hand to part her thighs and then he was between them, wrapping an arm around her waist and tugging her close. She cried out against his lips, shaken to the core by the heat that churned inside her. Through the layers of denim and cotton, she could feel the thick ridge of his penis throbbing against her and the sensation was too hot, too intense. Hunger spasmed in her belly and she whimpered, squirming closer.

Levi swore and tore his mouth away. “Shit. Fuck. I’m sorry—”

This time, she was the one to reach up, the one to grab his head and bring his mouth back to hers. “No. Please, don’t stop, Levi…” she pressed her lips to his and following instinct, licked his lower lip, pushed her tongue into his mouth.

He groaned. The hands in her hair tightened, then abruptly eased. Lifting his head, he pulled back. She would have followed, but he pressed a finger to her lips, staring at her. “We can’t do this, Cori. We can’t. Not right now.”


Chapter Two

Not right now.

We can’t do this, Cori.

He should have.

Fuck his cousin and fuck whatever polite etiquette would have dictated. Three weeks after he’d dropped Cori off in front of her house, he was standing in a cemetery. The cold wind blasted him in the face as he stood over the empty grave and stared at the headstone. If he’d listened to instinct instead of common sense, he would have kept Cori’s hot, sweet little body tucked under his all damn night and the tragedy that happened in the wee hours early the following morning wouldn’t have happened.

She would have been safe.

She would have been with him.

Instead, he’d done the “right” thing and driven her home.

The resulting investigation had concluded that she’d gotten into an argument with her mother. The night nurse had confirmed an argument and Cori had left. She’d gone to the hospital, though nobody would ever know the reasons. Owen had met her in the parking lot. But there was an attack, one that left Owen unconscious and in the hospital for a week, recovering from blood loss. Somebody had slashed his throat and if it hadn’t been for some hospital staff who happened to be leaving the hospital for an early run to McDonald’s, his cousin would have bled to death in the parking garage.

Cori was nowhere to be found.

None of the security monitors had proven to be worth a damn thing—there had been a dark van between the closest monitor and the area where the attack had taken place. All that was found of Cori was her coat and a copious amount of blood. Too much blood. Her body had yet to be found and, though the case was still open, they all knew the truth.

She was dead. Nobody could lose that much blood and live.

Who had killed her? Why? Those were questions that would never be answered.

Red eyed and grim faced, Levi stared at the tombstone and listened while a preacher recited an endless spiel of words—words that were supposed to be comforting, but he was having a hard time finding any sort of comfort.

He kept thinking he was going to wake up. It was all a dream, a bad dream brought on by a guilty conscience. He’d wake up and find out that Cori was alive, she was engaged to Owen, she was happy—

“Amen.”

Dazed, Levi looked up as the preacher closed his Bible. Roses were tossed into the grave to land on top of an empty casket. Empty.


Chapter Three

Four Years Later

Being a vampire wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.

Nobody knew that better than Corinne Lewis.

As far as she was concerned, the refined senses, the eternal youthful appearance, the ability to heal rapidly, superior strength…none of it was worth it. But the absolute worst was the sex thing. As in the fact that her body craved sex.

It was an annoying fact, but one that she’d mostly dealt with okay. She had a couple of excellent vibrators, a massaging showerhead and a vivid imagination. She coped and got by without hunting down a guy. That was how she preferred it.

Well, no. Actually, she’d prefer not to be so damn hungry for sex. Sex had about as much appeal to her on a personal level as having her teeth cleaned. She was about as sexless as an anatomically incorrect doll. All of her sexual experience came from the times she’d been with Owen, and none of that was worth writing home about. It had been for him and she had gotten more pleasure from a haircut than she had from getting laid.

If not for the annoying fact that her body now craved sex, she could happily just forget all about it.

Back then, the few times she had been interested in sex, Owen hadn’t been part of the picture and that only added to the problem. She’d gotten all hot and sweaty about Levi, and the one time she’d tried to act on it, it had ended in utter disaster.

Yeah, sex was definitely something she was better off forgetting.

Of course, her body didn’t seem all that interested in letting her forget and damn it, considering where she lived, what she was, and what most of the people around her were, it was damn hard to pretend they didn’t notice her sad state.

She might as well walk around with a flashing neon sign over her head—I’m horny and I need sex now, please. Sexual hunger had a unique scent to it and if she could smell it on herself, she knew those around her could too. While nobody at Excelsior had ever once said anything to embarrass her, she was well aware that they knew. They all knew. Hard to hide something like that when a girl was surrounded by vampires and shapeshifters.

They lived under an illusion of privacy at Excelsior and while it frustrated her to no end, Cori didn’t see herself leaving either. When she was first brought here, she’d been terrified and traumatized. The vampire who had bitten her, who had attacked Owen, hadn’t lived a day beyond the attack. She didn’t remember his death, hadn’t been awake for her “rescue”, a rescue that came a little too late as far as she was concerned. Her attacker had bitten her and forced the Change on her.

They’d gotten to her before he raped her. Just barely, she was told, but still, it wasn’t good enough. Sometimes she thought she’d almost rather have been raped than had the Change forced on her.

If they’d gotten to her sooner…

It had taken months of therapy with one of the counsellors kept on hand at the school before she’d been able to handle the dark. Longer than that before she could tolerate a man getting too close. Although, in her heart, she knew she was in a safe place and knew nobody at the school would wish her harm, she hated every second she was there.

Until she didn’t. Until she realized that inside these halls she could find sanctuary. It had taken a year before she realized she was where she needed to be. Though confused and struggling to accept what had been forced on her, in these halls she had found peace. Within them, she found solitude and an acceptance her own mother had never shown her. The same quiet acceptance that Owen had given her for so long.

Here she had peace.

Or at least, she usually had peace.

This was the third evening in a row that she’d come awake with her body burning, an empty ache between her thighs that nothing could ease.

Nothing but sex and she really couldn’t see herself seeking out one of the shifters or witches she fed from and asking if they’d mind servicing her in a different manner.

Bad enough that she had to approach them to feed, though some of them had taken pity on her and set up some sort of “feeding schedule” for her, rotating through with clockwork predictability. Week A, it was Tanner McKade and Heather Marsh. Week B, it was Duke Lawson and Grady Wilson. Week C, Lloyd Hawkins and Kelsey Hughes. Then the damn thing started all over again. If one of her regular Happy Meals was unavailable, they found a replacement without her having to lift a finger.

Half the time, Cori felt like some sort of new babe, being forced into taking a vein the same way a baby was offered a breast every couple of hours.

The problem was, if they didn’t come to her and make the offer, she held back, and held back and held back. Even after four years, she couldn’t adjust to what she had to do to survive. Even when the hunger was riding her, when it had her fangs extended and it burned through her belly like acid, she couldn’t adjust. It wasn’t until she sank her fangs into flesh and the warm rush of blood filled her mouth that she accepted it—for a few moments.

This, though, this was worse than the need for blood. More painful, that was certain. Rolling on the bed, she pressed her face against the pillow and sighed. It felt good, cool against her heated flesh. Heated from the dreams, because vampires typically only had warmth when others shared it, either through sex or blood. “I can’t keep doing this,” she muttered, her voice hoarse. The need for sex had her on the edge, had her heart beating faster, her breathing accelerating and, though she’d just fed that morning before she went to bed, she was already hungry again. She was burning up all her energy just because she was so damn hungry for sex.

Of course, it didn’t help that the witch she’d fed from had kissed her. Squirming in embarrassment, she tried to jerk her mind away from that path, but it was already trampling merrily on down that road. It had been Grady’s turn. He’d come to her room, a bit of a weird turn there, and she’d been puzzled about it. Hadn’t kept her from feeding, but then, after she’d satisfied the burn of hunger, he’d cupped her face in his hands and kissed her. “If you don’t feed both hungers, you’ll just keep needing blood more and more often.”

She’d stick with blood. There was no way on earth she was going to have sex here. Even in her room with its soundproofed walls, privacy was just a pretense. Everybody knew what the other was doing—or whom. She’d rather none of them know that she was borderline frigid and just fine with it. Besides, though she could tolerate being around guys again, she didn’t know what would happen if things took a more intimate turn.

Another spasm of need clenched her belly and with a groan, she kicked free of the blankets and stumbled to the shower. No, she wasn’t about to have a one-nighter with one of the way-too-sexy Hunters. Hell, her tongue got tied even thinking about it. But she also couldn’t do her job when she was so keyed up that just the brush of air against her flesh was painful.

If not for massaging showerheads, Cori was convinced she would have gone crazy.

But she couldn’t get that relief now. Not this time. She discovered that after ten fruitless, practically painful minutes in the shower.

When she finally climbed out, she knew she couldn’t fight it any longer. She needed sex. Although she wasn’t too thrilled with what she knew she needed to do, she just couldn’t put it off any longer.

Her skin was so sensitive, even drying off was torture. Her nipples were so hard they hurt and deep down, she throbbed and ached. She felt so empty inside, so desperately needy, she was almost tempted to find Grady and work up the courage to ask him for… Hell, she didn’t even know how she’d phrase it.

If she were writing herself into a book, she’d just flip her hair behind her shoulders and saunter up to the witch, lay on a hand on his arm and he’d look at her…and know. She knew the technical aspects and hell, she could write a seduction. She’d started writing as therapy during that first year and then realized she couldn’t stop. When it came to made-up seductions, she had it down pat. Too damn bad she couldn’t manage one in reality.

In real life, Cori knew what would happen if she even tried—if by some slim chance she managed to approach the witch, there would be no way she could look him in the eye, no way she could touch him. She’d probably run away screaming. A femme fatale, she was not.

The one sexual encounter she’d tried to initiate on her own had ended in disaster. Levi had rejected her, though she could understand why. He had probably still viewed her as Owen’s. Figured she was just looking for comfort. Hell, he probably hadn’t even been attracted to her. But his rejection had stung. Had cut her deeply.

Her sexual experiences with Owen had been empty. At least for her. Owen either hadn’t noticed or hadn’t cared that she didn’t find much in the way of pleasure when they touched.

No, she definitely didn’t have much to rely on. She was desperate, though. Desperate enough that she was going to do something to fix the situation tonight. Just not…here. Even if she could work up the nerve to approach Grady, she’d have a damn hard time facing him afterward. Casual sex just wasn’t her thing.

Leaving her rooms was harder than normal, but she couldn’t do what she needed to do unless she left. The pain inside her was incentive enough and after dressing in a long dark skirt and sweater, she was out the door and heading down the hall, arms wrapped around her middle and chin tucked to her chest.

It was a good thing she’d already made up her mind. Every step she took was near torture as her thighs brushed together and the silk of her bra abraded her nipples oh-so slightly. It was a miracle she could even stand upright.

Work? No way. And it was the middle of the week, which meant the library would most likely be full of students working on projects, needing help finding a book for a report.

Excelsior was a school where the newly Changed came to learn control but it was also just that—a school. A school for children, usually witches, psychics or natural shifters who came into their gift but had nobody around to help them deal with it. To the outside world, Excelsior was known as a posh private school for troubled youth, taking in children based on who had the greatest need, promising a top-notch education and a safe environment.

It was all that and more. The instructors and the enigmatic Council, which, Cori assumed, paid the expenses, took the kids’ more traditional education seriously. Cori respected that and it was why she’d been more than happy to stay on after she’d gone through her own little bout of training. Working with kids was one thing she could still do from her old life and it was something that normally gave her a great deal of pleasure.

Tonight, though, there was no way she could handle it.

Sick days. Wonder if I can use a sick day… Getting sick wasn’t an issue vamps had, but sometimes things happened. Of course, she wasn’t sure how to approach her supervisor with this issue. She could just see herself staring at Leona Miller, the werewolf’s penetrating gaze boring straight through her as Cori stumbled and stammered, I can’t work tonight. I’m so horny I’m almost sick with it and I need the night off so I can go get laid.

Yeah. That would happen.

“You don’t have too much choice,” she muttered. Shuffling down the hall, she dragged in a deep breath and tried to find some sliver of courage. The staff lounge was just ahead and beyond that, the administrative area. Somewhere in there, Leona would be working away, making up schedules and going through the many requests for books. But not for too much longer. Leona wasn’t nocturnal unless it was the full moon and she’d be finishing up soon.

Pausing by the lounge, she leaned against the wall and took another deep breath.

A wave of hunger hit—so deep, so strong that she almost sobbed with it. It was a physical ache now and she had to fix it. Had to ease it.

Finally, she shoved off the wall and resumed her walk down the hall. It took five more minutes to find Leona, but she lucked out. She didn’t have to say anything. After five seconds, Leona just shook her head and muttered, “Take the night off and take care of things, Ms. Lewis. You can’t possibly work like this.”

Spared the added humiliation of trying to explain things, she gratefully made her way out of the library and headed toward the garage. The massive building had cars on hand for staff use and for the first time since she’d arrived, Cori was going to use one of the damn things, drive to Richmond and get laid.

•

Guilt and grief, they really could choke a man.

Levi Marcum stared into the smudged glass, swirling the cheap amber whiskey and debating on whether or not to knock it back.

Two empty glasses sat just next to his elbow and, though the liquor had just about eaten up the lining of his throat as he drank it, it hadn’t done a damn thing to ease the pain inside him.

He didn’t need to be sitting here, trying to drink his brain into shutting down. No, what he needed to do was figure out a way to get back to his cold, sterile hotel room. No way in hell could he drive. He didn’t even know if he could make it to his car.

He needed to get to his bed, lie down, close his eyes and try to sleep. Try to forget.

“Forget,” he muttered. Closing his eyes, he slouched over the bar and wondered how in hell he was supposed to forget.

In two days, he was going to be burying his cousin. Or burying what was left of him. For the past four years, he’d done his damnedest to take care of Owen, to make up for letting him down, trying to make amends.

Just when Levi thought it might be getting better, though… Something clouded his vision and he set the glass down so hard that whiskey splattered on his hand. Uncaring, he pressed the heels of his hands against his eye sockets and swore, trying to blink back the tears that threatened to fall.

He wasn’t going to cry about this. Couldn’t. Wasn’t ready to think about it, either—not what had been done to Owen, or how. He couldn’t do that and make it through the funeral.

He’d made it through his mom’s funeral.

He’d stood at Owen’s side for Corinne’s funeral too, choking on his grief and his guilt as dirt was shoveled over an empty coffin. He’d spent four years missing her, wondering why he’d let her leave that night and wondering what might have happened if he hadn’t been so stupid.

He’d done all that without breaking.

This one would do him in. He knew it, but he had to make it through the funeral. He hadn’t been there to protect his cousin, hadn’t been able to get Owen the help he needed, but he could damn well hold it together enough to say goodbye. After that, he’d break.

Hissing out a breath, he rubbed a hand over the ache in his chest and abruptly pushed back from the bar. He tossed back the third glass of whiskey and dug some bills out of his pocket, throwing them down on the scarred wooden surface.

Need to get out of here. Need to breathe.

He didn’t expect a breath of the biting cold air outside to do much. It might clear his head but it wouldn’t ease the ache in his chest. Not even time was doing that. The whiskey hadn’t done jack-shit to help, either.

He stumbled out, his steps a lot more unsteady than he’d expected, though he shouldn’t be surprised. Whiskey on an empty stomach was bad, bad news. He hadn’t eaten more than one or two bites since the day Owen was killed. Levi’s appetite had been shot straight to hell upon finding Owen’s ruined remains. God, the blood.

So much fucking blood, so little left of Owen. Levi was a cop and he’d been doing it for a good long time but never had he seen anything like what had been done to Owen. He prayed to God he never saw it again.

He wasn’t hardened to violence, not yet. He’d seen his share, thought he knew how to cope.

Cope.

Drunk, he stumbled down the street, muttering to himself. “Yeah, you cope, all right. Drunk off your ass, that’s how you’re coping. People would be so proud…”

He crashed into a crumbled brick wall and slapped a hand against it to right himself just before he would have hit the ground.

Above the roaring in his ears, he heard something. What……what was that?

A woman’s voice. Soft. Low. Shaking with fear but determined. Kinda familiar.

Men’s voices.

Somewhere beyond the alcohol haze, his brain started to work. He reached for his gun only to remember he’d left it back at the hotel. Walking around with a loaded weapon, knowing you were going out to get drunk—not a good idea. Swearing, he shook his head and tried to clear the fog. Adrenaline kicked in, helping a little, but the ground was still unsteady. Digging into the breast pocket of his battered leather jacket, he pulled out his phone.

He tried to fumble it open, but with his head still spinning and his hands too fucking clumsy, he ended up dropping it. An angry cry caught his attention as he bent to pick it up. Narrowing his eyes, he struggled to see through the darkened alley. His vision adjusted just enough to let him see two men. One woman.

The sight of it, for some reason, broke the damn of suppressed, helpless fury and without another thought of calling for help, he lunged. Catching them by surprise, Levi managed to take one down under his body, driving his fist into an unprotected ribcage. Something cracked. From the corner of his eye, he saw the other man. Training told him to get up, secure the area. Beating the shit out of a would-be rapist might seem like a good way to vent his rage but it could get him killed.

He couldn’t.

Training, instinct, rational thought, they crumbled under the rage pulsing through him and even if the second man had drawn a gun and held it to his head, Levi doubted he could have torn himself away from his prey.

But there was no attack from the second man. Distantly, he heard something. A muffled groan, masculine in pitch. The sound of something thudding against a wall. A woman’s voice, too low for him to understand the words.

Not that he tried. He dipped his head, put his face right in the bloodied face of the sick fuck who had been ready to rape, and snarled, “You like hurting weaker people? You like making them beg? Making them fear? Taking from them?”

Somebody had done that to his cousin, once upon a time. Years earlier. Somebody had done it to Owen, made him beg, made him fear. Somebody had taken Cori away from them both, and Owen had been left broken and shattered and half-crazed.

Monsters—damn it, Levi was so damn tired of the monsters that preyed on others. Snarling, he pulled back his fist and would have driven it over and over into the man’s busted face if something hadn’t caught his arm.

The hand on his forearm was feminine, delicate. Very delicate, incongruous with the strength there. Struggling to jerk away, Levi snarled, “Get the fuck off.”

A soft sigh. “You wanted to help me. You did it. You don’t need to beat him to death. I think he got your message.”

He tugged again, but that hand holding him didn’t budge. Hell, it might as well have been a chain of titanium restraining him, though he knew it was a trick of the mind. Brought on by grief. Liquor. Rage. Slowly, he looked down at the man but he couldn’t even make out the face. With a snarl, he shoved to his feet and stumbled off.

As he did, the man whimpered and scrambled away, crawling the first few feet before clambering upright and stumbling away. Fucking miracle the bastard can even move, Levi thought distantly.

Sucking a deep breath of almost frigid air, he glanced around, looking for the woman. Fuck, the other one…where was the other guy? Had she been hurt?

Squinting in the darkness, he forced words out through a raw throat. “Are you okay?”

A long silence and then again, that soft sigh he’d heard earlier. “Okay enough, I guess.”

“Did they hurt you?”

“Hurt me?” She sounded confused. A pause. As though their hurting her hadn’t occurred to her. “No, they didn’t hurt me.”

Her voice was closer now, though he hadn’t heard her move. Hell, he could barely see her—a slim, slight shadow lost among darker shadows. He caught the impression of a pale face, hidden behind a dark fall of hair. Her voice changed, dropped to a low, hoarse rasp, as she said, “You’re hurt, though.”

She touched him, her fingers quick and light, too cool as they glided across his wrist. “I’m fine,” he said, glancing down at his hand. It hurt like a mother and would be worse once the adrenaline faded. But the physical pain was almost a sweet release. Especially since he’d been able to vent some of the rage trapped inside him. He flexed his fingers and tried to assess the damage but it was too dark. Not even the thinnest slice of a street light penetrated this far into the alley and overhead, clouds obscured the moon.

“What are you doing out here this late?” he asked, getting more irritated by the second as pain and adrenaline chased the alcoholic haze from his mind. “Not the safest part of town for a midnight stroll. At this hour, you’re going to run into all sorts of freaks and sickos.”

He wasn’t sure but he thought she might have laughed. “Freaks. Yeah, there are all sorts of freaks around, aren’t there?”

She touched his wrist again and this time, she lifted his hand upward. He shifted, trying to get her a little more into the light so he could see her face, but she didn’t budge. Keeping her head down, she studied his hand closely, too closely. “It’s fine. Hell, not like you can see it that good in here anyway. Come on, let me—”

She dipped her head and pressed her lips to the back of his hand, carefully avoiding his torn, ragged knuckles. “Thank you.”

Her lips were soft, cold. Hunger punched into him, flaring to life from nowhere, emerging from the dark despair that had gripped him for the past three days. Hissing out a breath, he tugged on his wrist. She reluctantly let go and sighed—a shuddery, shaking sound. His voice gritty, Levi rasped, “Come on. I dropped my phone by the sidewalk. Let me find it and we can call the police.”

“No!” Her voice was sharp, nearly desperate.

“Lady, you need to file a police report.”

“No. I can’t call the police.”

“Look, I know you’re upset, but you need to—”

“No, I don’t need to. I’m not hurt. There’s no reason to file a report.”

She wouldn’t do it. Arguing with her wasn’t going to do anything but add to the headache that threatened to take the top of his head off. “Then let me get you home,” he said, sighing. He couldn’t leave her here. If she wouldn’t file a police report, he’d at least make sure she got home safely. How, he wasn’t sure—he was too fucking drunk to drive and too fucking broke to call a cab.

“No.” She shook her head and backed away, keeping her face averted so that her hair hid it.

“I’m not leaving you.” Levi squinted, trying to get a better look at her. Her voice. There is something familiar about it, he thought.

She moaned, her body swaying.

“Damn it.” He closed the distance between them and caught her arm in his hand as she faltered. Terror clutched his heart, made his voice harsher as he snarled, “I thought you said they didn’t hurt you.”

“They didn’t hurt me.”

And they hadn’t, but Cori was still in pain. All but reeling with it. Half sick with it, and it was compounded by her stupidity. She’d figured that she could find some guy in a bar who’d be willing enough to give her what she needed without asking anything in return. But just before she’d gone in, a wave of self-doubt had washed over her and she’d ducked into the alley to give herself a pep talk.

The two men had seen her and, though she’d heard them approaching, she hadn’t worried overmuch. She was short, female and looked like a stiff wind would blow her over but that vampire strength that usually failed to impress her would come in handy. When they’d grabbed her, she had tried reason first.

They’d laughed and that was when Galahad, or whatever his name was, had come rushing up. She’d been startled by his sudden appearance and completely taken off guard by the way her body reacted.

The way her body was still reacting. She couldn’t really even see him that clearly, though granted, she was trying very hard not to even look at him. Looking directly at him would make it worse, so she just didn’t look. She’d caught a glimpse of dark hair, the vague impression of his height, but nothing else. And still, she was hovering on the brink of orgasm, just from being close to the guy.

Her nipples—hard, hot little points—stabbed into her bra, rubbing against the silk, the sweet abrasion almost painful. Her thighs shook under her and she had to lock her knees to keep from sagging against him. Worse, her gums throbbed in warming and as he moved closer, she could feel her fangs extending.

The taste of blood was heavy in her mouth. Blood. She’d bitten one of the men who had tried to attack her. Cori had bitten somebody, and not because it was time for a midnight snack either. She’d defended herself, but now the taste of blood was bitter in her mouth. She averted her head. Although she knew he couldn’t see her, she couldn’t look at him with blood on her mouth.

He reached out a hand and brushed her hair back. Unable to stop herself, she turned her face into his palm and rubbed against him.

His hand shook.

Lids drooping over her eyes, she took in a deep, slow breath. There.

She could smell it. Smell him. Smell his hunger. He felt it too. Either the darkness was seriously working in her favor or the vamp mojo was kicking in because the air around them began to spike with heat and hunger and not all of it was hers. Desperation made her daring and she took one small step closer. Then another. Another.

The long black skirt she wore was little hindrance to the cold wind cutting through the night but she barely felt it. What she could feel was him. His heat. His hunger. His gaze—staring down at her bowed head, all but willing her to look at him.

His cock. Pressing against him, she felt the length of his cock throbbing under the confines of his jeans, thick and hard. Whimpering, half mad from hunger, she arched against him and shuddered.

“Lady…”

She reached between them and touched him. In some rational part of her mind, she couldn’t believe what she was doing. Couldn’t wrap her mind around it…and she didn’t want to try.

Caution had dictated most of her life. She’d always looked before she leaped and she was miserable. Aching. Hungry. Tired of it.

If she slowed down for just a minute, she might think. Might think enough to let embarrassment take hold, let her fears roar to life.

She didn’t want that. So don’t think, Cori told herself fiercely.

It was easy to lose herself to the hunger. She’d been ignoring it for too damn long and now she was all but lost to it. She could have pulled back. It would have hurt and she probably would have half died from the pain, but she knew that she could have.

If he had pulled away.

He didn’t pull away, though. He reached down and covered her hand with his, groaning under his breath as she molded her fingers to him. He rocked forward into her touch and dipped his head, kissing her shoulder through the black sweater she wore.

“You’ve got to be freezing,” he muttered. He brushed his fingers down her neck and she gasped as that simple touch left a trail of fire in its wake. “Your skin’s cold…”

“I’m not cold.” She leaned forward and pressed her lips to his chest, dragging the scent of him into her lungs, flooding herself with it. Hot and male—so damn intoxicating.

Faintly, she caught the scent of whiskey on his breath as he nuzzled her neck but it couldn’t make her stop. His hands came down, cupped her hips. “Hold on to me,” he rasped, lifting her feet completely off the ground.

She was so slight, her body felt so delicate against his. And cool. Slipping one hand under her sweater, he trailed it up over her back, stroking his fingers over silken, cool skin. His mind had gone all hazy again but he couldn’t attribute so much to alcohol this time. It was hunger, pure and simple. Hot, potent, demanding hunger and he couldn’t fucking believe what he was doing.

If he could step back, for just a second, he would be appalled, disgusted with himself. The woman had almost been assaulted and here he was pawing her. But even as he tried to find the strength to turn away from that sweet body, she reached between them and unbuttoned his jeans, slipped her hand inside and closed those cool, soft fingers around his aching dick. He groaned at the pleasure and arched into her hand.

A cold wind blasted through the alley and he swore as she shivered. “You’re cold,” he muttered.

“No. Not cold.”

How could she not be cold, though? Turning her against the wall, he put his body between her and the wind. She wore no jacket, just a fluffy sweater and a skirt that he could feel tangling around their legs in the wind. He caught a fistful of her skirt and dragged it up. Pressing his brow to hers, he muttered, “I don’t believe this. Is this really happening?”

She tightened her fingers around his cock, stroked her thumb across the head. “Do you want it to happen?”

“Hell, yeah.” He tried to catch her mouth but she turned her head aside, pressing her lips to his neck. She shuddered against him, a low, desperate moan escaping her lips.

She scraped her teeth over his neck but then pulled away and glanced upward. In the dim light, he caught the impression of a narrow, cat-like face and big dark eyes but then she averted her head. Once more, that dark hair hid her face. “Then it’s happening.”

It’s happening—hell, she wasn’t kidding. He was about to fucking happen. She released him from his jeans and Levi swore as his cock sprang free into the cold air. Then she was touching him again, her hand wrapping around his cock, starting at the base and then stroking upward. Her fingers—they’d been colder than that—almost as cold as the frigid wind that blew through the alley. But now her touch was warmer. Her scent hotter. Addictive. Damn, he could drown in it—sweet, ripe, mysterious and somehow fresh. Clean.

Dipping his head, he nuzzled her neck, trying to find just where that teasing scent was coming from. Perfume? It was stronger at her neck, between her breasts and he suspected lower but even as he started to sink down on his knees in front of her, intent on finding just where that erotic scent was the strongest, she tugged him closer. So close that their bodies aligned and he felt the slim, soft curves of her lower body. That damn skirt was still in the way and he grunted, aggravated. Gathering the material in his hand, he pushed it to her waist. With his free hand, he palmed her ass, stroking the soft, subtle curve.

Satin-soft skin, even warmer now. Lifting his head, he stared at her from hooded eyes and brushed the back of his hand against soft, dewy, wet curls. She gasped. “Do you want this to happen?” he gritted out—needed to know, needed to make sure. A few more minutes and he didn’t know if he’d be able to stop.

“Yes.”

“Look at me,” he rasped. “I can’t see you. I need to see you. You want this to happen?”

“It’s dark…you can’t see me.” Then she slipped her hands under the waistbands of his jeans and boxers and pushed them down. “I want it to happen. Make it happen.”

He squinted in the darkness, desperate to see her face. See her mouth. Hell, even taste her mouth because every time he tried to kiss her, she turned her face away. Soft, warm fingers stroked his cock and then lower, cupping his balls in her hand. She squeezed, light and quick. “Make it happen.”

With a snarl, Levi caught her hips in his hands, wedging her thighs apart. She cried out as he pressed the rounded cock head against her slick, wet heat and then whimpered as he pushed inside. Deep, deep—her pussy tight, hot and slick around his dick, clenching down, almost resisting his intrusion even as she wrapped her legs around his hips and arched, trying to take more of him.

“Fuck….” He wheezed out, his eyes almost crossing from the pleasure as she convulsed around him. She whimpered, doing a mad little shimmy with her hips that was doing a serious number on his already faulty self-control. “Baby, slow down, please—fuck, you’re killing me.”

“I’m dying.” She pressed her mouth to his neck and kissed him, her tongue rough and warm against his flesh, leaving a burning trail. “I hurt. I hurt so bad. Make it stop.”

“Hurt—fuck,” he swore, started to pull out. “I’m hurting you.”

She tightened her legs, squeezing with a strength that seemed at complete odds with her slender, delicate muscles. “Don’t stop.”

It was a soft, desperate plea and the sound of it almost broke his heart.

“Please don’t stop. I’m so empty inside. I hurt so much.” Her breath hiccupped in her throat.

Threading a hand through her hair, he tugged, once more trying to see her face. Overhead, the clouds parted, revealing just a thin slice of the moon before it disappeared once more. That faint flash of silvery light splashed across part of her face, highlighting just her eyes, but he couldn’t even look into her eyes because they were closed. The hot, slick walls of her pussy convulsed around his cock and she rocked against him, trying to take him deep, ride him hard. Hunger burned, threatening to blister both of them.

He pressed his lips to her temple. “I won’t stop. Hold on to me.” He guided her arms around his shoulders and then slid one hand down the smooth flesh of one thigh, anchoring her knee against his flank as he rotated his hips. She moaned. Levi did it again and again. Shifted his weight so that he rode high on her body as he shafted her, the head of his cock rubbing over that one sensitized area high in her pussy.

Pressing his mouth to her neck, he nuzzled her, licked her. “You taste sweet,” he rasped, raking her skin with his teeth.

She cried out and cupped her hand over the back of his head, holding him tightly against her. Against his belly, he could feel the ripple of muscles contracting in her abdomen. Her body all but shuddered with the force of her need—a swirling violent maelstrom that threatened to suck Levi under as well.

“Do it again,” she whispered into his ear then she arched her neck, baring it for him.

He bit her and she keened, a wild sound of female hunger that sent hot streaks of fire coursing down his spine, arrowing straight in on his balls. His cock swelled. Snarling, he wrapped an arm around her narrow hips, anchoring her tightly against him and then he started to shaft her—deep, hard—fucking his way through slick, tight tissues that alternately resisted and caressed his length.

She slipped her hands inside his coat, down his chest until she could grab the hem of his shirt and then she shoved it upward. She raked her nails down his exposed torso, then leaned forward, curling in on him until she could sink her teeth into his left pec. She bit down, almost too hard, but all it did was throw gasoline on a fire that already burned out of control. He cupped her chin in his palm, tried to guide her mouth to his. “Kiss me, baby…I want to taste you.”

Her lips, cool and sweet, brushed against his but before he could take the kiss deeper, she shifted. Her lips pressed against his hand. “Let me taste you,” she purred, her voice harsh, throaty, the sexiest damn sound he’d ever heard. Then she kissed his hand again, using hers to hold him steady as she brushed her lips against his busted, bloody knuckles. He tensed but all he felt was a sweet, liquid heat sliding through his abused flesh, a heat that swelled and spread with every brush of her lips, every gentle lap of her tongue.

Her tongue…licking him.

Licking… His mind tried to kick back up then, but the attempt died a quick death as she caught his index finger in her mouth and sucked on it.

His cock jerked in jealous demand. In turn, the hot, snug walls of her pussy flexed around him and she arched. Tightening her knees on his hips, she pushed away from the wall so that her weight was completely supported on his body—centered square on his aching cock as she started to ride, moving against him in a slow, teasing rhythm, her pussy alternately clenching and then releasing its delicious grip on his cock.

Levi groaned and cupped her ass, pushing her farther down. Not enough…damn it, he couldn’t get deep enough inside her.

“Make it stop hurting,” she whispered, pressing her lips to his neck. “Make it stop…don’t leave me so empty.”

He couldn’t resist. Even if he’d tried, Levi couldn’t have pulled away. Resting one hand on her waist, he guided her rhythm. His other hand cupped her ass, tracing the soft curve, reaching down behind her and tracing the delicate skin where her pussy stretched tightly around him. She shuddered.

Through the soft knit of her sweater, he felt the hot stab of her nipples against his chest. Felt her getting hotter, hotter, until the air around them seemed as hot as a damn inferno. “Please,” she demanded, her voice a harsh, choked plea.

Swearing, he crushed her against the wall and slammed into her. Hard. Deep. She screamed and came and kept moving against him, begging, pleading. Her ankles locked just above his ass. She rocked, pleaded, bucked, shuddered, came again…and again…and still, she begged.

Still she whimpered and pleaded.

Still she rocked and squirmed and moved against him, though her convulsing pussy was so damn tight, he had to fight just to sink inside her, had to work past those clinging, sleek muscles.

“It hurts…please…”

Dipping his head, he caught her mouth—finally—and kissed her, pushing his tongue into the sweet cavern. Hot. An odd, spiced taste. Something metallic. Addictive… She groaned into his kiss and tried to avert her head. Growling, Levi fisted a hand in her hair and held her, wouldn’t let her pull away.

She bit him then, her teeth sinking into his lower lip. Pain and pleasure flared, blurred together until he didn’t know one from the other. Behind his closed lids, dark pinwheels of color exploded. His skin went hot and tight, warning tingles racing along his skin, drawing the sac of his balls tighter, tighter, tighter…

She tore her head away and slammed it back up against the brick wall, a wordless, all but soundless cry ripping from her.

Another climax slammed into her and it was one so damn powerful that even Levi felt the impact. Like a tidal wave, it pushed him under, sucking him along for the ride. A hot, slick, sweet, wet ride that left his head spinning, his cock jerking and pulsing, and his brain one vague, fuzzy blur by the time it ended.

She was still shuddering against him. Still shaking. Soft little mewls fell from her lips as he lifted his head and tried to smile at her, though why, he didn’t know. He couldn’t see worth crap.

“Are you okay?” he whispered, nuzzling her neck and stroking her tangled hair back from her face before she could hide behind it again.

She leaned forward and kissed his chest but instead of answering his question, she whispered, “Thank you.”

Dazed, Levi laughed. “I ought to be thanking you.” An awkward silence hovered as he stepped back, carefully smoothing her skirt down before adjusting his pants. He wouldn’t let it linger, though. Wasn’t going to let what was the best damn five minutes—if he was lucky—of his life be ruined by awkwardness. “Do you live around here? I should take you home…and then to bed. Let me take you to a bed.”

She pressed her lips against his wrist. “I don’t live around here. Heading back home tonight.”

No!

“Maybe…” his words trailed off and he once more tried to make out some feature of her face. “Maybe we could have some coffee…find a place to get a bite to eat.”

The woman laughed and it was a sad, desolate sound. “I’ve already eaten but thank you.”

Just like that? Levi fought to catch up, fought against his body’s urge to just collapse in a hot, sated puddle. Fought the confusion that tried to swamp him. Confusion and pain. Just like that, she was done.

A cynical voice in the back of his mind laughed. She wanted a quick fuck and you gave it to her. Hell, for all you know, you interrupted some mini-orgy. Maybe those guys weren’t out for rape. Maybe she was just on the make.

No. Didn’t fit. Even if it had, it wasn’t really his business. Everything inside him rebelled against that thought. “I don’t just want to let you walk away,” he whispered, pressing his lips to her temple. Shit, he was desperate enough to beg, he realized. There were all sorts of psychological reasons for his unwillingness to let her disappear but he didn’t want to think about them.

He just couldn’t quite stand to have her walk away. “Just some coffee. A little while longer.”

“Coffee.” She leaned in and pressed her lips to his neck. “I can do coffee.”

•

Hindsight is twenty-twenty. It wasn’t just a saying, it was a damn fact, Levi admitted to himself five hours later.

His mystery woman had kissed him and then gestured toward the mouth of the alley. “Can you give me a minute to…” her soft, throaty voice trailed away and she’d ducked her head, giving the impression of shyness. Although how she could be shy after she’d just given him the ride of his life…

He’d given her a minute.

His biggest mistake, he realized now, was giving her an extra thirty seconds before heading back into the alley to look for her again. Dark. How the hell could the shadows seem that much darker? But it had been like walking inside a cavern fifty feet below the earth’s surface, so dark that not even a sliver of light shone. After walking into a brick wall and busting his knee on God only knows what, he’d retreated back to the mouth of the alley.

Once more, he could see, but anything more than ten or fifteen feet past the street was lost in the darkness.

She wasn’t in there.

Worried, he turned and scanned the streets, but he didn’t even know what she looked like. Vaguely, he was aware of the others around him as he headed toward his car. People heading into the bar. Heading out. He unlocked the car and grabbed his flashlight, the solid, heavy metal weight familiar in his hand, reassuring even.

He slammed the door shut and headed back to the alley. Across the street, down another alley, he caught sight of a group of people huddled around a fire that had been built inside a huge metal trash can. As he headed back to the alley, he passed a couple of people and, though very little light shone from the bars lining the street, he could make out their faces. Their eyes.

It hadn’t been that much darker inside the alley, had it? Talk about weird.

He turned the flashlight on and headed into the alley, automatically holding it up and off to the side as he searched. It seemed to take an inordinate amount of time to do that simple task, as if the powerful beam of his flashlight couldn’t quite cut through the darkness.

Something silver caught his eyes, a few feet away from the spot where the guys had cornered her. Keys. Car keys, a key fob. Frowning, he stooped down and grabbed them. Where they hers? Pushing them into his pocket, he blew out a breath and stared into the darkness.

His hair blew back from his face. Something dark moved, just out of the corner of his eye. Relief flared, and then died as he turned and stared at absolutely nothing. Backing out of the alley, he looked left. Looked right. There were people across the street but not a one of them was a slight, petite female.

“Where did you go?”


Chapter Four

“Ms. Hughes?”

Big, strong arms tightened around her waist and Malachi scraped his teeth down her neck as somebody knocked at the door again. “Ignore her,” he demanded.

Kelsey happily did just that, wrapping her arms around her husband’s neck and opening for him as he kissed her. Distantly, she heard the footsteps moving off and she smiled against his lips.

“Smart girl,” Malachi muttered as he slid his hands under her shirt and palmed her breasts, teasing her nipples with his thumbs.

Kelsey groaned and arched into his touch.

A knock pounded at the door and this one threatened to rattle it from its hinges. “Hate to interrupt but we got a problem,” a grouchy male voice called through the door.

“Tell Duke he’s going to have a big problem if he doesn’t leave,” Malachi suggested, reaching for the buttons of her shirt.

Kelsey caught his wrists and pressed. Blowing out a sigh, she looked at him from beneath her lashes and scowled. “I can’t. You know him—he wouldn’t have come down here if there wasn’t something wrong.”

Five minutes later, she walked down the hall, sandwiched between Duke and Malachi as the shapeshifter spoke. “He’s got a set of keys that belongs to one of the cars the school owns and he’s looking for a woman.”

Pithily, Malachi suggested, “Perhaps you could tell this cop that this isn’t a dating service, but a school?”

Blond hair obscured Duke’s eyes but not the sardonic smile on his lips. “Idea never occurred to me.” Then he flicked his hair back and said, “He knows it’s a school.”

“Exactly what woman is he looking for? Did he give you a name?” Kelsey reached down and caught Mal’s hand, twining their fingers. Her pulse was still bumping along and she wasn’t too enthused about being interrupted but she grasped the problem, even if Malachi still had his head in his pants.

Duke snorted. “Hell, he doesn’t know who. He doesn’t know her name and he can’t give much more than a description besides petite, approximately five-four, long dark hair and slender. I know who it is, though. Cori Lewis. He’s got her scent all over him.”

Malachi stopped in his tracks and since their hands were still joined, Kelsey had to stop as well. “Cori…the librarian?” he asked with a frown.

Duke nodded. “I already know she left the campus last night, headed into town. She did request use of one of the cars…didn’t return it, either.”

Narrowing his eyes, Malachi said nothing.

Kelsey’s head fell back and she stared up at the ceiling, irritation and worry vying for control. “She’s back on campus, though, right?”

Duke shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Then find out.” Kelsey tugged her hand away from Mal’s and smoothed her hair back, checked her clothes. The sweater and khakis were a little too informal, not exactly the kind of clothing a headmistress would be wearing in the middle of the day, but Kelsey was good at adlibbing. Malachi wasn’t so good at it. Planting herself in his path, she smiled and pressed a kiss to his chin. “Maybe you can go help Duke.”

Dark blue eyes narrowed on her face. “Help Duke.”

“Or go see what car is missing…or something?”

“Or something. Kelsey, love, that’s not entirely subtle.” Cupping her chin in his hand, he angled her head back. “If you want me to get lost so you can go play school marm, just say so.”

“School marm? Please. Fine. Mal…honey…” She batted her lashes at him and drawled, “Get lost. We’re supposed to blend, do low key. You aren’t low key.”

He dipped his head and raked his teeth around her neck, just barely grazing the surface. “You go blend. But be quick about it. I’m hungry.”

It was a low, teasing growl and had heat clenching in her belly as the echo of his hunger stroked against her, caused her own hunger to flare. She locked her knees and watched as he turned and sauntered back down the hallway. Kelsey glared at the back of his head and then sighed, smoothed her hair and sweater down.

She’d faked her way through this sort of thing more than once. Usually when something went wrong on patrol for one of the Hunters. It definitely wasn’t new territory and definitely wasn’t anything she couldn’t handle.

She just hadn’t planned on having to do it today—for Cori, the quiet, shy librarian who’d rather lock herself away in her rooms and be miserable than go to anybody for help.

She found the cop in her office, standing at the window behind her desk, staring out over the grounds. Although it was the dead of winter, it wasn’t quiet outside. Kids ran around, chasing each other, fighting over a basketball or sitting in small groups talking, just like any other school playground.

So far, he was unaware of her and she deliberately stepped louder. He turned away from the window, his eyes hidden behind a pair of sunglasses, a heavy growth of stubble on his lean face. Duke had been right too. Kelsey’s senses were nowhere near as acute as a vamp’s or a shifter’s, but she could still smell the faint citrusy lotion that Cori loved. It was literally all over him, in a way that only happened when a couple of people were all over each other.

With a smile, she glanced out the window at the kids. “Doesn’t matter to them if it’s a hundred two degrees or twenty-two degrees. The kids want to be outside playing and you practically have to drag them in.”

He shrugged. “I was the same way. Weren’t you?”

“Aren’t all kids?” She crossed the office to meet him as he came out from behind her desk. It was an easy enough way to get around his question without lying. Kelsey hadn’t attended school quite the same way kids did these days. She’d been taught at home and that period of her life had taken place decades before the very attractive cop had been born.

Holding out her hand, she said, “I’m Kelsey Hughes. I’m the headmistress here. I was told you wanted to speak with me?”

“You don’t exactly look like the typical headmistress.” He looked her over from head to toe before taking her hand in his.

“Our sixth grade class had biology outside today. We were down at the pond, checking out the fish. I went along for the trip. I do it as often as I can.”

“Kind of cold for that.”

“That’s the entire point.” She tugged her hand from his and then circled around to take her seat behind the desk. “Fish don’t exactly hibernate in the summer.” She paused a beat and then asked, “So what can I do…? I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

“Levi Marcum. I’m with the police department in Reston.”

“Reston? This is a bit far out for you, isn’t it?” Reston—hell, that was easily two hours north of Excelsior.

“I had business in Richmond last night. Ran into somebody who might work here.” He offered her his identification and she took it, giving it what seemed like an obsessively thorough study. She stroked a thumb over the badge, caught a jumble of flashes and images, nothing that made sense—too quick. But what she caught clearly was pain. A lot of it. Loss—recent—like a gaping, empty wound spilling black blood.

Her heart softened but she didn’t let it show. With a thoughtful frown, she returned his identification and then leaned back. “Is there a problem?”

“Not exactly. I’m just trying to find her.” He settled in the chair across from her desk.

“So this isn’t related to anything official?” She crossed her legs and fought not to smile. He was a cool piece of work—she had to give him that. He kept his face blank and the lenses of his glasses shielded his eyes but he couldn’t hide the spike in his emotions.

“Not exactly. Still, it’s very important that I speak with her.”

Longing. Confusion. Worry. And under all of it, that pain. She could feel a need inside him and the healer inside her wanted to respond to that.

But she couldn’t. “You realize that unless there’s some official need, I can’t really help you.”

Before he could respond, her phone rang. Kelsey squashed the urge to grimace as she reached for it. It was an old-fashioned dial phone, one line, and much less likely to go berserk, but still, she had a knee-jerk aversion to using much of any sort of technical device.

“Excuse me a moment,” she murmured.

It was Duke.

“She’s here. Sleeping like the dead,” he said. “I hope you don’t need her. You know the baby vamps.”

“No. No, that’s not necessary right now, but thank you.”

He snorted and hung up. With a smile, she lowered the phone back down and then focused on Detective Levi Marcum. “I’m sorry. Business.”

“About this woman…”

“I’m sorry, Detective Marcum, but unless I have a viable reason for sharing employee information, I’m not able to help you.” Kelsey shook her head.

Finall,y something showed on that stony exterior. A muscle ticked in his jaw and he started to drum his fingers on his thigh. “I really do need to speak with this woman.”

“Can you tell me why?” Oh, bad move. She already knew why. Hell, the air was all but choking with the pheromones coming off him. That, combined with Cori’s scent, and it didn’t take a genius to figure it out—just a witch with a good nose.

“It’s personal, Ms. Hughes.”

“Personal but important,” she muttered. She almost told him to leave a card with her but at the last second she remembered one small detail, namely that he hadn’t shared any details. “Okay, Detective Marcum, why don’t you start with telling me which of my teachers you want to speak with…maybe I can get her a message?”

Marcum’s hesitation was almost imperceptible but she caught it. She wondered at it until he said, “I’m not exactly sure of her name.”

Confused, Kelsey shook her head. “I’m a little lost here. You don’t know her name but you think she works here. Perhaps you’ve seen her before at a school function or something? Why don’t you describe her for me?”

“Petite. Probably five-four.” A slight hesitation, like he wasn’t quite sure. “Caucasian, dark hair. Long, to her waist. Probably about one hundred twenty pounds.”

“Age?”

Another hesitation. “I’d say twenties, early thirties but I can’t be sure. Ya see…I didn’t get the best look at her.”

Kelsey kept the startled laugh behind her teeth just through years of discipline. You got close enough to get her smell all over you but not close enough to see her? This was getting more and more interesting. “Detective Marcum, I’m getting more confused. If you didn’t get her name or that good a look at her, then how do you know she’s a member of my staff?”

“I don’t know. It’s just an educated guess.” He lifted the car keys, spun them on his index finger.

Kelsey eyed the keys but gave him a vague smile. “I’m sorry but you’re going to have to do more than wiggle a set of keys at me.”

“Keys to the car she was driving. She dropped them but never came back looking for them. I want to make sure she got here okay, make sure she isn’t hurt. I had the tags run and it’s registered to the school.” He laid his hands flat on his thighs but something about the way he did it made Kelsey think he was just trying to keep from fidgeting. “So here I am. I want to make sure she’s okay and see why she didn’t bother coming back for her car.”

Well, I wasn’t a fly on the wall but I’d bet you had something to do with that, Ace. Kelsey smiled. “That’s very kind of you, Detective. I can check with the garage, see who borrowed a car. Hopefully I can get some answers. This could be problematic. I just don’t understand…” she let her voice trail off and rubbed her temple. The indecision was practiced but the headache wasn’t. Her instincts were humming.

Problematic. Understatement. Yeah, this could pose problems, all right. Something about this guy—she knew it in her gut. “So you didn’t quite catch her name. All of the teaching staff have permission to use the cars, providing they follow procedure, so I can find out for sure who it was. I know everybody employed here and I have an idea or two. Once I know which staff member used the car, is there a message I should give her?”

Once more, he started drumming his fingers on his thigh. “No chance you could just have whoever it is come in here for a few minutes? I don’t mind waiting until lunch or I could come back after school is over.”

“Detective Marcum, I really don’t feel comfortable doing that,” Kelsey said. Another understatement. Un-comfortable didn’t even touch it, but it had nothing to do with issues of confidentiality. Marcum would find out who Cori was or at least who she was now. He was a cop and if Kelsey’s instincts were any good, then she’d bet he was a good one.

But she wanted him out of her school.

He smelled of sex, pain and need and that was just a bad, bad combination from where Kelsey was sitting. He sat there, staring at her and she could feel the weight of his stare, the strength of his will pulsing in the air. He was probably a force to be reckoned with out there in the mortal world.

He blew out a breath and reached up, pulling his glasses off. He stared at her with brooding amber eyes. Whiskey eyes, she thought absently. She’d bet those eyes could be every bit as intoxicating as the liquor too. She was married, so in love with her husband that she was stupid with it…but she wasn’t dead.

“Look,” he said, rubbing a hand over the stubble that darkened his jaw. “I’m worried about her. It was late, wasn’t the best of areas. I want to know if she’s okay. If you won’t tell me who she is, can you at least tell me if all of your staff are accounted for? Everybody’s okay?”

Bad news, she thought morosely. All around bad news.

•

Levi stormed out of the school to where a black car waited for him. He’d had some fucked-up idea that the woman from last night would be…hell, he didn’t know what he’d expected but he’d at least thought he would be able to see her face.

Not only had he not gotten to see her but he hadn’t so much as gotten a name.

He eyed the sleek black coupe with disgust and wondered why he’d wasted half the day over this—over a woman with a face he hadn’t seen, a name he didn’t know. Returning her car, making the two-hour drive south of Richmond just to be stonewalled by a smiling schoolteacher.

Well, a little more than a schoolteacher. He’d checked up on the ritzy private school before heading out here and knew that Kelsey Hughes, aged 43, had been running the school for eight years and had worked there in a teaching capacity for ten years before that.

He was also running the names of the staff, because whether or not Ms. Hughes liked it, he was going to find the woman. That was the plan. His focus. Because if he focused on her today, he wouldn’t have to think so much about Owen.

He was going to have to think about Owen plenty tomorrow.

Stop it. He came to a halt at the curb, watching as the driver door opened. A tall man—black, probably mid-thirties—climbed out and circled around the car. He gave Levi a friendly smile. “Detective Marcum? I’m Grady. Ms. Hughes asked me to drive you where you wish to go.”

“Rio.”

“Rio?” Grady blinked and then lifted a brow. “Well, that might take a little bit longer than expected but I’m game if you are.”

Despite himself, Levi smiled. “Just head toward Richmond. I’ll figure out where I’m going when we get closer.”

The problem with that line of thinking was that they had to drive by the area where Owen had lived.

The nearer they got to the exit, the harder it got to think about anything but Owen. Even her—as sweet as she had been, as much bliss as he’d found when he sank his dick into that slick, hot pussy, as much oblivion as he’d found during those few minutes, he couldn’t lose himself in that anymore.

“This exit,” he rasped, tension snaking through his body until he was sitting stiff as a board in the back of the car. Staring sightlessly out the window, he closed his hands into fists, fought the urge to pound against the window until blood sprayed across the glass. He’d welcome the pain, welcome the distraction.

“Turn left.”

The car slowed and turned but instead of speeding up, Grady pulled over to the side of the road. “You okay, Detective?”

“Fucking-A. Drive. Turn left in two miles.”

An odd silence fell and Levi zoned out until the car once more started to slow. “I can’t head down there, sir. They’ve got police tape up.”

“Fine. Let me the fuck out. I’ll walk.”

“Detective Marcum—”

Levi jerked on the handle but it had those damn safety locks on it. “Let me out!” he roared, slamming a fist into the window. Again. Again. And he saw blood splatter across the glass.

The locks clicked and Levi shoved the door open, all but falling outside. He desperately sucked air in, staring down the pitted, narrow drive that led to the run-down trailer where Owen had lived. Four years ago, Owen had been at the top of his class. He’d been a brilliant man, working through his internship.

Bright, smart enough that he’d gotten a free ride to college. He’d had his entire life ahead of him and then, in one fucking day, it had all gone straight to hell.

Corinne had broken up with Owen.

Levi didn’t know what had possessed her to go and talk to Owen that night. It would have been midnight before she got to the hospital and Owen couldn’t leave unless there was an emergency. The exact details of that night would never be known, but somebody had attacked Cori, cut her bad enough that she’d lost a massive amount of blood. Too much blood. And Owen had been beaten nearly to death.

When he came out of a weeklong coma, he’d never been the same. Withdrawing into himself, dropping out of school, giving up on every dream he’d had for most of his life. He ended up moving away from Reston, roaming around the state until he eventually settled in Richmond, talking crazy, crazy shit. Claiming that Cori hadn’t died—she’d been attacked and he was going to find who’d done it. He had become such a recluse that Levi barely recognized him at times. And the last time he’d seen Owen…

He sucked in a breath of air so fucking cold that it burned his throat. Numb, he stared down the long gravel drive. At the end of that drive, hidden by the trees, rested Owen’s small trailer.

“Detective Marcum, this isn’t your home.”

“No. Now get the fuck away from me.”

A hand came up and caught his arm and Levi spun, striking out with all the fury he had trapped inside him. Grady deflected it. They ended with Grady trapped between Levi and the car. On some level, he realized the other man wasn’t afraid, didn’t seem at all worried to have a cop slamming him into a car. On that same level, Levi realized that Grady could probably break free but for some reason, just didn’t want to do it.

There was also something in the man’s eyes, something all too close to pity, but Levi didn’t want to think about that.

Didn’t want to think about anything, not even what he had to do.

“Leave me alone,” he rasped, forcing the words out through a throat gone tight. “Just leave me alone.”

“You shouldn’t stay here, Detective. Come on…let me take you home.”

“Home,” he whispered. Shaking his head, he backed away. He couldn’t go home.

Owen was dead and it was because Levi just hadn’t been able to help his cousin, hadn’t been able to help his best friend. He hadn’t even been there when Owen died, torn apart by some wild animal. Torn into so many pieces that Levi hadn’t even recognized him.

“Fuck,” he whispered, stumbling away from the car, heading toward the road. His legs threatened to buckle under him with every step. But he kept walking. Turning back just wasn’t an option.


Chapter Five

For the first time in a long while, waking up wasn’t torture for Cori. She came awake slowly, stretching her arms overhead and smiling as slight aches in her body made themselves known. Sweet aches—not that screaming agony of a hunger too long ignored.

This she could handle.

Shoot, this was even kind of nice.

She blushed and then rolled out of bed. From habit, she made the bed, straightening the sheets, smoothing down the comforter and fluffing the decorative pillows. Her shower was quick—another habit. She spent as little time as necessary dealing with her hair or clothes. Whatever was easiest worked the best for her and easy usually called for a simple braid and simple clothes. If she was scheduled to work, she’d wear “business casual”, khakis and a sweater. If she wasn’t working, jeans and a T-shirt.

Today she had to work and if she didn’t move, she was going to be late, she realized, pausing to glance at the clock by her bed.

She’d overslept. That was unusual enough but no major surprise. It had taken a couple of hours to make her way back to Excelsior after— Crap, the car! She stopped in the middle of the hall and smacked her hand against her forehead. Damn it! How was she going to explain that? “I’m sorry, Kelsey, but I sort of lost one of the cars. No, it wasn’t stolen. It’s just that I was trying to avoid this guy I picked up. I was hiding from him and I thought he’d just give up but then he saw the car keys. He didn’t really strike me as a thief but he took the car…”

She’d planned on talking to Kelsey that morning when she got back to the school. Cori had gone over it in her head time after time—how she’d explain. Kelsey will understand, Cori thought. If anybody will, it will be Kelsey…right?

Except by the time she’d gotten back to the school, it had been getting late—or early, depending on how a person looked at it. A new vamp would look at it as very, very late, dangerously so, the sun just a whisper away from the horizon and it had taken every last bit of energy to stumble to her rooms. Talking to Kelsey would have been physically impossible. The sun breached the horizon and she was gone, dead to the world.

But now? She winced. How was she supposed to explain that she’d lost a car? Her first time using one of the school’s cars and she’d lost it.

She had to talk to Kelsey. She was going to end up being late for work after all because she couldn’t put this off another second. She veered back toward the administrative offices instead of taking the elevator up to the library. This time of day, Kelsey would probably still be there. Cori hoped she wouldn’t have to track the witch down at her home. Nestled in the woods a few hundred yards away from the main campus, Kelsey lived with her husband, Malachi. That man was definitely not somebody Cori wanted to have around while she explained.

Hearing a familiar voice, she slowed to a stop outside one of the staff lounges. Kelsey—damn, she was in luck. But just before she would have pushed inside, the tension emanating from the room caught her attention.

Something caught her nose, teased it—adrenaline. Her ears caught the sound of a quick heartbeat, racing away—fast, but steady.

Another voice…male. Grady. “Look, Kelsey, I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t exactly make the guy come back, could I? He’s a fucking cop.”

“No, Grady.” Kelsey sighed. “I know. You did the best thing possible under the circumstances. Shit. This is bad. I can’t believe this happened so close to here. Richmond—what kind of psychotic feral is going to run around Richmond killing people? Don’t they know where we are?”

Grady’s voice again. Worried. “Kelsey, I didn’t get a feral vibe from the area. Something bad, yeah, but not the psychotic kind of bad that a feral throws off.”

“A man torn apart by a were sounds pretty damn psychotic to me.” Another voice—Duke. And his voice was grim, aggravated.

“It’s not just some bloodthirsty killer, Duke. I’d have felt it. All I felt there, well, besides the cop, was reluctance.”

“A reluctant killer is still a killer.”

“Enough, boys,” Kelsey snapped. “Enough, okay? Come on, what do we know? According to the paper, the man was found dead in his trailer four days ago, the victim of an apparent wild animal attack.”

“Why weren’t we informed?” Grady said, his voice confused. “I don’t get it. We’re supposed to get a heads-up any time something like this happens so we can make sure it’s not a problem we need to handle. Before the cops get involved.”

“Trust me, I’m going to look into that. I’ve got a man who monitors the area and he’s got some explaining to do.” She sighed. “Okay, Grady…run all this by again. How does this tie into the cop that came by looking for Cori?”

Cop? Cori’s belly knotted. Shit. Why was a cop looking for her?

“Cousins. I had one of the senior students help me do a search. The victim’s name was Owen Marcum. His cousin is in town to handle the funeral.”

Owen—anything else, everything else that Grady said was lost to the roaring in her ears. Owen.

Oh God.

Her knees buckled beneath her and she staggered. Slamming a hand against the wall, she locked her legs and forced herself to stand upright. Forced herself to open the door, to enter the room. Duke’s face was the first face she saw and she stared at him, dazed. There was an oddly expectant look on his face.

He’d known…he’d known she was standing in the hall.

Kelsey picked up on it too. “Damn it, Duke, why didn’t you say something?” the witch hissed at him.

Duke shrugged. “Hell, other than fucking the cop—”

Kelsey smacked him across the back of the head. “Would you shut up?”

“Why? Hell, so she left a car in town after she did the dirty with some city cop. Big deal. Doesn’t have anything to do with…” but his words trailed off as he stared at Cori’s face. He paled. “Shit. Shit.”

Cori wasn’t looking at him anymore. She could barely see Kelsey through the rage and pain clouding her vision. “What happened to Owen?” she demanded.

Kelsey’s eyes, a soft golden brown, darkened to black and she squeezed them closed, swearing. “Damn it, Cori…”

“What happened?” she asked, her voice thin, all but gone as her throat threatened to lock down on her.

“Cori, I was going to find you after I—”

Gritting her teeth, Cori repeated, “What happened? Damn it, what happened to Owen?”

“He’s dead, honey.”

Dead.

Kelsey said something else but Cori ignored it, her eyes locking on the mess of papers strewn on the coffee table in front of Kelsey. Newspaper articles, a file with her name on it. She curled her lip in disgust. They had a damn file on her. Grabbing it, she flipped through it, reading the article that had run in the paper the day after she’d been reported missing in her hometown of Reston. Neatly written reports, information on her funeral. Owen’s name was mentioned, as well a reference to Owen’s cousin, one Levi Marcum, who served on the Reston Police Department.

Something in her brain clicked—Levi. Cop. Other than fucking the cop—

Levi!

No. She couldn’t think about last night just yet, or whatever insane possibility Duke was referring to. She had to think about Owen. A knot formed in her throat as she skimmed the info in the file, info she hadn’t even been aware of. They’d watched Owen. While he lay in the hospital, struggling to recover from a vampire attack, they’d watched him. When he’d tried to tell the cops, tell the doctors what had happened the night Cori disappeared, people had thought he was crazy and the people who knew he wasn’t, hadn’t done anything but write up reports.

“When did he move to Richmond?” she asked, her voice gritty.

Kelsey swallowed. “I’m not entirely sure, Cori. Standard procedure after the first year is just for bi-annual reports for a few years, then we cut back to every few years as long as there are no issues. There…there wasn’t really any reason to keep watching him so closely, according to the information I received.”

“A wild animal,” Cori whispered, rubbing her finger over the grainy image of Owen’s face. He’d been her best friend—maybe not the kind of lover a woman might dream about. His touch had brought comfort to Cori, not heat. But she’d loved him. Adored him. He’d made her feel safe, accepted. It hadn’t been enough for her, though. No, she’d wanted more. She’d wanted to be in love. And look what had happened.

She shifted her gaze, staring at Kelsey through her lashes as she demanded, “He goes around talking about vampires and werewolves to the doctors, they recommend serious psychiatric evaluation but you don’t think there’s any reason to keep an eye on him?”

“We were keeping an eye on him. I had a man watching him and I was told that he was adjusting. After the first few months, he stopped talking about vampires. We had no reason to believe he wasn’t coping well.” Then she closed her eyes and reached up, rubbed her temple. “Unfortunately, what we were told and what was actually happening don’t seem to match up.”

“Meaning what?”

“Meaning he’s spent the past four years looking for vampires. Looking for proof, looking for evidence, looking for…”

“Looking for what?” Cori asked, her voice hollow. “Looking for me?”

“It looks that way,” Kelsey said, sighing. “I don’t know if he still thought you were alive or not but from what we can tell, at this point, is that he never stopped trying to find out what happened to you.”

Cori, hardly able to think past the pain, spun away. Duke and Grady were watching her with wary eyes. There was a scent on Grady, something familiar, but she wouldn’t let herself dwell on that. “He saw what happened—I told you that. When you came for me. When you brought me here. I told you about Owen and you said you’d take care of him. But you didn’t. You just let him live with it. For four years, you let him live with that.”

Kelsey approached from behind but before the witch could touch her, Cori twisted away. “Stay away from me, damn it,” she snarled, half sick inside. “Why couldn’t somebody tell me what this was doing to him? Why couldn’t somebody go to him and explain? Why didn’t somebody tell me?”

“Cori, we didn’t know. If we’d known, we would have tried to do something. I will not say I’m sorry you weren’t told. Hell, you’re having enough trouble adjusting. Four years and you still won’t leave the campus.”

“I left last night.” Lowering her gaze once more to the picture in her hand, she stared at Owen’s image for a long moment. “Tell me something, Duke…this cop I fucked—how is he connected to this?”

“Shut up, Duke,” Kelsey said.

“I want to know.”

“Duke, get out of here now. Grady, you too.”

Cori jerked her gaze up and glared at the woman she’d thought she could trust. Throughout everything—the hellish Change, the months of nightmares and confusion—Kelsey had been there, a strong, certain voice, quiet and steady. Somebody Cori had relied on. Now she felt as if she was being kicked in the stomach. She backed away from Kelsey, one slow step at a time. “It was Levi last night,” she said, her voice hoarse. “Wasn’t it?”

“Cori, come on, sweetie,” Kelsey said, her eyes soft and gentle. “Come on, let’s just sit down…”

Averting her gaze, she looked at Duke. He’d give her an honest answer. Grady thought too much along the same lines as Kelsey—soothe and stroke and comfort, that was a witch for you. Cori didn’t want soothing, stroking or comforting. She wanted the truth. “Duke?”

“Duke, keep your trap shut.”

Duke scowled, jamming his hands into his pockets. “You know what, Kelsey? I don’t much like having somebody order me around. I guess I care for it about as much as Cori likes having somebody trying to pull the wool over her eyes.” Then he turned his back on Kelsey and focused on Cori.

The sympathy she saw in his gray eyes had her wanting to slap him, hard. Her hand itched to do it. “I’m sorry, Cori. You got a right to know, but if I’d known you were tangled up in this, I wouldn’t have let you stand out in the hall and hear it like that. I just…hell, I didn’t realize you had any connection to this guy, Owen. I thought it was just—”

“The cop,” Cori filled in, her voice flat, wooden. “Who is the cop, Duke? How is he connected to this?”

“Levi Marcum—that’s the man you were with last night,” Duke said softly.

“Levi.” The news article fell from numb fingers and she sagged, swayed. Her gut roiled and she felt like she was going to puke.

“Cori…”

Cori evaded Kelsey’s hands. “Stay the hell away from me,” she whispered, backing away. She kept right on backing up until she plowed straight into Malachi. How long he’d been standing at the door, she didn’t know. She jerked away from him as though burned.

“Corinne.”

She shook her head, averting her gaze so she didn’t have to see his face, either. She didn’t want to see their sympathy, their pity, their understanding. She wanted to run. Had to get away from there. Had to.

•

Kelsey moved to the door, staring woodenly down the hall for long moments after Cori ran away. “Damn it, Duke, why couldn’t you say something?” she snapped, glaring at the shapeshifter.

He stood on the far side of the room and said nothing.

“What, cat got your tongue?”

“Kelsey.”

She looked at Malachi.

“This isn’t anybody’s fault,” he murmured, reaching up to brush her hair back from her face. “It’s not yours—it’s not Duke’s. It’s not Corinne’s. It’s nobody’s fault.”

“Yes. It is. It’s mine. Damn it, I’m supposed to protect her.” Cori wasn’t a Hunter like the rest of them. She was too kind, too soft…too innocent, even after what had been done to her. She was kept at the school because here, Kelsey knew she’d be safe. Here she could have a purpose, have some sort of life. “I’m supposed to protect her,” she repeated.

“From life? Love, you can’t do that.”

“Then what good am I, huh?” she shouted. Pain ripped through her heart, catching her off-guard. She’d let the girl down—a girl she liked, somebody she’d considered a friend. “What good am I if I can’t protect people like her?”

“You can protect her,” Malachi murmured, moving in and catching her arms, pulling her against him when she would have pulled away. “You did protect her. You saved her from the bastard who Changed her. You brought her here. You watch over her, make sure she feeds, make sure she’s as content as she can be. But you can’t control everything.”

“I should have been able to control this,” she said woodenly. “All of this happened because of the life she left behind and that is something I’m responsible for.”

Malachi cocked a brow. “Indeed. You’re responsible for setting a watcher on those she left behind. Pray tell, who is this watcher? I’d like a word with him.”

“Get in line.” Kelsey moved to the table, neatly gathering up the mess of papers that made up Cori’s file. She rearranged everything and with the exception of the reports, she tucked the rest back into the file.

She studied the reports and then placed them back in the file. “I’m going to be gone for a little while.” The knot in her chest wouldn’t go away and her gut went tight as she forced herself to look at Duke. Cori was her responsibility. She was supposed to protect those left under her care at the school and she’d failed. But, however unwittingly, she’d added to the pain by trying to handle this mess before discussing it with Cori. Cori might not have what it took to be a fighter, but she wasn’t so weak she couldn’t handle a tragedy. She’d handled the Change without going nuts and that said something about her character. Still…

No, Duke had done what he thought was best. Taking a deep breath, she said, “I’m sorry—Mal’s right, this isn’t your fault.”

Duke didn’t reply but she hadn’t expected that he would. She slid Grady a look. “Give Cori a little bit of time and then go check on her. Make sure she’s okay.”

•

Get out.

She had to get out.

That was the only thought in her head as Cori tore through the halls to her rooms. She stumbled inside, gasping, unaware that she was crying. She crossed to her dresser and reached inside the top drawer.

There was a photo album in there, one she rarely looked at. The cover had a picture frame in it and the sight of the framed picture sent a shard of pain into her heart. It was of Owen standing behind her with his arms wrapped around her. They smiled into the camera, Cori with her big, horn-rimmed glasses and boring clothes, Owen with his wrinkled jeans and T-shirt. He’d always been more interested in finishing up a book, solving a puzzle, working endlessly, than worrying about how he looked.

Just off to the side, staring at Owen and Cori, was Levi. He held a beer bottle in his hand and he’d been teasing Owen while the picture was snapped. For the life of her, Cori couldn’t remember what Levi had said that had Owen laughing so hard.

“Stop it,” she whispered, her voice thick.

It didn’t matter now, did it? Owen, laughing at his cousin, teasing Cori. It was something that would never happen again. Jerking her clothes off, she tore into her workout gear.

You’ll train. You won’t ever be a Hunter, but you’ll train, Kelsey had told her. I don’t allow people to live and work with my kids unless they know how to fight.

So Cori had learned how to fight. Hated every second of it. But she’d learned. Because she had to. She’d needed to be here at the school, needed to be some place where she belonged, where she was accepted, where she could have some semblance of a life, needed to have something that felt like it was still hers, that couldn’t be taken away. So she’d trained regularly, though it took everything she had to make herself do it and it left her exhausted and drained for hours afterward. She’d learned how to fight.

Whether or not she’d learned enough, she didn’t know, but she wasn’t staying here another minute. She wasn’t staying here where it was nice and safe while somewhere out there was a monster that had killed Owen.

Wild animal attack, my ass. Duke had mentioned a were. Another monster. A monster like the vampire who’d forced the Change on Cori—different types, but monsters all the same.

Tears burned her eyes as she drew the clothes on—simple black cotton, stretchy enough to let her move, not so baggy that it would catch on anything to trip her up. Sturdy black boots that laced up over her ankles. She quickly wove her hair into a braid and threw it over her shoulder, not bothering to look in the mirror.

The tears continued to sting her eyes and blur her vision as she crossed her room and came to a halt in front of the dresser. Once more, she found herself staring at the photo album.

She’d loved Owen, though she hadn’t been in love with him. In love seemed to be an emotion that escaped her. But she’d loved him. Trusted him. Cared about him. Even after she knew she had to break things off with him, she’d cared about him. He’d been such a huge part of her life…and then that life had come to screeching halt.

“I’m sorry, Owen,” she whispered, touching her fingertips to the image of his face. “God, I’m so sorry.”


Chapter Six

Hours had passed since Levi had arrived at what remained of Owen’s home. The trailer would have to be destroyed. The stink of blood and death had already permeated the damn thing.

He was waiting.

Exactly for what, he didn’t know.

Something is out there, man. I know it, Owen had told him a few weeks earlier. I can feel it at night watching me. I think it might be one of THEM.

He’d said THEM just like that—capitol T-H-E-M. But Levi hadn’t paid much attention to the man’s ramblings—he’d been too busy brooding over what life had done to Owen. His cousin, his best friend, was either a certified lunatic or an alcoholic in serious need of rehab.

But he could remember what Owen had said, especially now. Looking back.

“What do you think you’re going to see?” he whispered, rubbing a hand over his face.

Then he shifted his gaze, eyeing the box at his side. Inside it was enough weird shit that Levi might find his ass in serious trouble for not letting the investigating authorities know about it. He only knew about it because Owen had shown him his stash on one of his visits out there. One of the many, many visits that Levi had made, hoping to talk his cousin in to coming back home.

I can’t, Levi. I’m close. I can feel it. Gonna find one of them. Prove to everybody that I’m not crazy. That some monster attacked Cori. She wasn’t kidnapped—she was murdered. Right in front of me…I saw it.

Levi could believe that easily enough. Although Cori’s disappearance was still listed as unsolved, Levi could easily believe that she’d been attacked, murdered right in front of Owen and that was what had pushed the man over the edge.

He was a changed man after that. One who was determined to hunt down monsters that only existed in fairy tales. He’d collected weapons so he’d be ready when he faced those monsters and he’d hidden them behind a panel in his bedroom. If a more thorough investigation of his death had been done, the investigators would have found the weapons. But why waste the manpower on an animal attack?

Owen’s death had been ruled a tragic accident. Some kind of wolf attack, though the coroner had made notes in the chart that the bite marks on Owen’s body had been unusually large for a wolf. And of course wolves weren’t exactly that common in Richmond, Virginia.

Hell, even if they’d found the shit, they wouldn’t have made much of it.

They just would have laughed, maybe muttered some quiet commiseration for the fucked-up fool.

“Like hell,” Levi whispered, shaking his head.

His cousin probably wasn’t the picture of mental health but Levi wasn’t going to let a bunch of jerks share a laugh over him.

Besides, some of the stuff in the box was either very strange, borderline illegal—or just plain illegal. Like the unregistered gun, loaded with some of the weirdest ammo that Levi had ever seen. It gleamed, glinted almost like pure silver. A couple of small vials, thinly made—the sort of the thing that an old-time pharmacist might have used a century earlier—marked with just a simple cross on the wax seal and nothing else. A couple of knives, again made from something that had the luminous sheen of good silver.

Then there was that knife—a big, wicked-looking piece of work that was easily ten inches long.

Little plastic bags that held some kind of ground–up plants. At first look, Levi had flinched, almost certain he was staring at marijuana, but the smell was off. If it was some kind of drug, it was one that Levi was completely unfamiliar with. After seven years in Vice, he was familiar with just about every street drug out there.

“What were you messed up in, Owen?” he whispered.

Pressing the heels of his hands against his eyes, he shifted on the stairs once more and continued to wait.
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“Is this our good little shepherd?” Malachi asked as Kelsey dismounted the motorcycle. He pocketed the keys and did the same, hooking his hands in his back pockets as he stared up at the simple brick house.

“This is where he lives, yeah.” Kelsey stared at the house, grim-eyed and pissed. She’d let Malachi talk her into riding the bike to the quiet Richmond suburb instead of a quicker means of transportation. Yeah, using her magic to make the trip probably wasn’t ideal when she was this pissed off but the long ride hadn’t done a damn thing to cool her temper.

“There’s nobody here.” Malachi didn’t need to knock. He couldn’t sense any life inside the house, though judging by the scent in the air, the werewolf hadn’t been gone more than a few minutes.

Kelsey scowled. Folding her arms over her chest, she glared at the brick cottage. “It’s kind of late for him to be running around. Guy works as a schoolteacher at one of the local high schools.”

Malachi glanced up. The sky was dark and only the faintest sliver of the moon was visible in the sky. “Full moon is still a few weeks away. But maybe he felt the need to run.”

She eyed the house, considered that possibility. But it seemed off. “I don’t know, Mal. Something…something’s weird here.”

“How often have you talked with this gentleman?”

Kelsey shrugged. “Not often. He knows one of the teachers out at Excelsior, Hank Corbin. Corbin suggested that maybe the guy could be useful as one of our monitors. He’s been doing it for a few years—never had a problem.”

“So you’ve only had a little bit of contact with him?”

“Very little.” It hadn’t seemed much of an issue before, but in that moment, it started to weigh on Kelsey. Her gut churned and she had to swallow back the bitter bile that rose in her throat. “He just emails his reports in. One of the older students who is good with the tech stuff always prints them out. I read the reports then they are filed. His last report on Marcum was that the man seemed to be adjusting better. Over the past two years there have been fewer and fewer mentions of Cori, the attack or vampires. He reported nothing that concerned me.”

“Was the move mentioned? Cori asked something about Marcum moving to Richmond.”

Kelsey shook her head. “No. Nothing of the move. I didn’t know anything about the move.”

“Then we have a potential problem, pet. And not just the one we originally expected.”
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Duke scowled at the phone and just barely managed to keep from hanging up.

The only reason he didn’t was because he figured if Malachi was calling, it probably had something to do with the current mess and Duke had already made that mess more complicated. No reason to add to it.

“What’s taking you so long?” Malachi groused.

Duke rolled his eyes. “Look, I haven’t gone hacking into government sites for a few years now. I’d rather use some caution here.”

“I’m not interested in caution. I want answers. I need more information on this Owen Marcum’s death.”

“Don’t get your panties in a twist,” Duke muttered, shifting the phone to his other ear and using his shoulder to prop it place as he pounded a series of commands into the laptop. It beeped and bitched, Duke ignored it and added a few more commands. “Viola.”

“I’m waiting.”

Not very patiently. “The cousin, Cori’s cop, found him. Kind of late for a visit, but looks like the original call to nine-one-one happened around ten-thirty. Anyway, neighbors deny seeing or hearing much of anything.”

“How long had the boy been dead before he was found?”

“Not long. Body was still warm when the locals showed up on the scene. Our cop missed being werewolf chow by a few minutes, at best, I bet. The bastard might have heard the cop coming and that’s why he ran, I dunno. The victim took a bite in the femoral and bled out. But he probably would have died from the injuries anyway. Bad internal injuries.”

Malachi was quiet, then he sighed. “Okay. Find Lindsey. I can’t remember the last name. Kelsey says she’s the college student who helps her with a lot of the tech work. She needs Lindsey to go through the files and find the families that have been watched by Carson Hale. Once you’ve got the names, you need to have the families checked on. If anything seems off, you’re to call me immediately.”

“What’s going on?”

“A mess, that’s what,” Malachi said, grimly.

Off in the distance, Duke heard Kelsey’s voice and before Malachi even relayed the message, he pushed off the couch and headed toward the wing where most of the fulltime staff lived. He swallowed the nasty taste in his throat and rehearsed some sort of apology to give Cori when she heard him lurking outside her door.

A waste of time, he realized as he turned down the hall that led to Cori’s room.

Even from fifteen feet away, he knew the room was empty. Still, he doubled-checked, pounded on the door and when she didn’t answer, he kicked it in. Swearing, he turned in a circle and then growled into the mouthpiece, “Cori isn’t here.”

•

Her stomach was revolting on her.

If Cori hadn’t been so angry, hadn’t been hurting so bad, she knew the smell alone would have had her turning back.

There was blood, thick in the air, but it wasn’t just the blood.

There was death.

The ugly pall of it lay like poisoned candy on her tongue and she swallowed reflexively. She didn’t want to puke. She hadn’t fed since the day before and probably wouldn’t do much more than wretch but she didn’t want to do that, either.

She crept through the woods, relying on her nose and her refined night sight to guide her. All she had to do was follow the scent of death and make sure she didn’t step on any branches or leaves. Quiet. Had to be quiet. There weren’t a lot of houses in the area but considering Owen’s rather bloody, violent death, the neighbors would probably be twitchy and she didn’t need them calling the cops, or worse, deciding to investigate on their own.

She kept her ears pricked to the sounds of others and, as she drew close to the trailer where Owen had died, apprehension curled inside her. There was somebody there. A heartbeat. She could hear it. There was a scent too, familiar, but the stink of old blood and death had her head too full and she couldn’t isolate that one scent.

Careful…careful…

She halted just before leaving the cover of the trees. It was wicked dark, no light coming from anywhere. Squinting, Cori focused on the dark shadow that sat on the front steps, head bowed low.

His scent…

Deep inside, she started to shake and her body—damn treacherous body—went weak. It was him. She still couldn’t quite believe, or rather, she didn’t want to believe that it was Levi. Couldn’t believe it was Owen’s quiet, serious cousin. He’d been a star athlete, the muscle to Owen’s brain, calm and serious next to Owen’s quirks and oddities.

Off in the distance, Cori heard a whisper of sound. A quiet sigh. Faintly, a heartbeat. Another scent made itself known and it was one that made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. Were…

Slowly, she backed away from the trailer where Owen had lived and turned to stare out into the night.

Who was out there?

Who was watching her?


Chapter Seven

He didn’t hear anything.

As dark as it was, Levi sure as hell couldn’t see anything.

But abruptly, he realized he wasn’t alone. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end, his skin crawled and deep inside, he felt cold with fear. Warily, he pushed himself upright and stared off into the darkness. For reasons he couldn’t explain, he reached for Owen’s long, wicked blade.

His skin prickled as he took one step away from the house, then another. Leaves crunched underfoot and, though it wasn’t a loud sound, he winced. It wasn’t loud, but they could hear it.

They…

Levi wanted to laugh at himself. He was falling prey to the delusions that had driven his cousin nuts, but just then, as he stared out into the dark night, he realized he couldn’t laugh. Couldn’t even find any kind of rational thought that would let him discount all of Owen’s mad ramblings. Worse, those mad ramblings didn’t seem all that mad right now.

You’re telling me my cousin was killed by a wolf?

The bite pattern matches, Detective Marcum. Granted, it seems to be an usually large wolf.

He came to a halt on the path, reaching up and fisting a hand in his hair, jerking sharply. But the pain didn’t bring any clarity. Didn’t bring back any kind of common sense.

Something is out there, man. I know it. I can feel it at night watching me. I think it might be one of THEM.

THEM—the mysterious monsters that Owen had sworn were responsible for Cori’s disappearance. Levi thought about Cori, the shy, quiet woman. He’d thought about her way too much, thought about those soft, blue eyes, that shy, sad smile he had glimpsed on her face so many times. Quiet as a mouse, so serious, the kind of woman who wouldn’t hurt a fly.

THEM—Okay, slick. What if this THEM happens to be real, what are you going to do?

Reflexively, his hand tightened on the knife he held and his lips peeled back from his teeth. If a bunch of murderous monsters really were responsible for Owen’s death, Cori’s death, then Levi planned on finding one and getting some blood.

Setting his jaw, he took another step. Another. Until he crossed the tree line and the night wrapped around him in a stifling embrace.
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Cori didn’t have long to wait.

She smelled him before she saw him, before she heard him. The musk of werewolf filled her nose but it didn’t bring the relief she expected. There was still a taint there. Faint, but there. Blood.

“I wish they’d let me know they were sending somebody,” a mild voice said just a little off to her right.

He separated himself from the shadows and smiled at her in the dim light, looking her over from head to toe and then shaking his head. “It never ceases to amaze me, how these Changes can make even the mildest-looking creature into a predator.”

Absently, Cori glanced down at herself. Her…a predator? She barely managed to keep from laughing. “Life’s full of surprises, isn’t it?”

“Very.”

He stopped a few feet away from her and rocked back on his heels, tucking his hands inside his pockets. “I’m sure Kelsey is ready to have my hide for not getting a report to her before this. I wanted to get it to her well before now but the cops won’t leave the place alone long enough for me to do much of anything.” He glanced over Cori’s shoulder in the direction of the trailer and sighed. “Even got company tonight but I can work around him.”

“That won’t be necessary.”

He blinked, cocking his head and frowning. “I haven’t received word that the Council is stepping in on this.”

“Why do you think I’m here?” she said, shooting for that easy, flippant confidence so many of the Hunters used. The fighters. The real Hunters. The ones who weren’t just scared, pissed-off baby vamps looking for answers.

His eyes narrowed on her face. He’d picked up on something. Shit. “Are you from the Council?”

She didn’t lie. He’d know it if she did. She just evaded. Evasions weren’t the same thing and if she was lucky, she could make it clear that somebody would come looking for her if she ended up looking like the victim of a wild animal attack or even if she disappeared. “I’ve been working for the Council for more than three years now.”

Nothing but truth. She did work for the Council. But she wasn’t one of the Hunters—the fierce fighters, protectors of the innocent, dispensers of swift, lethal justice. He hadn’t asked that, though.

“Where do they have you stationed?”

“Excelsior.”

His eyes widened. Something flared in his gaze. Gone oh-so quickly but she hadn’t missed it. And he knew it.
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One moment, it was quiet.

Levi thought he’d caught the low murmur of voices but he couldn’t be sure.

Then the wind whipped up, tree branches snapped and an ugly, furious snarl shattered the night. “They can’t blame me for this,” a man said, his voice harsh. Angry. “I just did what they weren’t doing—cleaned up a mess.”

The sound of a hand striking flesh. A woman crying out.

Narrowing his eyes, Levi homed in on that sound and ran, tripping over exposed roots, dodging the obstacles in his path when he could see them and falling when he couldn’t. He all but fell into a clearing, this one small, less than ten feet across. A dark shadow lay at his feet but as he sucked in air, the shadow moved, climbing to her feet.

She spoke and the sound of her voice sent a chill down his spine. “Get away from here,” she said, talking to him, looking at him. Though he couldn’t see her face, he knew she was looking at him.

There was another shadow and this one laughed. Then, the same voice he’d heard earlier, spoke up. “He won’t get far. I’m not leaving it like this. This mess has to be cleaned up. It’s too dangerous, leaving things undone. I keep telling them that but they won’t listen.”

“Leaving things undone?” the woman said, her voice heavy with anger. Rife with it. “Is that why you killed a man? Because you felt it was some kind of mess you needed to clean up?”

“A man goes around talking about monsters, sooner or later, somebody might start to listen. He might find others who believe in monsters. If their numbers get large enough, it poses a problem to us.”

Monsters.

It poses a problem.

Levi swore and brushed past the woman. He couldn’t see the man who spoke. He was just a shadow lost among shadows but Levi could use his ears just fine. And his hands. If he got his hands on the man—

A shadow emerged just at his left and Levi went flying. Somebody laughed as he crashed into a tree.

The woman cried out and then she was there, beside Levi. How did she move that quickly?

“Damn it, I told you to leave,” she said.

Yeah, her voice is definitely familiar, Levi thought groggily.

“He isn’t going anywhere.” The threat came from the man in the shadows.

Cori snarled as she knelt by Levi. Cold fear tripped inside her chest, settling over her heart. She wanted to run too. Wanted to grab Levi’s hand, pull him up and run. But she knew better. She wasn’t much of a predator but even she knew that running from a wolf was just plain stupid.

“You’re just a baby, aren’t you?” the disembodied voice asked.

Cori ignored him, kneeling by Levi and wrapping her hands around his arm. They needed to get out of there. Now. She was scared, pissed and she just might have been willing to try to fight, even if it meant getting hurt or worse. But she wasn’t going to leave Levi there. He was just a human, all but helpless against a werewolf.

“Little baby vamp. The Council wouldn’t have sent you to investigate a mortal death.”

“No, you’re right,” she said as Levi finally managed to get his legs under him and push himself upright, relying heavily on her assistance. He was watching her—she could feel the weight of his stare even if she wouldn’t let herself look at him right now. “Nobody would send me to look into anything. But that doesn’t mean it’s open season on me. I do work at the school and I can guarantee you that if I go missing, this is the first place they are going to check. One of them will know your scent. You really don’t want to hurt me. They’ll find you.”

The werewolf sighed and rubbed his head. “You’re right. I don’t want to hurt you. I didn’t want to hurt that pathetic man, either. He was so miserable, just trying to find out what had happened to his girlfriend but he was learning too much. It was dangerous, so I had to eliminate him.”

Cold—so fucking cold. He was just so damn cold about it. Owen—he’d been looking for her, wanting answers, and because he might have pieced together something nobody would believe, this bastard had killed him.

Levi stumbled against her and she worked an arm around him, trying to steady his weight. He was too damn big for her to do much more than act as a crutch. She could support his weight easily enough but he wasn’t too steady on his feet. Worse, he was bleeding. She could smell it.

“Eliminate him.” She kept her eyes on the werewolf and kept backing away. “Is that what you call it? Is that what you plan on doing with me?”

“No, little girl. I am going to eliminate you…and I’m sorry.” Then he lunged for her.

Cori spun away, moving just in time. One of his clawed hands swiped out and caught her biceps. She scented her own blood and in response, her fangs dropped and her heart rate sped up, pumping adrenaline through her body.

Eliminate her. As if she were some kind of annoying yard pest.

Crazy, Levi thought. She has to be crazy. With the ringing in his ears and the blood in his eyes, he had a hard time thinking, but he was pretty sure his would-be savior was crazy. She eased him to the ground and, though he could feel the chills racking her body and could tell she was afraid, she squared off with the man who’d hurled Levi flying ten feet through the air.

Not right.

No man could throw another man around like that. But that thing had thrown him like a rag doll.

And the woman—she ought to be running for her life but instead she was standing between Levi and that…thing. Her voice, low and husky, the kind of voice that made a man think of sex straight up, shook as she said, “You don’t want to do this.”

“You’re absolutely right. I don’t. It’s a huge risk, it’s a tragic loss, and I’d rather not do this at all. If you would have just waited a few days. Even a few hours.”

“They are going to come looking for you. Kelsey will come. The others. Do you really think you can take them down?”

“I’ll just have to try to make them understand, if they can find me. I don’t plan on being found.”

There was a rush of wind. The impact of a body, then she cried out. Fury burned. Adrenaline pulsed through Levi and he made it to his feet. Wobbling, more than a little unsteady, but upright. Something wet and warm trickled down his face—blood. He’d busted his head open. But he didn’t let that stop him.

“Leave her the hell alone,” he said, trying to pierce the darkness.

It was so damn thick, almost unnatural. His skin went tight. The icy cold night suddenly seemed oppressive. The way it was just before a summer storm. Noises, off in the dark. Weird popping sounds, followed by wet cracks. It sounded like the break of bones.

“Damn it.” Her voice was low. “This is bad. Very, very bad…”

Levi snorted. “Ya think?” Off to his right something flickered. Levi spun around, his empty hands opening, closing. The knife. He’d dropped the damn knife.

What…fuck…what the fuck…

Eyes. Glittering at him, reflecting light back at him, kind of like a house cat, but this was no damn kitty—not unless the kitty knew how to fly. The glowing eyes were easily six feet off the ground, and bigger than any cat eyes Levi had ever seen.

His gut ran cold. If he’d eaten anything that day, he would have lost it. Levi had known fear before but there was something about those eyes—this wasn’t fear. It went deeper than fear. It was colder than fear. Older than fear.

“Levi.”

He jerked at the sound of his name. The woman—who the hell was she? How did she know his name?

“Get out of here,” she whispered.

“He isn’t going anywhere, vampling. I’m sorry. I truly am very sorry.” That rush of wind. Pain and death bearing down on him. A slender body came between Levi and the owner of those awful, terrifying eyes. Pain—it sliced through the air. Cut them both.

Levi felt it spreading through him like acid. Choking, burning, tearing…then her again. Her voice, soft and pained. Something wet splashed onto his hand. Cool and wet.

They both fell, Levi hitting the ground first and because she wouldn’t let him go, she fell on top of him. He groaned in agony, trying to twist away, but he couldn’t move.

Couldn’t breathe. That poisoned pain crept through his system. Tearing him apart. Blood roared in his ears. The air pressed in on him, weighed him down, crushed the oxygen from his lungs.

Time spun away from him and he fell into darkness.

No— He battled his way back to consciousness, unaware if any time had passed, or how much. He was weak, lightheaded. Cold and wet, hot blood pumping from his body.

More voices.

“Go after him.”

“Damn it, Kelsey!”

“Cori, please…”

Kelsey…Cori…he tried to speak but couldn’t. Blood choked him. He could feel it. Taste it.

Dying.

He was dying.

No. Not fucking yet.

Voices. They rose around him in a riot of noise. Cool hands pressing down on his throat, a woman’s harsh, disbelieving cry. Another voice that sent shivers down his spine.

“Damn it, he’s going to die!”

He wanted to yell. Wanted to tell them to find the owner of those eerie yellow eyes. But he couldn’t talk. When he tried, blood spurted from the gaping wounds in his throat. Too much blood.

Dying…dying…
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“Move, Cori.”

Cori shot a look up at Kelsey. “You’re too late.”

“I said, move. I’ve fucked this one up enough. I’m not doing it again.”

“If I let go, he’s gone anyway. He’s bleeding out. I can feel it.”

Kelsey’s breath hissed out—a frustrated, furious sigh. Then she crossed around and knelt beside Levi.

What does the witch see when she looks at him? Cori wondered. Does she see what I see? Eyes fixed, skin pale and growing paler. The vivid wash of blood. “Too late,” Cori whispered again. She could feel his soul fading away from him, growing ever fainter.

“Maybe. Or maybe not.”

Cori didn’t bother looking at Kelsey. “I smell were. The infection’s already started.”

“Yeah. Shitty choice—life as a were or no life at all but I’ll give him the choice.” Kelsey leaned over, cupped his face in her hands. “Levi. Do you want to live?”

Cori’s jaw dropped. “Do you actually think he can talk right now?”

But Kelsey didn’t pay her any attention.

A hand came down on Cori’s shoulder, squeezed gently. She scented Duke, recognized him even before he crouched beside her. “He doesn’t need to talk. Just needs to listen,” he said, his voice flat.

Kelsey spoke again, her voice low, harsh, almost intelligible. The hairs on the back of Cori’s neck stood on end and, fascinated, she looked at Kelsey once more. Kelsey was no longer looking at Levi. No, her gaze was moving up, up, as though she was tracking something that nobody else could see. “Damn it, man, you’re running out of time. Yes or no?”

Something flashed in Kelsey’s eyes and then she moved, reached down and covered Cori’s hands. “Let go, Cori. I’ve got him now.” She glanced up, over Cori’s shoulder. “Duke, see if you can catch up with my husband. I’d like him to leave Hale alive long enough to answer some questions.”

Duke left, but Cori barely noticed. It was the first time Cori had ever seen a healer at work. Light shimmered from under Kelsey’s hands. The cold, wintry night air burned hot. Kelsey’s eyes glowed and power flared, building until it was a raging storm in Cori’s ears, in her blood, churning through her.

The power swelled, crested. Cori flinched as Levi’s body arched up off the ground, his spine bowing. Life returned to his eyes and he gasped—a broken, raspy sound. Kelsey’s hands fell away and Cori stared at Levi’s neck, stunned.

It was whole.

Marred by four jagged, red scars that stood out in sharp relief against his tanned skin.


Chapter Eight

“You ever going to leave this room?”

Cori didn’t bother looking at Kelsey. “I don’t really see the need.”

“Well, for starters, you need to feed. It’s been a couple of days already. You can’t go much longer.”

“I’m aware of that.”

Kelsey blew out a breath. Her scent darkened. Deepened. Sadness hung around her like a shroud. It weighed down on the older woman.

But it was nothing compared to the anguish weighing down on Cori. Guilt, grief, rage, self-doubt. It was a nasty mix, she realized. Very, very nasty,

“Look, Cori…I don’t know exactly what I’m supposed to do to make this better for you.”

“You don’t need to make anything better for me.” She leaned her head against the wall and closed her eyes. She wanted peace. Quiet. Silence.

She wanted to be left alone.

“What about him?”

Exhausted, Cori asked, “What about who?”

“Levi. Owen was his cousin, right?”

Slowly, Cori turned and faced Kelsey. The redhead stood on the other side of the room, her hands tucked into her pockets, shoulders slumped. She looked exhausted. Stressed out. Odd, for her. “Yes. They were cousins. Close, though. Very close.” Cori wrapped her arms around her midsection, huddled inside herself. It hurt to think about it—a vicious, ugly pain. Owen…dead. And Levi…hell, had she failed there or what? “Best friends.”

Reluctantly, though she didn’t want to ask anything of Kelsey, she found herself asking, “The wolf who attacked him—is that who killed Owen?”

“Yes.” Kelsey looked down and her red-gold hair fell forward, hiding her face. “From what we can piece together, Owen was trying to find proof that people like us exist—that you were killed by a vampire right in front of him. He was like a pit bull, just wouldn’t let it go. He was being monitored but apparently his monitor had a few screws loose. Instead of notifying us, he took matters into his own hands. We’ll have to spend some time tracking all the people he’s been assigned to watch over, make sure there aren’t any unusual disappearances. I’m sorry, Cori. We should have taken better care of your friend.”

“Yes. You should have.” Cori wanted to let it go at that. She knew Kelsey was half-sick with guilt but if Owen had been watched better, he’d still be alive. “And I should have been told.”

She shot Kelsey a narrow look. “I’m not some kick-ass, uber-bitch soldier in this army you run but I’m not a child, either. I had a right to know and not have you try to sugarcoat the details.”

Kelsey inclined her head. “Agreed.”

“The werewolf responsible…” she let her words trail off, licked her lips. Her gut went all hot and slippery every time she remembered what happened. She didn’t want to remember, didn’t want to think about that lunatic. But she was having a hell of a time sleeping, not knowing. “Is he dead?”

“Yes. He’s dead. He won’t be able to do this to anybody else.”

“I bet that’s a huge comfort to Owen and Levi,” Cori muttered. It certainly wasn’t much comfort to her. “How is Levi doing? Is he…adjusting?”

“Not too well. He’s confused. He’s still weak. He lost a substantial amount of blood. He was almost gone before I got to him. And the Change from mortal to were is hell, even worse than a vampire’s Change. He’s angry, he’s grieving…and he keeps asking about you.”

“Me?”

Kelsey shrugged. “Not you specifically by name. But he keeps asking about the woman who was there that night. Doesn’t quite believe anybody when we try to tell him that you’re fine. I don’t think he feels much of a need to believe anything we say.”

Mockingly, Cori thought, Now imagine that. She just gave a jerky shrug and said, “He’ll adjust. He’ll have to.”

“Like you have?”

Cori stared at Kelsey in silence. No, I haven’t adjusted. No, I’m not doing well. But what the hell else do you want from me?

“You can make this easier for him,” Kelsey said, as though she heard the doubts, the questions, the recriminations circling through Cori’s head. Piling up on her and holding her under.

“I can’t make this easier.” Cori clenched her hands into fists and tried not to scream. “The only thing I could have done that might have helped him would have been to protect him from that monster. That is the only thing that would have helped either of us, and I was too damn weak to do it.”

“Cori…you’re not weak. You’re not a fighter but that’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

Snorting, Cori spun back to the wall. It was a bare, empty expanse, devoid of pictures, of windows—nothing but stark, blinding white. It burned her eyes, made her head pound. But it was better to stare at nothing than to look at Kelsey and see the glaring reminder of how useless she was. “You’ve been a fighter your entire life, haven’t you, Kelsey?”

“This isn’t about me.”

Woodenly, Cori replied, “No. Of course not. It’s about the vampire who’s so damn weak she can’t protect one stupid man from a werewolf. Not for even five minutes. His life is over now—as hard as it was going to be for him to recover, he could have recovered. He could have gone on to have a life after Owen was butchered—a nice, normal, human life. Now it’s gone. And I could have done something to change that.”

“Are you so sure?”

“Why else would I have been drawn there? I left, so determined, so convinced to find that…that monster, and I did. But I showed up just to watch Levi get butchered and I wasn’t strong enough to stop it.”

“Oh, for crying out loud, Cori, stop feeling sorry for yourself,” Kelsey snapped abruptly. She flung her arms wide and said, “So you’re not a fighter. Big fucking deal. You tried. Even those who are born to fight don’t always put their all into it and that’s what you did. You tried and whether you realize it or not, you made a difference. You were strong enough to slow him down. You stood in the way of a werewolf and you kept him from killing Levi. You held him off long enough that we had a chance to get there and if that doesn’t count as something for you, then fine. So be it. I’m wasting my time but damn it, Cori, it should matter to you. In some way, shape or form.”

“It’s not enough,” Cori snarled, pressing fisted hands to her temples. “It’s not. The monster that killed Owen damn near killed Levi. His life is ruined—”

“It’s only ruined if that’s how Levi decides to see it.” Kelsey glared at Cori and for once, the witch didn’t waste one iota of energy trying to temper her words to Cori. “Levi’s got the strength of a Hunter in him. I see it already. He can make a difference. He can save lives, more lives than he’d ever be able to imagine as a mortal. He can save others from Owen’s fate, from his own, but not unless he gets it in his head to try. And right now, he’s doing the same thing you are…lying in a bed, hating himself.”

“I’m not lying in a bed,” Cori said automatically.

“You might as well be. You might as well be lying under a bed, with the covers pulled up over your head and your hands clamped over your ears, so you hear nothing and see nothing. You’re hiding. You’re not a fighter, Cori, but I didn’t realize you were a coward.”

“Man, and I thought you were smart.” Cori smirked at her. On the inside, she was appalled, couldn’t quite believe how bitchy she was being. The bitter anger inside her was pushing her, though. Pushing her harder, harder.

Kelsey’s eyes narrowed. Her mouth compressed into a thin, tight line. Abruptly, she scowled. “Fine. To hell with it.” She stormed out of the room, leaving Cori alone.

As the door slammed shut behind the witch, Cori turned back to the wall. Sometimes she thought the walls were closing in on her. Locked away from the sunlight forever and not strong enough to actually do anything good with what had altered when she had gone through the Change. At least not mentally. Cori wasn’t a fighter. She didn’t want to be a fighter. She just wanted a damn life.

God, she ached.

She ached with grief.

Ached with loneliness.

Ached with guilt.

Ached with misery.
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The dreams were enough to drive a sane man crazy. And he wasn’t too steady, even aside from the dreams. He fought the rising tide of exhaustion like a man possessed because he didn’t want to sleep. If he didn’t sleep, he couldn’t dream.

He stayed clear of the bed, wouldn’t let himself sit. If he did, he was going to fall asleep and he didn’t want to sleep. Fatigue made him clumsy, though, had him stumbling into a wall and he slapped a hand against it to keep from falling. “Can’t fight it forever,” he muttered, grinding the heel of his hand against one eye socket.

No. He couldn’t fight sleep forever but he’d fight it for as long as he could. Shoving away from the wall, he continued to prowl the room he’d awoken in, three days earlier.

Three days. Fuck. Had it only been three days?

Yeah. Just three. He’d missed Owen’s funeral. Slept right through it and that was an ache that wasn’t ever going to go away.

So many of them…the girl, where was the girl? What had happened to her? Was she okay? Another gaping wound in his heart. If she’d gotten hurt because of him…or worse…shit, the guilt. Guilt. Grief. Driving him crazy. In the past week, his life had just gone straight to hell. It hadn’t looked that pretty before but now—he’d give anything to go back a week. Turn back time and get to Owen’s place, get him out of there before that—

He stopped in his tracks, stopped in his thoughts. Couldn’t let himself think it. Couldn’t let himself know it.

“Werewolf,” he whispered, lowering his gaze to his hands and staring at them. In a few weeks, the moon would be full and this time he would be the one turning into a monster.

A week. If he could go back in time, maybe he could save his cousin from the werewolf who had killed him. Owen would be alive. So would the girl. And Levi could have his life back. Empty as it had been, he wanted it back. Wanted some kind of normal back.

He stumbled again, this time onto the bed, but he wasn’t quick enough to catch himself and he ended up sprawled on the bed, half on the floor.

“Get up.” But he couldn’t. His lids drooped and he swore. He couldn’t fight it any longer. His muscles were leaden, his limbs stiff. He managed to fumble his clothes off, though it took two tries to get his damn zipper down. He managed, barely.

“No dreams this time,” he muttered, his voice thick.

And then sleep came.

With sleep came dreams.

Dreams where he ran through the woods on four feet instead of two. Dreams where he raced and hunted and brought down prey. Dreams where he sank his teeth into flesh and gloried in it. Then there were dreams where things chased him, monsters that drew close to him, breathing on him with hot, fetid breath that stank of blood and death. Then he would turn on them and instead of them taking him down, he was the attacker. He was the one ripping, rending, tearing at their flesh.

But not all the dreams were of the blood-and-gore variety. Some were of the flesh. Sweat-slicked, hot and hungry flesh and made the hormone-laden dreams from his teenaged years seem tame. Sex—the mind-blowing kind that made him forget anything and everything. Sort of like the sex he’d had in the alley with the woman whose face he still hadn’t seen.

She was the star of those dreams. That slender, almost delicate body, her slick pussy, the way her cool skin heated more and more with every stroke until she was fire in his arms. Her soft moans, the way her skin smelled of vanilla, orange blossoms and pure woman.

One of those dreams held him captive now. Groaning, he thrashed on the bed, the sheets tangled at the foot, all the blankets long since kicked to the floor. Burning, sweating, he rolled over and pressed his face against the pillow. He pumped his hips against the mattress, while in the dream, he was pumping her, fucking her hard, deep, as she knelt before him on her hands and knees with her ass in the air.

Her skin was as cool as the night and moon pale. Slipping his hands up, he cupped her breasts and squeezed her nipples. She moaned and thrust those small, perfect tits into his hands even as she pushed her rump back against him, working herself up and down his rigid dick.

“What’s your name?” he whispered, twining a hand in her hair and drawing her up and back. He wrapped his arms around her torso, pinned her against him.

She wiggled and rocked, squirmed against him. “Fuck me, Levi…please fuck me…”

He pressed his hand to her belly and stilled her movements. His cock jerked, swathed in the wet velvet of her pussy. Fuck her, fuck her, fuck her—his body screamed at him. His head echoed the screams.

But his heart…in his heart, he kept hearing her voice, hearing the fear as she told him to run. He’d known she wouldn’t follow. He’d known she was afraid. He’d known she expected to die, but still, she’d tried to protect him. It broke his heart. That soft, sexy sweetheart trying to protect him. “What’s your name, sugar?” he rasped, bending his head and pressing his lips to her neck. Her pulse leaped against the fragile shield of skin.

Going crazy—Levi knew he was going crazy. He shouldn’t be able to hear the rhythm of her heartbeat. Shouldn’t be able to so easily pick up on the rich, ripe scent of her body. That scent—it was fucking bizarre how acutely he could smell her. Smell lotion, shampoo and soap, little subtleties he’d never noticed before.

“It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters. Fuck me…please, I can’t…” She mewled in her throat and threw her head back against his shoulder. Her face…something familiar—

His hands touched cool flesh.

There was a startled gasp.

Dream and reality blended. She wasn’t kneeling naked before him now, but she was here. Close…and then in his arms after he reached out, caught a slender wrist and jerked her up against him. She opened her mouth to speak—he even heard her soft squeal of surprise before he crushed his lips to hers.

His tongue rasped against something sharp—fangs—and blood filled his mouth. She tensed. Her body went rigid against his and if he hadn’t caught the tantalizing scent of hunger, he would have thought she was afraid.

When she tried to tear her mouth from his, he fisted a hand in her hair and held her still, kissed her until she stopped fighting. Until she closed her hot little mouth around his bleeding tongue and suckled. Levi thought the top of his head was going to come off. His cock jerked against his belly and something wet and heated seeped from the head. Fuck her—had to. He was dying and if he didn’t bury his dick inside her…

His hands encountered clothes. Hadn’t she just been naked?

Dreams?

Reality?

He didn’t know where one ended and the other began. She whimpered into his mouth, arched up against him. “Levi, please…”

Déjà vu. It rippled over him. Tearing his mouth from hers, he buried his face against her neck. “I can’t stop. Shit, baby, if you want me to stop, tell me now. Scream for help. Make me stop.”

She shook her head, cupped the back of his head in her hand. “Don’t stop. Touch me, Levi. Please, touch me.”

He did, but he wasn’t gentle. He tore her clothes away and once he had her naked, he rolled her onto her belly. Dark hair fell, hid her face away. He wanted to do something about that but then he made the mistake of looking down, seeing that perfect, tight ass lifting for him. Dipping his head, he caught the firm flesh of one cheek between his teeth and bit her. She jolted. He reached between her thighs and touched her, seeking out the slick flesh—she’d be hot, pulsating with need…

But she wasn’t. Oh, she was wet. But her flesh was cool. Every touch of his hand made her warmer, though. Warmer and warmer, until he held fire in his arms. Pushing a knee between hers, he made her spread her stance and then he sprawled on his belly and nuzzled her pussy. She was perfect and sleek and wet. He pushed his tongue inside her and growled. She shuddered. With her face buried against the mattress, she screamed.

Unable to fight it, unable to take the painful need that gripped his balls, he straightened and stared down at her. The long, slender line of her back undulated as she rocked back. He reached down, wrapped his hand around his cock, steadied himself. Mouth dry, heart pounding, he stared, watched as he pressed the swollen head of his cock against her, watched as pink, wet flesh slowly yielded to his. She cried out and tried to push back.

He gripped one hip in his hand and grunted. Too quick, she was moving too quickly and damn it, he wouldn’t have it. This was going to last. Last and last and last… “Be still,” he growled.

She ignored him and pushed herself down on him, forcing two more inches inside her. Levi spanked her. She tensed. Stunned. He could smell her surprise. Feel it as a hot, vicious punch of arousal slammed into her. He spanked her again and asked, “You like that?”

She moaned and tried to rock back against him, but he wouldn’t let her. Gripping her hips with steely hands, he asked again, “You like me spanking you?”

“Yesssss…”

He did it again, staring down at her pale flesh, watching as it blushed pink for him. He’d never hit a woman in his life, not with the intent to hurt, and not with the intent to arouse either. Torn between shock and need, he lifted his hand and traced the pinkened flesh with his fingertips. “Did I hurt you?”

“No, damn it. But you are now!”

Startled, he jerked his gaze away from her blushing ass, tried to see her under the veil of her hair. “How am I hurting you?”

“Because you’re not moving. Levi, please—” her cry bounced off the walls as he slammed into her.

Deep, tunneling through the swollen, wet folds of her pussy until she’d taken all of him. Then he spanked her again, stopped to stroke her ass. “Should I do it again?”

“Yes.” A harsh guttural moan and then she shoved back against him. “Fuck, yes.”

So he did. Thrust, pause just long enough to spank that pretty ass, and then a slow, teasing retreat. His skin gleamed with sweat, his balls ached with the need to come and his cock swelled and ached with an intensity that damn near doubled him over. The sound of flesh slapping together, her broken moans, animalistic growls that rumbled deep inside him before escaping.

It wasn’t sex. Something deeper, something so raw and primitive that he had no words for it. Sex filled a need. This created a need. A need for more. A need for everything. He reached up, fisted a hand in her hair, pulled her up. Banding an arm around her waist, he held her steady and rolled his hips against hers. She shuddered and pushed back with her ass, trying to ride him.

“More…please, give me more,” she whispered.

Levi slid a hand down her midsection and petted her, stroked the flesh of her pussy where she stretched so tight and sweet and wet around him. “I’ll give you more. I’ll give you everything.”

He pinched her clit and she went wild, working her hips up and down, riding him desperately. He stroked his hand up, cupped her cheek and tugged, arching her neck. He bit her roughly, swore as he broke the skin and blood welled. “Shit…I’m sorry.” But even as he tried to ease his grip, ease some distance between them, she turned her head and pressed her mouth to his biceps.

She bit down. Hard. Blood flowed but there was no pain. An icy flash, the whisper just before pain. She pressed her mouth to the wound on his arm and sucked on him. He felt each pull of her mouth with exquisite detail. Felt each delicate muscle in her pussy as she tightened around him.

His head fell back and he roared, coming so hard that it left his vision blurred. Sagging to the side, he took her with him, still rocking against her. She clenched around him, wiggling, mewling in her throat. She drained him. Emptied him.

And when she pulled her mouth from his arm and sighed, cuddled back against him, Levi felt complete.

For a moment.

•

Was she real, or was he still dreaming?

He closed his eyes and then forced them back open.

Didn’t work.

She was still there. Cuddling in his arms and stroking a hand down his biceps, with her face pressed against the pillow.

“You’re the woman from the alley,” he said, not even considering the possibility that he might be wrong.

He wasn’t wrong.

Even if he hadn’t seen her face, she left his body burning in a way nobody else ever had. It was her. His body knew it.

She was still for a minute and then she nodded.

Reality came crashing down on him and he jerked away as though burned. He’d bitten her.

The healed wounds on his neck throbbed. The memory of the agonizing pain burned through him, a nasty, ugly reminder. “Fuck, what have I done?” he whispered, reaching up and touching the marks.

Through the bite. Through the claws. It’s like a virus, I guess would be the best way to explain it. But the blood mutates. It doesn’t work on everybody, but those who don’t Change usually die. The redheaded woman had somberly explained that to him a few days earlier, when he woke up in a strange place, a bandage on his neck and his entire body burning with fever.

The redhead—she’d been familiar. The schoolteacher.

You’re crazy, he’d told her. But he knew otherwise. Already his body felt different. He was stronger. Quicker.

His hand shook as he reached up and brushed her hair away, staring at the mark on her neck. A drop of blood beaded there.

“Fuck.”

She glanced at him from under the fringe of her lashes, but he was so obsessed with the mark on her neck, he didn’t notice. “Stop panicking, Levi. I can’t be affected by your bite.”

He tensed. “How do you know my name…and what do you… You know.” He narrowed his eyes, stared at her, though she continued to hide behind all that hair. “You know.”

“Yes, I know.”

“Why won’t you be affected? Is there some kind of vaccine or something?”

She laughed, but it was a bitter sound, one heavy with anger. “No. There’s no vaccine. But I can’t be Changed.”

“Changed.” He snorted. Man, that was such a tepid word for what was happening to him. He changed his shirt. He changed shoes, underwear, women. Hell, a job, or a car. But to change from human to a monster? “Why not? How come I got stuck with this mess but you can’t be?”

“Because I’ve already got my own mess that I’m stuck with.”

That voice. Shit, that voice was familiar. Disturbingly so. Why?

“Look at me,” he demanded.

She pulled away, climbed out of the bed. He grabbed her arm, but she pulled away, fluid and easy, evading him.

“What kind of mess do you have? Why don’t you have to worry about turning furry in a few weeks?”

“Believe me, I’d take furry any day of the week.”

With her back still to him, she bent over.

His mind went blank and he felt himself staring at her ass. Without realizing his intention, he reached out and grabbed her, pulled her back against him. She cried out and slapped at his hands, but then, as he pressed against her, she whimpered.

“I’m starving for you,” he whispered, pressing his lips to her shoulder. “I want to take you over and over. I want to lick every last inch of you and cover you with my scent. Shit, what’s going on with me?”

She sank down on him, her swollen sex stretching around him, her voice weak and broken. “It’s just the Change. The wolf inside you. That’s why you want me.”

“No.” He closed his eyes and gripped her hips, lifted her up, eased her down, over and over, falling into a slow, easy rhythm. He didn’t need to possess this time, didn’t have to devour. He just wanted. He just craved. And he wanted her to do the same. “I want you. I’m always going to want you. Why don’t you run from me? You know what I am.”

“Yes…I know.” She reached up with her arms, up and back, linking her hands behind his neck and holding him close as they rocked against each other. “I know.”

“Who are you?” He needed to know. Needed to see her.

She hissed as he surged to his feet. It drove her weight down completely on him. He gritted his teeth and wrapped an arm around her middle, striding across the floor. She panted and rocked, her movements hampered by the fact that her feet were dangling several inches off the ground and she was still impaled on his cock.

There was a dresser, plain and simple oak, the surface scarred by marks that now made sense to him. Over the dresser was a mirror. He needed to see her—had to. He lowered her to the floor, widening his stance to accommodate her shorter height. “Look at the mirror,” he ordered as he drove his length into her. “I want to see you.”

She dipped her head and all the dark silk of her hair hid her face.

Growling, he shot a hand into the mass and tugged until she lifted her face.

Familiar…

Narrow, catlike features. Big eyes. A pointed chin and a plump, cupid’s bow mouth. Shit!

He wanted to pull away. Had to pull away.

She licked her lips and the sight of that pink tongue slicking over that soft, full mouth killed him. Growling, he braced his hands on her hips and fucked her. Fucked her hard. Fucked her until she screamed out his name, and then he still didn’t stop. He took every last month of worry, every last year of anger, every moment of frustration out on that slender, sweet body. She came once. Then again. Again. By the fourth climax, she wilted against the dresser, barely able to support her weight but he didn’t care.

Blind to everything but grief and need, Levi fucked Corinne Lewis and fought not to think about just how bad this final betrayal of his was.

In the end, though, he couldn’t hide from it, even as he rode her, even as he finally climaxed, semen spurting from his cock in hot, fiery bursts.

He’d failed his cousin.

Then he’d gone and fucked the woman who had supposedly died years ago, the woman whom Owen had grieved himself into madness over.

She was alive.

She’d been with him that night in the alley.

She’d saved his life from a monster three days earlier and now he was one of the monsters.

Corinne.

Jerking away from her, he stalked to the other side of the room and grabbed a pair of jeans from the floor. “Get the fuck away from me,” he snarled.

She turned and before she tucked her chin against her chest, he caught the sight of tears in her eyes. He hardened himself against them. She’d known who he was—she’d called him by name. She knew who he was, and still, she’d let him touch her. She had been Owen’s…

Clenching his jaw, he watched as she made her way across the room to grab her clothes from the floor. But they were in shreds. Literally. Scowling, he glanced at his hands. They looked perfectly normal. Her clothes were tattered though, barely enough material to hide her chest, much less that entire body.

Without saying a word, he bent and grabbed a T-shirt from the floor and threw it at her. But he didn’t watch as she pulled it on.

Already, his dick was pounding and throbbing and if he kept looking at her…

Her scent flooded his senses as he circled around her. His brain struggled to process the stimuli. His instincts scented pain, fear, sadness, regret. But he didn’t trust his new instincts.

And he didn’t trust her.

Cori stumbled out of Levi’s room and sagged against the wall.

Her mind whirled.

What had just happened?

She didn’t quite believe any of it.

She’d gone to talk to him.

“Are you okay?”

Shame twisted inside her belly at the sound of Grady’s voice. Jerking her head up, she met the witch’s calm, placid brown eyes and swallowed.

He’d heard.

A witch’s hearing wasn’t as good as a vamp’s or a shifter’s but it was better than a mortal’s hearing and he’d heard everything. She could see it on his face.

“I’m fine.”

He shook his head. “No, you’re not.” His eyes narrowed and he flicked a look over her shoulder. “Fuck, Cori, I’m sorry. I…I should have come in but I didn’t sense anything from you that made me think—”

Cori flinched. Oh, man, that would have just been perfect, she thought miserably. Shaking her head, she said, “No. I’m fine.”

“The hell you are,” Grady snapped. He started around her, his eyes glinting with anger.

Grabbing his arm, she stopped him. “Don’t. Please don’t. He didn’t hurt me. You know I’m not lying. If I was hurt, you’d feel it. You would have already felt it.”

His eyes softened and he reached up, cupped her cheek in his hand. “Physical pain, yeah. Emotional, though? I have to shield against that but when you’re just a foot away, I can’t shield against it.” He stared into her eyes and then shook his head. “You hurt right now, and the pain is every bit as real as if he’d hit you. The bastard.”

Cori set her jaw. “Leave him alone. He’s grieving. He’s confused. It’s okay.” She squeezed his arm and added, “Please. Just leave him alone.”

Grady shot the door another look, but slowly, he backed away. “Confused and hurt, that doesn’t mean anything. He has no right to make you miserable too.”

Cori didn’t argue. She didn’t have the energy, though she disagreed. Levi did have the right. He had every right. Giving Grady a wobbly smile, she let go of his arm. “I’m going to go lie down for a while.”

He touched her again, tracing a finger down her temple and watching her with those knowing healer’s eyes. “You need to feed.”

She shook her head.

No. She needed to hide.

•

Through the door, Levi heard their voices.

A deep, smooth voice, mellow and quiet, and Cori’s.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” But her voice had been shaking.

The man’s voice, hot with fury. “No, you’re not. Fuck, Cori, I’m sorry. I…I should have come in, but I didn’t sense anything from you that made me think—”

“No. I’m fine.”

“The hell you are…” Footsteps, and the man’s voice sounded a bit closer.

“Don’t. Please don’t. He didn’t hurt me. You know I’m not lying. If I was hurt, you’d feel it. You would have already felt it.”

Shame packed one hell of a punch. Because he had hurt her. Levi knew it. Just as the man out there talking to her did. “Physical pain, yeah. Emotional, though? I have to shield against that but when you’re just a foot away, I can’t shield against it. You hurt right now, and the pain is every bit as real as if he’d struck you. The bastard.”

“Leave him alone. He’s grieving. He’s confused. It’s okay. Please. Just leave him alone.”

Shit. Levi slammed his head back against the stone wall at his back and stared up at the ceiling. She was trying to watch out for him again. That slip of a woman who didn’t even reach his chin, trying to take care of him.

“Confused and hurt, that doesn’t mean anything. He has no right to make you miserable, too.”

No. The man was right. Whatever had happened, whatever was going on…did Levi really have the right to hurt Cori over it?

Yeah, man. You do. She left Owen, let him think she’d been murdered and look what it did to him. Still, though one part of his brain was screaming that truth, he couldn’t quite buy it. Not completely.

“I’m going to go lie down for a while.”

“You need to feed.”

Feed? For some reason, Levi had an idea that meant something different to her than it would to him. With a frown, he looked at his arm, examined the already healing bite on his biceps. Freakish. It was already healing, though she’d just done it.

The door flew open.

Levi’s mouth twisted in a smirk but he didn’t look up at the man who stood there. He recognized the voice now, the guy—Grady? Whoever he was, he was the guy who had driven him away from Excelsior.

He continued to study the bite mark, though he was acutely aware of the other man’s eyes on him.

“You’re a bastard.”

Levi poked at the bite, squinting. The pattern of the teeth was weird. Very weird. Actually, it looked like the only teeth that had broken the skin were about where the eyeteeth would be.

“Marcum.”

Slowly, Levi shifted his gaze from the bite on his arm to look at the other man from beneath his lashes.

“You. Are. A. Bastard,” Grady said.

“Thank. You. Get. The. Fuck. Out.”

Grady flashed him a smile. “Make me. And this time, pretty boy, don’t think I’ll play nice. You’re not human anymore. The rules go out the window.”

You’re not human anymore.

He wanted to laugh. At the same time, he wanted to cry. Not human.

None of the others had come right out and said it so bluntly but even their subtle caution hadn’t made a difference. He knew he wasn’t human. He felt different, an alien in his own body. Whispers in the dark that begged him, pleaded with him to come and run, chase the wind. Wearily, he closed his eyes. He wanted silence. From anything and everything. He wanted those annoying, teasing whispers to shut up, wanted the dreams to stop and wanted to wipe all memories of the past week out of his mind.

A whisper of air was the only warning. He opened his eyes and almost came out of his skin. Grady was no longer across the room. He stood right in front of Levi, watched him with unreadable brown eyes. “You got no right, man—hurting her.”

Levi curled his lip. “You got no right prying into something that doesn’t concern you.”

“It does concern me.”

“Why? She yours or something?” Levi’s smile sharpened. Narrowing his eyes, he shook his head. “No….that’s not it. She’s not yours, though you might want her to be.”

He dragged in a deep breath but that was a huge mistake. He could smell Cori.

Smell her on him. On Grady.

Levi didn’t remember moving. “You touched her,” he snarled as he leaped and took the other man to the floor.

Grady must have meant what he said because he didn’t stay pinned. They ended up rolling and struggling on the floor, taking punches in the ribs, grappling for control, losing it. “Fucking wolf! Shit, I ain’t surprised the bite took on you. You’re too hotheaded to be anything but a wolf,” Grady panted, just before shifting in a movement just too fluid, almost inhuman.

He pulled back, left Levi on the floor. Shoving upright, Levi glared at him.

“You don’t know your strength yet. Or your speed. Bad move, picking a fight before you understand your weapons.” Grady leaned back against the wall and crossed his arms over his chest. “Yeah, I touched her. Her face. She touched me. On the arm, to keep me from coming in here. And yeah, I’ve had a thought or two about her but she’s about as interested in me as she is in a brick wall.”

“Didn’t I tell you to get out of here?” Levi muttered, standing up.

Grady slicked a hand back over his bald scalp and grinned. “Yeah. You did. And you didn’t have much luck making me leave, either. You know, for a man who was just a total dickhead to a woman, you sure as hell went ballistic when you realized I’d touched her. An innocent touch, at that.”

Levi turned his back on the other man and went to his bed. He veered away, though, because the closer he got to the mattress, the headier the air became, warm and sweet with the scents of woman and sex. He circled around the bed and, though he felt like an idiot doing it, he took up position by the bedroom door, arms crossed over his chest. Something like pain clenched in his gut as he stared at the bed.

“This is hell on you.”

Levi curled his lip. “Man, aren’t you insightful?”

Grady shrugged. “Insight’s got nothing to do with it. I’m a witch.”

Levi blinked. Jerking his gaze away from the bed, he stared at the other man. “A witch?”

“Yeah. Just don’t go looking for a pink gauze dress and a wand or black hat and cauldron.”

“A witch? You’re serious?” Levi searched for some hint that the man was messing with him. There wasn’t one.

“As a heart attack.”

“Wouldn’t that make you a warlock?”

Grady snorted. “Mortals can be so fucking stupid sometimes. No. It doesn’t make me a warlock. I’m a witch. Having a dick, or not, has nothing to do with power. I’ve got power. I was born with it. And it makes me…vulnerable, we’ll say, to emotion. I feel them. I don’t need insight, trust me. Right now, you’re mad as hell, you feel guilty, you’re confused. I can feel it. All of it.” He plucked a speck of imaginary lint from his sleeve and added, “But no matter how confused you are, no matter how mad, how pissed, how guilty, none of it’s her fault.”

The man’s dark eyes locked with Levi’s. “You’re going through hell right now. I get that. But so is she, and she’s no more responsible for this mess than you are. So stop blaming her.”


Chapter Nine

One thing she couldn’t do anymore was ignore the burn in her blood. She’d wasted most of the night, first with a shower as she fought to scrub Levi’s scent from her body and then over a book that hadn’t held her attention. She’d ended up tossing the book aside and staring into nothingness until the nagging hunger finally drove her to leave her rooms.

As she left, she could already feel the sun’s slow approach. Arms crossed over her midsection, she followed the long hallway. It was early, way too early for most of the daywalkers to be up but there were some at the school who kept a more nocturnal schedule. Duke was one of them, as was Grady. She was looking for one of them.

She was still too aggravated with Kelsey to feed from the witch, though she could already feel herself softening a little.

Kelsey had just tried to protect her. Just like everybody else here had. It wasn’t as if Cori ever gave off any indication that she didn’t need their protection. And if she was really honest, she might even be willing to admit that she could understand why everybody seemed so determined to protect her.

Just ahead, she could hear the low hum of the television. Each of the dorms had several levels below ground, half of the area set up into living quarters, with other rooms set aside for recreational areas, a communal kitchen for those who didn’t want to eat alone and exercise areas. She breathed a sigh of relief as she scented somebody familiar.

It was Duke, sitting in a darkened room and staring at the TV. He didn’t glance her way as she slipped into the room. “You keep putting off meal time, you’re going to have Kelsey driving all of us insane, Cori,” he said, gaze locked on the screen.

Cori followed his stare. “QVC?”

Duke grunted. “Trying to dull myself into exhaustion. Can’t sleep.” He lifted the remote and hit the mute button. Silence fell as he rested his head against the back of the couch and looked at her. “You need to feed?”

With a jerky nod, she started toward the couch.

He shifted aside, making room for her. Curling up on the couch next to him, she braced one hand on his right shoulder. Duke arched his head away, leaving his neck bare. He was watching her from beneath his lashes. She could feel the weight of his gaze but she didn’t look at him. She had to focus on feeding now, before she thought about it too much.

He didn’t flinch when she dipped her head and sank her teeth into his neck. His breath caught in his throat and then escaped him in a low, rough sound that seemed part purr, part sigh. His hand came up, rested on her hip. Cori wasn’t even aware. Her ears were roaring, and as his powerful blood hit her system, she shuddered. Shifter blood was unlike any other. Riper, wilder, sweeter—a potent, addictive wine.

The hand on her hip tightened. Duke’s body tensed. But if he hadn’t moved, she never would have noticed. She was just too hungry and that hunger blinded her to anything and everything. Except her meal was no longer sitting there. No, Duke had grabbed her, one arm banded around her waist and now they were moving. Duke took her back over the couch and had her on the floor before she could even make herself let him go.

“Shit!”

Something crashed into the floor beside them.

Cori blinked, confused.

Levi?

Shit, Levi.

He lunged for Duke but the other man slid away. “Cori, you’re getting me in all kinds of trouble, lately,” Duke said, scowling. “Four years, and not a lick of trouble with you and now this.”

She came to her feet, eyeing Levi warily.

He snarled. The tension in the air climbed up a few notches and the scent of rage was strong. Damn it, he wasn’t going to Change, was he? Was it even possible for him right now?

“Levi?”

Two seconds later, she had her answer. Although nothing else had changed—yet—his eyes were swirling, shifting, throwing of sparks of light. Yeah. If he got mad enough, he could Change. Even as weak as he should be so soon after the attack, he had the power to Change.

“Have you always had this thing for climbing all over guys, Cori?” he asked, his voice a harsh, deep rumble. His glowing eyes narrowed as he glanced her way before looking back at Duke.

Her jaw dropped. “Climbing all over guys?” Scowling, she looked at Duke and then back at Levi. Oh. Okay. Her mind drew the picture for her, and yeah, she imagined it might have looked like something else to somebody who didn’t realize what was going on. But the weird thing was…why did Levi care? “That wasn’t exactly what you think, Levi.”

“Then what the hell was it?” he demanded.

“Levi…” She licked her lips and glanced at Duke. The shapeshifter was quiet, standing between her and Levi. The bite mark on his neck was no longer bleeding, but the scent of blood was still there. She could smell it but she’d fed enough to take the edge off and now worry and nerves took care of the rest. Her fangs retreated and she was able to take a deep breath without the scent of blood pushing her to the edge.

Levi followed her gaze. His eyes locked on the rapidly healing mark at Duke’s neck and narrowed. He came toward Duke again but Duke didn’t move. Didn’t do anything as Levi reached up and hooked his finger in the neckline of Duke’s T-shirt, tugging it lower.

He stared at the bite and watched in disbelief as it healed. It took less than a few minutes and then Duke pulled back. “What…?” he stopped. Closed his mouth with a snap and then looked from Duke to Cori. Through stiff lips, Levi said, “I need to speak with Corinne alone.”

Duke glanced at Cori and then back at Levi, shaking his head. “Don’t think so, buddy. You’re still riding a little too high there.”

“Duke, it’s okay.” She sighed and shoved her hair back from her face.

The shapeshifter opened his mouth to argue. Cori snapped, “Damn it, are any of you ever going to realize I can think for myself? I don’t want or need any of you hanging over my shoulder and watching every step I make.”

Duke scowled. Glanced at Levi, then at Cori. His scowl deepened and he reached up, shoved overlong hair back from his face. Without saying another word, he turned on his heel and left.

As the sound of his footsteps faded, then disappeared altogether, Cori stood and waited.

Levi’s eyes were unreadable. His face a harsh mask of stone. He reached out and touched a finger to her chin, pressing down. Cori closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Then she opened her mouth and let her fangs extend.

Levi pulled his hand away, closed it into a tight fist. “Owen was right.”

“Right about what?”

“What he saw that night. When he said you were bitten by a…by a vampire.”

Cori retracted her fangs and folded her arms across her middle. “Yes. He was right.”

“He spent four years with people telling him he was crazy—”

“I know that,” Cori said softly, her voice thick as she tried to speak around the knot in her throat. “Well…I know now. But I didn’t know what he was going through. I was told he’d recovered from the attack, that he was doing okay.”

“And you just let it go at that?” Levi demanded.

Guilt made her queasy. But something about his tone sparked a flicker of anger inside her and the anger was so much easier to handle. Narrowing her eyes, she said, “I could barely keep myself together for the first year or so, Levi. By the time I was almost steady again, so much time had passed that I thought it would just be best to let Owen think I was dead. It was a mistake, trust me, I know that. But I can’t undo it.”

She wanted to say more. She wanted to apologize for what had happened to Levi. She wanted to yell at him. She wanted to rise up on her toes and kiss the scars at his neck—scars that were only days old but they looked so much older. Years older. She wanted to tell him she’d listen if he needed to talk and she wanted to yell at him for adding to the guilt inside her.

Most of all, though, she wanted to snuggle up against his chest and just breathe him in. Let his warmth wrap around her. Maybe then that tight, icy knot of loneliness in her heart would ease.

Instead, she just turned away. But before she could leave, he was in front of her, blocking the doorway.

“I’m sorry,” he said brusquely. “Look…my head is still really messed up right now.”

Cori shrugged. “Forget about it.” She started around him but he lifted an arm, barring her way.

“I’ve spent the past four years hating myself for letting you leave that night,” he said, his voice throbbing with intensity. “Four years feeling guilty over it. If you hadn’t left my place, you wouldn’t have been hurt. Owen wouldn’t have been hurt…at least not physically. Four years wondering what would have happened with all of us if you’d stayed. Four years thinking you were dead. Four years thinking my cousin had gone off the deep end. Now I feel like I’m the one going off the deep end.”

“I understand the feeling,” Cori muttered. She licked her lips, still tasting Duke there. Levi’s eyes narrowed on her mouth, staring at it. His nostrils flared and she knew he could scent the other man on her. Heat flashed through his eyes and his mouth twisted in a snarl.

For some reason, it caused her normally slow heartbeat to speed up a little, made her fangs extend.

Hunger. That’s all. You’re hungry. You didn’t feed enough. She hadn’t—she knew that. The hunger still simmered just below the surface but it wasn’t anything she couldn’t deal with.

It was harder to deal with the way her heart kept thumping so hard within her chest. Harder to deal with the fact that she was getting more and more turned on, standing there in front of him while he stared at her mouth.

“You were feeding,” he whispered. His hand came up, cradled her face. Then he rubbed his thumb over her lips, still staring at her mouth, mesmerized.

“Yeah.” She swallowed, tried to think past the heat fogging her senses and the fatigue that weighed her down.

He pressed his thumb against her mouth again and without thinking, she bit him. Lightly, just scraping her teeth over the roughened pad of his thumb. His pupils flared and another one of those deep, hoarse growls slipped past his lips

He leaned in and she shivered as he buried his face against her neck. Her knees wobbled and she swayed toward him. But as she did, the thick gray curtain of exhaustion wrapped around her. Her vision grayed out and she fought past it with nothing but determination and desperation. Late. Way too late.

“I’ve got to go, Levi,” she said, her voice thick. She pulled away from him, carefully extricating her body from his arms and trying to recall just how they’d gotten there in the first place.

“Go where?” He touched her hair, brushing it back from her face.

“My room. I need to lie down.”

“Lie down?” He frowned. “Are you sick…do vampires get sick?”

Cori shook her head and made her leaden legs move. One step. Another. She could feel him staring at her as he fell into step beside her. “Maybe…maybe I could come with you, then?” he asked, his voice uncharacteristically hesitant. “I think, I dunno, well…we probably need to talk.”

“Talk.” She swallowed. Her tongue felt thick in her mouth. Her lids drooped over her eyes and it took every bit of strength she had to make them stay open.

“Now…” her lids drooped again. She forced them open. Made herself take another step. “Now isn’t a good…”

Time.

She dropped and, though Levi was still adjusting to his altered abilities, he moved quickly, catching her just before she would have crashed to the floor, boneless and limp.

•

Levi now knew what it was like to have ten years scared off his life.

Or, in his case, maybe fifty. They’d told him that if he lived long enough, he’d die of old age sometime around his third or fourth century. Or longer, if you’re powerful, one of them had said. So, yeah, seeing Cori drop like a stone did a little more damage than just ten piddling years.

He paced as he waited for the red-haired witch to show up. Chelsea. Kelsey. Keelie. Fuck, something like that. He couldn’t remember her name. How the hell was he supposed to think right now? He couldn’t.

Not until somebody told him she was okay.

Hell, not even then. He’d think again when she opened those pretty eyes and looked at him. Maybe. After he kissed her again. Held her. Then he might be able to think.

He felt a pair of eyes on him and he looked up, met the gaze of the blond from earlier. Bastard had Cori’s scent on him. Fucking pissed him off. It shouldn’t. It shouldn’t make any difference to him but it did. Cori was his. He’d wanted her four years earlier and he hadn’t thought it was right to try to take her. Try to keep her.

Right. Screw right and wrong. She’d ended things with Owen—she hadn’t been in love with him. Owen hadn’t made her smile, hadn’t made her laugh.

Levi could do that. He could make her smile. He could make her laugh. And he could have her now. Have her. Keep her. Wrap his arms around her and cuddle her against him, chase away the sadness in her eyes. Replace it with warmth.

His distracted, turbulent mind focused once more on the other man’s face and he glared at him. “You got a problem?”

Duke—Cori had called him Duke. Duke shrugged lazily and remained against the wall, eying Levi with obvious amusement. “Me? No. I don’t have a problem. You do, though. Females are always problems.”

Levi snarled at him and then turned back to the bed, studying Cori’s still body. “What the hell is taking her so long?”

“Who? Cori? I already told you—she’s going to be like that until the sun sets.”

“Not her. The red-haired woman.”

“Kelsey.” Duke rolled his eyes. “Busy lady. She’ll be here soon.”

“She should already be here,” Levi muttered. “What if something is wrong?”

Duke closed his eyes and shook his head. “Nothing’s wrong. She’s a vampire. Vampires sleep during the day. And Cori is a baby vamp—that means she sleeps more than most.”

“She’s been a vampire for four years.”

“Four years is nothing.”

“Nothing?” Levi shook his head. The past four years of his life had been hell. Not nothing. “Four years can be a lifetime.”

To his surprise, the other man smiled, a mocking, bitter smile. “Hell, you can say that again.” A far-off look entered his eyes but it was gone almost as quickly as it had come. “Kelsey’s coming down the hall. You can start breathing again.”

Levi frowned, listening. It was too damn hard to differentiate the sounds, though. He heard footsteps. Heartbeats. Breathing. His own, Duke’s. Several sets of feet treading along just outside the door. “How can you tell it’s her?”

Duke shrugged. “I just can. Sooner or later, you’ll be able to do the same thing. You just need to let your mind catch up with your senses.”

There was a knock at the door, but Kelsey entered without waiting for anybody to open it. She gave Levi a flat stare and shook her head. “Damn it, I knew you were going to be trouble.”

Levi ignored that comment. Shoving his hands into his pockets, he said, “She was walking down the hall and then she just dropped. Would have hit the floor if I hadn’t caught her. Is she okay?”

Kelsey gave him a baleful glance and then focused her gaze on Cori. “She’s fine. She’s just sleeping.”

“You didn’t even take a look at her,” Levi snapped, scowling.

Kelsey took a deep breath and looked as if she were doing a mental count of ten. Then she said quietly, “Levi, I’m a healer. If something as wrong with Cori, I probably would have felt it hours ago. That’s what I do. It’s what I’m good at. I feel sickness. I feel pain. Vampires don’t get sick and she isn’t hurt physically. She’s just sleeping.” But she crossed the room and knelt by the bed, studying Cori.

Levi knew it was more to mollify him than anything else, but he would take what he could get.

“It happened right around sunrise, right?”

Levi shrugged. “Beats me. I left my almanac in the room.”

She slid him a look. “Another smartass. I so did not need this,” she muttered. She reached up and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Duke?”

“Right at, ma’am. I was already in my room, but I heard him yelling. Only took me a minute or two to get there and I saw the sun coming up through the trees.”

Kelsey nodded and then straightened. She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at Levi. “She’s sleeping. Look…you’re new. I understand that was probably scary as hell, but she is fine. Vamps have to have a few decades behind them before the sunrise stops hitting them like that.”

Scary as hell. “You’ve got a thing for understatements.”

“So I’ve been told,” she said. And her mouth twitched. Then she smoothed a hand back over her hair and glanced at Duke. “Duke, you can go on to bed if you want. Cori’s fine.”

Duke shoved off the wall and left without a word.

“I’m not leaving,” Levi said flatly.

“Now why am I not surprised?”

Levi was pretty sure it had been one of the longest days of his life.

For the longest time, he’d sprawled in the chair by her bed, watching her, ears straining to hear every slow heartbeat. But that weird, uneasy restlessness plagued him and had him pacing her room until he just about wore a path in the carpet.

About four hours after she’d scared the life out of him in the hallway, Levi gave up wrestling with his conscience and settled down on the bed next to her. It was a big-ass bed. She didn’t take up much room and she hadn’t moved a muscle since he’d placed her there. He lay down on the other side of the bed, on his side, so he could watch her sleep. Oddly enough, that soothed the restlessness burning in his gut.

Unable to resist, he reached up and touched his fingertips to her cheek. Soft and silken, but cool. He thought back, remembered how cool she’d felt that night in the alley. Earlier. Her skin had warmed then, under his touch. Warmed under his mouth and hands and body. Cautiously, he edged closer and draped his arm over her waist. She didn’t move but something about her body relaxed.

When he woke up hours later, he had her wrapped in his hands. She was warmer now, almost hot, her body soft and sweet against his. She sighed and he shifted, staring at her with sleepy eyes. She was awake, watching him in the dim room.

“You’re awake,” he whispered gruffly.

“So are you.” She frowned and pressed against his chest. “What are you doing in here?”

“Sleeping with you,” he replied. And he’d slept well. Not once had the dreams chased him. He brushed her hair back from her face and whispered, “Damn, Cori, I can’t believe you’re alive.”

Her lashes flickered and she looked away from him. “I’m sorry.”

He scowled. “Sorry you’re alive?”

“No. Yes. Sometimes. I don’t know. I’m sorry I had to let everybody think I was dead but there was really no other way to handle it. When…” her voice trailed off and she swallowed—an audible, dry click. Then she licked her lips and tried again. “When I was attacked, I lost a lot of blood. Too much. If anybody knew I was alive, it would lead to questions that can’t be answered. I hated not contacting anybody but I just didn’t have much choice.”

Levi nodded. “I think I can understand.” He sighed and shifted on the bed, leaning forward to press his lips to her brow. “I need to apologize. What happened with Owen…it’s not your fault. None of it—not his death and not the fact that he lost himself after you died. You didn’t choose for any of this to happen, no more than I did.” He grimaced and added, “And I get the need to keep us…I mean…well, people from knowing about this shit. That could get ugly.”

“Ugly is putting it mildly.” Cori sighed and once more pushed against his chest.

He had to force himself to let her go. As she slid out of the bed, he did the same and jammed his hands into his pockets. She looked miserable, her gaze darting across the room, never once connecting with his. Seeing her, after four years—it was unreal. Touching her, feeling her body moving against his had been better than any dream he’d ever had.

He wanted to say something—anything. Although he really didn’t know what. Thanks for that night. Why did it happen? Did you know who I was? I’m sorry I couldn’t help Owen. I’m sorry I hurt you. I want to touch you again. I want to kiss you. What’s it like when you feed?

But before he could figure out what to ask, and how, Cori glanced at him from the corner of her eye. “I’ve got to start getting ready for work. If you don’t mind…”

“Mind? Uh. No, I’ll go.” He started toward the door. Two feet away, he stopped and turned back. “Actually, yeah, I kind of do mind.” He minded quite a bit because there were just too many things he had to know. He closed the distance between them and watched her lashes flicker. She swallowed, her throat moving.

She fell back a step and he suspected if she hadn’t had the wall right behind her, she would have just kept on backing away. Instead, she leaned against it and met his gaze levelly. He leaned in, bracing a hand on the wall by her head. “The night in the alley. What was going on?”

Cori licked her lips. Tried for a smile but it wobbled and faded almost as quickly as it formed. “What do you mean, what was going on? You took biology, right?”

Levi cupped her chin in his hand. “Smartass. What was the deal, Cori? Were you looking for me? Did it have anything to do with Owen?”

“No.” She sighed and closed her eyes. “I wasn’t looking for you…and I didn’t know anything about Owen that night. To be honest, I didn’t even know it was you until later.”

“Kind of to be expected when you go around having sex in a dark alley,” Levi said, his voice flat.

“Believe me, I’m aware of that. I know… Look, it wasn’t exactly something I was all eager to do. I just…damn it, what does it matter? It’s over. It’s done.” She grimaced. “I didn’t plan for it to happen quite like that, but it did. It was one of those very weird coincidences in life.”

“So it was just a coincidence that you ended up in that alley right when I was walking by? What the hell were you even doing down there?”

“Uh…well, that’s kind of complicated.”

“I’ve got time,” he drawled. “Nothing but. How much time have you got before you have to be at this job of yours?”

Too much, Cori thought sourly. “A little bit,” she hedged. Her skin felt a size too small and her gut was a hot, tight knot. How did she explain this? She touched her tongue to her upper lip and felt her heart quiver as his gaze lowered to linger on her mouth.

He groaned in his chest and dipped his head, covering her lips with his. “Fuck, Cori…”

Her knees went weak at the raw hunger she could feel coming off him. It blasted her, warming her until she was lightheaded. His tongue pushed into her mouth, his hands came around her waist and for a few seconds, nothing existed but his hands on her body and his mouth on hers. Apparently, she didn’t pack as much of a wallop for him. He pulled back slowly, nibbling at her lower lip, nuzzling her cheek, just holding her.

Waiting.

Through his clothes, his skin was hot and she could feel the thick ridge of his cock throbbing against her belly. She could barely think past the lust fogging her brain but he wasn’t letting it stop him. Sighing, she wiggled in his arms and tried to put some distance between them. He didn’t let her go and she glared at him. “You’re pushy,” she snapped.

“Yes. And I’m still waiting on that explanation.”

Averting her gaze, she said, “I…shit. This is embarrassing.”

“Just spill it.”

She snorted. “Spill it. Yeah.”

He dipped his head and nuzzled her neck. “You might as well. I’m not going anywhere until you do.”

“Sex.” The world tumbled out of her before she could stop it. Swallowing, she stared straight ahead, focusing on the warm gold of his skin.

“Sex?” he repeated, slowly.

She shot him a look from under her lashes. “Yes. Sex. I was…damn it.” She squirmed in his arms and said, “Give me some room, Levi. This is hard enough.”

He let go but didn’t back away. She also had the feeling that if she tried to move away, he’d follow. So instead of trying to move past him, she turned around and studied the wall in front of her. Just get it over. Act like you’re talking to a doctor or something. I can handle talking to a doctor, she thought. Or better yet, she’d just pretend she was jotting it down in a diary or something. With her gut crawling and twisting with embarrassment, she made herself talk. “I needed sex. I…something about what I am now, I go through these stages where I want sex. A lot. Usually…”

Oh, man… She squeezed her eyes closed. “Usually I just use a vibrator. I haven’t ever liked sex and I couldn’t see myself just trying to proposition one of the guys here. But it was bad that night, very bad. Like I was almost sick with it and nothing was going to help except…except, well…the real thing.”

“As in sex? You were in town just looking for sex and somehow stumbled across me.”

Levi shoved away from the wall and put a few feet between them. His chest felt strangely tight and his heart was a leaden weight. He rubbed a hand over the ache but it didn’t do anything to help. “So, is that something you do a lot?” The question slipped out before he could stop it. He didn’t want to know the answer. Didn’t want to know—

“No.”

He started breathing again. Eyes burning, he turned and made himself look at her. He believed her. It even helped a little.

Only a little, though. That emptiness inside expanded as he stared at her. She had her arms crossed over her chest and she stared at the floor as though the answers to the universe were embedded within the carpet. “You didn’t even know it was me,” he said softly. He blew out a harsh breath and rubbed his hands over his face. He wanted out of this place. Out of here. Away from her. Get to someplace quiet and empty where he could try to figure out how to repair the gaping hole in his chest.

Levi wouldn’t have thought he could hurt like this. All over a few minutes of empty sex. He’d hurt four years ago, when he watched them shovel dirt into an empty grave and a million what-might-have-beens had danced through his head. He’d had feelings for Cori for a while but never acted on them and the one chance he’d had, he hadn’t done anything. There would be no second chances. Then Owen’s slow slip away from reality, culminating in his death. Shit, he ought to be immune to pain at this point, right?

She didn’t even know it was me.

Some part of him whispered, But you didn’t know it was her, either. But Levi wasn’t much in the mood to be fair, think fair, feel fair. He felt like he’d taken a sucker punch and he didn’t really give a damn about being fair. He swallowed the knot in his throat and made himself look at her. Four years ago, he hadn’t done something and he’d paid for it. Cori had paid for it. Owen had paid. Levi wasn’t going to leave this undone. He needed to get the words out, get it done, and then get the hell out of here.

“Do you remember that last Christmas? Before you broke things off with Owen.”

Was it just him or did she suddenly look a little paler? A little more nervous? Slowly, she nodded. “You were wearing this gold dress and kept toying with your necklace. And you had the saddest look on your face.”

She wasn’t looking at him now. She was staring at the floor again, concentrating on it, just so she wouldn’t have to look at him.

Fine by him. Levi really didn’t need to see her face as he humiliated himself. “I didn’t like seeing you look that miserable. All I wanted to do was make you smile a little. Maybe make you laugh. You always laughed when I teased you, even while you blushed and tried to hide it. That was the only thing I wanted to do. But then I kissed you, and you moved…everything changed for me that day. Everything. But it didn’t change for anybody else. Just me. You were still Owen’s lady, and you never really talked to me unless I started a conversation. You never looked at me unless you had to. I was nonexistent. The day you broke things off with Owen, I felt like a fucking asshole because all I could think about was the fact that since you didn’t belong to Owen anymore, I might have a chance. Then that night…”

He paused and took a deep breath. She still wasn’t looking at him. His heart clenched painfully and he turned away. “That night, I didn’t want to let you leave. I wanted you. But it didn’t feel right. I spent the past four years of my life hating myself over that. If I’d done what I wanted, maybe none of this would have happened.”

“Levi…”

He shook his head. “I didn’t recognize you either, at least not all the way. But something inside me knew. You were the first person, in four damn years, to make me feel much of anything besides grief and guilt.” He snorted. “But all you needed was a dick. Hope it helped, Cori.”

He reached for the doorknob.

But before he could open it, Cori was just there. So fast—almost like magic. Poof. She had her back pressed to the door and when he tried to tug it open, she leaned back harder. Levi narrowed his eyes. “I’m done here, Cori.”

“I’m not.” She gazed at him, something he couldn’t quite define shining in her eyes. She caught her lower lip between her teeth, a familiar nervous gesture, one he’d seen a hundred times before. “Do you remember that day at the river, when you asked, why then? Why was it I suddenly knew I had to call things off with Owen?”

Instead of answering, he crossed his arms over his chest. It kept him from doing something stupid, something that would humiliate him. Like grabbing her. Or going down on his knees and begging…for what? He didn’t even know. Nothing made sense right now. Not the emotion choking him, not the pain ripping through his heart and not the way she stared at him with that weird sort of wonder and doubt.

“Do you remember?” she persisted.

“Yes.” There was actually very little he didn’t remember about Corinne Lewis. Part of him wondered if he hadn’t recognized her that night in the alley. At least on some level. Quick, anonymous sex in an alley, fun as it might sound to some, just wasn’t his thing, or at least, it hadn’t been until the night it happened with Cori. The sound of her voice, the scent of her body—if he hadn’t been so drunk, he just might have realized something seriously strange was going on. Well, stranger than his having sex with an unknown woman in an alley.

Even thinking about it had his dick swelling. He wanted to grab her. But the ache in his dick was nothing compared to the ache he had right square in the chest. He clenched his hands into fists and waited.

She took a step toward him. He fell back a step. Had to keep some distance. It was crucial.

But she followed him. For every step back he took, she took one more forward. He planted his feet. This was ridiculous. Setting his jaw, he snapped, “Whatever you’ve got to say, just say it so I can get the hell out of here.”

She touched her tongue to her lower lip, then in a low, unsteady voice, she murmured, “It was you.”

“What was me?” he said, his mind going blank. What had they been talking about…the Christmas party, he thought.

She cleared her throat and then squared her shoulders. Lifting her chin, she met his eyes dead on and said, “You asked me why I was suddenly so intent on ending things. It was because of you. The night of the Christmas party—” her voice broke off.

Oh, hell, no. You aren’t stopping there, darlin’. He took a step toward her.

Now it was her turn to back up. Narrowing his eyes, unable to control how gruff and raspy his voice had gotten, Levi said, “What about the Christmas party?”

They were back where they’d started, by the door, with her back pressed against it and Levi in front of her. Bracing his hands on the door, he leaned in and nuzzled her neck. “What about that night, Cori?”

She sighed, a shaky, soft sound that sent shivers and tongues of fire dancing all over him. Hungry and female. “I loved Owen,” she said softly, her eyes closed.

He darted a glance at her and started to push back. His spinning head suddenly changed direction and he couldn’t quite get his bearings.

Then she opened her eyes and smiled at him. “I loved him. He was my best friend. But I didn’t feel anymore than that for him. When he touched me, it was like…well, nothing. I felt nothing.” Then she reached up and touched her finger to his lips. “I thought it was me. I was even okay with that. But then you kissed me…”

He had to do it again. Cutting her off in mid-sentence, he crushed his mouth to hers. Shooting a hand into her hair, he wrapped the long strands around his wrist and held her still. He gorged. He feasted. He could have maybe even cried…but caution had him pulling back, had him lifting his lips from hers and staring at her from beneath his lashes. “So, basically I turn you on?”

Cori blinked, her eyes unfocused, a little dazed. Then she scowled. “I think it’s a little more than that. I can turn myself on if I need to.”

The knot in his chest loosened. The look in her eyes made a little more sense. He dipped his head and nipped lightly at her ear. Rubbing his body against hers, he whispered, “I bet you have more fun if I do it, though.”

“Well…maybe.” She blushed.

“So if it’s not just that…what is it?” he asked, straightening and pulling away from her. Not because he wanted to stop touching her but because he had to see her face. Had to see her as he asked.

“I’m not sure.” Her smile wobbled and then fell away. “I think I might know…but…I don’t know.”

Liar, Cori thought as she stared up into his whiskey eyes. She did too know. She just didn’t want to admit it. It felt too weird. Felt too new. She brought up her hands and rested them on his shoulders. Under her hands, the muscled ridge felt hot and smooth.

He kissed her, this one so soft and light, so gentle, it brought tears to her eyes. “But it’s there, right? Something?”

“Something,” she agreed. Something huge. Something possibly fantastic. Staring up at him, she whispered, “Maybe we could just see what happens. See where this goes.”

“Hmmm…maybe.” His next kiss wasn’t so gentle. Wasn’t so soft. But that was okay. Cori didn’t have time for soft and gentle. She was too needy. They fought their way free from their clothes, swearing, laughing, then groaning as bare flesh pressed to bare flesh.

Levi lifted her in his arms and braced her back against the door. “A bed next time. A real bed.”

“There’s a bed right behind you,” she said, her voice caught between a laugh and a moan. Then he pressed the head of his cock against her and the ability to speak faded away.

“No…right now, like this. Bed’s too far away,” he muttered, covering her mouth with his.

She swallowed down the harsh, hungry growl and then sucked his tongue into her mouth. He pushed inside, hard, thick and throbbing, stretching her sensitized flesh, heating her—no, burning her from the inside out. All that heat. She wrapped her legs around his hips, locked her ankles just above his butt. She arched her back and moved with him. “Levi…”

“Cori,” he teased, nipping at her lower lip. “Fuck, it’s really you…”

The dazed, delighted awe in his voice might have her blushing under any other circumstances. But just then, that raspy, demanding growl only served as fuel for the fire, shivering along her skin like whiskey-soaked velvet. He slanted his mouth against hers, kissing her again as he hooked his arms under her knees, opening her wide.

She cried out. Levi pulled away and stared down, watching through slitted eyes as he fucked her. His cock, red and glistening from her moisture, jerked demandingly as he pushed back inside, slowly. One slow inch at a time. Cori whimpered and arched her back, tried to ride the stalk of flesh that penetrated her. Desperate, she clenched down around him.

Levi stiffened.

Watching him through lowered lashes, she did it again.

He swore and slammed into her. Hard, harder—wet flesh slapped together. Harsh, broken moans and throaty sighs. Cori felt the orgasm settling deep inside, right in the pit of her belly and as the flared head of his cock stroked against her G-spot, that heat grew and grew. Expanded. Threatened to devour and consume.

Then he tore his mouth from hers and growled her name. His head came down and then there was a hot, fiery flash as he sank his teeth into her shoulder. That hot, sweet pain was the last thing she needed.

She climaxed with a cry and shuddered, whimpered and sobbed her way through it, twisting, arching and riding the cock within her. Levi collapsed against her and rested his head against the wall. She smiled and wrapped her arms around him.

But they didn’t stay there for long. Levi shoved away from the door and lifted her in his arms. He stumbled to the bed and then stretched out beside her, keeping one arm snug around her waist. “Don’t…don’t go anywhere, okay?”

She rubbed a hand down his arm. “I won’t.”

“Good.” He sighed and kissed her shoulder. “You feel right there. You feel like you belong.” And then he was drifting off to sleep, the strain on his healing body weighing down on him.

Belong…closing her eyes, Cori curled into him. Yeah. She felt right there. For the first time in twenty-eight years, she really did feel like she belonged.
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Chapter One

She was dreaming of him again.

It was more than a dream— Jenai King knew that, even if she didn’t want to acknowledge it.

She stood at a window, staring out over a green field. She didn’t know where she was. She hadn’t ever been there, but she knew why she was there.

Him.

He had taken her there.

“Actually, I just wanted to be with you again. I don’t know how we ended up here.”

Turning away from the window, she met his eyes from across the room. “And where is here?” she asked levelly, even though just the sight of him was enough to make her all hot and itchy inside.

He grinned, his white teeth flashing in the darkness of his face. “Home. My home. Scotland. It’s been years since I came here… Someday, I’ll show it to you, for real. Not just in dreams.”

Jenai laughed, the sound cold and brittle in the room. “Dreams are all that we have between us, sugar.”

He shrugged. “If you want to continue thinking that, I won’t stop you.” His eyes, dark blue—like the eastern sky at twilight—gleamed at her as he took first one step and then another in her direction. “I’ve got better things to do. We don’t have enough time together as it is.”

Jenai sidestepped him as he tried to move closer, shaking her head. “I’m waking up now.”

He growled at her, his eyes narrowing as he took a step toward her. “Don’t do that again, pet. I need you—you need me.”

The hurt she saw in his eyes made her ache, even as the anger she glimpsed fired her own. Hurt…how could he be hurt? He wasn’t real. “Stop it,” she said quietly. “You are just a dream.”

He was a mental construct, nothing more, nothing less.

“I’m not a dream.” He caught her wrists, tugged them to press to his chest. “Feel me. I’m real. You know it.”

Jenai shuddered, the heat of him swamping him. She’d forgotten how fast he was, although whether it was the trappings of her mind or what, she didn’t know. She was used to humans, but he moved like…her.

He caught her up against him, cradling the back of her head in one hand, while the other went to her hip and drew her against his pelvis. Through the thin silk that covered her body, she could feel his heat, so warm, so beguiling.

Her body reacted even as she tried to make herself move away. “This isn’t real,” she said shakily.

“Yes, it is,” he whispered, lowering his head and scraping his teeth across her neck. “You are real. I am real. We are real…and so is what I feel for you.”

His mouth covered hers and, as he pushed his tongue past the barrier of her lips, Jenai groaned. His mind touched hers and she shivered as he whispered inside her mind, This is real, pet.

She didn’t like this. He probably wasn’t even real, just some mental fantasy and yet he held so much power over her. She hated it, hated being so weak around him.

You aren’t weak. And I do exist, he murmured to her, still talking along the mind paths. He drew back and Jenai whimpered at the loss of his mouth on hers. “Let me show you… Tell me where to find you.”

Stubbornly, she shook her head and bolstered her mental shields just as she felt him prying within her mind, looking for the information she refused to give him.

“Why do you fight it?” He glared at her, one hand tangled in the strands of her hair. “We belong together, damn it. You know it—somewhere inside that stubborn, beautiful head, you know who I am, what we are to each other.”

Clenching her jaw, she just glared at him. The hand in her hair tightened to the point of pain and she scowled at him. “Damn it, you bastard. I have enough destiny in my life. Destined to fight, destined to kill, destined to follow certain paths and go to certain places. I’m sick of destiny. I don’t want anything else that destiny has in store for me.”

Those incredible dark blue eyes narrowed as he studied her and she trembled at the hunger she saw simmering there. “Not even this?” He lowered his head, raking his teeth across her neck.

Against her belly, she could feel the hard throbbing length of his cock and she groaned. It had been too damn long. Too long—she kept shoving him away and it was agony every time she turned from him.

That alone told her this was more than dreams. And that was part of why she resisted him. If he had this much power over her heart in dreams, how much worse would it be if he was actually in her life?

He wasn’t letting go this time. She could feel it in every stroke of his hands over her body, every ragged beat of his heart against her chest. Part of her was relieved. Part of her wanted to struggle.

But then he cupped her in his hand, his palm lightly grinding against her clit, and all thought fled. She couldn’t think, couldn’t feel, couldn’t see a damn thing beyond what he was doing to her.

His touch made her feel like none other ever could.

She melted under his hand and when he stripped away the flimsy layer of silk that covered her body, she couldn’t think of a damn thing she wanted more than to feel that lean powerful body against hers.

His clothes were gone as though they had wished them away, and maybe they had. Although what happened here was so much more than simple dreams, everything still moved in that surreal, dreamlike way.

He was naked against her—then he was beneath her back was a bed of silk sheets and fat pillows. She didn’t remember lying down, didn’t even remember seeing a bed in the room earlier.

But none of that mattered. Just the powerful feel of his body against her, and the way he made her feel inside.

Complete, whole.

“I’ve missed you.” The words were a groan against her mouth as he wedged his hips between her thighs. “You pushed me away too long this time, turned me away too many times.”

“I’m sorry,” she gasped. She didn’t know what she was sorry for, but she ached inside and needed him and missed him. “Please…”

“Say my name, pet,” he whispered against her lips as he pushed inside, the thick ridge of flesh all but scalding her. He forged on relentlessly, not stopping until he was buried deep inside her. “Say it!”

“Ronan…” She didn’t like saying his name. Made him too real. Made all of this too real. But she couldn’t deny him anything.

Not a damn thing in that moment.

As he surged against her, she lifted her hips, taking him inside her, moaning as he shifted to play with her clit. Orgasm danced perilously close and she rocked against him greedily, lifting up each time he withdrew, trying to keep him buried inside her pussy just a little longer.

Her heart felt too full of him. Her head…her body. He crowded inside her, pushing in and filling every last empty part of her soul.

And there was so much emptiness—without him, the world seemed lifeless, meaningless. Empty.

“Don’t stop touching me,” she begged.

“Never,” he whispered.

“Don’t leave me. Don’t let me go.”

A savage smile curved his mouth as he stared down at her. “I won’t, and once I find you, you’ll never spend another moment without me.”

As he pushed inside her one more time, Jenai sobbed, lost to the climax ripping through her.

Within her sheath, she felt his cock jerk and the scalding heat of his come splashed deep inside her.

Moments later, he rested against her, his head pillowed between her breasts.

“I love you.”

Jenai was silent. He always said that, but she didn’t even know him.

How could he love her?

And how could there be love inside her heart? Love for him? There was, though. It confounded her, confused her…and delighted her, when she stopped being so angry at fate for throwing him at her.

He lifted his head, staring down at her. He was fading. The dreams that bound them were splintering and in seconds he’d be gone. That expectant look in his eyes tugged at her. She wanted to tell him, the words burned in her throat.

But she couldn’t.

A smile curved his lips and just before he disappeared completely, he murmured, “You’ll tell me, pet. Sooner or later.”

•

Awake, Ronan couldn’t be so certain.

For more than five years, he’d dreamed of her, this woman he’d been born to love. She was his, just as much as he was hers.

Yet, she still refused him the knowledge that would allow him to find her.

Not that he had just been waiting for her to tell him. He’d been looking—long and hard—ever since he’d realized just how stubborn his woman was.

Ronan figured if he had to wait for her to talk, he just might be waiting until Doomsday.

But his search for her was going to have wait—again.

With a scowl, he studied the folder that had been delivered by courier the night before.

Sighing, he shoved a hand through his hair. I need to win the lottery, he mused sourly. If he could go a few years without working, he could find her. And drag her kicking and screaming into his life, if he had to.

Fate wasn’t helping out and she sure as hell wasn’t doing much to make sure they found each other. He might just have to take desperate measures soon.

But until he figured out what those desperate measures could be, he pushed the problem aside and took the binder of information into his room and flipped it open.

For a moment, he just stared, uncomprehending.

A second later, shock hit, followed by understanding, then a surreal, almost blinding sense of satisfaction.

Finally…

It wasn’t just some random mugshot he was looking it, some unknown person that either needed to be taken out or taken in.

No, he knew this woman. This beautiful woman with a chip on her shoulder, glaring angrily in the direction of the photographer, as if she’d sensed it.

“I’ll be damned,” he whispered.

He reached down and touched the name printed neatly on the paper, along with the specs of the job.

Jenai. Jenai King.

“I’ll be damned.”

•

Jenai awoke, her body still trembling from climax, to find Stephanie, her little sister and sometimes her biggest pain in the ass, standing over her with a smirk on her dark face.

“Dreaming about him again?” Stephanie asked with a sly smile.

Rolling onto her belly to hide her flushed face, Jenai snorted. “No,” she lied. “No dreams at all.”

Stephanie laughed. “Uh-huh. That’s why I come in here and find you moaning and whimpering, sounding like some star in a porno flick.”

Jenai hissed, sliding Stephanie an evil look. “Don’t you have something better to do than pester me?”

The younger woman shrugged, her red-slicked lips curving up as she replied, “Maybe. But none of that is as fun as pestering you.” She plopped down on the bed, stretching her length out beside Jenai, smiling wickedly. “So tell me about the dream.”

Jenai went back to playing ostrich in the sand with her pillow. “Nothing to tell,” she mumbled.

“Oh, come on! Those moans I heard weren’t nothing.”

Jenai groaned, rolling onto her back and staring at the ceiling. “I don’t remember anything, Steph. I never do.”

Steph’s eyes narrowed, her lips pursing as she studied Jenai. “Nothing?”

With a sigh, Jenai closed her eyes. “Just his eyes.”

Stephanie stuck out her tongue and made a rude sound. “Only you, girl. If I was having wet dreams like that, I’d damn well make sure I remembered more than his eyes.”

Jenai just sighed, closing her eyes as she tried to piece together the rapidly fading fragments of the dream. But there was nothing left except the image of his eyes, staring at her from the shadows.

•

Ronan really couldn’t believe this.

Reading through the documents once more, he replayed the discussion with Brunich over in his mind, trying to puzzle this out.

Either they join us…or we have to eliminate them. Free radicals like them are a threat, to our way of life, to our security. To everything.

The agency didn’t like loose cannons floating around, Ronan knew that. And these two were definitely loose cannons.

Between the two of them, in the past four years, they had killed more than seventy rogue autre, vamps or weres that were preying on society like the monsters from fiction.

Seventy.

They were doing society a service, and with no pay, no gratitude, nothing.

But the agency didn’t like people like the two sisters. Standard operating procedure was to recruit them. Most people who were vigilantes with a cause were more than happy to get the backing of a powerful, and very well-funded, agency, Ronan knew.

But the whole damn thing left a bad taste in his mouth. Okay, worse than a bad taste in his mouth. It made him sick in his gut, and furious.

One of the women they wanted dead was his woman. Okay, granted, he’d never met her. Had never touched her—not in real life, at least. But he knew her and she knew him. She was his.

He’d be damned if he let the agency try to force her into a damn thing.

But even if it wasn’t for Jenai, it would piss him off.

What Brunich was talking about was murder.

Ronan idly stroked his jaw, still staring down at the dossier on the sisters.

Of course, considering what he was dealing with, it may well be suicide, not murder.

His suicide.

He had to check it out. Left with no choice, he packed up what little he travelled with and left the hotel, leaving the key card on the dresser for the cleaning people to find.

If he refused the assignment, Brunich would stick another agent on the case.

And some of the people in his agency were fanatics, blind to everything except their orders and the cause.

The cause. Ronan’s lips twisted in a sardonic smirk. The cause had changed over the past few decades. It had gone from protecting the unknowing mortal society from the monsters in their midst, to becoming like just about any other bureaucratic agency.

To serve their own needs.

Oh, the agents still took out threats to mortal society, but often—too often—they were being used to spy on the higher governments, to kill people who should have been left to the mortal government to deal with, or they were being used as bodyguards to the high-ranking officials in their own agency.

Ronan, an agent for decades now, had yet to be requested to do such menial, and sometimes questionable, activities, but his abilities were rather refined, better suited to a certain activity.

Of course, tracking down two free radicals, as Brunich called the King sisters, wasn’t exactly up his alley. But he wasn’t going to question it, not when it put Jenai exactly where he wanted her.

In his life.

The wind whipped through the open window of his car as he sped down the interstate. Indianapolis was definitely at the far edge of his normal territory. It was going to take until nightfall to get there—and then he still had the pleasure of tracking them down.

And pleasure, it certainly would be—getting Jenai in his life, not just in his dreams.

Would she know him?

Did she even remember anything about the dreams? He didn’t know.

Ronan’s psychic gifts made it even easier for him to recall the dreams, right down to the finest detail. But he knew there was a possibility she wouldn’t remember.

He’d yet to figure out just what she was. He knew what she wasn’t—Jenai wasn’t a shapeshifter. The dossier had referred to her as a human with undetermined, preternatural abilities.

His smile grew as he pictured walking into her life, with her not realizing who he was. She’d feel the bond between them, but she wouldn’t understand it.

And damn, that would piss her off.


Chapter Two

The two were as different as night and day—except for their eyes.

Both sisters had eyes that were pure silver, as silver as the metal that made up the necklaces each one wore. But all similarities stopped there.

Stephanie was curvy, well built, average height, with a figure that would have given one of the best porn stars around a run for her money—large, full breasts that were currently encased in a custom-designed halter top that left her flat tummy bare and managed to support her decidedly generous assets. The charm in her navel winked and glinted in the light as they strode across the parking lot. Her long legs were covered in sturdy thick cotton, the fatigue pants tucked into a pair of thick-soled combat boots. Various knives were hidden on her body. Her thick, heavy mass of dense black curls was pulled back and secured in a tight French braid, out of the way, out of her eyes. She’d tried wearing it in cornrows, but the long braids had done little more than offer opportunity for the predator to become the prey when one of her targets caught hold of her hair. Her skin was the color of pale caramel, smooth and clear. The only makeup she ever wore was deep, deep red lipstick.

Mama had been a looker, but Steph’s looks came from her dad’s side. She looked almost identical to her grandma, who had died before Steph was five years old. But she’d seen pictures. Steph’s caramel-colored skin was shades lighter than her grandma’s, but they looked so similar it was amazing.

Now Jenai, she looked almost exactly like Mama. Of course, only Celeste McKade knew what her father looked like. Steph had been sixteen before she’d heard the truth about Jenai’s dad.

He’d been a vampire. And he’d raped the Night Stalker Celeste, a woman born with the abilities to hunt and prey on the creatures of the night that would have preyed on others. Raped her and infected her with the weaker strain of vampirism that could be transmitted through semen.

As a result, Celeste had developed some of the minor vampiric gifts.

And Jenai had almost all of them. And very few of the weaknesses. In her anger, fangs would drop, her eyes would glow, and Steph had seen people flee from her simply because of a look on her cold face. When those fangs dropped and her eyes started to gleam with the fires of rage, she was a damn frightening thing to face.

Of course, Steph wasn’t exactly a mild creature to face either. Her daddy had been werewolf, born and bred, just like his mama and daddy before him. Though Steph wasn’t pure wolf, she could shape-shift. It didn’t happen on the full moon, thank God. It took great emotion for her to harness the power to shift—great fear, great rage—and she could usually control it. To her, that was a hell of a lot better than what Daddy and Grandma and Grandpa had done, spending the full moons alone out in the boonies so nobody saw them.

Not that they turned into ravening beasts. A werewolf still had a mortal’s heart, understood right from wrong. But if you were an evil son of a bitch like the one they were hunting, you cut a swath of blood and pain.

And Steph and Jenai came after your ass.

They were Night Stalkers. A blood-inherited power that allowed them to track and kill the monsters. Their silvery eyes were the only visible sign of their difference. But there were many—a superhuman strength and speed, refined hearing, acute night sight, everything that a hunter needed to track and trap his prey, to kill it.

And right now, everything inside of Steph was shouting that they were in the wrong place.

“Jenai, babe, he ain’t here,” Steph insisted, forced to practically trot to keep up with Jenai’s long, ground-eating strides. Jenai was five feet, ten inches of long, pale limbs and restrained fury.

The fury had been eating a hole inside her since she had learned of her history, how her mama had gotten pregnant with her. Although she knew the laughing, loveable man her mama had married wasn’t her father, she had loved him like one. Dominick had loved her as his own, trained her and taken her out along with her mama as Jenai had learned to be a Night Stalker.

Steph was born on Jenai’s seventh birthday. All her life she had adored the faerie-looking creature who was her big sister. Jenai had been laughter, jokes and giggles. Until three years ago—the night she had learned about her true father. Just before the bastard had killed both Dominick and Celeste King.

In a cool, controlled voice, Jenai said, “He isn’t. But he was. And somebody here knows how to find him.”

Steph rolled her eyes.

There was no talking with Jenai when she was on a mission. There was no stopping her, either.

Jenai automatically muffled the intrusive presence of Steph’s thoughts. Though Jenai’s psychic abilities weren’t terribly powerful, when she shared a bond with somebody, she could hear that person’s thoughts fairly well.

And when she was hunting… Prey often knew they were being hunted, and fear seemed to make their thoughts clearer to her.

Too damn bad Mannen had yet to pick up that they were after him.

But her baby sister was wrong. Sure, she could be stopped.

After all, she’d been searching for her biological father—the man who had murdered her mama and the adoptive father who had raised Jenai as his own from the time she was three. Searching for three long years, and she had yet to find him.

She would find him though. It might take the rest of her life, and it may very well end her life when she found him. But she would find him, and he’d pay for what he had done. He would pay, and so would anybody who had ever helped him along the way.

The man they stalked tonight was one of his cronies. He just might be able to point the way to Leon Varnell. Of course, even if he didn’t, killing him would be a pleasure. This werewolf had a fondness for stalking young women, kidnapping them and then waiting until the change was on him to rape them, his massive werewolf form tearing them apart inside before he ripped out their throats and feasted on their flesh. They had three days until the next full moon, three more days to save the woman he had targeted from dying a terrifying, hideous death.

Just three days…

A scowl tightened her face as she blocked out what would happen if they failed. Such thoughts made her weak. Her sympathy, her rage wouldn’t help anybody.

Cold. She had to be cold to accomplish her goals. Cold would get her where the heat of anger wouldn’t.

A time would come, though, when she could unleash all the rage that had been brewing inside her for three years. Jenai just hoped when that anger erupted, the people around her would be the ones responsible for her parents’ deaths.

She slowed outside the dark entranceway. Beyond it was a narrow street, five apartments on either side of the walkway. Cash up front, no questions asked—that was the landlord’s policy.

He was about to learn that wasn’t acceptable.

He was harboring monsters—and Jenai would be damned if it continued.

•

Ronan McAdams was leaning out the window as they strode in, his dark blue eyes watchful. Two more striking women a man was unlikely to find. The shorter of the two was Stephanie King, the daughter of a white woman by the name of Celeste McKade and a black man, Dominick King—who just happened to be a werewolf.

The PSA, Paranormal Security Administration, had files on both Dominick and Celeste. They had them on almost every known paranormal creature in the country. Dom had been easy to classify. Hell, he had worked for the PSA at one time, until he’d met Celeste.

He’d left the administration behind for a normal life, or so he’d claimed.

Because he had married a woman who was anything but normal—and she lived her life hunting the monsters that sprang from the paranormal beings that lived at the fringe of society.

But she wasn’t vampire, wasn’t were, wasn’t fae.

She was a vigilante—that he knew—and a very effective one. The file that the PSA had on Celeste McKade spanned a time period of twenty-seven years, and in that time she’d killed more vampires and weres than Ronan had ever even met. But they hadn’t been random killings, or hate killings.

The people she had hunted had been monsters—monsters like the one her daughters now hunted. Monsters—men and women who preyed on mortals and gloried in their deaths.

Celeste was still considered unclassified. Ronan wasn’t exactly sure what she had been. And since she and her husband had died three years earlier, victims of a vicious murder, nobody was likely to find out. Unless one of the two lovelies down there told them.

Jenai… His lids drooped, all but shielding his gaze as he studied her. Hunger and need bit and tore through him with savage intensity. He wanted nothing more than to jump down the two stories that separated them, to grab her and hold her, make sure she understood what they were to each other.

But they were on a mission, and after tracking them as he had been for the past two weeks, it was damn near impossible not to know that mission.

And not to want to back them completely.

They were hunting yet another monster, and this one was definitely a sick bastard. Ronan wanted him dead almost as much as he imagined those two women did.

Going to her would have to wait. Although he knew the man they sought wasn’t here right now, he wasn’t going to step in and interfere, not with so little time left.

He thought maybe they’d be better off meeting when a young woman’s life wasn’t hanging in the balance.

There was no known record of Jenai King’s blood father. She had been Jenai McKade until Dominick adopted her at the age of five. Her blood father could have been were, vamp or mortal.

But just like her mama, Jenai was anything but normal. Ronan had known that ever since he had first started dreaming of her, years before she had even been born.

But once she actually started sharing his dreams, a mere five years ago, the reality of just how unique she was had been driven home, over and over.

For those five years, she had resisted his attempts to pierce that stubborn skull of hers and learn who she was, so he could find her, so they could be together.

She had resisted him time after time, turning away from him when he could feel how badly she ached for him. She was unique, refusing a need that blossomed into a physical pain, all because she was furious that fate kept slamming things into her life, without her having any choice at all.

To his refined senses, she didn’t smell human…exactly. But neither did she have the cool, faint scent of vampire, nor the ripe musk of shape-shifter. She walked in the daylight, which no vampire could do. He knew she wasn’t a shifter or a werewolf. Those traits he knew as well as he knew his own name.

But what in the hell was she?

Tall, slender, with firm, high breasts she habitually covered under a formfitting tank top tucked into a pair of jeans. Tonight she wore boots, probably because of the snow that had been falling. He couldn’t determine a single weapon hidden on that sleek form, but he knew there had to be some. She wasn’t delivering cookies to the people she was seeking.

The leather coat she wore hung to her knees, fitting her like a glove, made for her. That was where the weapons were, tucked inside the sleeves or along her back. No line marred the way it fell over her sleek form so wherever her weapons were hidden, they were hidden very well.

She had long, long legs and a tight ass, a cupid’s bow mouth, and those big eyes of hers were damn near hypnotic. Normally, in a place like this, they would have been propositioned, threatened or worse, but as gorgeous as they both were, there wasn’t a single man around to ogle or stare.

Well, except Ronan.

He knew her face, knew her body intimately, even though he had never physically touched her. He knew what made her sigh, what made her moan…what made her scream.

Yet all of that knowledge had been learned in dreams, and none of it had quite prepared him for actually seeing her.

Hell, he needed a little time before he went to her, just to get himself under control.

Being this close to her, staring at her, able to actually fill his lungs with the scent of her was breath-stealing. There was a tightening in his heart as he watched at her, a tight knot of hunger, of desire. The need he had felt for her in his dreams paled in comparison to what filled him now.

He had never felt desire like this before.

Blowing out a tight breath, he tried to calm the seething heat inside him. Wasn’t easy. Looking at her, he couldn’t think of anything more than touching her. Fucking her. Holding her… Shit.

Closing his eyes, he forced himself to focus. The heat didn’t abate, but he forced a wall between him and the heat.

He had waited this long, damn it. He could damn well wait until he wasn’t going to endanger some innocent woman by interfering with their hunt.

Other than him, there wasn’t a person in the alley watching the two. Normally, that would be odd. Pretty ladies in this area were usually little more than whores…or victims. Either would have caught the interest of all the scum that preyed in this neighborhood.

But not these two.

Because there was an air about them, something obvious even to the most mundane person.

Danger.

Ronan had sensed the controlled power within her during their time together in dreams, but it was a mere shadow of what she truly was.

Everything about her screamed Warrior. In all his years, he’d never seen a woman with that so clearly stamped on her entire being.

And it wasn’t just Jenai either.

It was ingrained in her sister as well, as clear as the silvery color of her eyes.

But even to the untrained eye, something made it clear those women weren’t prey. Nor did they sell their flesh for money, drugs—anything.

If the file they had on Celeste McKade was even close to accurate, these women were just like their mama. Anything but normal and very, very deadly.

Ronan knew how to size up a possible friend or foe with just a look. It was part of who he was, and he did so automatically.

Even with the woman he already knew he’d love more than his own life and her sister.

It didn’t take much to determine that while Stephanie appeared to be the more dangerous of the two, Jenai was the one you really had to watch.

Stephanie, she was like a bolt of lightning. Touch her, and a man would get zapped. Her mood was like wildfire and she fought the same. Quick, hot, deadly, but if a person knew how to handle fire, he just might come out okay. That was her weakness—that temper.

She was hot-natured, through and through, both her personality and physically. Evidenced by the fact that she wore black fatigues and a halter top, and little else, even though the temperature was barely thirty degrees.

Definitely full of fire and heat.

Jenai, though, she fought like a machine, intent, focused…and cold as ice. He couldn’t find her weakness, and even their shared dreams gave him little insight. He knew she was as stubborn as a bloody mule and that she hated having destiny control her life.

But her weaknesses? He had no clue.

She left no stone unturned in her hunts, and she left a path of silent death behind her in battle.

She couldn’t possibly be human.

But she wasn’t a vampire. She wasn’t a werewolf. And even though that long, sleek body was every bit as lovely and erotic as an elf’s, she wasn’t fae either.

So what in the hell… Shit.

Just as she was striding past his window, she looked up and for the briefest of seconds, their eyes met. The liquid silver of her eyes seemed to glow for a moment and Ronan felt the power of the look like a punch in his belly. Heat flooded him and his balls drew tight against his body, blood rushing to his groin. His cock started to swell and ache in that brief moment when their eyes met. The silver of her eyes hypnotized him, making him feel as though he could drown in that gaze.

Time stretched on forever—he could hear the pounding of his own heart, and watched as her chest rose and fell with one soft, sighing breath. Her scent drifted to him on the air, a subtle fragrance that made his head swim.

He waited, as she stared at him, for some sign of recognition to enter her eyes. But then she blinked, lowering the fragile shield of her lids over those amazing eyes. And the moment passed.

Reality realigned and she turned away, continued on down the narrow alley, her eyes on the apartment door at the end.

Ronan withdrew into the shadows to watch as she went to bang on the door at the very end of the alley.

•

Jenai could still feel that man’s eyes on her.

Something about his gaze had set her skin to buzzing. And more—her heart was slamming against her ribs, and she felt oddly hot and unsettled. Inside the cotton of her bra, her nipples had formed tight, hard little points that ached and throbbed. Liquid hunger moved through her belly, clouding her mind, slowing her thoughts.

There was something…familiar about him. But she was certain she hadn’t ever seen him before. She’d remember. Hell, her body would have reminded her, she suspected. She felt more alive now, more aware, than she had probably ever felt. All from staring at him for one moment.

If she had seen him before, there was no way she could have forgotten.

Forcing a deep breath into her lungs, she cleared the fog from her mind as she stopped in front of Mannen’s door.

There was no time to think of some watching stranger, not right now.

All she had time to think of was the job, the mission…Mannen.

Finding him. Stopping him. Killing him before he killed another innocent woman. Lifting her head, she drew in the faint scent of his trail, trying to see if there was another scent with it.

There wasn’t.

Jenai glanced at Stephanie. Her sister shook her head, echoing Jenai’s thoughts. He hadn’t taken his chosen victim yet.

They still had time, then.

Tracing the edge of her teeth with her tongue, she ran jaded eyes over the alley. Though she had felt people watching her from the shadows as she walked by, not a soul was around now that she wanted to ask questions. Not even the man who’d been studying her so openly from the window. Cocking her head, she turned and walked down the narrow alley, listening. There wasn’t a soul in Mannen’s hole.

But plenty of life teemed around her—she could hear their heartbeats, the nervous, quick pace of their breathing, a muttered curse. And in her mind, little whispers, damn that fucker…brought the cops down on us…gotta hide the stash…geez, her eyes…I can’t believe those eyes…

She grinned, revealing pearly white teeth, said eyes flashing as she sifted through the morass of thoughts that clouded her mind. Sliding Steph a glance, she said, “They think we’re cops. Why in the hell do they always think we’re cops?”

Steph snickered. “Yeah, we look like the standard police issue, don’t we?” Her hand went to the blade at her hip and she caressed it idly. It was wickedly sharp, hooked, over a foot long. Her favorite toy.

Jenai smiled, shaking her head. Her short, dark red hair fluttered in the breeze that came drifting down the alley to them, bringing the stink of garbage, piss, human fear…death.

Faintly, very faintly, she caught Mannen’s scent, just a few doors down. Behind that door, she smelled ripe human fear, could hear a heart pounding manically. Smiling, she sauntered up to the door, listening to the stream of thoughts that seemed to flow around her like a river.

Yes…this one, she mused silently. Whoever was in that place was weak, easily broken—that always saved time.

Laying her hand on the door in front of her, Jenai slid Steph a look. “Be ready, sis,” she whispered. Then she knocked.

No answer.

She knocked again, and this time she whispered as well, imbuing the words with psychic energy, knowing whoever was within the house would hear it as a deafening shout. “Open the damn door. I know you are inside. Don’t make me come in and get you,” she said, keeping her voice level, throttling down the rage that threatened to leak into her voice.

There was a scurry of movement inside, and then nothing. As if whoever it was refused to acknowledge her. Her frustration mounted. The hot wick of rage that burned inside her core sizzled and Jenai tried to rein it in. Her anger was getting out of hand. It was blinding her. Deafening her. And if she didn’t get it under control, she was going to snap.

Tamping it down, she whispered one more time, “Don’t make me come in there and find you—you won’t like that.”

The door opened just a sliver, and she grinned at the muddy brown eyes that stared out at her. Then she pushed against it, a light tap, really, and the door went flying in, the occupant stumbling back and falling against the wall, cracking his greasy head.

She strolled in, followed closely by Steph, and they each studied the small, dank apartment. Oh, yes, she could smell Mannen. He’d been in here, and she also smelled Acrinel—street name Ace—one of the newer mind-altering drugs, one that could be made at home, just like meth. It gave the user a false sense of invincibility, making them seem almost inhumanly strong for a short period of time, increased their sex drive, increased their appetite, but it was also poison. Too much of it and it started to destroy the cells in the brain and the heart, and thinned the blood.

Don’t let Mannen be on this shit, she thought silently. They were going to have their hands full anyway, this close to the full moon. If he was strung out on Ace, they were going to be in deep shit. She turned and gave the man cowering on the floor a glowing smile.

“Tell me about Mannen…Dave,” she said, snagging the rickety chair shoved up against the wall and swinging it around, straddling it.

“H-huh…who?” he squeaked, his eyes going wide as she sat in front of him.

“Mannen. Brad Mannen, freaky dude who came in here to buy your dope—crazy eyes, strong, mean,” Steph supplied helpfully, flashing him a cheeky smile.

Dave’s eyes slid from Steph to Jenai. Summing Steph up as the easier one to handle, he tried a fake, charming smile. “I don’t know the dude, pretty lady. And I ain’t got no dope. I’m clean,” he lied.

Well, he may not be doing Ace, but oh, yeah…he had it. And he was lying. He was using some of the more routine, slightly less lethal street drugs and the black of the lie hovered around him as he spoke, totally unaware of it.

Jenai leaned forward, resting her chin on her arms. “Don’t lie to us, Dave. I can smell the drugs as clearly as I can smell the bacon you ate for breakfast.”

Steph sashayed up to him, swinging a lot of hip, letting him check out the long legs, the flat tummy, the breasts under her brief top as she knelt in front of him. With a sweet, innocent-looking smile, she said, “We just want to know about Mannen. We aren’t here about the drugs—” though they’d be making an anonymous tip to the cops in the morning. “We just want him. Tell us about him, and we’ll leave you alone.”

The terror inside him grew. “He’ll kill me if he hears I been talking about him.”

Steph flashed him a charming smile—dimples appeared in her cheeks—and then she glanced over her shoulder at her sister.

With a husky laugh, Jenai asked, “And you think we won’t?”

“You really think we’re going to find him at Baker’s?” Steph asked doubtfully. “Wouldn’t he be nervous around that many cops?”

“He’s cocky enough to walk right into a cop bar, have a couple of drinks and swagger out, then kill somebody a block away. The cops don’t have any leads on who’s been killing those girls. No suspects, no eyewitnesses, nothing. He feels safe,” Jenai said, her back tensing up as they climbed into the car. “Even if they came after him, he’s were. He’s stronger, faster…thinks he is smarter. He’d just kill them and disappear. Find a new town.”

Damn, she hated cop shops. Too many eyes on her, leering, measuring her, trying to figure her out.

Normally, she’d avoid a cop hangout, but they didn’t have time. If Mannen was in there, he might be scoping out his next victim. And if he killed a cop next, it would make Jenai’s job that much harder. She knew what happened when a cop was killed, how angry it made the rest of the men in blue—she couldn’t risk a cop hunting down Mannen. Mannen would tear them apart, and there was too much risk for exposure.

The otherworldly population in America was slowly starting to edge its way into the mainstream population, holding jobs, not hiding what they were. Some were flagrantly open about themselves and their kind. Others still hid.

The last thing they needed was the rest of the country fearing the autre, the otherworldly populations comprised of the vamps, the weres, the fae. Scared people tended to become more stupid than they generally were. They didn’t need a damn witch hunt.

She felt him the minute she climbed out of the car. Sliding Steph a glance, she gave an imperceptible nod. His energy touched the psychic shields in her mind like static electricity, and the stink of death was almost palpable, even out here. With a roll of her shoulders, she slid out of the knee-length black coat, regretfully letting go of her bag of tricks and her own arsenal of weapons. Steph had removed the blade and her other assorted weapons with a glum sigh, so when she climbed out of the Mustang, all anybody would see was a stacked woman with caramel-colored skin, her long hair confined in its tight braid, and big silver eyes.

Next to her, Jenai felt like a colorless twig, but she had learned that not all men wanted a 36 D and yards of thick black curls. They slid each other one final glance, nerves dancing in their eyes, and then they started into the bar, all smiles and batting eyelashes.

Steph was the bait this time.

Mannen had a fondness for black women, as evidenced by the fact that most of his victims were either black or biracial. She wouldn’t be a victim, though. He’d most likely just want to fuck her. She had the scent of autre on her, the scent of a woman not quite mortal.

As did Jenai.

While no human would recognize it, there was little chance any of the autre would miss it. And Mannen wouldn’t choose a woman of the autre as his prey. He wouldn’t like the idea of a possible fight. He wanted to subdue, conquer, rape and then feed. Another werewolf would mean he’d have a fight on his hands.

But few werewolves could look at Steph and not want to fuck. It was a bit of a problem for them, as Steph was rather picky and not all weres took “no” very well. The werewolf lifestyle was full of the laws of the dominant. The stronger takes what he or she wants, and that’s that. Moving into civilization openly as they had in the past century had forced them to temper their ways some, but little had changed when it came to sex, especially among their own kind.

They saw, they wanted, the lesser wolf gave it up.

Problem was, Steph wasn’t lesser. She wasn’t as strong as a were male, but she was quicker, she was just as arrogant, and she hadn’t been raised as a were. She was a Night Stalker, and that power surrounded her, confusing those who looked at her, making them shy away even as they hungered.

“Well,” Steph said, her voice just a bare whisper, smiling that flirtatious smile. “At least he’s not a dog to look at.”

The minute they entered, they knew who he was. Autre didn’t blend well at all. Not if a person knew what to look for. He was blond and blue-eyed, good looking in a surfer boy style, with a charming smile, curls tumbling onto his forehead as he studied them, much as a lot of the men in there were doing. There was a vibration of energy around him that humans just didn’t have, almost like some sort of internal light.

But the air around him was black. To Jenai, it stank of blood…of death. The rage inside her threatened to spill out as she stared at him and remembered the trail of bodies he left in his wake.

They slid onto a couple of empty barstools, well aware of Mannen as he continued to watch them, his hand loosely holding a cue stick. “He blends almost too well,” Jenai said, her voice a bare whisper as she leaned over to murmur in Steph’s ear. “Not one of these cops senses anything off.”

The possibilities behind just how well he blended didn’t sit well with Jenai, but Steph look unconcerned.

“Nothing in the info I’ve gotten would lead me to think he’s a cop,” Steph said, shrugging. “That would have shown up on the reports I ran.”

“Unless he’s got a couple of identities stashed away,” Jenai mumbled. “It’s not like anybody has actually lived to give a description of him.”

As the bartender approached, Stephanie gave a breathy little giggle and smacked playfully at Jenai’s hand before turning her big, sparkling eyes on him. “I’ll take tequila, straight. Lemon instead of a lime…” her eyes drifted slowly down to linger on his mouth, then she looked back into his eyes and added, “For now.”

Jenai suppressed the urge to roll her eyes as she playfully jabbed at Steph with her elbow. “Steph, you’re bad.” The bartender’s gaze drifted briefly to Jenai’s before going back to Steph, interest heating his blue eyes. “I’d like a rum and coke.”

Steph giggled, waiting until he walked away before she said, “Well, he’s cute. And I wanna get laid.”

It was said in a low tone.

But they knew Mannen would hear.

Sure enough, by the time they had their drinks, Mannen was sliding onto the empty stool beside Steph. He gave them both an easy smile as he called for a Miller.

Too easy…

•

Jealousy had curdled inside Ronan’s gut as he watched the three walk to a room. Parking in the dark shadows near the edge of the parking lot, he kept an eye on them until they disappeared inside the room. As Brad closed the door behind them, Ronan’s eyes narrowed and he blew out a breath in a hiss.

He had known this would be a pain in the ass. But he hadn’t expected exactly this.

Closing his eyes, he clenched his jaw and told himself to be patient and wait.

She might not be above using that sleek body if it worked in her favor. But she wouldn’t fuck a murderer. A rapist.

It was almost too much for him to tolerate though—after ten minutes, he was all but growling, fighting the urge to leap out of the car and pace the parking lot.

He almost left—he couldn’t stand this waiting, this silence. Nor could he leave Jenai alone with Mannen. He was dangerous—and despite the very obvious fact that Jenai King was every bit as dangerous, he’d be a sorry bastard if he left her alone with him.

•

Two hours later, as Mannen backhanded Steph and spun to face Jenai, she decided she had underestimated him. In the hotel room, he had been tugging Steph’s hair free of its braid as Jenai stood behind him, forcing herself to act horny as she rubbed up against his back.

Steph’s pendant tumbled out. The intricate knot shouldn’t have meant anything to him. Only reason it should mean anything would be if he had gone up against another Night Stalker before. But he had seen it and reacted as strongly as if somebody had tried to lob a fireball at him.

She couldn’t take the time to check on Steph. Her ears assured Jenai that her sister was breathing, and her heart was steadily beating, and that would have to be enough. Without a blade, Mannen was going to be hard to beat. He was big, strong, and the power of the nearly full moon only added to his strength.

Her jaws ached. Gums throbbed. As she circled around the room, her eyes on his, she swallowed the pool of saliva that was forming in her mouth and tried to focus on his face, and not on the wildly beating tattoo of his heart or the pulsating vein in his throat that seemed to call her name.

“What the fuck are you?” he jeered. “I already knocked out the wolf bitch. And you ain’t no wolf. You think you can take me?”

She flashed him a wicked smile, incisors gleaming at him. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” And the ache inside her jaws grew, almost overwhelming her. She ducked the roundhouse and snaked inside his guard, slipped behind him and leaped on his back, wrapping her forearm around his neck—and the siren’s call of his throat was just a breath away.

Damn it, the rages were getting worse—his heartbeat was hypnotic. No. I’m not a fucking monster… She knew that not all vamps were monsters, knew that not all wanted to feed to the death.

But she wasn’t fully vampire. She had the instincts of a Night Stalker and Night Stalker blood in her veins. They’d learned over time that it wasn’t a very safe, or stable, mix.

Rage made it almost impossible for her to focus on anything beyond the feeding, and her control was shaky. All she wanted to do was feed, and feed, and feed…

With this rage inside her, that lure was entirely too tempting. With a savage growl, she wrenched his neck with her hands, not checking her strength. As he fell down dead, she realized that she had damn near pulled his head off.

And still…her mouth watered.


Chapter Three

Steph awoke with a moan as Jenai slapped lightly at her cheeks. “Come on, little sister, we need to get rid of…that…and get out of here.”

Her head ached and throbbed and Steph winced as she reached back and touched the goose egg, probing the broken flesh with ginger fingers. The smell of blood was coppery on the air, and she’d shed enough that she could recognize the scent of her own. “Damn, he packs a wallop,” she muttered.

“Packed.” Jenai slid an arm under her and helped her sit up. “He’s dead.”

Steph stared at the man lying on the floor, his neck twisted at an odd angle, like a Barbie doll whose head had been jerked off and then been sloppily put back on. “We have to burn him,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “Unless you feel up to getting his heart out. I know I don’t. And too many people saw us leave the bar with him. Going to have to get rid of him totally.”

He felt dirty. Even now.

Jenai scowled, her dark brows drawing low over her eyes. “Damn it. Full moon.”

“Yeah,” Steph muttered. If they didn’t burn him, it was possible, just barely, that with the full moon so close, the corpse at their feet could come back to life. The power of the werewolf was a tremendous thing, and if he could harness the energy of the full moon… Eh, it wasn’t common, but they’d seen it before.

So either burn the body, cut off the head, or destroy the heart. Of the three, burning the body had the lowest yuck quotient. And was the least likely to bring too many questions to their door.

But…where? Hotels were too damn public, and they couldn’t risk another being hurt from it. Fortunately, they were at the very back of the hotel and they ended up going out the window. Steph first, then Jenai powered his body through the window, her shields completely down as she scanned for some sign of life around them. Nobody was awake—all slept in this tired little motel, thank God for small favors.

Steph kept watch out as Jenai came through the window, landing lightly on her feet, but the younger sister wasn’t feeling too hot just yet. Jenai’s image danced and split in two as Steph stared at her.

Jenai looked at her with narrow eyes and jerked her chin to the window. “Get back inside. You look like you’re going to collapse,” she said shortly.

“I’m fine,” Steph said, frowning, trying to make Jenai’s faces stop spinning and just be one face. Two Jenais. She couldn’t handle that. But the spinning and double vision only got worse and before she could even force a false smile, she wavered on her feet and had to slam her hand against the wall to keep from falling. “Okay, maybe not…”

With one silvery brow arched, Jenai waited. Steph sighed, and muttering under her breath, she climbed back through the window.

Remaining on the broken pavement, Jenai waited until she heard her moving around inside, then turned back to the corpse at her feet.

“Damn it. You couldn’t do it easy, could you?” she muttered.

Jenai slung his dead weight across one shoulder, stumbling under the awkward weight of it. The best thing to do was dump him in the quarry up the road, find some nice deep spot and set fire to his sorry ass. Weres and vamps burned almost like firewood, exploding into flame, burning to dust, so that all anybody would find was a pile of ashes.

Handy.

But damn it, she didn’t feel like carting his ass a mile up the road.

•

Ronan heard the struggle. Sliding from the car, he closed the door behind him and crossed the parking lot on silent, swift feet.

Fists meeting flesh, a solid crash as somebody fell.

More hitting. Voices. “Little wolf bitch…think you can take me…” Jenai didn’t respond to any of the taunts and black fear curdled in his gut. Was she hurt?

Ragged grunts, then silence.

He damn near tore through the door, but then he stilled. Ronan could scent her, hear the heavy, ragged breaths as she gasped for air, and then…her voice.

“C’mon, little sis…wake up…”

And as she murmured to her sister and they talked about cleaning up the mess, Ronan leaned against the wall just outside and lifted his eyes heavenward, silently mouthing a prayer of relief.

Headlights gleamed from the highway and as a car turned in, Ronan grimaced. Grimly, he moved away from the doorway, walking casually toward his car as the other vehicle stopped in front of the office.

•

Jenai needed to learn to clean up her trail a little better, Ronan mused as he finished with the security tapes in the hotel’s office. Even these low-rate, one-star deals had cameras anymore.

And this one had caught Jenai King arriving in a sharp little black Spider, following Brad closely as he and Steph drove to the hotel.

While Jenai was doing her cleanup, he moved out of the office, pausing by the still clerk and waving his hand in front of his sightless eyes.

“You can wake up now.”

By the time the clerk had come out of his daze, Ronan was striding across the parking lot and climbing into his car.

Jenai would have to finish the rest of this up on her own. He had to get back to that bar—if anybody remembered seeing those two lovely ladies leave with a man who was now a corpse, they had to be dealt with.

Wiping memories wasn’t something Ronan was particularly fond of, but sometimes it was necessary.

•

Two days later, Jenai basked in the warm golden light of the sun, stretching her arms high over her head and arching her back.

Finally, a little time off. She hadn’t had any more dark dreams, and both Steph and she felt at peace. Which meant time off.

When the urge came to hunt, that was what they had to do, and those urges had been on them hard and heavy for the past two years.

The thought of a few days, maybe even a few weeks, of doing nothing sounded like sheer bliss.

Maybe she could get this rage under control, that driving need that had been riding her for years. Anger gave her an edge, gave her a fire, but it could get her killed. And she wasn’t about to leave Steph alone. Nor was she about to leave this world without taking her parents’ killer with her.

Every time she had thought she’d have a chance to breathe, something had turned up, either reports of murders on the tube, in the paper, or just something whispering evil inside its mind.

Sometimes, being a Night Stalker was a damn thankless job. No vacations, no pay. They lived off a trust fund that Dominick had established for them years ago. The Kings were a very, very rich family—and Dominick saw to it that his girls were taken care of.

Sighing, Jenai laced her fingers behind her head, keeping her eyes closed. Although the sun wasn’t dangerous to her, her eyes were sensitive and even staring up at the brilliant blue made her eyes water.

Her skin prickled just moments before somebody knocked on the door. Even from out here, she felt the person’s arrival, even though she hadn’t heard a vehicle drive up. She smelled something…odd.

Vaguely familiar somehow. When the knock came, the pit of her belly dropped out and she sat up slowly, her hands closing into loose fists. Her breath came raggedly and she closed her eyes tightly, trying to make sense of her odd reaction.

Steph was inside, so Jenai didn’t get up, but something inside her was tight and hot. Jenai shifted restlessly on the lounge, feeling goose bumps break out over her flesh. Cold didn’t affect her—the sixty-degree sunshine definitely wasn’t sunbathing weather, but the lure of the sun was more than she could resist.

Until now.

For some reason, the calm, peaceful lassitude that had settled around her was broken, and she felt tense and nervous. Long moments passed, and that scent, the one she had smelled just before the knock on the door, flooded the air as Steph opened the French door that led from the house to the deck.

Damn, it was intoxicating. Mouthwatering—and why in the hell was it so familiar?

Man…hot, rich man. In the cool, early spring air, she felt her nipples tighten and stab into the fabric of the swimsuit she wore.

Slowly, Jenai sat up and met Steph’s eyes for a moment before she moved her gaze to the man standing behind Steph.

“I think you need to come inside, sis,” Steph said levelly. Even though her tone was easy—casual even—Jenai heard something lurking there that had a chill running down her spine.

Swinging her legs over the edge of the lounge chair, she grabbed the long fishnet tee she had tossed down on the ground earlier. Drawing it over her head, she stood, running her tongue along her teeth, feeling the incisors drop just a little.

The man standing in their kitchen was downright biteable.

In so many ways… Jenai licked her lips before she could stop that instinctive female reaction. Broad shoulders strained against the shoulders of a cream-colored shirt, the waffle weave clinging to the well-developed muscles in his chest and arms, his golden skin gleaming against the pale cloth of the shirt.

His hair was thick and dark, pulled back from his face and secured at his nape in a stubby ponytail. The angles and hollows of his face looked so familiar…

His eyes…oh, shit.

His eyes.

“You.”

A smile curved his lips, and that smile, she knew it. Had seen it hundreds of times—in the world of dreams.

Deep, dark, midnight blue eyes that could see straight through her. Eyes she had stared into a hundred times, a thousand, as he invaded her dreams and touched her, bringing her a pleasure like nothing she had ever known.

“Jenai,” he drawled, tipping his head toward her in a way that was…old-fashioned, almost courtly, an old world gesture that seemed out of place in the bright white, ultra-modern kitchen.

“How in the hell did you find me?” she demanded harshly. All the dreams—dreams she hadn’t been able to remember—were now suddenly as clear as day, vivid and brilliant in their clarity.

One broad shoulder lifted and Ronan said, “I told you before—several times—I’d find you, even if it took me until the end of time.”

Stephanie was staring at them with baffled eyes. “Jenai, you know this guy?”

Jenai swallowed. Her throat was so tight, it damn near hurt. “Sort of,” she said gruffly.

Ronan grinned. “Sort of? Is that the best you can do?”

Jenai narrowed her eyes, glaring at him furiously. “Go away.”

“Well,” Ronan said, studying her with patient, amused eyes. “Well, even if I wanted to, I couldn’t exactly do that, sweet. And I don’t want to, but that’s not the issue. You see…there’s a bit of a problem.”

“What sort of problem?” she demanded flatly.

A small smile curved his lips, totally at odds with his eyes, which had chilled to ice. She felt something coming from him—a deep, awful rage.

And Jenai didn’t particularly care for the fact that she could feel anything from him. It didn’t bode too well for her hopes to avoid anything else destiny planned to throw into her path.

“Some people want you dead.”

Jenai smiled, a slow curve of her lips, as she lowered herself to the barstool, propping her elbows on the wooden counter. “Really? Just some? Stephanie, we need to work harder.”

Ronan chuckled for a moment. “Such a cocky thing, pet. These aren’t exactly run-of-the-mill rogues like the ones you two lovely ladies hunt.”

Jenai’s eyes narrowed. She hadn’t ever told him what she did. And she knew damn well he couldn’t see inside her mind unless she let him. So there was no fucking way he could know about that.

Ronan met her glare levelly. “The people I work for watch people like you very closely, Jenai. They didn’t just flat out tell me that I was supposed to kill you—but they want you either on their side or out of the game.”

“And exactly who are they?” Jenai asked. Behind her, she heard Stephanie moving closer and then her sister’s hand came up, resting on Jenai’s shoulder, linking them.

“A government agency. Just comprised of people like us instead of the average paper-pusher or spy.”

“People like us?” Stephanie queried softly.

“Hmmm. People not human.”

A chill raced down Jenai’s back. There was something in his eyes that had her worried. And that was because he was worried. She knew him—hell, she didn’t know some things, like what in the hell he was, or what his favorite food was—but she knew him. If he was worried, she damn well ought to be.

As he started to speak, Jenai realized though, concentrating was going to be a damn hard job. Even if she closed her eyes, she could still smell him, still hear his voice. There was the faintest hint of a Scottish accent in that deep, sexy voice.. And the package that came with this voice was amazing. Wide-spaced, dark blue eyes, thick, straight hair the color of mink, a square face, stubble darkening his jaw, a mouth that she’d felt against hers a hundred times. In dreams.

Right now, she wanted to feel it against hers in the flesh. Against her flesh. And damn it, this wasn’t the time!

Forcing herself to focus, she met his eyes as he continued to speak.

“I was told to recruit you. That’s their preferred method of operation when they encounter an autre who operates the way you two do. But if you don’t join us, they want you dead.”

Her voice flat, Jenai asked, “Do they frequently order you to kill people?”

Ronan’s lips tugged up in a smile. “Well, that’s not my specialty. But regardless, this is a first. I’ve never heard them boiling it down to join us or die.”

“Rather Star Wars-esque, isn’t it?” Stephanie asked. Although her voice was level enough, Jenai heard the undercurrent of fear and anger there. Reaching up, she covered Stephanie’s hand with hers and thought-spoke to her sister, It will be okay, sis.

Meeting Ronan’s eyes, she shoved aside her dislike of fate, destiny and meant-to-bes and focused on the issue at hand. “You aren’t here to kill either of us.”

Ronan’s eyes heated and Jenai felt the warmth of that look as though he’d actually run a hand over her. Her nipples tightened, her belly went hot and achy, and deep in her sex she started to throb. Forcing a shaky breath into her lungs, she tried to block out that low, sexy voice as he murmured, “Killing you is the last thing I plan on doing, pet. The very last thing.”

I can only imagine what the first thing is, she thought fleetingly as she tore her gaze away from his and tried to still the raging fire that was now sweeping through her body.

“This agency—who are they?” she finally managed to say, keeping her eyes tightly closed, focusing on the slow, rhythmic beat of her own heart as she tried to concentrate.

Ronan arched a brow at her. “We’re peacekeepers. We kill the bad guys, plain and simple. Well, it used to be that simple. But that’s the basic reason it was started.”

Jenai asked levelly, “Who decides who the bad guys are?”

“Why in the world do I hear such cynicism from you?” he asked quietly. Leaning forward, he propped his elbows on the counter, staring at her.

She stifled the urge to reach out and touch him. With him standing so close, though, it was hard. So many times, she’d awakened from dreams of him, of them together, her body aching with want. And now he was here. But touching him was the last thing she needed to be doing right now.

Forcing her mind back to his comment, she shrugged and said, “Comes naturally, I guess.” She squeezed Stephanie’s hand one final time and then she slid off the barstool, pacing the brightly lit kitchen. “I’ve been doing what I do for a while now. And before I did it, it was done by somebody close to me. I’ve never heard of an agency like the one you’re talking about.”

She could feel his eyes on her, but as he spoke, she resisted the urge to turn around and stare at him. Looking into his eyes, at his mouth, his hands—none of that was making it any easier to think.

“You’re isolated,” Ronan said quietly. “When you work alone, you don’t always hear everything that goes on outside your little sphere. Besides, we don’t exactly leave things behind for people to ask a lot of questions, and we don’t exactly advertise ourselves, either. I imagine your mama knew about us—but…” his voice trailed off and she saw sympathy in his dark gaze.

Clenching her jaw, she steeled herself against the emotions she saw in his eyes as she stared blankly back at him. “Hmmm. Well, Steph and I work alone,” she said, shrugging.

Ronan laughed. “Hell, I bloody well know that. Anybody with eyes could see you two like operating just the way you are. But that doesn’t change the fact that for some reason, they want you dead.”

Jenai started at the low, almost drugged sound of Stephanie’s voice and any reply she might have made died in her throat as she turned and stared at Stephanie. She was staring at Ronan as though entranced, but it wasn’t Ronan that she saw, Jenai suspected.

“You have a cloud of death hovering all over you, McAdams,” Stephanie whispered.

Cloud of death… Jenai froze as Steph’s words sank in. Steph wasn’t psychic, but she was attuned to the land around them, and the land—it whispered to her. Hell, judging from the look on her sister’s face, the land wasn’t whispering—it was screaming.

Right now, it spoke of death. They should have sensed that before now. Death was like a hurricane, building and building while others stared in awe at its power.

There was no reason they shouldn’t have felt it.

“Shit,” Jenai muttered, casting around them with a mental net.

That was when they did feel it—an inaudible pop as a shield fell down around them. And Jenai understood why. Somebody was casting a low-level spell to keep them from feeling a damn thing. Neither of them were witches, and neither were psychic enough to feel such a low-level spell.

But the one that fell down around them at Jenai’s touch was anything but low level.

It was a cage, falling in place around their house, locking them inside. Jenai had been on the receiving end of spells before and she liked it about as much now as she had then.

They were fucking trapped.

Steph’s eyes widened, a nervous growl trickling from her lips as she spun in a circle, her gaze on the ceiling. Jenai rose slowly, her eyes closed. Ronan was scowling, muttering to himself.

“Be quiet,” Jenai snapped.

Steph smelled it first, the acrid stink of smoke. Her eyes flew open and she leaped over the table, going for Ronan and taking him down to the ground. “What the fuck have you done?”

But Stephanie had no more than closed her hands over the cloth of his shirt, straddling him with one knee on either side of his hips, then Ronan McAdams moved, and when he moved, it was like lightning, a blur of movement too fast for even her eyes to track.

No. No fucking way was he mortal. No mortal could flip and pin a struggling werewolf the way he did.

But there was also no way Ronan McAdams had anything to do with this. Jenai knew it as well as she knew her own name.

Before he could speak, Jenai was at his back, resting one hand on his shoulder. “Get up, Ronan.” He flicked her a glance and then rose, sliding away from Stephanie with silent, eerie grace.

“Stephanie, Ronan had nothing to do with this,” she whispered as she lifted her head, scenting the smoke that was drifting down from upstairs.

They, whoever they were, had set fire to the upstairs, a small one, for now. Trying to flush them out?

Enraged, terrified, Stephanie flipped up off the floor and glared at Jenai. “How in the fuck do you know?”

Jenai said shortly, “He’s going to have reason to hate fire just as much as we do.” Then she slid her gaze to Ronan, staring at his face for a moment. “And I know him. He wouldn’t do this.”

Stephanie planted her hands on her hips. “How in the hell do you know him? I’ve never fucking seen him before.”

Looking back at her sister, Jenai lifted a hand, shaking her head. “We don’t have time for this right now.” Before Stephanie could say another word, she looked at Ronan and asked, “What’s going on?”

His mouth set in a firm, grim line, and he shook his head. “I don’t know, but suddenly, I’ve got the distinct impression that somebody wants me dead, as well as you two.”

“Who wants us dead?” Jenai asked, curling her hands into fists to keep from reaching out for him. Damn it, the need to touch him was powerful—even the danger breathing down their necks from the fire above and the people without wasn’t enough to cool her hunger.

The scent of his blood was calling to her, the scent of his body… Her cleft started to ache and weep, hunger rising within her. No! she thought furiously. This isn’t the time.

Hell, she didn’t know if there’d ever be a good time for what she wanted to do with him—to him. Sex and feeding didn’t mix, not with her. She fed when the hunger threatened to spiral out of control, and she fucked when the itch in her belly got too strong.

They didn’t mix.

But damn, she’d never felt lust like this, never had the hunger grab her by the throat so hard before. Even those hot, wet dreams hadn’t had her aching quite this badly.

“Any ideas?” she asked, moving just enough so that she could see out the window, without anybody outside being able to see her. Nothing…she didn’t see a damn thing.

But she could smell them now—men, several of them.

Behind her, Ronan spoke, his voice cold and flat as he said, “I suspect my boss is behind this. If you didn’t join us, he wanted you two dead. Don’t rightly know the why of it—and to be honest, I didn’t take time to try and figure out why. I was too worried about getting to you before he decided to send another in to talk to you.”

“You were going to kill us,” Steph said, and Jenai sensed the disappointment in her sister.

“No, he wasn’t,” Jenai said softly, shaking her head. “He doesn’t kill without a reason…and he doesn’t want me dead.”

“No, love, I don’t,” he agreed. She heard him move behind her and when she whirled around, he was standing so close—too close.

Steph’s voice was low and rough as she interrupted them. “You know, this is all fascinating. I’d really like to know why you two keep making goo-goo eyes at each other but perhaps you two haven’t smelled the smoke. And where there’s smoke…there’s fire. I don’t like fire, Jenai.”

Steph’s fearful voice pierced the fog like nothing else could. Jenai’s mouth twitched and she turned away from Ronan. Goo-goo eyes? “I don’t like fire either, girl. Get your things. They’re using magic to control it—probably trying to flush us out and make sure they finish the job, so we got a few minutes, but we’re getting out of here.”

Ronan snorted. “Ladies, perhaps you two didn’t feel the spell. We’re locked in here. Chances are there’s only one door that will open and it will be covered—going out that door will be suicide.”

Jenai laughed. “I don’t believe in relying on doors to get out. I felt the spell, all right. We’re going under it. Witches usually can only bespell what they can see, or what they can touch, and there’s a good possibility they missed something. We’ll find it.”

She said nothing else until Steph and she had rounded up the things they refused to part with. It didn’t take long—less than five minutes. Living the way they did, they were always prepared to run at any given moment, so materialistic stuff was kept to a minimum, and the important stuff was always kept close together. Their go-bags were always kept near the front door and the other things they considered priceless were in a safe in the library. Steph went for those while Jenai grabbed some clothes from the laundry room—her bedroom upstairs—and her good leather boots—were now unreachable.

It took less than two minutes, but by the time they had grabbed what they needed, smoke was starting to billow down from upstairs, and Jenai’s sensitive flesh could feel the change in temperature as the house started to heat. The small fire the witches had set was taking on a life of its own, building and growing and spreading.

Just as the ceiling overhead started to blacken as the fire began to burn through it, they were moving down the basement stairs.

Jenai crossed the basement and started grabbing the boxes that stood in front of the old coal chute. As she tossed box after box aside, the grate was slowly revealed. The grate, and their way out. That was the cool thing about old farmhouses. Some of them still had the coal chute, which served as an excellent means of retreat. This wasn’t the first time she had been forced to flee under fire—literally. The chute was hidden by the low-lying hedges that surrounded the house, and if they were lucky…

Steph and Ronan joined her, shoving boxes, lifting forty-pound bags of dog food that had been left by the previous owner, hurling them through the air like pillows. Finally, they cleared the coal chute and Jenai wrapped her hands around the metal grate, taking a deep breath and tensing her muscles. Another set of hands joined hers and she flicked him a glance before muttering, “On three.”

Steph waved the dust out of her face as they ripped the metal bars out of the foundation wall, forcing out a fake cough before shouldering her pack. She shot Jenai a quick look and then disappeared into the hole.

Jenai was at her heels. Behind her, Jenai could feel Ronan’s warm breath on her neck. A tingle raced down her spine and she fought the urge to shiver. Just my luck. She was running for her life again, but this time she was more turned on than she had ever been in her life.

Ahead of her, Steph had paused, lifting her face to the open air just above her as she scented the wind. Her eyes glowed eerily in the dark as she said over her shoulder, “They are still out there…many of them. At the doors, though. They either didn’t notice the chute, or don’t think we can escape through it.” She slid her eyes to Ronan and asked, “Can you run?”

He chuckled. “Aye. I can run. And very well,” he replied.

Jenai felt the same subtle tensing in his muscles that she saw go through Steph. “I hope you know what we mean by run, McAdams. We won’t come back for you.”

•

He had to go back for Steph.

Jenai smothered the scream that rose in her throat as she felt the bullet rip through her sister’s flesh almost as if it were her own. She knew Steph had gone down even before the younger sister realized it.

Spinning around, she stared for one long moment at Steph where she lay, unmoving. Time slowed to a crawl and her heart stuttered to a stop.

“Go!” Ronan shouted in her ear, the fire reflecting gold on his skin. He shoved at her shoulder before he tore across the clearing after Steph. The woman lay on her side, staring up at him with pain-filled eyes.

“Get outta here,” she gasped. “Jenai…”

His heart squeezed in his chest. “No. I’m getting both of you out of here,” he said thickly. Why hadn’t he seen it coming?

His worry about Jenai had kept him from seeing the real reason behind this fool’s quest. They hadn’t ever cared about Jenai or her sister. Oh, they’d been an easy target—they were autre who didn’t follow the rules and therefore, disposable, but they hadn’t ever been the target.

It had been him all along. They’d been looking for an out-of-the-way place to kill him.

And because he had seen everything through tunnel vision, desperate to get to Jenai’s side, he hadn’t seen the trap as it had closed around him.

A growl trickled out of his throat as he eased Steph over his shoulder. Her blood was hot on his shoulder, seeping through the layers of her clothes and his. Tainted. The bullets the bastards had used had some sort of silver in them. Poison to so many of the autre.

They were going to pay for this. Austin Brunich would die. Ronan would see to that. After he solved the puzzle of why Austin wanted him as well. The ground blurred under his feet as he ran. Jenai was just ahead at the tree line—or she had been, when he yelled at her to go.

Turning, he saw the white-gold cap of her hair as she ran over the ground so fast that her legs blurred as she launched herself toward the men who had hurt her sister.

He should have known—the woman he knew wouldn’t stay out of harm’s way, even if there were silver bullets flying and the threat of death imminent.

Not when these bastards had just attacked her and her sister without cause, not when her sister had the poison of silver pumping through her system.

The need to hunt, to kill, to protect pumped through him, almost overtaking his mind, and he wanted, badly, to join her.

But joining her now, when they were so badly outnumbered, and Stephanie seriously wounded—they would be digging their own graves.

“Jenai.”

She heard him across the distance, even though he spoke softly. Her head moved in his direction for the quickest of seconds before she took down one of the men holding a rifle. In that moment, as he watched her sink fangs into the man’s neck, one burning question was at least partially answered.

She wasn’t wholly vampire, but vampiric blood and hunger ran through her. Whatever else she was, he didn’t know.

His own hunger tore through him as he scented the blood and the flesh, but he battled it down.

“Jenai. Your sister is alive…for now. Do you want her to stay that way? Or die before we can help her?”

He had known his words would enrage her, but still, it was rather disturbing to see the effects of that rage. Blood still stained her lips, and the very fires of hell seemed to burn in her eyes as she ran back to them.

“They will die,” she whispered, touching her fingers lightly to Steph’s brow.

“Yes. But if we try to make it happen tonight, so will she,” Ronan said, shaking his head. Glancing over her shoulder, he saw that they had been spotted by more of the men who surrounded the blazing house. “C’mon.”


Chapter Four

The hotel was as anonymous as they were going to get.

Ronan lay Steph on the bed, feeling something in his gut clench. Damn it. It was his fault she was lying there, the poison of the silver bullet leeching through her system.

Rising, he turned to Jenai and said, “Open a vein. Feed her.”

The way her silver eyes widened was almost comical. “Okay, you obviously know a little more about us than I like. But I’m the vampire, not Steph.”

He shook his head. “Part vampire,” Ronan said, surprising a gasp out of her. He moved up to her, reaching out, trailing his fingers along the length of her slender neck. The way she trembled under that light touch had him fighting the urge to snatch her against him—taste her mouth, in the flesh, for the first time.

The need to feel her body against his was driving him insane. Instead of grabbing her though, he ran his finger up her neck, skimmed it along the bow of her lips, pressing lightly, just there, where her fangs would show if she was angry.

“Only part vampire—I’ve been driving myself insane wondering that about you. Of course, you’d never tell me. You tried so hard not to tell me anything.”

Her lips parted and he could almost hear the angry words she’d use to push him away. Sorry, sweetheart, that’s not going to happen. I’m not going anywhere.

Pressing his fingers against her lips, he silenced the words before she could voice them. “But a vamp’s blood, to any paranormal creature, is pretty much a cure-all. It will help her fight the poison in her system. Plus, since you aren’t wholly vampire, it won’t make her addicted the way a full vampire’s would.”

Her eyes narrowed and Ronan saw the questions, the disbelief in her eyes. There was no time to answer them though—even now he could smell the way the silver was poisoning her sister’s blood.

“Look,” he snapped. “I’m ninety-eight years old and I’ve been doing this job for longer than you’ve been alive, Goldilocks. I know what I’m talking about. Do it now, or you will lose her.”

She just gazed at him, mistrust in her silver eyes.

Ronan cupped her cheek in his hand. “Come on, Jenai…you can trust me. In your heart, you know that.”

Her shoulders rose and fell on a deep sigh as she turned and stared at Stephanie. She whispered quietly, “I hope I don’t prove myself a fool by trusting you.”

That stung. But he didn’t let it show on his face as he went to kneel by the bed, on level with Steph’s head. Through his peripheral vision, he could see Jenai sinking her teeth into her wrist, piercing a vein there, and the sharp, spicy scent of a female vampire’s blood filled the room. Vampire, and something else. Something sweet, something warm and ripe.

She hesitated though, and he reached out, seized her wrist and drew it to Steph’s mouth. The younger woman was unconscious though. Her mouth was slack, graying around the edges, and the blood trickled out of the corner before Ronan reached out and rubbed gently on her throat until she swallowed reflexively.

A few minutes passed as Ronan kept his attention split between the shape-shifter on the bed and the vampire who fed her. “That’s enough,” he murmured. “Will have to do. Any more and you’ll be weakened.”

As her eyes lifted slowly to his, he saw the rush of fatigue and he hoped he had stopped her soon enough. Her eyes dropped to her sister’s face and Ronan looked down as well. “She looks a little better…doesn’t she?” Jenai asked quietly, her voice soft and uncertain.

“Yes.” He jerked his head in the direction of the bed. “Go lie down. We’ll take care of getting you fed in a little while.”

“What if they come for us?” she asked.

“I’ll know,” he murmured, rising and moving around until he could urge her onto the bed. “Come on. Lie down…that’s a good girl.”

She stared up at him, her eyes looking vulnerable and scared. A need inside him rose, a need to protect her, to promise her that nothing would ever hurt her again. But he couldn’t promise that—not with the lifestyles they’d chosen to live.

When her hand lifted to him, Ronan couldn’t believe the sense of relief that raced through him. Stretching out on the bed beside her, he drew the long, slender lines of her body against his. Jenai pillowed her cheek on his chest and her hand came up to rest just above his heartbeat.

“Go to sleep, Jenai.” Pressing his lips to her crown, he said, “Nothing will happen tonight. We’re safe right now, and Stephanie will be fine.”

She fell asleep almost as though she had just been waiting for somebody to tell her it was okay. Ronan waited until he knew she would stay asleep and then he slid away from her.

His body ached just from that innocent contact, holding her while she fell asleep. Staying too close to her was torture. And he couldn’t trust himself. Exhaustion blurred his mind as well and he couldn’t let himself relax. Shifting into a sitting position, he braced his hands on the edge of the mattress, staring down at the stained beige carpet under his feet for a moment as he tried to settle his thoughts.

It didn’t completely work, but at least he was able to focus on something other than Jenai, so close to him at last.

Rising, he grabbed the extra blanket from the closet and tucked it around Stephanie, touched his fingers to her neck, reassured by the strong, steady beat of her heart. With a sigh, he paced to the window, staring out into the darkness and brooding.

Think, Ronan, he told himself, crossing his arms over his chest.

The sisters weren’t any threat to the PSA. And the agency generally only eliminated threats. Even if they couldn’t recruit vigilante monster fighters like the King sisters, they just went on.

They weren’t any threat—they didn’t know anything that could cause concern. And Ronan had focused too much on getting to Jenai’s side to look beyond doing anything but that.

He couldn’t have focused on anything else. The way the agency operated, if one agent failed at a task, or even hesitated, another was sent in, and another, and another, until the job was done.

If he had slowed for even a minute, how did he know Brunich wouldn’t send another in to do the job?

No, he hadn’t been able to take that chance.

But hindsight was so much clearer.

They weren’t a threat. It hadn’t made sense, but he hadn’t been able to think about any of that. He’d been too focused on protecting Jenai.

And because of that, he hadn’t looked deep enough or hard enough.

It hadn’t been about them at all.

So it must be about him.

•

By sunrise, he had narrowed down the reasons that might have pushed Brunich to have him killed.

And really, only one of them was a big enough deal to matter.

He had been investigating a series of unusual paranormal deaths. Ronan had been selected for the task by the governing authority of the PSA. He had some select skills that made him better at it than most. The child of a werewolf and a human female, he had many of the abilities that a werewolf had, the long life, the ability to scent blood and death, some of the hungers…

He couldn’t shape-shift, but he didn’t see that as a bad thing. Nothing about him outright shouted autre and he blended in almost as well as a human.

Ronan was an anomaly, though. His mother had been a witch. The result—a psychic child. And his trademark skill was the ability to scent violent death. He could feel it. It called to him—just like the voices of the lost whispered to him.

These deaths had been unnatural. Bodies drained, empty. Not the stillness of death, but empty, as though something had stolen the soul and then killed the body. His investigation was leading him in a disturbing direction, more and more pointing to a person trusted by the paranormal community.

He’d reported his suspicions to his superior just a few weeks ago and less than ten days after that, he’d been pulled off the case. Not enough leads, he’d been told. The trail’s gone cold.

He’d argued, said he’d been following the trail just fine.

Still, he’d been told, he needed to let it go. Other things needed his attention. Not long after that, he’d been given the job to go after the sisters.

He’d made a few phone calls during the night, spoke to only a couple of people, but they were people he trusted absolutely. What he’d learned had only deepened his suspicions.

Brunich had been asking questions—very subtle, careful questions.

If Brunich was connected to the murders Ronan had been investigating…yes, that would explain why he wanted Ronan dead. Suspicion, in their line of work, was enough for an investigation.

His boss must have figured out that sooner or later, Ronan was going to start looking in places Brunich would rather he not look.

It had all been a game, one designed to distract Ronan.

Brunich likely had no idea of the connection between Jenai and Ronan. It was dumb luck—or fate, perhaps—that had finally connected them.

Conner and Katie, a husband and wife team, were the first people he had contacted. And they had told him, Stay away. Something odd is going on.

So he’d stay away. For now. And watch. Information was the greatest of weapons.

With a tired sigh, he turned back to study the shape-shifter as she tossed restlessly on the bed.

Her skin was pale, and her face looked oddly gaunt.

She needed to wake, and soon.

And then they had to get some food inside her before she totally drained her resources dealing with the injury.

And he needed to rest. It was early, not quite dawn yet, and his mind was foggy with fatigue. Sleep. Rubbing a hand over his gritty eyes, he muttered, “Got to get some sleep.”

Taking a chair, he turned it around, bracing the back of it against the door. It was unlikely that anybody would find them here—the car Jenai and Stephanie had stashed had been one he hadn’t been aware of. And it was unlikely anybody else was aware of it either. Since it wasn’t likely they could be tracked, and Ronan knew nobody had followed them, he should be okay to get some sleep.

If a threat came close, he knew either he, Jenai, or both of them would feel it in time to do something. Hopefully, though, that wouldn’t happen.

Because Stephanie was in bad shape, and the two of them were exhausted.

Casting a hungry look at Jenai’s long, slender body curled under a thin blanket, he lowered himself onto the chair, crossed his arms over his chest and, for the first time in two days, allowed himself to rest.

•

Jenai slid from the bed just after dawn, rubbing her eyes, feeling too tired and sluggish.

Probably came from feeding Steph. She was more used to taking blood on the spur of the moment, not opening a vein to give it.

Hunger was an ache in her belly. She needed to hunt, to feed, but she couldn’t leave Steph alone.

Stretching her arms over her head, she arched her back and yawned, trying to wake up.

There was a soft, sighing breath and in that instant, she realized—she wasn’t alone. Feeling his eyes on her, she turned slowly and saw Ronan. Holy hell. After five years of dreaming about him, actually seeing him, having him close enough for her to smell the scent of his skin, hear his heartbeat, was damn near intoxicating.

Licking her lips, she watched his eyes move up from her ankles, slide over her legs, her hips, up her torso, lingering on her breasts for a long second. Her nipples tightened and heat raced along her spine under that look and then his eyes continued up, studying her mouth for a long second, and then he met her eyes.

She swallowed as the air in the room suddenly seemed too heavy, too hot, full of ripe need and rising lust.

“You look like an angel while you sleep.”

Her cheeks flushed and something inside her heart shifted—an odd, soft feeling—at his words. The thought of him watching her sleep did something to her too, but she couldn’t quite define it.

Something hot and sweet, like cotton candy in the summer. At that fanciful thought, she scowled, unaware of the blush that stained her cheeks.

Lowering her lashes, she said softly, “I’m no angel.”

Ronan smiled, moving toward her, his eyes gleaming brightly in the dim light of the hotel room. “No. An angel wouldn’t make me feel the way you do, the way you’ve always made me feel. Wouldn’t make me want what you make me want.”

The last words were breathed against her mouth as he reached out, closing his hands around her arms and drawing her closer. She was close enough to feel the heat of his body, like a whispered promise, but they weren’t actually touching—not yet. Just his hands on her arms, and then his mouth on hers as his lips came down and closed over hers, his tongue pushed inside.

Oh, hell.

He tasted even better than he smelled.

As he stroked his tongue across hers, he slid his hands down her arms, then around her waist to pull her closer still. Jenai whimpered as her breasts flattened against the hot, hard wall of his chest and his hands skimmed down her hips, bringing her pelvis tight against his, so that she could feel the heat and length of his cock pressing against the mound of her sex.

“I can’t believe I’m finally touching you,” he growled against her lips.

Jenai’s head fell limply back as he tore his mouth away from hers and started to kiss his way down her neck. She gasped, digging her nails into his shoulders as he scraped his teeth across her neck.

His hands were busy on her shirt, tugging it up until it was caught under her arms. The only thing that separated his hands from her flesh was the bikini top she still hadn’t taken off, and it fell away easily under his hands.

Her head spun as he hooked his arms under hers, using his hands on her shoulders to arch her back, lifting her breasts up for him. Off balance, her head falling back, Jenai couldn’t even breathe as he took one diamond-hard tip in his mouth, sucking it deep.

Her breath wheezed out of her in a rush as he worked her nipple with his mouth. Damn it…I’ve never been that sensitive there. She hovered perilously close to climax, and all he had done was kiss her and touch her breasts.

Then he worked one muscled thigh between hers, pressing the hard length upward until she was riding his leg.

As the mound of her sex came in contact with his leg, he lifted her, balancing her weight until she was straddling his leg and her feet came off the floor. Helplessly, she started to rock against him and in a rush, she climaxed.

“That’s it,” he muttered as he pulled away from her breast. His mouth came back to hers, slanting against her lips as he plunged his tongue deep inside.

They were moving—wrapping her legs around his waist, she clung to him as he carried her away from the bed, away from Stephanie.

She moaned when he stopped kissing her, lifting his head away and looking around the room. Jenai didn’t know what he was looking for—didn’t really care, she just wanted him touching her, kissing her again.

“I can’t wait to have you, Jenai,” he muttered. She heard hinges squeak and then a short, choked laugh. “A fucking closet—good enough. Damn bathroom’s too far away.”

The door closed behind them, closing them in almost total darkness. A thin gray line of light seeped under the door, but it was too dark inside the room for much light to penetrate through that thin slit.

She wanted to see him—was desperate to see him. Her eyes adjusted to the dark and she could just barely make out the shape of his face, the dark shadow of his shoulders as he lowered her to the floor—but not enough.

“Next time,” he whispered as he stripped her pants away. As though he was reading her mind, he whispered, “Next time, light…candlelight, a soft bed. Silk and roses…but I have to have you, Jenai. You hid from me for too long.”

She was naked from the waist down when he lifted her again, and he’d shoved his jeans down as well. She could feel the hot press of his cock against her, smell the heated ripe scent of hungry, aroused male.

Her refined senses almost made up for the fact that she could hardly see him. But not quite.

Then he shoved inside her, his cock breeching the tight, dew-slicked muscles of her pussy. With one long, possessing thrust, he took her. Her breath caught in her lungs—she could feel him staring down at her.

She wasn’t sure what he was, but she had an odd feeling he could see her better than she could see him. “You’re mine, Jenai. You know that. You can’t pretend it’s not going to happen, not anymore.”

No. She knew that, hell, she had known it for a while. But fighting it, fighting yet another thing destiny had thrown in her path was something she’d felt compelled to do. It was over now though. As he slid back out, withdrawing until all but the tip of his cock had left her body, she clutched at him, trying to pull him closer.

When he shoved back inside her, hard and brutal, her mouth opened, a cry threatening to break free.

“Hush,” he muttered against her temple, one hand coming up, pressing against her lips. “You can’t scream—bite me if you have to, but don’t scream.”

She sank her teeth into the fleshy pad of his palm as he muffled her scream with his hand. His hips withdrew, and then he thrust inside her again—the thick ridge of his cock pressed against the bundle of nerves buried by the mouth of her womb, pushing her higher and closer to climax.

Her teeth pierced the flesh of his palm and his blood splashed hot in her mouth. The taste of him had another hunger raging to instant, demanding life, but there was no vein in his palm and the flow of blood was sluggish. Whimpering with frustration, she sucked on him.

His breath hissed out and then he tugged on his hand. She let go with a mewl, but then his hand cupped over the back of her head, guiding her mouth to his neck.

At the feel of his pulse against her lips, her control shattered. Her fangs sank into his neck as he sank into her pussy and as she started to feed, they both began to climax.

His cock jerked viciously inside her and her pussy clutched spasmodically around him, trying to hold him inside as he pumped in and out of her sheath. The fast, hard rhythm had her climaxing again, barely a breath away from the last one and then he arched against her, driving upward and inward, until he couldn’t possibly go any deeper.

And then, as her mouth slid from his neck, he started to laugh, a low, shaky chuckle as he sank to his knees, her thighs still wrapped around his hips.

“After all this time, I finally find you—damn near get you killed, and then I fuck you in a closet while your sister is unconscious just a few feet away,” he muttered.

Jenai’s lips twitched. “You’re amused.”

His chest moved against hers as he continued to laugh softly. “Oh, I’m well beyond amused—this is in the realm of insanity.”

His laughter died and she felt her heart flip over in her chest as he lowered his head, finding her mouth unerringly in the near dark. It was a slow, gentle kiss—tender and sweet.

Tears stung her eyes by the time he pulled away, and suddenly, she was glad there was hardly any light. In the darkness, she could pretend to hide…just a little.

•

They showered separately. Ronan knew, just by the way she had gone so silent and still, that she needed a few moments to think.

To think… What in the hell was going on inside that beautiful head of hers?

He wasn’t sure he wanted to know. There was so much they didn’t know about each other, but they both knew the important things. They knew each other’s hearts and souls.

It wasn’t unheard for his kind to find each other this way—in dreams, long before they ever met.

And he knew Jenai, to the very core of her being, would rebel against anything else that seemed to happen to her outside of her choice. Fate, destiny—life itself had taken too many choices from her. Born different, she had been destined to be a hunter of evil.

He knew her parents had been taken from her, victims of a brutal murder.

Everywhere she went, it was because her instincts demanded it. Not because she chose to.

And then he’d entered her life. Although he wouldn’t change that for all the world, he knew she must be frustrated by it.

He finished drying his hair with the threadbare towel as he crossed the room. The hotel was an older one—the windows could be opened by a crank unit and he’d opened both the windows and the sliding glass door at the back of the unit.

The cool spring air blew through, helping clear the scent of sex from the room. He couldn’t focus if he kept smelling that, the ripe, musky smells of passion and heat. He’d hated washing her scent from his body, but he knew damn well that he was having a hard time concentrating right now anyway. He didn’t need another distraction.

As the scents of sex faded, he stared out the window, waiting for the shower to stop running. The water had to have gone cold by now.

Hiding from me again, Jenai?

As though in answer to his silent question, the water turned off. She started to move around in the bathroom and Ronan tugged on the T-shirt she had tossed at him. It was too snug, although he knew it would hang on her like a damn dress.

But he needed cloth between them right now. Some barrier as they tried to come to grips with how quickly their lives were changing.

•

Jenai slid her arms into the voluminous button-down, her fingers flying over the buttons, covering her flesh. Her jeans seemed to abrade the sensitive skin of her inner thighs and she cursed as she realized she hadn’t brought any underwear into the bathroom with her.

“Damn it,” she muttered, lowering herself to sit on the edge of the small bathtub. As she drove her hands through her hair, she tried to understand exactly what it was she had just done.

Sex wasn’t something she indulged in often. If the need got too bad, she dealt with it, but she was good at suppressing those needs.

Until today.

No, until Ronan had walked into her life, just a matter of hours ago. Hell, if he had tried to strip her naked in the kitchen with Stephanie looking on, she might not have had the intelligence to stop him.

Her intelligence, her common sense, her focus, all of those seemed to shatter around him. It had been that way in her dreams—but it seemed more real, more vivid now that he was actually in her life.

She had to think. They had so much work that needed to be done. And Stephanie, she had to make sure her sister was going to be okay. A dark red flush of shame stained her cheeks. Fucking a man she barely knew in a closet while her sister lay ill, fighting the poison in her system.

“I’ve lost my mind,” she muttered, shaking her head.

When sex became a demanding itch, she scratched it, but need for a man had never had such powerful control of her.

Ronan, though, he was different. And try as she might, she couldn’t convince herself that he was a stranger. She may have just met him—but in her heart, she knew him.

Just as he knew her.

Tiredly, she rose, rubbing her damp hair with the threadbare towel. “Deal with it, Jenai,” she told herself shortly.

He was here, he was in her life. And she knew he wasn’t planning on leaving.

And oddly, that was comforting.

•

When Jenai slid from the room, Ronan eyed her with an arched brow. She met his gaze full on, but the pale ivory of her cheeks pinkened a little as he watched her.

“I’m hungry,” he said neutrally. “I imagine you are as well. And we need to have some kind of fluids for Stephanie when she wakes.”

Wordlessly, she nodded.

Running his tongue over his teeth, he studied her closely. She wasn’t darting away from him. Wasn’t pretending he wasn’t there. He’d been prepared for that, or for anger. She hid behind anger all too often.

“If I go get some food, will you be here when I get back?”

Her eyes narrowed, her chin lifting as she glared at him. “I’m not going to take off and leave Stephanie here alone. And she can’t possibly walk out on her own yet. I won’t move her if it’s likely to endanger her.”

“And if Stephanie wasn’t an issue?” he asked gently, taking one small step toward her.

Her eyes fell away this time. Ronan closed the remaining distance between them and cupped her cheek in his hand, lifting her eyes to meet his gaze. “Jenai?”

He watched as her pale throat worked while she swallowed. “I don’t know,” she admitted truthfully.

A smile crooked his mouth and he brushed his knuckles over her cheek. “Well, at least you didn’t outright say you’d haul ass out of here.”

She flushed. “I doubt it would do much good.”

He smiled. “No. I’ll find you, Jenai. Wherever you go, wherever you try to hide, I’ll find you. You are my match, the other half of my soul. And nothing will separate you from me.”

•

Nearly two hours later, she sat with her belly full and her mind hot with fury.

“What in the hell do you mean, I can’t help? Those bastards shot my sister! They destroyed my home!”

And if Ronan continued to stare at her with those patient eyes, she just might tear them out. His voice was calm as he said, “That wasn’t your home. You rented it. You didn’t really live there.”

That stung. Hell, she hadn’t had a home since her parents had been killed. Mutinously, she continued to glare at him. “I lived there. I slept there. Stephanie cooked there. We liked it there. Felt safe there—it’s the closest I’ve had to a home in a damn long time. And we had to run away from it. And they shot my sister,” she finished with a hiss, rising from the chair and slamming her hands on the table.

Ronan sighed, reaching up and running a hand through his hair. “Jenai, I’m starting to think you two were incidentals. They couldn’t have cared less about you. If you stay out of the way, maybe we can keep it that way.”

“Incidentals.” She ran her tongue over her teeth, the ache in her gums all but driving her mad. Fury always brought out the worst in her, namely fangs and an insane rage to draw blood. “They shot my sister. Holy hell, even if they are after you, you expect me to just sit back mildly, as though it doesn’t matter?”

Ronan’s brows arched over those lovely blue eyes. How in the hell could a man make her insane with fury and mad with lust all at the same time?

“You mean to tell me it does matter?” he asked, his tone ever so mild and polite. “If I managed to get myself killed, then you are free of this new shackle fate has thrown around your ankle.”

Her eyes narrowed. Jenai saw red. Her hands closed into fists, her nails slicing through her skin so that the scent of her blood filled the air. “You bastard. Just because I’m not happy fate has thrown you in my path doesn’t mean I want you dead.”

“But you’d be free.”

Her voice was low and hot with the anger billowing inside her. “I’ll never be free of you, no matter what happens to your sorry ass,” she snapped, spinning away from him.

“Why, Jenai…I’m touched.” His voice was closer—damn but he moved quietly. Too damn quietly. And he was just at her shoulder. The heat of his breath whispered along her neck just before he crowded against her, resting his chin on her shoulder as he wrapped his arms around her.

She was surrounded by him—but it didn’t feel suffocating, the way she would have thought. He felt so perfect, so much like the other half of her.

“Tetched is more like it,” she said, her voice a bare whisper. “Don’t ask me to back away from this, Ronan. I can’t. This is my life and I’m tired of not having enough say in it.”

His arms loosened around her as he sighed. Turning around, she stared up into his eyes. She wanted to hate how whole he made her feel. But whenever she thought about how she felt without him, that aching emptiness was enough to make her throat tighten.

What had she had before him? Not much. Her sister was the most important thing in her life right now, followed closely by her own anger, her own drive to see her parents’ killer dead. After that? Nothing.

How pathetic was that? she mused, closing her eyes and resting her forehead on his chest.

His hand came up, cradling the back of her skull. “You know, if you had stayed so damn angry, I could have resisted.” His words stirred her hair as he spoke them.

A slow smile curved her lips and she lifted her head, staring up at him. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

Ronan laughed softly. “Disappointed? Well, I can’t say that’s the right term. I want you safe—but at the same time, I know you can take care of yourself. Maybe I just want to be the one taking care of you.”

His words made something warm stir inside her. Nobody had taken care of her for some time. Even her mother had stepped aside once Jenai was trained. And she had been all of sixteen.

His head lowered, his mouth covered hers. The way he kissed her was soft, gentle, so at odds with the way he usually touched her, all hunger and demand. As his hands threaded through her hair, she rose onto her toes, arching against him.

Just as her hands curled in the soft cotton of his shirt, a soft moan drifted through the room, and slowly they parted, staring at each other.

Slowly, she uncurled her fingers from his shirt and stepped back, swallowing.

The taste of him was still heavy in her mouth, making it water and ache for more. But another soft moan drifted to her ears and she turned around, staring at the trembling body of her sister.

Ronan’s hand came up to caress her neck and she shivered. “Your taste… Bloody hell, your taste,” he murmured, brushing his lips against the side of her neck.


Chapter Five

A sick werewolf was a pain in the ass, Jenai decided about six hours later. This was the first time Stephanie had ever taken an injury from a weapon of silver and while the poison was working its way out of her system, the girl was crabby as hell and twice as irritable.

Stephanie stared at the sandwich Jenai held in front of her with a wrinkled nose. “I don’t want a fucking burger. I want a steak.”

A muscle twitched in Jenai’s jaw and she tossed the fast-food bag into Stephanie’s lap. “Yes, I’m sure you do. I wouldn’t mind one myself, but they don’t have room service here, and I’m not about to go searching for a grocery store until I know the heat’s off of us.”

Stephanie poked out her lower lip and said, “Send him.” She jerked her chin toward Ronan who stood silently by the front door.

Jenai narrowed her eyes. “Eat the damn burger. Sooner you eat it, the sooner you’ll heal. And the quicker you heal, the quicker we can get the hell out of here.”

Stephanie snarled but tore into the bag, and burger or not, within seconds she was wolfing it down greedily.

Jenai turned away, resisting the urge to roll her eyes as she moved to the table that held her own food. Another tasteless burger, but the hot pile of fries and caffeine-laden cola would make up for that.

She dug into the fries and heard a soft chuckle. Glancing up, she saw Ronan moving toward her and she flushed. “Hungry,” she muttered.

His eyes moved toward the pile of fries, watched as she licked the salt from her fingers and he leaned closer, whispering against her ear, “I think I’m jealous.”

•

Ronan waited until Stephanie was lying back down, still exhausted and hurting, but she was out of danger, it seemed.

He paused by the chair where Jenai was sprawled, one arm hooked over the back, the other lying in her lap. Her long legs were kicked out in front of her, resting on the edge of the table, crossed at the ankle. Her eyes were blank as she met his stare, blank and unreadable.

Slowly, his mouth curled up in a smile and he watched as a blush stained her pale cheeks pink. “I have to make some phone calls—some information we need.”

Jenai nodded slightly and then jerked her gaze away. With a grin, he slid out of the room and started to walk. He walked around, seemingly without direction, for a good thirty minutes while he checked for some sign that somebody had followed him.

Satisfied that his whereabouts was still unknown, he found a payphone, fed quarters into it and punched in a number.

The low raspy voice that came over the line was irritated. “Didn’t I tell you not to call?”

Affably, Ronan said, “Shut up, Carn. What do you know?”

“You were right. That man is gunning for you, big time.”

“Proof?”

The old witch cackled. “Oh, spades of it. You just have to get here and talk to me. In one piece.”

“And the ladies?”

Carn sighed, and he could almost see her running a gnarled old hand through her hair. “Nothing. They meant nothing to him. Just a distraction, far enough away from others that none who would question him could see what happened. They weren’t expecting those ladies not to turn on you, and they weren’t expecting you to escape from the fire. They’re looking, but not in the right place.”

At her low, amused laugh, Ronan arched a brow. “Why on earth do I have the feeling that you had something to do with that?”

She chuckled. “Go on. Get back to your woman.”

Mildly, Ronan said, “There are two women.”

“Ahhhh…but only one is yours. Hold her tight to you, Ronan. I see darkness before her.”

•

“So we were just a distraction? While your boss plotted to kill you?” Steph asked. She was still a little pale around her mouth and eyes.

Jenai sat scowling into her coffee. “Well, it’s too bizarre to be anything other than true.” She sipped the hot coffee, feeling caffeine zip through her system, stirring her heart into a slightly faster pace.

Steph sighed, her pretty face tightening in pain as she shifted on the bed. “I’ve never taken a silver bullet before. It hurts.”

Ronan smiled in sympathy. “I’ve had that pleasure, I’ll admit. Hurts like bloody hell, but the worst is over,” he murmured, reaching out and flicking the silver hoop in her right ear. “Odd, though, you’re the only shifter I’ve ever seen to wear silver.”

Her mouth twisted in a grimace as she touched her fingers to the ear. “I’d thought this was a cool idea at the time. I don’t ever want to look at silver again.”

He chuckled. “It was quite possibly an excellent idea. Your body might have learned to tolerate silver in low levels. Could be those little earrings made you less sensitive to silver-wrought weapons.”

Across the room, Jenai chuckled. “Listen to that, Steph. The little stunt you pulled trying to prove what a bad ass you are just might have actually done you some good.”

Steph snorted. “I only aspire to be like my big sister,” she drawled. The smile faded from her face as she turned her silvery eyes to Ronan. “I don’t get why they wanted us dead though. We don’t even know who in the fuck they are.”

Ronan shrugged. “Unless you’re one of us, you wouldn’t know. And that’s just it—you never mattered to him one way or another. You were just a distraction—a deadly one. There was a good chance they expected you to kill me the minute they attacked, thinking I’d led them to you. Two very deadly weapons, and all they had to do was see what happened.”

•

It took two days for Stephanie to heal enough for them to risk leaving. If it had just been a bullet wound, she would have healed it in a matter of hours, but silver-wrought weapons were worse.

She felt edgy. It seemed the tension in the room was thick enough to cut with a knife, but Stephanie figured it was coming from her.

Shifting on the bed, she reveled in being able to move without that biting pain tearing through her. If I find the bastards who did this, I’m going to make them eat those silver bullets, she mused, absently stroking on the silver hoop pierced through one ear.

Recalling what Ronan had said, she wondered if maybe she should get another piercing or two. But she winced as she recalled how badly the first set of silver earrings had burned and she decided she’d pass.

Jenai was in the shower. To Stephanie’s surprise, they were going after the men who’d attacked them. A few years ago, it wouldn’t have surprised her. But ever since Mama and Dad had died, Jenai’s only focus had been finding their killer.

Stephanie wanted him dead, but she hadn’t let it take over her life. Was that selfish? Should she have become obsessed about it as Jenai had?

A grimace twisted her face. It wasn’t possible for her to be that obsessed.

Odd, that something had made her driven older sister lose focus.

Sighing, she shifted on the bed and tried to block out the sounds of the people in the room with her.

Hard, though, with Ronan’s scent permeating the air. Damn, but she was glad he wasn’t the bad guy. Lately, every time she looked at him, he made her itch.

•

Jenai stood under the cool spray, letting it beat down on her head and rinse the shampoo from her hair. She wanted to enjoy this leisurely shower—only God knew when she’d have a chance again.

Come noon, they’d be hitting the road, and Jenai had no idea when they’d slow down again.

For the hundredth time, she had to question her sanity. This was so not a good idea. In close quarters with him, for an unknown amount of time. She couldn’t deny this need for him any longer, but with danger dancing all around them, how could she give in to it?

It blinded her. Deafened her. And she suspected he wasn’t in much better shape.

But staying close to him and not giving in to the urge to touch him was hell. Damn it, she was going insane. Hot, hungry little licks of fire kept teasing her belly every time she had looked at Ronan, and it didn’t help that her body kept remembering just how well he could fan those flames, just how well he could slake that hunger.

If it was sex, though, it might be easier. Just sex she could handle.

Ronan, though, he was more.

He had been from the first night she’d dream of him. He saw inside her, knew her…and wanted her anyway. The darkness in her soul didn’t send him screaming into the night, like it would so many others.

Jenai fought to keep herself closed off from people for a reason. Steph was the only one allowed to mean anything to her, the only one who Jenai tolerated to get close enough to know her. Steph knew the rage that lived inside of Jenai, knew the anger she hid behind the ice.

Nobody else was allowed to know that.

Ronan had seen it, though.

Too insightful by far, and too hot, too sexy…too much, all the way around. Her body ached and yearned for him, her heart cried for him. Even the little voice in her that screamed at her to fight it was getting quieter.

And she had to stop thinking of him so much. Even the most innocent of thoughts made her ache. Hunger was a living thing inside her, tightening her muscles, a very real ache as the fangs she fought to keep hidden pulsed inside the sockets of her gums. She wanted… Scrunching her eyes closed, she fought to shove the unfinished thought aside.

But it was hard. For the first time, the need to feed and the urge to feel a man covering her had mingled together until all she could see and think and feel was Ronan. She wanted to feed from him again, and she wanted to touch him, wanted to push him back and mount him, slide her body down on his cock and ride him until they both screamed with the pleasure of it.

And then she wanted to curl up and sleep, still wrapped in his arms.

Jenai had been ignoring the needs of her body for years. She didn’t have time, or really the inclination for any sort of relationship in her life, even if it was for just a quick roll in the sheets. Which had only happened twice in the past five years. The last time had been just over three years ago, right before her parents died. The time that had followed—she’d shoved the needs down, pushed them aside, or dealt with it using the warm water of a pulsating shower head.

But this time, there was no way she could push it aside, no way she could satisfy the hunger herself.

•

Steph kept her eyes on Ronan as he moved around the room, pacing restlessly, his gaze rarely leaving the door. The warm, male scent of him was getting to her, and she wanted him to look at her for a few minutes…instead of the damn door.

Stop worrying for maybe fifteen minutes.

It had been a couple of months since she’d gotten laid, and she was feeling edgy. That, combined with the tension in the room, was enough to drive her nuts.

She knew what the tension was from. Jenai and Steph had dodged trouble before, but usually it was from less focused individuals.

That anxiety, combined with her own body clamoring at her, had her heated to fever pitch.

And seeing him wasn’t helping.

He was mouthwatering—hot—his shoulders strained against the seams of his shirt, and his butt was a hard, round curve that she could almost feel under her fingers.

As she waited, the heat, the hunger inside her grew and grew. The scent of Ronan’s body swam in her head, driving her nuts. Edgy, tense, horny… She shifted on the bed, the hot, empty feeling in her belly spreading. Her nipples were perpetually tight, aching under the thin cotton of the button-down shirt Jenai had helped her don earlier, and the fine fabric abraded them until she thought she’d scream from the sensation.

Damn it, she had to get laid.

As Ronan walked past her, she studied the tight curve of his ass in the faded blue jeans and decided on the spot what she was going to do. Carefully, she swung her legs off the bed, rose slowly and moved up behind him, dragging the scent of his body, hot and male, into her lungs. The hunger settled in her belly, a familiar heat that she enjoyed almost as much as she did satisfying it.

As he turned, she smiled at him, a slow curve of her lips. The blood rushing through her head blinded and deafened her to everything but the sight and scent and sound of him, his blood, those eyes, the rhythmic cadence of his heart. She never even heard the shower stop as she stepped up to him, aligning her body with his as she rose on her toes and pressed her lips to his.

“Steph.”

His hands curled loosely around her arms, keeping her from wrapping her arms around his neck, but that was okay. She could still move against him, and damn did he feel good—the hard, muscled wall of his chest like warmed steel. Against her breasts, she felt the steady beat of his heart as she licked at the seam of his lips, the edgy hunger inside her driving her insane.

She felt a twinge in her side as she tried to move closer against him, but she ignored it. It was a little harder to ignore the fact that he wasn’t kissing her back.

“Stephanie, stop.”

“Hmmm…why?” she whispered.

A harsh, sudden pain tore through her, like a splash of cold water, and she jerked away, gasping as she folded her hands over her belly. Her sudden movement pulled the healing skin in her side and tears leaped to her eyes. But the worst pain wasn’t her pain… An echo. Turning, she lifted her eyes and stared at Jenai’s face where she stood in the doorway. Tears made her silvery eyes glisten and Steph sank her teeth into her lip as she felt the massive sense of betrayal that rolled from her sister.

“Jenai…?” she asked, her voice trembling.

Jenai only blinked, lowering her lashes over her stormy eyes as she stalked out of the bathroom, shrugging out of the robe and snatching her clothes up, jerking them on her body without drying off. She kept her back turned to them, and from the corner of her eye Steph saw how Ronan was staring at Jenai with slitted, hungry eyes.

“Jenai, I’m sorry… I didn’t…”

Jenai straightened, her face hard and cold. “Don’t, Steph. Just don’t. What does it matter anyway?”

Steph licked her lips, suddenly aware of the bitterness that resided in her sister. Damn it. Jenai hadn’t shown any interest in anybody for months…years. Now that Steph was focusing, though, she could feel that intense interest Jenai had in Ronan, and fuck, it wasn’t one-sided either.

But Steph didn’t even have a chance to say another word, because before she could figure out what to say, Jenai was gone, snagging her bag and jacket and stalking out the door.

If she hadn’t been so stunned, she would have gone after her. Damn it, Jenai always had men flocking to her like flies, and all she did was ignore them. Jenai was so caught up in her search for Leon Varnell that she rarely even noticed them.

Steph was more interested in playing with sex and with men. It had never even occurred to her that Jenai might be interested in Ronan.

And this time, she’d focused on somebody her sister wanted.

And apparently, the man wanted her sister too.

Because he had gone after her, and Steph was left alone in the hotel room.

He returned hours later and she was still sitting there. “Your sister can disappear like the wind.”

Yes. Jenai knew how to hide. Very well.

Stephanie lifted her eyes and swallowed as she stared at Ronan. “I think it might be better for me and Jenai to talk without you here when she gets back,” she said slowly.

He arched a brow at her and drawled, “Kicking me out? And after that sweet kiss too.”

“Go away,” she said hollowly.

“And do what? Go where? I thought we were going hunting.”

Ronan crouched down in front of her and Stephanie had no choice but to meet his eyes. “I can’t go away, Stephanie.”

“This is private.”

His eyes darkened and his voice was several octaves deeper when he said roughly, “I know how damn private it is. But there is something you don’t bloody understand. Jenai is…mine.” He lifted a shoulder. “I’ve been hunting her for a while.”

“You don’t even know her.” Steph studied him.

He met her gaze levelly. “I know what I need to know. She feels like I do. She’s mine. I’m hers. I’ll be damned if I let her use this as an excuse to push me away.”

“That’s…” She laughed. “That’s insane. You just met.”

“We’ve known each other for years. I’ve dreamt of her since before she was even alive, and she’s been dreaming of me ever since she was old enough to be able to handle those kinds of dreams.”

Blood rushed up, staining Stephanie’s cheeks. Face hot, chest tight, she wheezed out, “You? Those crazy dreams of hers…they were about you?”

Rising from the bed, she shoved passed Ronan. She felt like a total fool—worse, she felt like a traitor. She should have fucking known—should have felt it, seen it—something.

“Stephanie…”

Whirling around, she glared at him as she saw the sympathy darkening his gaze. “Don’t! I don’t fucking want to hear anything. You two could have said something. Instead of hiding it from me. And that’s what you two did.”

His mouth tightened. “I wasn’t hiding a bloody thing. And Jenai is still trying to come to grips with it.”

Stephanie’s mouth opened and she started to say… something. Yes.

That was Jenai. Stephanie knew her sister—knew that Jenai would have a fit that fate had slammed a mate into her life, and she really had no say in the matter.

Steph had no issues with fate—but Jenai had hordes of them. And this… Shit, it wouldn’t have surprised Stephanie if she had started railing and screaming from it.


Chapter Six

On the third morning after Jenai had left, Stephanie woke up and felt her. Closing her eyes, she whispered, “Finally.”

The room was empty. Ronan must have left to go searching for her again. Although he said nothing, she suspected he had expected to be able to track her, and it both baffled and infuriated him that he couldn’t.

Stephanie wasn’t surprised though. When Jenai was hiding behind her fury, she could damn well disappear behind her internal walls, and nothing penetrated them.

But finally, that wall of fury that had separated Stephanie from her sister faded.

She started gathering their things together. There wasn’t much. Ronan had bought himself a few pairs of clothing and Stephanie had her bag, but that was it.

He wasn’t there, though, after two more hours, and some nagging voice in her gut wouldn’t let her wait. Leaving him a note, she slung her bag over her shoulder and left.

Since Jenai had so kindly taken the car, Stephanie was left on foot, but that was okay. She could hitch a ride easily enough once she knew where she was going.

Following her internal compass, she focused on the sense that was Jenai and headed south.

•

After three years of searching, Jenai had finally tracked down the bastard who had killed her mother and her stepfather. It was almost too easy.

Maybe it had been, she mused as she moved on silent feet around the club, searching for another entrance. Last she’d heard, he had been in and out of Louisville, and he liked to frequent this club, but that had been several weeks ago and none of her sources had confirmed it.

But here he was. She’d come by here on a whim, and she had seen him sliding out of his car, a long black cloak flapping around his ankles. Jenai sneered a little at the affectation even as the skin on the back of her neck prickled just from watching him.

She’d seen a picture or two of him. Relief had curdled through her when she had seen they looked nothing alike. But now she could see some resemblances. They moved alike.

Stealthy, silent. That had come naturally to her, but it hadn’t come from her mother. It had come from him. Just like the blood hunger in her had come from him.

There was only one other entrance. And the door was guarded by not one, but two guards. Both of them autre. A vampire, a man built like a bull with broad, ugly features, and a slender, dark-haired man who looked like a wraith. But she felt the power in him.

Witch… Her mind buzzed just staring at him and she retreated just as silently as she had come. Back on the street, she stared at the bar and brooded.

Not her normal hangout, but she knew what the place was. It was called The Dark. A club that catered to the autre…in a less than traditional sense.

None of her contacts had much to say about the place—none of them would go near it.

Now Jenai understood why.

Something here was wrong. She felt it in her bones.

There was a black, clinging feel to the place that kept her from opening her mind at all. It was a cloying sensation—and she knew whatever was happening in here would stain her mind and her soul if she let it in too much.

Again, that little voice whispered, Don’t go in there alone…

But she was alone. She’d run away from the two people in the world who mattered. And she wasn’t going to cry out for help, not now.

Leon Varnell was here. And he was hers.

Pasting a bland look on her face, she sauntered up to the door, meeting the eyes of the werewolf who stood on guard there.

It wasn’t like there was a line of people dying to get in. Jenai had seen only a few people trickle through the door and none were outside milling around, waiting to get in.

The werewolf looked at her, arching a brow before turning his head dismissively. But when Jenai continued to stand there, he looked back at her.

She didn’t like the smile on his face as he stood aside to let her enter.

And crossing the threshold, she saw things she liked even less.

A woman at the bar some twenty feet away—even from here, Jenai could feel the touch of a vampire’s taint on her. Somebody had fed from her a little too often and pushed too far inside her mind.

The woman was little more than a brainless zombie now. Still human—barely—but stripped completely of her own will, seeking just to please those who had marked her as theirs. She worked behind the bar, completely naked except for thick silver hoops that pierced her nipples. A black collar was around her neck and attached to it was a thin series of silver links, chaining her to the area behind the bar.

Bondage wasn’t Jenai’s scene, but she suspected what had happened to that woman went beyond safe, sane and consensual. Everything about her screamed “broken” and rage started to brew in Jenai’s gut.

Something was wrong here.

It was as though something had been trying to block her senses. But now, she just couldn’t see past it.

There was a black, clinging feel to the place that kept her from opening her mind at all. It was a cloying sensation.

Don’t go in alone. Wait for help, part of her whispered. Call out to Stephanie…to Ronan. And wait.

But she couldn’t wait.

She was close, this close, and Stephanie and Ronan—God only knew where they were.

Keeping her face blank, she sauntered up to the bar and ordered a rum and coke as she settled on the stool. The bartender slid it to her in silence, keeping her eyes low.

There were few women in here. The woman behind the bar, a few who knelt at the feet of men scattered throughout the room. Two wearing nothing more than silver rings through their nipples as they worked the floor.

She didn’t see Varnell anywhere. But he was in here someplace. There was an upstairs—the entrance again guarded.

There were eyes on her. She could feel them crawling over her body like greedy hands, but when she raised her head and tried to search out the people who stared at her, none were even looking in her direction.

She was the target of a lot of interest. She could hear the hum of thoughts in the air, and some of them amused her. Snotty bitch…I want to be the one to bring her down.

But some of them bothered her.

Those weren’t so much thoughts, more just a…presence. A presence of evil. And they were amused by her.

There was a nagging voice in her head. You need to get out of here. Like a buzzing insect, it echoed around in her head and she fought to think around it.

This place catered to the dominant. The male dominant, because every single person in here was autre. And in the world of the autre, power was all. The powerful dominated—physical power, magical power, power was all that mattered, plain and simple. And even though the average autre woman was pretty damn strong, the male was physically stronger. The male vamp was stronger than the female, as was the male werewolf.

Here, that strength was all that mattered.

The people who could have leveled the power playing field didn’t like it here—most females instinctively avoided this place, unless it offered what they needed.

Pain.

People who were into pain. Jenai could understand that on some level.

You’re right, there. And unless you want to receive some of that pain, you need to be gone. The voice was more insistent this time, and Jenai scowled. She had good instincts, damn good ones, but this didn’t feel like instinct, it felt like more.

But she had to stay, had to deal with Leon. Had to find out what was wrong here.

So much pain…

Hell, she didn’t mind a little pain…at the right time. But some people were into more than a little, and as much as it weirded her out, she had come to grips with the fact that some of them even enjoyed it enough to bleed from it.

If there wasn’t so much violence in the air, there might have been more of the female dominant in this place in the form of witches. No matter how strong a were or a vamp was, he wasn’t going to go face to face with a witch to establish his supremacy over her. Since witches could call fire almost as easy as they breathed, that wouldn’t be particularly smart.

A female Master vampire or werewolf wouldn’t come here. There were a decent number of females who had the superior strength, the superior control to become Master, but the men here made it obvious that the female’s place was to submit, and most of the female Masters knew how to fight their battles. Most females couldn’t win in an outright challenge against a male, and they wouldn’t risk what would happen if they lost.

All of that boiled down to one thing—females didn’t come here unless they were ready to submit. Jenai was the only female in there who didn’t drop her eyes when a man looked at her.

That was what amused them so.

She started to rise from her chair—she needed to get out of here. She was powerful, strong, but she knew when she was outnumbered.

But before she could head for the door, she saw him.

Leon Varnell stood at the foot of the stairs—and he was looking right at her.

•

Ronan stalked back into the room and hurled the keys on the table.

Nowhere. He couldn’t find her—and he’d fucking looked.

“Stephanie, you don’t have any idea where she might have gone?” he asked shortly.

His only answer was silence.

A low growl trickled from his throat as he studied the room. Her things were gone. His were packed up neatly. And on top was a note.

Had to go. Heading south, toward Kentucky. Should be around Louisville. Meet me there tomorrow. There’s a park on the riverfront. Meet me by the hot dog stand.

“Well, shit.”

Shoving a hand through his hair, he dropped down onto the bed. Had she heard from Jenai? Why hadn’t she said? Just leaving?

He debated for a second what in the hell he was going to do.

But in the end, he already knew what he’d do. Until Jenai stopped whatever in the hell she was doing to block him out, Stephanie was his only link to her.

Shouldering his bag, he left the key on the table. Within a matter of minutes, he was back on the highway, heading for I-65. Louisville, huh?

His gut churned. The PSA had several agents in Louisville. Bad vibes had been coming from that city for some time, people disappearing just a little too often.

Why in the hell had Jenai gone there?

•

Pain lashed out at her. It was like a hungry monster, biting and clawing at her.

She was surrounded by darkness. Never in her life had she been trapped in such an encompassing darkness.

She needed to do something—there was somebody she needed. But the pain bit at her with an intensity that was blinding, and it kept her from thinking.

From seeing. From doing much of anything, but shuddering and trying to get away from the things that came at her in the dark.

Call…

The voice whispered at her from the darkness. It wasn’t coming from inside her. It wasn’t a part of her. And it continued to come steadily.

Call them…

But the darkness came at her again. In desperation, she retreated inside herself. And didn’t call out to anybody.

•

Stephanie stalked out of the hotel room, her mouth twisted in a snarl.

She’d tried talking to Jenai’s contacts, but they weren’t talking. At least not to her. Even though many of them knew her, she wasn’t Jenai. And they were only going to talk to Jenai.

Jogging down the steps, she dug out the car keys from her hip pocket. Jenai and she had taken to keeping storage units scattered through the states they travelled. A few had cars, most just held clothes. Since they couldn’t travel heavy, and too often had to leave stuff behind, this was the best way they had to avoid being stranded too long without clean clothes, transportation or weapons.

The storage unit in Columbus, Indiana, fortunately had a car. And clothes… Stephanie had been ecstatic to have clean clothes once more.

Striding toward the car, she told herself that she’d find her this time.

But just as she was reaching for the handle to the door, it struck her. A blinding pain, vicious enough to send her to her knees, and she vomited onto the hot pavement, her hands pressed into the gritty ground, the heat searing her palms.

Jenai! She tried to scream out her name, but it was like a fist had closed around her throat and she choked as she continued to retch up her guts.

Gone…

Like somebody had smashed a light within her.

Not just turned off, but obliterated.

A low, animalistic sound filled her ears.

No…no… She didn’t even realize the low, horrible noise was coming from her as she fell to the ground.

“…hey, lady…”

“…wrong with her?”

The words echoed around her but made no sense. Nothing made sense. She didn’t know anything, couldn’t see anything.

Couldn’t feel anything. As she spiraled into the blackness opening up beneath her, there was only one thought left inside her mind.

Jenai!

She awoke just as paramedics arrived, and she batted away their hands, snapping irritably at them and fighting her way through the small throng of people that had gathered around her.

The keys, thankfully, she still held clutched in her hand and she dove for the privacy of her car, desperate to get away from the voices that rang incessantly inside her head.

There was some great gaping hole inside her, and she couldn’t feel Jenai.

Couldn’t feel her! Speeding down the highway, she was unaware of the tears streaming down her face as she tried to call out to her.

But it was like she was just screaming into a dark room—nobody was there to hear her call.

“Jenai…” Licking her lips, she tasted the salt of her tears and murmured, “Jenai, where are you?”

There was no answer. Nothing.


Chapter Seven

She’d never had to actually search for Jenai before.

There was a bond between them that let her feel her sister, even though the past few days Jenai had blocked her out. But even blocked out, she had sensed Jenai. Not enough to find her, but enough to know she was okay.

That sense was no longer there.

But that didn’t mean Steph wasn’t going to find her sister.

The sisters had known there was some bad mojo in Louisville. But just how bad, they hadn’t realized, otherwise Stephanie knew they would have come here much sooner.

Places stained like this called out to them. She had no idea what had kept them from coming here, why their paths hadn’t led them here, just like they’d been led to countless other places over the years.

Those towns had stood out to her autre eyes like they had been dipped in glow-in-the-dark paint. But this place…it was worse. It all but throbbed and pulsed with the evil that lived here.

Driving down the Watterson Expressway, away from the small, run-down hotel she’d gotten on Dixie, headed for downtown.

Damn it, one of Jenai’s friends was going to talk to her. She didn’t care if she had to take apart heads to make it happen.

Hell, she’d take apart the entire town.

And she was prepared to do just that—she wasn’t prepared for what waited for her though. Or rather…who.

One very, very sexy autre.

With the heeled boots she wore, he was her height, with blue-green eyes that scorched her skin as she stared at him, standing in the middle of the sidewalk, his head cocked. She usually liked them taller—she was just five foot six, close to two inches taller in her heels. But she was certain that she had never seen a man who exuded sex appeal the way this one did.

“Been waiting for you,” he drawled, his voice heavy with the South. Too heavy for Kentucky. He sounded like Georgia to her.

“You have?” she asked, skeptical.

At first.

Then he smiled. “Your sister, she’s been haunting my thoughts. Rather bad. I tried to warn her, but she wasn’t listening.”

“Warn her about what?” she asked levelly. Jenai met up with some of the damnedest people—although she didn’t recall Jenai ever mentioning this guy.

“That place,” he relied with a wide grin.

“What place?” Steph asked. “How do you know my sister?”

“Hmmm, Jenai isn’t somebody you forget once you meet her. You’ve got her eyes. I’ve seen eyes like yours before. I knew the second I saw you who you were.” He sauntered closer and Steph automatically stepped back, even though they were on a sidewalk in the middle of the day, in the middle of downtown Louisville. Something about him was dangerous.

“And how long ago was that?” Stephanie asked quietly.

He grinned at her. “Not long ago.”

“And how did you know?”

“I just did,” he answered with a shrug that seemed to be an answer within itself.

Coolly, she studied him, one black brow winging up. Damn, the power rolling from him was amazing. Just the force of his personality alone was something to behold, but the sheer power… She had a split second to wonder what he was before she figured it out.

One other she knew had the kind of power that all but simmered around them, a power that wasn’t vampire, wasn’t were, wasn’t witch. He was like her. A shape-shifter, a creature of both werewolf and witch blood. But there was more.

“Oh, yeah, there’s more,” he murmured, stopping midstep once he realized she was backing away.

“Shit. A fucking psychic,” she muttered, raising her eyes to heaven. She hated psychics. You couldn’t ever really put your finger on them, unless they gave themselves away, like Sexy here just had.

He laughed, a low, rolling sound that made her belly go hot and tight. No. I’m not doing this… Not here, not now… Jenai had taken off because Stephanie had let her hunger take control—she wasn’t going to let it happen again.

She wouldn’t fail her sister. Blanking her face, she stared at him, could have cursed at the sympathy she saw in his eyes.

“You didn’t lose your sister over that, sugar,” he murmured. “She loves you.”

In a low, vicious voice, she whispered, “Stay out of my head.”

He shrugged. “Stop thinking so loud, then, darlin’.”

“Who are you?”

With a slow, whimsical smile, he said, “Name’s Beau. Jacob Beaumont Jefferson, to be exact. But only my mama ever called me that, and since both my dad and me were Jacob, Beau was easier. Glad she didn’t decide to call me Junior—do I look like a junior to you?”

“Do I look like I care?” she replied flatly. “My sister. What do you know?”

•

Damn, but she was a looker—stacked, those silvery eyes shining like gems in her café au lait face, well-proportioned curves, subtle muscles. She was the most exquisite thing he had ever seen, and so full of pain that it made Beau’s head spin just to stand next to her. So he purposely acted as aggravating as he could, just to make her mad. Anger was a better emotion than pain any day of the week.

“Not enough,” he said in answer to her question. “Nowhere near enough. She got to town a few days ago. Saw her then, but didn’t say anything to her. She looked like a woman with too much in her head, so I left her alone. Shouldn’t have. If I had known she was gonna go to The Dark…” his voice trailed off, his mouth tightening. Closing his eyes, he tried to block out the pain that had hit him the moment the pretty, pale lady had disappeared. He had felt her go, fighting and screaming into the darkness.

He should have stopped her. Warning her clearly hadn’t been enough.

“The Dark?” she repeated after a moment.

Opening his eyes, he met her stare once more as he dropped the Southern “good ol’ boy” act. “A local bar. Maybe more of a club. Bad, bad vibes in that place. Makes me sick just to get near it. I tried, though. After I felt something happen, I tried. Late last night. It was like a storm, fast, angry and powerful. I felt her fight, but she wasn’t strong enough. Not alone. But I feel nothing there. Well, beyond the sex, the blood, the power. But I don’t feel her.”

“What’s The Dark?”

Beau had to admire her restraint. Here he was, doing his best stupid country boy impression, exaggerating his drawl, reaching up to scratch thoughtfully at his chin…and she was irritated as hell.

Shit, she looked as though she wanted to pummel him with those pretty hands, and he was very glad she was holding back, because he did hate to hit a woman, but he suspected if she attacked him and he didn’t fight back, he would be toast.

“It’s a bar,” he repeated patiently, all the while grinning inside as her eyes flew wide and her jaw clenched. Gritting her teeth, he’d bet anything. “I’ll take you there, though I reckon somebody like you would find it on your own within a matter of days. She did.”

“You know about us,” she said quietly, some of the frustration draining out of her, replaced by sheer dismay. The smooth line of her brow wrinkled, her full mouth parting in surprise as she stared at him. “You know. How?”

He shrugged. “There was a lady…once. When I was a kid. Had eyes like yours,” he murmured, recalling the tall, sleek lady with ebony skin and silver eyes, a lady who shifted from raven to human and back again with a blink of the eye. “She scared the hell out of the bad guys. That’s all they were to me—the bad guys. Scared the hell out of ’em. But she looked like an angel to me, tall, regal, skin the color of dark chocolate, and the sweetest smile I’d ever seen. She made me feel safe. I hadn’t ever felt safe until I met her.”

“Keisha. You know Keisha,” she whispered. He watched her shake her head, as though she didn’t believe it.

“That her name? Only saw her the once. I remember her eyes the most. She hunted. I could tell that just by looking at her. People like us, we know predators. But she was the first one who ever preyed on something that hunted the weak. Once you see somebody like her, you don’t forget. I see her in you.

“Keisha… Man, after all this time, I finally know her name. I haven’t thought about her in years. Been a long time,” he mused. A very long time, Beau thought, remembering. Keisha. It fit, strong, exotic…powerful.

“It would have to be. She died fifteen years ago,” Steph said.

That knowledge hit him like a fist, but he hid it as he laughed sadly. “That’s not long. I met her fifty years ago,” he mused, recalling how she had pulled a frightened, terrified boy out of a rather sadistic witch coven, saving him from a life of rape, cruelty and pain, then delivered him to a man with kind, tired eyes. A good man, Dexter. He’ll take care of you, he can help you. He shook his head, clearing the memories away. Staring into her eyes, he said, “Stephanie, I do believe you are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen in my life.”

She frowned at him.

With a small smile, he shrugged. “Sorry. Questions, you got questions, I know. I knew Jenai was autre the moment I saw her. But she was more. Just like you are, just like Keisha was. I never knew her name…all this time. Never knew her name,” he murmured. Shaking his head, he forced a slow smile. “I’m sorry. I usually can focus better than this, but something is bad wrong around here. It’s getting to my head.”

He held out a hand. “C’mon. We can’t keep standing in the middle of the sidewalk, and what I have to say isn’t really a good thing to blurt out in public.” He had a second to wonder if she’d take his hand, and then she slipped her hand into his, slowly, cautiously.

That light touch jolted through his system like wildfire. His nostrils flared, blood pounded hot and thick in his veins, coursing down to his groin as his cock stiffened and started to throb. Just that light touch…

And judging by the hot glow in her eyes, she felt it too.

Even if she didn’t want to.

He turned away, leading her down the street as a slow smile spread across his face. She didn’t want to now.

But she would.

•

Okay, so there was something a little charming about the slow way he talked, that smile that curved his mouth. She didn’t have to lie and pretend otherwise. After all, once he told her what she needed to know, she could walk away and continue searching for Jenai.

He smiled and she realized she was thinking too loud again. “Not that I mind being called charming, sugar,” he murmured as he guided her into the small, well-kept park. A statue stood to one side, a firefighter with two small kids. All around them were people, cops, men in business suits, ladies walking with long quick strides as they spoke into their cell phones in rapid-fire voices. “But you won’t be able to find her.”

She swallowed, the sound terribly loud. “I will find her,” she contradicted.

“You can’t. She’s in a place you can’t go unless you are taken there.”

Snarling, Steph grabbed his collar and jerked him ever so close as she whispered, “I will find her, even if I have to go to hell and back. E-even if she…she’s dead…there’s a body. Something. And I’ll find it. Just like I’ll find the man who hurt her.”

A gentle smile entered his eyes as he curled his hand around hers, leaning closer to her, unobtrusively making her furious hold on him seem like something of a different nature.

“Sugar, she isn’t dead. But she’s not in this world anymore…and you can’t go there. You can’t find the path.”

Shaken, she pulled back. “Path to where?” she asked, her voice low and gritty. Not dead…not dead… Until that moment, she hadn’t realized just how certain a part of her had been. She really had thought Jenai was dead.

“In Purgatory. Where the spirits of unrest thrive. Somebody stole her away. Only somebody who can see the paths will find her,” he said quietly.

Purgatory… Slowly, she uncurled her fingers from his collar, letting him go, but he didn’t move back.

Stephanie did. Slumping back against the bench, sucking air into her lungs, trying to quell the spinning in her head.

Jenai wasn’t dead. Lifting her head, she met Beau’s eyes and said quietly, “Tell me.”

And he did.

From what she could gather, this Purgatory was a place between Earth and Hell. And Jenai was there. Long moments passed as he finished explaining to her and she sat in silence, trying to work her mind around it.

Damn it, Jenai was the strategist. Stephanie was a fighter, plain and simple. What in the hell am I going to do? she thought helplessly, fury and fear warring inside her head.

“The paths,” she finally said, staring out over the manicured lawn of the small city park. “Is this something you have to be psychic to see?”

“Yes,” he said, turning his head away.

“Then you go get her. And bring her back.”

He glanced at her, a brow winging up. “Risk life, limb, soul and flesh?” he asked levelly. Then he shrugged. “I would. But I can’t. Has to be a person she’s got a bond with. That’s the path to follow—it’s not like some hidden yellow brick road to Oz, sweet. It’s the bond. That emotional bond. It glows inside you like a golden string that will guide you to the person you need, the person you lost.”

A bond… Steph felt her heart sink.

•

Ronan dropped to the bed wearily.

It had been late in the day by the time he reached Louisville, closing in on ten o’clock. After the empty days of searching, and then Stephanie taking off, he was exhausted.

Jenai… Her eyes haunted him. The scent of her, the feel of her skin. He’d hoped she’d call him. Come looking for him. Even if it was just in his dreams. But the past three days since she had left, his dreams had been silent.

Flopping onto his back, he flung his arm over his eyes, remembering how it had felt to hold her in his arms, to feel her against his body.

Hunger, vicious and strong, tore at him. Loneliness ate at him. It was worse now. He had been lonely and aching for her for years, but now it was more than an ache. It was like a raw, open wound, like her leaving had torn something vital and he was slowly bleeding to death from it.

Rolling onto his stomach, he banished her from his conscious mind and forced himself to sleep. In sleep, she crept out of his subconscious, a sly, sexy smile on that wide mouth as she walked up to him, reaching up to cradle his neck, drawing his lips to hers. Through his lashes, he stared at her face as she kissed him, sliding her tongue delicately into his mouth, a soft little purr in her throat.

Come to me, she whispered, the words echoing all around them. In his sleep, he moaned, his hand curling ineffectually into the bed linens as he pulled her against him in his dreams.

Her body, long and lean, sleekly curved in just the right places, arched against his. Find me… The husky words filled his mind and he lifted his head, staring down at her, into those ethereal eyes.

And then…she exploded into flames, until he was left holding nothing but a pillar of fire.


Chapter Eight

In the dark of the room, he jerked up in bed, torn out of sleep by the hideous, disturbing dream. Gasping for air, he stared into the darkness, his heart slamming against his chest.

Jenai…

Something was wrong.

Bad wrong.

When a knock pounded on the door, Ronan reached up to rub a hand across his gritty eyes, trying to dispel the fear that was rising in his gut.

The dream still clung to him—big and large and vivid—not fading away and falling to fragments, as it should, but playing over and over in his head.

Oh, yeah. Something was wrong.

Moments later, he opened the door, blinking into the blindingly bright sunlight with narrowed eyes. The thick curtains in the room had blocked out much of the light and he hadn’t realized how late it had gotten. Holding up a hand, he tried to make out his visitors as the sun glared in his eyes.

It shone down on the woman standing at his door, casting her in shadow until she shifted, turning into the light.

Foreboding moved through Ronan as he realized who it was, her silver eyes dancing with emotion, her face set in pugnacious, stubborn lines. Cocking his head, he let his hand fall to his side.

“Hello, Stephanie,” he said levelly. He flicked her companion a quick look before stepping aside to let them enter. “I didn’t miss the meeting, did I? Of course, if you had left some sort of information where I could contact you, we could have met earlier.”

She glared at him.

Arching a brow at her, he said, “Sorry. I had a long day yesterday. Spent it looking for your sister, and then came back and found you gone. Then I had to drive a while to get here. I’m a little tired.”

Her lip curled as she replied, “I’m so sorry. I just had some news I thought you might want to hear.”

Arching a brow at her, he stepped aside. “News, huh?”

Once Stephanie and her companion had entered, he closed the door, studying the man with curious eyes.

“I don’t guess it matters much how you found me,” Ronan mused, snagging a shirt from the chair and dragging it on before he dropped down on the bed, staring at her with brooding eyes. “What’s going on?”

•

The dream. As Stephanie explained, that bizarre dream finally started to make sense to him.

After Steph finally finished talking, Ronan rose from the bed and moved to stare out the window, pushing the curtains aside.

Too fucking late.

Damn it.

His head fell forward, pressing against the warmed pane of glass, the sun shining brightly down on his chilled flesh.

It couldn’t warm him though.

Not even remotely.

That dream—that vivid dream of her sleek body pressed against his as she whispered, Find me, and then dissolved into flames.

He swallowed, feeling a tight knot settle in his throat. “You know this for sure?” he asked grittily, turning to stare at Steph.

She shrugged, lifting her hands, a helpless look on her pretty face. “I don’t know what in the hell is going on. I just know one minute she was there…and then she wasn’t. We feel each other, have for years. If she was here, I could feel her. B-but I can’t.” Her silver eyes flicked over to the man who stood silently in the corner. At her look, he moved forward and Ronan met his pale green eyes, cocking a brow at him.

He knew the man was psychic. It wasn’t hard to peg somebody like himself. Not too hard at all. But he was a shifter, too. Not a werewolf, although shifter blood definitely ran in his veins. Ronan imagined he could shift at will, unlike the average werewolf. Studying him, Ronan stood there and waited.

The man crooked a grin at him and said, “So did I pass the test?”

Ronan mildly said, “That’s yet to be seen. What do you know?”

He shrugged. “Next to nothing. But who does?” He sauntered across the room, moving with a lazy grace that was unlike the wild energy that tended to shimmer around most shape-shifters and werewolves. As he dropped into a chair, drawing one knee up and bracing an elbow on the small table, a dark look entered his eyes.

The air around him seemed to tighten, and Ronan suddenly saw right through that affable mask to the predator lurking just under his skin. But then he blinked, and again, he just looked like some good ol’ Southern boy.

“I don’t know your mate,” the man said quietly. “I’ve seen her around, once or twice. I kind of drift around and I was in Louisville, had been there a few months, was planning on leaving. Then three days ago, she showed up. I couldn’t go.”

Ronan felt the tight fist of jealousy settle in his gut, but he didn’t show it, neither in his face or in his thoughts. He couldn’t stop the way his heartbeat kicked up, though, or that first ragged intake of breath, however quiet.

The man saw it and grinned. “Don’t worry. Not because I couldn’t resist her lovely charms. She wasn’t for me. Lovely to look at, though.” For one second his eyes slid to Stephanie, and Ronan sensed a flicker of heat from the man, quickly banked, before he continued talking. “She wasn’t here long. Just a few days. I didn’t talk to her or anything. Well, not directly. I should have, I guess. She went to The Dark. Bad, bad place. I tried to get to her then, but she wouldn’t listen.”

“Get to her?” Stephanie asked. Ronan glanced at her and saw the frown tightening her face.

He reached up, tapped his temple. “Talk to her. She’s got shields thick as any I’ve ever seen. She heard me, but she wouldn’t listen. And I couldn’t get inside her head enough to make her understand.”

His eyes fell away and Ronan saw the frustration in them. “What’s your name?” he asked as the silence stretched on.

He flicked Ronan a glance and murmured, “Beau.” A long moment passed and Beau rose from the chair moving to stand at the window by Ronan, almost shoulder to shoulder, staring outside. Small places like this could close up on a shape-shifter, make them edgy, especially when there was something wrong. Judging by the tight way Beau held himself, there was definitely something wrong.

“She wasn’t like the other people who went in there. She didn’t want to hurt, didn’t want to get hurt.”

“What kind of place are you talking about?” Ronan asked quietly.

“Sex club. Not some bondage club, although that definitely went on there. It was about power. Blood power. The air reeks with it.” For one second, Beau’s eyes started to glow and Ronan tensed as the air around the shifter tightened and seemed to heat.

Then, like an eagle shaking the water from his wings, he shuddered, and when his eyes opened, they were cool and level, totally normal looking.

“I think she finally listened, or she figured it out for herself. I felt her—like she had made the decision to leave. I was so relieved, but then she was gone. I felt her pass by me, almost like I could reach out and grab her, but they were pulling her too fast.”

“What are you talking about?”

Turning his head, Beau said, “A demon took her.”

Demons…

Ronan hadn’t ever had to deal with them before, but he knew they slid out of Hell from time to time. Straight out of Purgatory, the holding place where they were supposedly trapped. But sometimes they got out…and sometimes, they were summoned.

Most demons were like blind creatures. They had been led into the human world.

“How did a demon get to her?” Ronan asked tightly.

Beau’s eyes became haunted and the other man turned away, wrapping his arms around himself as though he was cold. “Somebody gave her to it. Somebody in The Dark. I guess she was a threat to them—so they got rid of her.”

Ronan closed his eyes, leaning his forehead against the pane of glass, the chill of it doing nothing to soothe the heat of rage tearing through him. “How do we get her out?”

When Beau remained silent, Ronan turned, his eyes narrowing with fury. “Don’t you fucking try to tell me we can’t get her out!”

Beau stood there, staring at Ronan with unreadable eyes. “We can’t. You have to. You, and only you.”

“How?”

“You have a bond to her—Stephanie tells me you two are…connected.”

Ronan said quietly, “Connected.” He snorted, then gave a short nod. “Yes. We’re…she’s my mate. But she hasn’t truly admitted it to herself.”

Beau shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. The bond is still there—you two were born with the bond inside you. You know how that works. If it’s real, then it’s already solid. Follow it.”

“If it was that easy, I would have found her before now.” Ronan dropped onto the bed, his hands opening and closing into fists as he tried to deal with the fury and fear.

Beau lifted one shoulder. “Maybe you just don’t know how to look.” He moved closer to Ronan, his pale green eyes narrowed, thoughtful. “The power inside you…it deals with death. I can show you how to use it to look for life.”

“I don’t have time to go back to school,” Ronan said shortly, rising from the bed and starting to pace.

Beau grinned. Ronan saw the smile spreading across the other man’s face as he turned and met his gaze. Beau stood in Ronan’s path, rocking back on his heels as Ronan continued to advance. “Don’t worry—school isn’t needed.”

With that, he placed the flat of his hand on Ronan’s chest and drawled, “This might hurt.”

Hurt… No. It hurt when he stubbed his toe, when he got punched in the face.

What Beau did was beyond hurting.

It felt as though the man was trying to bore a hole inside Ronan’s skull using an ice pick. And once he got inside, it was like he was doing some kind of demolition derby. And Ronan’s brain was what he wanted to demolish.

By the time he finished, Ronan had collapsed to the floor, his body covered with sweat and the bitter taste of vomit rising in his throat.

Shoving past Beau, he stumbled into the bathroom and puked.

Moments later, he felt Beau and Stephanie watching him and he wheezed out, “What in the fuck did you do?”

“Well, you didn’t want to go to school,” Beau replied levelly. “So I just shoved the knowledge inside your head. If you didn’t have such a thick skull, it would have been a little less painful.”

Ronan waited until the churning in his gut stopped. The pain in his head receded until he could see. Lifting his head, he stared at Beau. “You are a bastard.”

Beau just shrugged. “It worked, didn’t it?”

Ronan’s lids drooped as he tried to take stock of his own mind. And to his disbelief, he could feel Jenai—a warm distant presence, full of pain and fear. Before he could even brace himself, his mind linked with hers, and he was trapped inside the hell that held her captive.

•

Jenai shuddered, drawing back from the creature in front of her.

She wished she was back in that damn darkness. Frightening as it had been, it was easier to deal with than this.

He wasn’t ugly. He should have been. She felt the darkness that saturated his soul and colored the very air around him. But he wasn’t ugly. And it wasn’t some demon-borne illusion.

His hair was thick and red, falling in loose waves all the way down to his well-formed feet. His skin was the color of caramel, and she knew it would feel quite smooth and warm beneath her hands.

He had no body hair and looked hard and perfect, carved by the most gifted of artisans.

If she could have avoided looking into his eyes, she just might have been okay with how he looked.

But she couldn’t resist. His eyes were black. Completely black, no pupil, no iris, no white to relieve that unrelenting black. And it was a life-draining black, something that sucked at her very being whenever she looked at him.

Azar was a demon in the purest sense, and he fed off of fear, off of hate, off of lust, off of pain. She could have tolerated letting him feed off of her anger, and even lust, because some dark part of her responded every time he touched those perfect hands to her naked, battered body.

But he wanted her fear.

A voice whispered inside her mind, one that had whispered to her for what seemed like an eternity—ever since she had come to be trapped in this awful place. Don’t give in to him…be strong. Hold on…he’s coming…

Before she could even try to understand, the voice was gone, and she was left alone with the demon again. But just a little more determined to hold on.

He wanted to feel her fear, see her cower before him and still want him. While she had absolutely no problem admitting she was afraid, she wasn’t about to let him feed off her fear while he hurt her, while he fucked her, pulling her under his spell, making her beg for more.

If she begged, he’d have her. Completely and for all eternity.

No. She wouldn’t give in to that fear. Curling away from him, she focused on the smooth black rock that made up the walls of her prison.

“Why do you resist, pretty mortal?” he purred against her ear, cuddling up against her naked back. She was so cold, and teasingly, he let her feel the heat of his body. She could be warm—so long as she let him touch her. “It’s inevitable. None can resist me indefinitely—I am Incubus, the darkling creature that feeds off, and into, human lust, human needs. I am their pain, I feed them their pain. I am their lust, and I feed their lust. You cannot fight me forever.”

Jenai just lay there, shaking. She didn’t pull away. That would only make him hurt her, or worse, stroke her body until she damn near went crazy, trying to fight the urge to give in. I’m not human, she told herself. I don’t have the same weaknesses and needs as humans. I can resist him.

But then he started to touch her again, sliding one hand around her torso to cup one breast. He didn’t squeeze—already Azar had learned that pain was the sure way to cool her lust and he wanted her mindless with it. Instead, he tenderly rolled the nipple between his fingers, which had cooled to a temperature near to ice. In response, both nipples tightened hungrily even as she tried to tear at her arms with her nails, to bite her cheek, anything to ground herself once more.

But Azar knew her tricks.

Her hands were drawn away from her body even as she struggled not to let him splay her out. Thick leather gloves appeared on her hands, gloves that kept her from tearing at her skin. Thick chains appeared, looping around her wrists and binding her to the ground.

Azar laughed softly. “You struggle so hard. Just let it go. Feel the pleasure and the pain I can bring you.”

Jenai spat out, “Go back to hell.”

“I’ve been there.” He laughed, the sound low and rough, like whiskey, and it warmed her through, even as she fought against it. “It’s so much more pleasant here…with you.” One hand trailed down her back and as she tried to buck his body away from hers, he started to fuck her ass with his fingers, the passage slicked and wet as though just his will made it happen.

“Give in…” he crooned as she tried to pull away from his touch. “Give in…let me show you the pleasure…”

“No!” she screamed as he pulled the first orgasm from her body.

Jenai almost cried out in despair as he rolled her onto her stomach and lifted her to her knees. The chains shifted, loosening as though by magic, moving with her as he moved her body and then tightening again.

“You will give in, sooner or later. You will beg me to hurt you. Beg me to feed you, feed off of you, and then you will be mine.”

With that, he plunged his cock into her pussy and Jenai screamed out in rage and in need as he used the skill of his body to make her climax yet again, even though she hated herself for it.

•

Ronan heard her scream.

He felt the despair, the anger and the desperation in it. His own rage boiled out of control and in self-defense, he found the strength to tear himself away from her before the rage consumed him.

Bending back over the toilet, he vomited again, over and over, until he had nothing left, and still, he dry-heaved.

In the distance he heard Stephanie’s frightened voice demanding to know what was going on. Beau’s quiet voice, trying to calm her down. Falling onto his ass by the tub, he kicked out weakly and managed to shut the door before she could come in.

Finally, the high, strident tones of her voice quieted and then the door slowly creaked back open. Beau slid inside, closing the door behind him. With the two men inside the small closet of a bathroom, the air was too damn tight, too close.

“Don’t tell her,” Ronan rasped, his voice half mad with panic. “Don’t ever tell her. Stephanie doesn’t need to know that.”

Guilt was already eating her alive and they couldn’t add to it.

Beau met Ronan’s gaze levelly as he replied, “Don’t worry. I won’t.” He studied the other man for a long moment before he asked, “You going to be okay? Can you deal?”

“What fucking choice do I have?” Ronan muttered, closing his eyes and letting his head fall back.

“Good point.” Beau rose from his crouch on the floor and slid silently out of the bathroom, leaving Ronan alone to deal with the chaos of his thoughts.

Long moments passed before Ronan could rise from the cold tile floor. He moved to the sink, turning on the faucet and plunging his hands under the slow trickle of cold water. Splashing it on his face, he sucked air and tried to clear those images from his mind.

An incubus had taken her.

Taken her hard, and fast, and good. If she bent to his will, she’d become one of his minions, and they’d never get her to leave him. And if that happened, and they tried to force her, she’d waste away, pine away, and in death, possibly become one of his offspring—a succubus. Jenai would rather die, Ronan suspected.

Bad enough that when her rage took her over, she fed in blood. But to have to feed from the pain and glory that came with the right kind of sex…

Lifting his head, he stared at his reflection.

His eyes looked too dark, too large for his face, gleaming with rage. Something hot moved through him, that fury that belonged to the were creature that lived inside his soul, if not his flesh.

He followed the source of that rage and found that he could feel Jenai, not just the warmth of her life, not just her fear, but her. A path to follow.

Part of him had doubted… Closing his eyes, he fought a small, ugly urge to just hide from this.

She was his mate.

Whatever happened, whether she survived this sane or whether she died, it would affect him. He’d feel her death, and if she became succubus, he’d feel the eternal torment that haunted her soul.

And Ronan wasn’t sure he was ready to risk that.

Then he heard another distant moan from her, one of despair, and he knew whatever had been happening earlier was done and she was once more alone.

Alone and hating herself.

Slowly, he turned, closing his hand over the doorknob. Stepping out of the small, hot bathroom, he faced Beau. “I can feel her.”

Beau nodded slowly. “I suspected you would. Are you ready?”


Chapter Nine

Stephanie had never felt so left out, so helpless, in all of her life.

Following Beau and Ronan into the gloomy, blood-heavy atmosphere of The Dark, she fumed and worried and raged. And once she’d finished that cycle, she started it all over again.

Ronan had seen something.

And Beau had glimpsed part of it.

Neither of the bastards would tell her.

The look on his face as he had slipped from the bathroom haunted her. Terror. Abject terror. And hunger, like the hunger that slept inside of her, rousing from time to time to taunt her and tease her, the kind that only rage could rouse.

What could make such bizarre emotions mix? Stephanie didn’t want to know. Yet she did. She had to know.

But they weren’t talking. Stephanie wasn’t psychic. She had a bond with her sister, and they could often reach out and touch the other’s thoughts, but that was an unearthly talent known to some of the Night Stalker line.

It worked on nobody else. If it did, she would have delved into Ronan’s mind and discovered what had made his eyes so dark and desolate.

There wasn’t time to argue. Even though it had just been a matter of hours since Jenai had disappeared, they were already running out of time. She could feel it, sense it in the air. She suspected if they didn’t get to her soon, they might never get her back.

So here she was, in a bar that stank of blood and violence and magic. And death. There had been people killed here. The stink of evil turned her stomach and she fought to keep her face impassive.

It was hard.

The terror she smelled in here roused the creature that lurked inside her skin—many weres were drawn to such emotions, but Stephanie wasn’t wholly were. Yes, those emotions pulled her.

But she wanted to hunt the people who had caused it and hurt them.

Something was wrong here.

It wasn’t the way she watched one man lead a slender young woman across the floor, holding a leash. She had a collar around her neck, a collar that had chains running down that attached to small rings that pierced her nipples, and then those two chains ran down over her torso to disappear between her thighs.

She’d seen the darker side of lust before, had even played at bondage games. That’s all they were to her though. She knew that it ran deeper, much deeper to the people involved in that lifestyle.

But this was about power. The kind of power some evil beings often drank from. And fed back.

Feeding into this power made them long to feed again, and to feed from it. Many of the men in here drew off the power of fear and lust. They fed it when they caused pain, when they orgasmed. And it flowed back into people who served them, a never-ending circle of fear, lust and pain that gave off great energy.

Worse, Stephanie sensed something dark lingered in the air—feeding off that power.

Shivering, Stephanie found herself drawing just a little closer to Beau’s back as some of the men turned their eyes on her. The warmth of his body leaped out to her and she cuddled closer.

When he pulled her against him, placing her body between his and Ronan’s, she fought the urge to whimper with relief. Damn it, this place scared her. What had brought Jenai here?

Then a woman screamed, and Stephanie imagined she knew. Turning her head, she stared at the woman kneeling on the stage in front of them. She hadn’t seen the stage before, too caught up in her own nerves and fear to notice. But now, the woman was kneeling on all fours and there was a man under her, moving in slow, sinuous movements, a harsh contrast to the man kneeling behind her, slamming into her ass with all the grace of a teenaged boy banging his first lay. A man standing in front of her, legs spread wide to bring his dick low enough so that he could fuck her mouth. At the side, another man stood, plying a whip to her back, a barbed one that drew blood.

The Night Stalker in Stephanie always recognized a victim, somebody in need. And all of them were being used. Drained. She could almost see a little more life force seep from each of them with each thrust of their cocks.

Possession…

But then she knew.

It wasn’t possession. It was worship.

They were doing this, offering up the blood and the lust and the pain to some unseen being and it was feeding from it. From them.

If it didn’t stop soon, they’d all die.

And if it did stop, they’d look for it for the rest of their lives.

These people were beyond her help. The only way to save them was to end it. Destroy the being they Beau when she saw him.

Her blood froze in her veins, and she realized she’d been wrong. It hadn’t been the pain in the air that drew Jenai, or at least, not just the pain.

At her first glance, she hadn’t recognized him—his crouched-over position obscured his face enough that she hadn’t really taken notice. But now, as he rose from his kneeling position behind the woman, flinging his hair back with a toss of his head, she saw him.

He was tall, ridiculously slender for a man. He should have looked gawky with those long arms and legs. But as he moved away from the woman, his cock gleaming with blood and lubricant, he walked with a sinuous grace that Stephanie recognized all too well.

Jenai moved like that, like some giant cat on two feet.

He looked nothing like her sister, and Stephanie imagined she thanked God every day for that.

But she knew who he was. She’d seen the picture enough times.

It was Leon Varnell.

The bastard who had raped Celeste more than twenty-five years ago—the bastard who had killed her Celeste and Stephanie’s father just a few years earlier.

It was Varnell—Jenai’s father.

“I’m going to kill him.”

•

Both men heard her low, furious whisper.

Turning his head, Ronan followed the path of her eyes, finding himself staring at a vampire. Ronan didn’t recognize him, but it was obvious Stephanie did.

“We’re here for Jenai,” he whispered, keeping his voice low.

Her lids barely flickered as she started forward. “Yeah. And I bet he knows where to find her.”

Ronan closed his hand around her arm, his fingers digging into her caramel-colored skin. “How do you know?”

Stephanie jerked her arm free, a snarl twisting her mouth. “He’s her fucking father—he’s the man who killed our parents. He’s the man who raped Mama—infected her. And Jenai was born nine months later.”

Beau moved up, blocking Stephanie’s retreat from the back. Lowering his head, he put his mouth next to Stephanie’s ear. Although Ronan couldn’t hear his voice, whatever Beau said had Stephanie’s eyes closing, her jaw clenching shut.

Lifting his head, he stared at Ronan. “Maybe we should have a word with him.”

But before they took even two steps, there was another face.

And this time, it was Ronan who stopped in his tracks as the short, bull-like man placed himself right in Ronan’s path.

“Brunich,” he snarled.

The older shifter didn’t move quickly enough to evade Ronan’s hands, and silence spread through the club as Ronan seized him. Lifting him up, Ronan whirled, slamming him into the wall so hard the plaster cracked above their heads.

“Hello, Ronan. My, but you moved quickly. Didn’t expect you to come looking for her quite that soon.”

The sneer that appeared on his boss’s face disappeared as Ronan drove his fist directly into the man’s nose. As cartilage and bone crunched and blood sprayed all over them.

“Get ready to die.” Ronan closed his hand around Brunich’s throat and squeezed.

“You can’t kill me,” Brunich gasped out. “Who will get her back for you?”

Ronan continued to hold his thick neck in one powerful hand, but he stopped squeezing for a moment. “You couldn’t have sent her there. You’re a werewolf. You’re no witch, no psychic.”

“Maybe not. But I’m a man with a lot of power. Power can get people to do anything you want, including building a gate to the demon realms. It was supposed to be you that I offered up—but then one of my witches mentioned the pretty fair-haired lady, and how she saw the energy between you two. The connection.” A cruel smile twisted his face and the blood pouring down from his nose made his features ghastly. “I’m a werewolf too, Ronan. A full-blooded one, unlike you, you sorry mongrel. I know all about the bonds between mated pairs. And I knew you’d stop at nothing to save her. Although you did get here very fast, almost as though you are a real psychic, not just some death bloodhound.”

Ronan’s mouth twisted into an ugly snarl and his hand closed just a little more around Brunich’s throat. “If I was a real psychic, as you call it, you wouldn’t be so afraid of me. I know all about the bodies you’ve been draining. Who’s been helping you?”

“I have.”

From the corner of his eye, Ronan saw the man from the stage approaching. The crowd parted around him like the Red Sea and as he drew closer, Ronan heard a low, angry growl coming from Stephanie.

By the time he’d drawn even, Ronan had shifted, using his hand around Brunich to keep him where he could see the bastard and still see the man approaching them.

Stephanie stepped forward, her eyes narrowing, and Ronan saw the knife in her hand. It was long—a good eight inches of pure, shining silver. Where in the hell had she hidden that?

The vampire’s eyes dropped to study the blade with just the faintest hesitation before he looked at Ronan again.

“If you kill us,” the vampire said, “you’re going to have a hard time finding her, getting her out. The witch isn’t here—she won’t come here. And without her, you can’t find her. And you need the witch to get Jenai back.”

Ronan smiled. “That’s what you think.” His eyes dropped to Brunich’s face. The cocky look in his eyes faded and Ronan bared his teeth at him. “Have a good trip to hell.”

Tensing his hand, he used his inhuman strength to tear Brunich’s throat out. As the man fell bleeding and choking to the floor, Stephanie knelt and plunged her blade into his black evil heart.

“You’re next, Varnell.” She rose, staring at him with hate shining from her eyes.

The people around them had fallen back, even though they milled about restlessly. The scent of blood and fresh death would drive many of them mad with hunger, but Ronan could tell by looking at them that not one wanted to be the first to move in on the three standing in front of the vampire.

“So, you know my name. I feel at a disadvantage,” he mused, cocking his head as he stared at her. “You’d be the…sister, I suppose? I heard the bitch whelped out some werewolf’s brat.”

Stephanie snarled and lunged for him, only to come up short when Beau’s hands closed around her arms. “Not yet, sugar. Not yet.”

That name… Ronan racked his memory, trying to place the name. Finally, it came to him. Leon Varnell. The PSA had reams of paper on this bastard, but he’d evaded them like some ghost. Now it made sense how he had done that—Brunich was the how.

He had to wonder who in the hell the witch Varnell had mentioned was, but right now, he didn’t much care. Staring at Varnell, he said, “You gave your own daughter to demons.”

Varnell laughed. The look in his watery blue eyes was enough to make Ronan’s skin crawl. There was nothing decent, nothing alive in those eyes. A monster, well and truly. And he’d likely been one before he was ever changed.

“I never much thought of her over the years—I’d heard about her, but she was no use to me. Yes, I gave her to demons. If she’s mine, then I can do what I wish with her.”

Ronan took a step toward Varnell, his lips peeling back from his teeth. “You’re going to be very sorry for that.”

Varnell chuckled. “You can’t kill me. You already killed one of the three who summoned up the creatures that took her. If you kill me before you find the witch, you’ll have no chance in hell of bringing her back.”

Ronan’s mouth curled in a humorless smile. “I don’t need a witch to find her for me.”

Fear flickered for just a moment in those dead eyes. “You really think these people here will let you kill me? They worship us…what we bring them.”

Ronan turned his gaze to the people in the club, staring at them with boredom in his eyes. “They worship power. And I just proved beyond a shadow of a doubt I’ve got more power than he had.” He nudged Brunich’s still corpse with his booted foot before looking at Stephanie. “We don’t need him.”

Beau’s hands fell away and Varnell tensed as Stephanie lunged for him. He wasn’t prepared. Should have been, Ronan mused, after seeing the hatred that brewed in her eyes.

But he wasn’t. And Stephanie’s speed, combined with whatever unique talents her parents had passed on to her, was far more than a match for the vampire. Especially when she had a blade damn near a foot long in her hand.

With her first swipe, she tore his throat open. As the blood that gave him strength poured from him, she kicked out one leg before he could try to move away. Bone crunched and when he fell, she pounced on him. Smoke roiled from his chest as she plunged her blade into him.

He was dead before half the club had even realized there was a fight. As Stephanie rose, Ronan caught the putrid scent of death. In her hand there was a bloody, meaty mass.

Without blinking, she threw it into the crowd. It landed with a wet plop in front of one of the few witches in the place. The man stared at it for a long second, and then at Stephanie. Pointing her blade at him, she whispered, “Burn it.”

It went up in flames without even a blink from the witch. And as the three of them started forward, the witch, along with half of the clientele, rose from his seat and headed for the door.

All around them, whispers rose and fell. Ronan tuned them out, focusing on Jenai as he continued to move through the club.

There was nothing here, nothing for him to follow. Not in this room.

Not on the stage.

But somewhere… He saw the stairs and he followed the winding spiral of them, dimly aware of Beau and Stephanie behind him. But more intent on that knot inside, like some sort of beam reeling him in.

Behind him, Stephanie asked in a bare whisper, “Where are we going?”

Ronan couldn’t focus on her enough to answer, but he heard Beau’s reply, “A door, or something. There’s dark magic here…a stain. Whoever sent her to where she is isn’t strong enough to pull up and take down a gate often. I doubt she was the first one. They have some sort of doorway into Purgatory—a way to give up their offerings to the demons they are worshipping, a way for the demons to look through into our world.”

Stephanie’s quiet question, “How do you know so much about them?” was one Ronan would have liked to hear an answer to, but their time ran out.

The tugging that had led him here finally stopped as they came to a halt in front of the door at the end of the hall.

Slowly coming out of the trance he’d fallen into, his spine went stiff as he felt the eyes of many, and all focused on them. Anger, worry, hate. Directed at them.

They hadn’t shown this much interest when two people had fallen dead just minutes ago.

But as Ronan, Beau and Stephanie moved closer to the door that led to the creatures these people worshipped, they got worried.

All around, people were staring at them. From doorways, from the end of the hall where they gathered as more and more people trickled toward them, staring at Ronan, at Beau, looking from the men to the doorway behind them, then back. Ignoring Stephanie.

Ronan had to smile at that. She was the last person they should ignore, especially with blood still staining her hands and the long, wicked blade still out and bare. But they didn’t have time for a fight. Jenai needed him. And Beau—the blood of this place was getting to that man, Ronan could see it in the tightening of his eyes, the way his face paled ever so slightly.

Slowly, Ronan said, “Get Stephanie out of here while you can still focus.”

Beau shook his head. “I’m fine.”

Ronan said quietly, “You are…for now. But your gifts are too close to that of the witches—I can feel it. Unless you’re one to embrace it, dark power sickens and weakens you. Get out while you can. This is where it happened. Whatever it was.”

“And if you need help?”

Ronan shook his head. “I don’t think I will, and even if I did, I doubt anybody could help. You came looking for me because I’m the only one who can do this. That’s what I am going to do. Now go. They aren’t going to just keep standing there.”

Beau’s eyes moved to the people watching them and a sigh escaped him as he nodded. “Be careful.”

A wry smile quirked Ronan’s lips. “How careful can I be, walking into hell?”

With that, he turned and placed one hand against the door, focusing on what lay behind it.

Dimly, he heard Stephanie’s furious shout, but the door swung open under his touch and he stepped through, and found himself facing a great, gaping maw—the air, dark and flat, was shot through with red bolts and streaks of color—hell didn’t look as bad as he’d thought it would.

Stephanie lunged after Ronan but Beau caught her, whirling her around and pinning her to the wall. “You can’t help her—only he can.”

Glaring up into Beau’s calm green eyes, she struggled, shoving against him. He should have gone flying through the air, but he only stood there, continuing to pin her against the wall.

“You can’t help her, Stephanie. Ronan has to do this.”

“Why in the fuck can’t I go?” she snarled.

“Because he can’t afford to have to worry about you.” Beau’s eyes were implacable, calm and unbelievably cool. It infuriated her.

Curling her lip at him, she hissed, “Don’t you know what I am? I’m no soft, malleable mortal. I’m a Night Stalker, and I damn well know how to take care of myself.”

“But you can’t feel her, can you?”

“What in the hell does that have to do with anything? I don’t have to feel her to follow his ass!”

Beau smiled, a sad little smile. “You can’t follow him through a vortex. There is no sight, no sound, no touch. Nothing. The only thing that will guide him is her presence. And if you get lost in the void, you’ll be trapped there. Do you really want to become a demon, Stephanie? Cut off from light, from laughter, from pleasure, from love…for all time?”

She stilled. Licking her lips, she opened her mouth but found she could hardly speak. “But…damn it, if it’s that hard to travel through, how will they get back?”

The hard hands that had pinned her to the wall gentled and started to stroke up and down her arms in slow, soothing motions. “Hope and a prayer or two. I don’t know. I’ve only heard stories of people who had to travel into the void.”

She wanted to ask more. She needed to know more. Why in the hell hadn’t she ever heard of anything like this?

But before she could form any kind of question, she finally grew aware of how many people were around them, of how many unfriendly eyes watched them. Beau moved away from Stephanie, aligning himself to her shoulder as they stared at the men gathered at the end of the hall.

They didn’t bother asking questions.

As surely as Beau and Stephanie registered them as evil, the men registered them as the enemy and they wasted no time talking. Brandishing her blade, Stephanie snarled at them, her lips peeling back from wickedly sharp teeth, her eyes flashing. The hot bloodlust of battle was already pumping through her veins, but before she could lunge at them, Beau took her arm and jerked, pulling them both into one of the rooms along the right.

Stephanie struggled against him but he was strong. Damn it, how in the hell could he just move her around like a fucking rag doll?

Two men were in the room, bent over the bound form of a woman whose power whispered vampire along Steph’s refined senses. One man lunged for them instinctively and Stephanie pivoted, feeling the hot spill of his blood splatter all over her as she struck out with her blade, slicing his throat open. As the silver touched the were’s flesh, his skin started to smoke and he fell down to the floor, choking and gagging on his own blood.

He might be able to heal it. If he was strong. Otherwise, the silver alone would kill him.

Stephanie turned to see Beau throw the other man across the room. He grabbed her hand and ordered, “Stand back.” Then he turned and faced the wall. Stephanie flinched as she felt some bizarre power rising in the air like a windstorm, and then the wall she was staring at was just…gone. It exploded outward from them as a spray of dust, plaster and pieces of brick spun from the gaping hole.

“Holy shit.”

Beau’s hand folded around hers and Stephanie shook her head. “Oh, hell no!”

But Beau just laughed as he pulled her along. As the door behind them burst open, Stephanie went hurtling through the jagged hole in the wall, and to her disgust, she actually screamed.

They landed on the ground some thirty feet below and rolled, bouncing back up to their feet. Stephanie turned for one brief second to stare at the gaping hole she’d just jumped through. Even down on the ground, knowing she’d just leaped that distance, it made her queasy.

Cutting Beau a dirty look, she said, “I hate heights.” Then she took off running as men appeared at the hole, staring down at them.

She heard them jumping, felt the silent rage that flowed around them almost like a cloak.

But that didn’t matter. All that mattered was that she had to run. Keep running.


Chapter Ten

Ronan stood in the middle of what looked like a desert. From what little he had heard of the demon realm, he knew it never appeared the same from one person to another. Somebody else could stand here and it might look like a busy city intersection, and to another, a frozen arctic canyon. The hot wind blew his hair into his face and sand swirled all around.

Squinting, he fought to see through the dust.

There was nothing in sight but sand for miles and miles and miles. How was he supposed to find Jenai?

It was like a little voice whispering inside his head, like a voice of doubt, of despair. But the second he thought Jenai’s name, the voice seemed to fade to nothingness.

But it wasn’t doubt. He had none. Focusing on Jenai’s face, he said to whatever creature was trying to slip inside his mind, “I can find her. I will find her.”

The wind suddenly died down and the blurring sand fell still. Something shimmered in front of him, but Ronan knew better than to look directly at it. Vaguely woman-shaped, with skin that glowed a pale luminescent blue, it moved toward him. When it spoke, the words were distorted and echoed all around. “So certain, are you? But this is our realm, not yours.”

“Then you shouldn’t have taken what is mine,” Ronan said flatly.

“Yours? We cannot take what isn’t there for the taking. If she was yours, she wouldn’t have come to us.”

“She didn’t come. She was given, and they had no right to give her, and you had no right to take her. I will find her. The fact that I made it through the void to stand here is proof of that.”

The thing faded away, softly echoing, “So certain…”

Ronan blinked, reaching up to rub the gritty sand from his eyes, and then he started to walk, the sun beating down on his back.

He would find her.

He would.

Time had little meaning here.

Ronan logically knew that, but he glanced at his watch and realized he had been walking for a full day, but the sun hadn’t even moved from its position in the sky, he realized just how out of his depth he was.

Useless…it’s useless…

He snarled, and the harsh, animalistic growl that fell from his lips startled him.

The voice whispering into his mind fell silent, and he felt some odd surprise emanating from it. Wherever it was. Whatever it was.

Closing his eyes against the endless expanse of sun and sand, Ronan sank to the ground, folding his legs, blocking out the heat, the sun, the sand, everything but her face.

He was no fucking amateur—he damn well knew how to use his powers to locate a person, and just because he wasn’t in the mortal realm anymore didn’t change that. He was what he was, and his power never changed.

Time passed as he sank deeper into a meditative state, something he hadn’t actually done since his training, but it wasn’t something one ever forgot.

Locked in the trance, he was now hyper-aware of everything within and without. And there were things trying to work their way inside his mind, nasty little demons that brought doubt and despair. They had already breached the first of his shields, but they weren’t going to gain any more ground.

Although physically he never moved, in the surreal world inside his being, he opened his eyes and faced the creatures.

“You don’t belong here,” he said to them.

The things laughed, writhing around each other like snakes in a pit. Neither do you. Go back, go back before we keep you. Their voices echoed within his head and he could feel them, pushing against him, against his will, against his innermost shields as they tried to force their magic inside his mind as well as their voices.

Ronan laughed and the things stilled. He felt all eyes turn to him, felt their dismay and shock. “You have something that is mine—so until I find her, I do belong here. And you can’t keep me. I’m here with a purpose. You can only keep what comes here in grief, in despair.”

What do you know? Foolish mortal…

Ronan grinned at them and flexed subtly the power of his mind, the power like an invisible hand reaching out and jabbing at their cohesive knot, making them screech and jerk away. “I’m not mortal.”

Get away—you don’t belong here!

Ronan just smiled. “When I have what I came for.”

In the face of his confidence, the misty demons of doubt and despair faded away, screeching into the darkness.

His mind completely his own now, he focused his mind outward, searching for Jenai.

When he found her, he slammed a shield between them. He couldn’t get tangled in what was being done to her, not until he could go to her. If he let her despair pull him in, the demons of this realm would feel his weakness and work their way inside him once more.

But he whispered to her, I’m coming, Jenai.

He felt the startled surprise move through her and then he opened his eyes.

The sun had set. Finally.

The clear silver light of the moon shone down on him and he was no longer in a desert. Instead, he stood at a stream just at the edge of a huge forest, full of twisted trees and bizarre plants.

Deep inside, things moved. Things fed.

Setting his jaw, Ronan moved forward.

•

The pretty little human was unconscious again. Human…no, not exactly. Azar knew, logically, that a human would have already fallen under his thrall.

She still fought. That was so appealing…

But the despair was moving closer on her. Once it took over her mind, she’d be vulnerable and he would own her then.

A part of him felt sorry for that. He didn’t particularly want to see this pretty bit broken, even though another part of him yearned to hear her beg him for the divine pain he could offer her.

It would happen.

No creature from the mortal realm could hold out endlessly against him.

As he turned away from his little pet, he heard them coming.

Brethren, he supposed, of a sort, but they weren’t welcome here. He was a creature who preferred solidarity, who shunned his own kind. The only creatures welcome here were those he had chosen for himself.

Azar met them at the border of his territory, the misty demons of doubt, the formless shade that brought despair and anger, and the incubi that traveled through this realm, moving through dreams to feed off the lust and despair from the mortal realm.

Conchez stood at the head, his midnight black skin pure and perfect. His eyes were lidless, deep pools of red, red as the hair that flowed nearly to his knees. One of the oldest incubi, and Azar’s greatest enemy.

“The mortal is still withholding from you, Azar,” Conchez said. “We can feel her struggles and it weakens us.”

Azar arched a brow at Conchez, ignoring everybody but the black demon. “Are you so weak that a woman’s thoughts threaten you?”

Conchez snarled. “’Tis not the woman herself. She has somebody searching for her who doesn’t belong here. Things without doubt or despair do not belong in our realm, Azar. They are the threat. Break her, otherwise, when he comes, she’ll find strength. Mortals do not leave our realm. They become one of us. You should know better than anybody.”

With a cool smile, Azar said, “I wasn’t broken here, Conchez. I wasn’t forced into this. I chose it. Maybe that is why I’m more powerful than you.” His smile changed to a sneer and he drawled, “Of course, I’ve seen wraiths with more power than you. The only thing you can wield is fear, and that not very well.”

The other demon snarled and stalked closer. “You think that because you chose this that it makes you better than us? The man who became demon to avenge his love? She is still dead, and you are still incubus. Trapped here—just like us.”

Azar glanced down as Conchez jabbed at his chest with an inky black finger and then he looked up. Silkily, he whispered, “Do not touch me, Conchez.”

When the demon jabbed at him again, Azar backed up just the slightest step and struck out, his fist crashing into Conchez’ face. Bone cracked, pale blue demon blood flowed and Conchez flew through the air.

When the black demon leaped back to his feet, he threw himself across the distance that separated them, but before he could reach Azar, the golden demon lifted one hand and a thick wall of fire sprang up, closing around Conchez. The other demons screamed and shrank away, watching as the wall of fire formed into a ball, closing over the demon as he cursed and struggled.

“Do not push your luck, Conchez. Continue, and I will kill you.”

With that, he turned and made his way back to where his new toy waited. So…somebody was coming for her.

•

She clenched her eyes shut when she felt him moving toward her.

Her body ached from the last time he’d touched her.

Oh, he hadn’t hurt her. Azar had learned quickly that pain only angered her and gave her strength. Strength was the last thing he wanted her to have, so he avoided giving her pain.

For a time, at least. When she was ready to beg for it, he would bestow it upon her, and part of Jenai feared that time was closer than she liked to think.

No, it’s not.

Jenai sighed wearily as that familiar voice whispered inside her mind once more. Go away.

Reasonably, calmly, the man just said, Can’t. You still need me here. You don’t want what this creature can offer you…not really. You’re a fighter, Jenai. Fight.

I’m just so tired…

The man murmured soothingly inside her head and she had the odd impression of a hand stroking down her head. Then rest. He’s gone for now…

Even as she tried to find some sort of strength inside, despair chased her.

No matter what her unknown friend continued to tell her, she was giving up.

And she knew it.

Once she did, the demon would have her. Totally…and for all eternity.

His kind craved that sort of submission, craved the despair that would fuel the passion of a woman ready to be born into the world of the demonic.

But he’d used her harshly—her thighs trembled, and the folds of her vagina were sore from the long hours she’d spent under his body. Even now, part of her wept for more, while yet another part cringed in disgust.

Her lips were swollen and bloodied. In the very end, sinking her teeth into them and drawing blood had been the only thing that had kept her from screaming out and begging him to do whatever he wished with her.

Words had power—as long as she kept from saying what was in her mind, he couldn’t bind her. But the moment she did—

Tears seeped from beneath her lids and trickled down to dampen her hair as she lay there trembling, and hoping he’d ignore her today.

If she could just hold out for another day, then maybe she could hold on for yet another, and another…

The rich scent of sizzling meat drifted to her nostrils, and saliva pooled in her mouth. She was hungry—starving, in fact. Not that he hadn’t offered her sustenance, but it had been in the form of blood.

His blood. Jenai knew better than to feed from a demon. Her mind was still her own, but if she did that, he would own her.

When she’d refused his blood, he hadn’t offered again and she had eaten only the bread and bland, tasteless fruit his minions brought her from time to time. Jenai was growing weaker. Her body—half vampire, half human, all Night Stalker—could withstand starvation and abuse and torture for a time. But weeks without a serious feed, weeks without regular meals, were wearing thin on her.

“You might as well sit up, pet. I know you’re awake. I can feel it.”

He’d moved too quickly upon her, too silently, and when he spoke, his breath was a warm caress against her neck. She quivered from the start. Azar’s hand trailed down her hip and she sank her teeth into her abused lip to keep from moaning. He sighed.

“You hurt.” Oddly, his words sounded…regretful.

Bitterly, she said, “But pain is what demons enjoy. This should please you.”

“There is pain…and then there is pain, pet. Come.” His hands slid under her and she flinched as he pulled her against him, but all he did was lift her, carry her through the chamber made of black, glossy stone, and down a long hallway. The door opened before he even reached it, and billows of steam drifted out.

Just let this be over. Maybe there was some nasty thing in there that he was going to feed her to. If it was over, then she could finally rest.

Inside her head, the man spoke again, his voice harsh and angry, Stop! That’s not the kind of rest you want. Stop acting like you’ve already given up.

Tears seeped out from under her lashes and she fought against the words that burned on her tongue. I have!

And then the demon stopped, and she held her breath, terrified. What was he going to do?

The hot water slid over her sore body like glory and her eyes flew open in shock as she settled against a stone ledge that seemed to cup and mold itself to her body.

Azar stood just to the side, and if she turned her head just a little, she would see him. But she didn’t.

Only God above and the demon beside her knew what he’d want in exchange for this kindness.

And Jenai was too terrified to ask.

Instead, she sank back into the water, too terrified to relax, but almost moaning aloud from the sweet respite. The aches in her body seemed to retreat and all the scrapes and scratches she’d inflicted on herself stung for the slightest moment and then a flash of heat, and those little pains were gone.

The water held some kind of healing properties. The longer she sat there, the more the aches and pains faded. The tension flooding her soul eased without her being aware of it, and before she even realized it, she slept.

•

Azar waited until her heavy lids closed, and the soft curves of her breasts started to rise and fall in a steady rhythm. Once sleep was on her, he moved into the water, using a light touch on her mind to make sure she didn’t wake as he washed the gleaming strands of her deep red hair, the sleek lines of her body. He lifted one hand out of the water and a soft, fluffy bit of cloth appeared in his palm. Lowering it into the water, he let the rich minerals and magic seep into the cloth and then he moved it between her thighs, pressing it between her thighs.

Once he sensed the aching there had retreated, he let go of the rag and rose, keeping her body pressed against his. The heat from his body dried the moisture from his skin almost instantly as he called up a toweling cloth to dry her. It moved over her carefully under the direction of his mind and once she was dried, it wrapped around her like a blanket as he strode from the room.

The ripe smells of food still filled the air, but she needed sleep more. So he’d let her sleep.

Azar didn’t question his actions.

He was nothing if not truly honest with himself. He knew why he did this, why the thought of her lover searching for her made something inside the blackened bit of his heart yearn.

Love didn’t solve all.

But it should.

Even though the demon he had become scoffed at the notion, the man he had once been still lived, somewhere deep inside him.

If love had solved all for him, he wouldn’t be here.


Chapter Eleven

When Jenai awoke, she was lying in a bed so soft that it molded to her body as she shifted. Her eyes flew wide, and for one second, the past weeks seemed to just fade away.

But then she caught his scent.

The ripe musk of demon wasn’t one she was likely to forget and she jerked up in the bed, cowering away from the demon that sat watching her.

“You slept a long while.”

“What in the hell are you up to?” she demanded flatly.

Instead of answering her, he dropped down on his side, staring at her as he propped his chin on his hand. “A day ago, a voice whispered to you. I heard it.”

She didn’t answer, staring straight ahead of her, her gaze locked on the mellow golden skin of his throat. He laughed. She flinched at the sound and held herself still as his hand came up, stroking over her hair. “There are lots of voices in here. There’s one that has whispered to you ever since I took you as mine. A stranger to you, a man you don’t know. I can’t hear his words clearly. He speaks, but I can’t understand him—he gives you strength. You don’t know him, though. I feel this inside your mind.”

Jenai just glared at him mutinously.

He smiled at her, a patient smile that looked so at odds with the monster she knew him to be. “There’s a new voice though, this one I just heard yesterday. He whispered…and you knew him.”

Yes. She had. For a moment, that voice, achingly familiar, had filled her with hope. But she didn’t trust anything anymore. Especially not hope. That didn’t keep it from trying to bloom inside her though.

Calmly, his voice reasonable, almost nice, Azar asked, “Who was he?”

Jenai instinctively tucked her chin, hiding her face from him. “I don’t know.”

She could feel him probing at her mind and she clamped down as tightly as she could. Don’t think, don’t think, don’t think, she told herself until finally, his touch withdrew.

Azar laughed softly. “You’re a stubborn thing, pet.” A plate of food suddenly appeared in front of her and she felt water pool in her mouth as she stared at it. Steak. A hot, steaming steak damn near three inches thick. Rare enough that the juices flowing from it were still pink, and she could have cried as she stared at it.

She was so damn hungry.

“Then eat it,” Azar whispered. “Eat. There’s nothing in it. It won’t harm you.”

Sneering at him, she snapped, “And what do you want in exchange for it?”

He chuckled. “Nothing. It’s given freely. Come now, Jenai. You seem to know a decent amount about my kind. We will not lie if asked directly, and you have asked quite directly. It’s just a bit of food, and you needn’t worry I’ll exact a price for it later. Not from your soul, or from your pretty hide.” Then his lids drooped, masking the darkness of his eyes as he murmured, “Unless you want me to.”

Hunger overran common sense and she greedily grabbed the plate. It fell gently into her hands and she caught the steak, digging into it with teeth and hands, too hungry to worry about anything but getting it in her belly. Her belly rumbled and she groaned ecstatically.

“Slow down a bit, pet. You’ll make yourself sick.”

Ignoring Azar, she swallowed one bite, then another, barely slowing down enough to savor the ripe taste until she had eaten damn near half the steak. Finally she set it down and found herself staring at her hands, sticky with the juices from the steak and whatever had been used to flavor it while it cooked.

A golden hand wrapped around her wrist and she stiffened as he drew her hand to his mouth, licking each finger slowly, his hot tongue curling around each pad, rubbing against it, then releasing it as he moved his mouth to another one.

A glass appeared in front of her face as he sat back. “It’s water. Nothing more,” he said bluntly, a small smile tugging up the edges of his mouth.

Jenai found herself staring into his eyes, shaking her head. “What do you want, Azar?”

His face moved closer, seeming to loom in front of hers, his dark eyes probing as though he could see clear through her. “What do you want, Jenai?” he asked.

“To leave here. Now. To never see this realm, or you, or another like you again. To go home,” she said, her voice hoarse and raw, tears stinging her eyes.

A soft “hmmm” escaped his lips as he traced a finger down her arm. Her skin broke out in a rash of goose bumps in reaction to his touch, and her muscles jerked, but she kept her face as blank as she could. It was a little easier. The fear was still there, but the food, the deep rest, even the bath had restored a little bit of calm, a little bit of strength. Right now, every last little bit was direly important.

She held still as Azar moved closer, feeling her breath hitch in her lungs as he leaned forward until the thick, gleaming red of his hair fell around her body like a cloak as he murmured into her ear, “Who was he? Who searches for you?”

Jenai sank her teeth into her lip, focusing on the pain that brought as her incisors tore flesh. Blood pooled in her mouth and he sighed, the soft breath dancing over her skin like a caress. “Stubborn, stubborn thing.”

•

Ronan dropped to the ground just as he heard the near silent attack come from behind. Rolling to the side, he sprang up to his feet, a growl sliding from his lips as he faced the thing that crouched in the sands before him.

It was grotesque. A skeleton stretched out of shape and covered with thin, papery gray flesh. Big red eyes bugged out of its skull and its thin, lipless mouth peeled back from rotting teeth as the thing laughed. “Strong mortal,” it crooned. “Fast. But not fast enough.”

It lunged for Ronan and he waited until the very last second before he dodged, catching the thing by its scrawny neck and hurling it to the ground. It wailed and leaped back up, jumping at Ronan once more. Ronan slid away yet again and he laughed as the thing cursed at him.

“I’m not mortal.”

“Ahhh…” it purred. “But you aren’t demonkind, either. And only demons survive in Purgatory. Stop fighting…become one with us.”

It lunged for Ronan once more and he braced himself, going down under the thing. It screamed in pain as Ronan punched a hole through its chest. Ronan gagged at the decayed odor that spilled from the thing as its blood flowed. Clawed hands tore at his face, his hair, but he pushed onward through the thing’s chest cavity. The heart was higher, closer to the elongated neck, and Ronan’s hand was buried in the creature’s chest up to his forearm by the time he closed his fingers around the heart.

He crushed it as he jerked, ripping it from the creature and hurling it far away. As the demon creature fell down dead, Ronan turned away and stumbled three feet before he fell to his knees, dry heaving.

Fuck, that stench was unreal. He’d smelled bodies dead a week that hadn’t stank like that.

Once he got his stomach to stop rebelling, he sat back on his heels, staring up a sky that was still night dark. It had been dark for more than a day.

How much longer? Everything in this world seemed to move so slowly. The darkness had come upon the land like somebody had thrown a light switch, sudden and all-consuming, not gradual fading of the light.

“Jenai,” he muttered, shoving to his feet.

Had to keep moving.

He left the dead thing behind him, unaware of the eyes that watched him from all around.

He had to keep moving…had to find food. So damn hungry.

•

“He’s strong,” Zati said, the words falling from his lipless mouth like a hiss.

“It was just a golner. Golners are weak.” Conchez turned away, masking his disappointment.

If the human had given in to the despair, the golner would have gained hold. Doubt was poison to mortals here, letting the demons slide inside the mind and entrap them.

But the golner wasn’t one of the strongest creatures in Purgatory. They’d send another.

Conchez brooded as he watched the man move ever closer to Azar’s territory. He wouldn’t put it past the bastard to offer the mortal some sort of shelter. Azar was so undemonlike—and he was proud of it, the fool.

“Send Boriga.”

Zati’s single eye, placed high in the middle of his forehead, widened but he only nodded and faded away. “It is done.”

The demon called Boriga was a succubus, one of the most deadly, alluring demons in all of Purgatory.

Zati was too fearful of her to even show his face. He just sent the message on the wind to her lair and hovered outside Conchez’ territory, watching and waiting.

He didn’t have long to wait. Not at all.

Boriga rarely had a creature come into the realm that she could feast upon. All of her feeding was done through dreams. Not that such a thing would bother her much, Zati knew, but there was something to be said about actually having human flesh under one’s hands, feeling them writhe, whether it be in pleasure…or in pain.

Boriga would bring both, Zati knew.

As the wind started to whistle, he watched the succubus come winging up out of the inky black darkness, her pale, ivory body gleaming like marble, her wings, dark, dark feathery appendages stretched from over her tawny head to trail the ground beneath her.

Her mouth, nearly as black as her wings, curved in a smile as she whipped past Zati.

Her hunger was already a musky, heady thing in the air.

The mortal didn’t have a chance.

•

There was humming in the air.

Soft, low humming, the sound husky, bittersweet, full of yearning and loneliness.

Tears burned his eyes, and Ronan could feel his heart clench within his chest as he searched for the maker of that sad tune.

But there was nothing, no living soul around him, so he walked on.

As he walked, the sound seemed to grow, not louder, but closer. Like it echoed inside his very soul.

It tugged at his heart, made him aware of just how very weary he was, how very hungry.

Just a rest…

His lids drooped and when he opened them, there was a woman there.

She was nude, lying draped across a stone that hadn’t been there when he’d closed his eyes. Slowly, the motion sluggish, he reached up and rubbed his eyes. She was still there when he looked again. Slowly, he turned away. Jenai…Jenai… He couldn’t pull up the image of her face, not over that music that now seemed to pulse inside his veins.

Spell. She’s enspelling me…

Sucking in air, he found his senses full of the ripe, sweet musk of the woman’s body and he clenched his jaw. No. Not why I came…

From behind him, she whispered, “But isn’t it? You dream of me. You wish to taste of my body, know the feel of my flesh against yours. Come to me, let me take you into the darkness of my embrace and show you true pleasure.”

Her voice was close. She’d risen from the rock and now he could feel the heat of her body reaching out to his. Why hadn’t Ronan realized how cold he was?

A frown crossed his face.

Cold? How…odd.

“I don’t get cold,” he muttered. He didn’t think he’d ever been cold in his life.

He’d been walking with Stephanie—

Stephanie…

Her face he could see. Shit. The image of her eyes reminded him of another face. A face the fog in his mind wished to hide from him.

But those eyes.

Jenai. Thinking of her name, the fog in his mind slowly retreated and he could see once more, think once more. Those silvery eyes set in a face as pale as cream, framed by that dark red hair, her that long, elegant body. His mate. His.

Slowly, he turned, holding Jenai’s face in his mind.

“No. You are not what I came for.”

She hissed at him, startled by his rejection. Staring at her, he knew now what she was, and the fury in her eyes made his blood run cold.

When she lunged for him, Ronan swore heatedly, ducking under the fist that flew toward his face with lightning speed. The PSA hadn’t ever touched on the proper way to physically fight a succubus. Probably because they couldn’t enter the mortal realm outside of dreams.

Nor had they mentioned that the creatures were psychic. But as the thing laughed at him and crooned, “Fight me? Silly boy, you can’t fight me,” Ronan figured the administration had a serious gap in their information on succubi.

The air around her was colored by emotion—terror, want, need, hunger, fear—but they weren’t his emotions. They weren’t hers, either. She was trying to use the emotions on him, trying to make him feel them.

Fortunately, that was one thing he had learned in his years with the administration. His emotions were his own. Unless he let her in, she couldn’t really affect his mind or his heart.

Forcing a deep, steadying breath into his lungs, he bolstered his mental shields and watched as her eyes clouded a little. “That won’t save you,” she said, smiling. “Just makes you look more appetizing. You aren’t mortal. You will make a wonderful pet.”

A slow smile crooked his mouth. “No. No, I wouldn’t.”

The succubus laughed. “Lovely. And you’re so stubborn. I like that.”

He just stared at her with marked disinterest. When her eyes narrowed, her mouth drawing tight, he felt the heavy wave of emotions rolling from her falter, just a little. Her lips peeled back, revealing a line of sharp, pointed teeth, more like those of a cat than a person.

She rushed him again, but she seemed slower. “You can’t fight as well when you can’t feed off my emotions, can you?” he murmured as he evaded her easily. He wasn’t going to win in a punching match with her. He was strong, but she was demon. However, there were other ways to win and when she wailed at him in fury, he realized the path to beating her lay in convincing her that she had no power over him.

“Foolish man!” she screeched as she stumbled to the ground. “Don’t you know what I am?”

Ronan grinned arrogantly as she leaped back to her feet as through she had springs in her legs. “A succubus that can’t stay on her feet?” he offered helpfully.

Her eyes widened and her jaw dropped. The look of sheer shock on her face was almost laughable. “You mock me?” she demanded, her arms hanging limply at her sides.

“Seems like.”

Unbelievably, her face crumpled. “But I am Boriga. I am the creature that men sigh over as they sleep. I am the thing they long for, but you mock me.”

Ronan leaped aside as she lunged for him. “There’s a first time for everything.”

But she didn’t try for him again—instead, she continued to run, moving so fast that she became a blur on the landscape, disappearing from his vision within moments. The wind started to howl eerily around him and as the adrenaline rush faded, Ronan sank to his knees.

“Shit.”

•

Azar felt it as Boriga threw herself screaming into the dream world.

She was full of rage. Full of despair…hunger. Those were emotions she usually created in men—not emotions she felt herself.

A slow smile curved his mouth as he moved through his chambers. Quietly, he murmured, “Conchez, that didn’t work, did it?”

Although the demon wasn’t there, Azar knew he’d been heard.

The blast of rage he felt coming from the other demon had him chuckling. But the amusement died as Conchez hissed, “I’ll just take care of him myself.”

The lesser demons weren’t going to be a match for a mortal with faith, a mortal with purpose. Even Boriga, a powerful demoness, couldn’t hold against him, for she showed her strengths too easily. She fed from emotion. Lack of emotion, or worse—derision—physically weakened her.

But Conchez wouldn’t show his weakness as easily.

He touched his mind to Jenai’s and found she was sleeping again. Her mind was doing it to protect her, he knew. The more time she spent in slumber, the less time he could try to forge a hold on her.

He worried though. She was weakening. He didn’t mind the fight he knew would come, so long as he knew she’d live through this.

But if he was going to break all unspoken laws of the demon realm, then he wanted to know that it would be worth it. That she would live and return to her life.

Azar withdrew from his lair with just a whisper of thought. One of the more powerful demons in the realm, he could journey from one location to another with just a flexing of his mind. He could breach the barrier that separated his world from the mortal realm with just a little more effort and his women didn’t have to be sleeping for him to merge his mind with theirs.

If he was drawn to them through something other than grief and loneliness, perhaps his existence wouldn’t be such a dark one. But he was only drawn to the dark ones, the tortured ones, the hopeless. Women who felt his power and gave in to it, almost welcoming the oblivion he offered them.

Not Jenai though. She resisted with a silent strength that he found remarkable. Perhaps, if he was a proper demon, it would only increase his urge to break her.

But Azar hadn’t ever been a proper demon.

He was more interested in seeing her return to the light than in watching her fade, her mortality washing away as she became little more than a shade in his world, obedient to his every whim.

No. He’d had enough women fade away around him, enough souls to keep him company.

Or he would have, if he hadn’t let them slip away from him, to find the eternal peace of the afterlife. Yet another of his many flaws. Conchez had so many shades that they thickened the very air around the demon. The demon realm considered shades a mark of prowess, of great strength.

But Azar didn’t understand the keeping of the shades. They provided no power, just a presence throughout the night. And Azar had memories of his own to keep him company—he didn’t need the sad presence of women he’d seduced, women who had faded away from life at his touch.

He alit just as Conchez burst through the fabric of the dimension that the mortal was walking through. This was a desert, barren and cold, desolate and empty.

Or it had been until two demons arrived to battle over the life of a woman. Not such an uncommon thing. She was a woman of power—many would risk all to have her as their plaything, as their lifesource for as long as she survived. But it was uncommon that Azar planned to protect her, until the mortal could reach her, until she could be returned to the mortal realm.

The mortal man froze as he saw Azar’s face, and for one second, there was a flicker of fear, of recognition. And then the man’s face went smooth and blank, empty.

“You’re wasting your time,” he said flatly.

Azar just chuckled. “Keep walking, mortal. Your woman lies not far from here.”

The man’s eyes narrowed in confusion, but then he grew aware of the odd tension in the air, the way the wind suddenly turned ice cold, how the very atmosphere seemed to press down on him.

“You interfere with what is mine, Azar,” a low, angry voice rasped as the plume of smoke started to rise from the ground. It thickened, darkened to black as it grew, and slowly starting to solidify. Two gleaming eyes formed in the head shape near the top and a circle formed, moving as it said, “Go. He is not for you.”

Azar laughed. “We are closer to my lair than yours. If he is up for the taking, then he is mine by rights.”

Conchez shifted and the smoke fell apart, revealing the demon’s long, ebony body, his lips peeling back from his teeth in a furious snarl. “If you planned to do as you should with him, I might not argue. But I suspect you are here to give him safe passage. We are demonkind. Nothing is safe from us, especially not here in our own world.”

A cool smile curved Azar’s lips. “Knowing that it would piss you off is just that much more enticement.”

Conchez snarled. “Have you forgotten what you are? What we are? We are demon. We feed from the mortals, we don’t care for them.”

Azar just shrugged. “Perhaps I want a change in my diet. After a while, human souls become tiresome.” His eyes narrowed and he purred softly, “Perhaps I need a change of diet.”

Conchez, the stupid fuck, didn’t even recognize the threat until Azar was already on him, knocking him to the ground, one golden hand closed around the black demon’s throat, his nails tearing through flesh, sinew and muscle as he tore out the demon’s throat.

Still alive, Conchez lay there, flailing weakly as his blood pumped from the hole in his throat. Azar smiled.

All around them, the air was thick with shades, their soft, sobbing sighs echoing in Azar’s ears as he ran one bloody finger down Conchez’ chest. “Your shades are lonely. They need completion. Let’s let them have it. You guide them.”

Conchez died as Azar punched a hole through his chest, calling fire and burning the demon’s black heart to a cinder. The shades wailed and then all was silent.

In the distance, he could feel the mortal. With a slow smile, he murmured, “Safe passage.”

Yes, it was unheard of.

But Azar hadn’t been lying when he’d said he was tired of human souls. Tired of human suffering—tired of being the cause.

Turning his back on the dead demon, he started toward his lair.


Chapter Twelve

She was close.

Ronan’s heart started to slam against his rib cage with fear, with hope, with need. She was close. Like a missing piece of himself suddenly offered back to him.

Life, death, even the loss of his very soul—Ronan knew that whatever it cost him, he would save her.

The sands of the desert had changed over the past hours, going from sandy wastelands to thick, heavy forest. He had to fight his way to move through it, jerking at vines that tried to wrap around him, punching through hedges that seemed to grow in front of him.

He couldn’t actually see which way he was going—he only knew that the more he walked, the closer she felt.

Close…

He paused for a minute after he’d torn yet another of the clinging vines from his body, leaning back against a tree and sucking air into his burning lungs. His mouth was dry and hunger was burning a hole in his gut. Every muscle in his body ached with fatigue.

Ronan was braced for yet another insidious attack. With his body all but trembling with exhaustion and the need to sleep heavy on his mind, he knew he was weak. Yet doubt did not come to whisper in his mind. No cool wind of fear rose to beat at him.

After his breathing calmed, he pushed away from the tree and forged onward.

She was close…

•

She was slipping.

Azar stood in the shadows, watching as her breathing slowly grew shallower.

“Not now,” he murmured, feeling the heaviness of guilt and anger as it weighed on his shoulders. “He’s moving closer.”

While she had yet to give in to him, there was always another way she could go.

Death. To simply give up.

Mortals could indeed will themselves to death—it took great weariness, great pain, but it could happen. And in the demon realm, where there were so many things that were only nightmares in the human world, it was easier.

Her lover was even now pushing his way toward Azar’s lair…and she was letting go.

Snarling, Azar started to pace. This, he couldn’t interfere with. He had no power when it came to her soul since she had never given in to him. He couldn’t command her to hold on, and he couldn’t coax her into it either. She cared little what he wanted of her.

The only one who could possibly lure her back now was her lover.

And if he didn’t get here soon—

Even as the thought crossed his mind, he heard the faintest of ragged breaths, felt it as someone set foot on his land. Fury, need, hope colored the air, drifting through the emptiness of Azar’s realm, reaching out to touch him before withdrawing. A mortal’s fury would pale before his, and need and hope were things he’d long ago given up on.

With a simple flex of his mind, the maze of halls that filled his lair straightened and merged into one. One long hallway that would lead to the doorway of this room.

Come and get her, mortal, he whispered silently, the power of his thoughts reaching out to touch the mind of the man who’d invaded his home.

The man flinched as Azar whispered to him. Then he straightened, his steps stilling as he tensed his body for battle. It was in that moment that Azar felt what lay inside him.

This was no mortal. A smile curled his lips. Now, why hadn’t he already realized that? A mortal’s faith could get him far, but faith didn’t give a mortal the strength needed to battle demons. Only somebody who was more than human could have that sort of power.

He’d make it. He was strong enough.

Whispering to him one last time, Azar murmured, “Come on, man. She’s waiting for you.”

•

She was so cold.

And tired. Jenai knew she hadn’t ever felt this weak, this battered before.

For a while now, she’d been lost. Away from the golden-skinned creature who tormented her body even as he pleasured it, away from the hunger and the pain. Lost in a fog of darkness.

Now though, now there was light. It shifted through the fog in shafts of brightness that nearly blinded her. As she drifted closer to the light though, the coldness didn’t get better.

Wasn’t that light the end?

Unwanted, unwelcome and unbidden, that damn voice whispered to her again, No. It’s not the end. Not for you. You don’t want the end.

Snarling, she tried to scream into the darkness, “I do want it!”

But she couldn’t speak. Couldn’t form the words to argue with the man.

Shouldn’t she feel better, not worse? Yet the doubt and regret and grief inside her being grew, and she faltered.

A voice drifted to her through the dark. But this was a different voice. One she knew. It was achingly familiar, but who was it…

Not…time…

Jenai sobbed, and it hurt. Even speaking hurt, like she was pushing broken glass through her throat instead of words. “Please,” she gasped out. “I’m so tired…”

Not…your time. Ah, my lovely Jenai, my beautiful child…it’s not your time.

Those words. She squinted through the darkness, trying to see anything besides the blinding splashes of light that forced through the fog. So familiar.

A scent flooded her head, one she remembered so well. White Diamonds…baby powder. “Mama…”

There was a soft laugh. Go back, Jenai. This is not for you…not yet.

“But I’m tired,” she pleaded. “I hurt. I don’t want to fight anymore. Stephanie…she can find Varnell. She’ll finish him—I’m too tired.”

The air around her tightened, swelled with pain that wasn’t her own. Jenai felt hot tears trickle down her face. Baby…you never had to fight for me. I didn’t need justice, although I know you did. It’s time, though, that you fight for yourself. Those last words, instead of a whispering echo, seemed to throb within her mind. Some of the weariness ebbed and she could think beyond the pain that seemed to encompass her very being.

“Fight,” she whispered, shaking her head. “What’s to fight for?”

But even as she spoke, the lights that had taunted and teased her faded. And she was once more lost in the darkness.

•

Ronan had seen a person fade before.

People of the autre were more prone to it—the powers they harnessed, the way they were more aware of themselves physically and mentally, the autre were just better at it.

What a lovely thing—for a people to be good at willing themselves to death.

But usually, he saw it in the more ancient of his kind. Older vampires who’d walked the world endlessly and were tired of it, or weres who had lost their mates and simply couldn’t fathom going on alone.

Not in somebody quite as young as Jenai.

Or as determined.

He stood at the edge of the bed, staring down at her. Her skin was no longer just pale—it had become translucent. He could see the fine network of veins under the fragile shield of her skin, even see the pulses beating at the crook of her arms, in the hollow of her neck.

Fear flooded his mind.

Had she given in? Was her soul her own anymore, or had she yielded to the incubus that held her? Death at the hands of one like him, even if she willed it herself, could lead to her becoming a shade. Shades were still bound to the world they died in—drifting forever in the world between life and death, bound to their master, trapped in servitude until the demon that controlled them at their death truly released him.

Ronan closed his eyes for a long moment. No. Even if she chose to pass on, she wasn’t going to spend endless years as a shade.

Lowering himself to the bed, he braced himself over her, resting his weight on his hip and the hand he had fisted by her side. “Jenai…”

She didn’t stir. Closing his eyes, he dropped his shields and waited. He could feel her. Relief burst inside him, flooding through his being like a riptide. If he could feel her…

“Indeed. She’s not gone yet. And she’s not mine, either.”

Ronan rose slowly, turning his head to stare at the thing standing in the doorway. The incubus had skin that gleamed like solid gold, hair the color of flame and eyes that burned like the fires of hell. His very presence seemed to flood the room—it wasn’t evil that hung in the air though.

Ronan knew evil.

This was…nebulous. Doubt, anger, grief…regret. Weariness.

Narrowing his eyes, he slid his shields back up, not trusting what he was feeling. “Who are you?”

The demon smiled. “The master here. I am called Azar. But I’m not what you came for. She is.”

Ronan inclined his head. “But in order to get her, don’t I need to deal with you?”

The laugh was low, throbbing, almost silky. “Child, if I had wanted to keep you from her, you never would have stepped foot within my domain.” His lids drooped, shielding those very disturbing eyes from Ronan. “But she is running out of time. Call her…while you can.”

A derisive snort escaped Ronan as he stood there before the demon. “Like you’re just going to let me?”

As his mouth curled in a slight smile, Azar shrugged. “That was the plan. I do not want another woman’s soul—I have no need for shades to linger near me. I’ve ghosts enough of my own.”

At those words, Ronan realized just how very empty the air around him was. A demon that powerful—and Ronan knew he was powerful because his strength beat at Ronan’s mental shields like a whirlwind—should have shades thick in the air around him.

“And if I call her…then what?”

“Then you go. Take her.” Azar shrugged one heavily muscled shoulder. “Return to your world, and leave mine. You don’t belong here. She doesn’t belong here.” His eyes closed and a sigh racked his entire body. “Creatures with hope—they have no place here.”

Suddenly, sadness hung in the air so thick Ronan could barely breathe through it. His throat ached and a knot seemed to have taken up permanent residence in his chest. And then, like a switch suddenly flipped, the emotions were cut off. The demon’s eyes cut toward Ronan—and it was cold.

He could hardly think beyond just how cold he was. “Cold,” Azar purred, his voice low and beguiling. “That is how she feels. Why don’t you warm her?”

Like a puppet on a string, Ronan slowly turned, staring at the pale limbs of the woman he loved, stretched on the bed, her eyes closed, her breathing growing ever more shallow. “Call her…”

The bed dipped beneath his weight as he sank down beside her, stretching out full length. For some bizarre reason, he trusted the unnaturally beautiful demon behind him, knew he meant what he said. Which left just one problem—bringing Jenai back before she slipped too far away.

Her flesh was cold under his hands as he trailed the pads of his fingers up one slender arm. Far too cold. And she was still—unmoving even when he touched his fingers to the sensitive skin of her nape. The pulse there was thready, weak. Lowering his head, he pressed his brow to hers and whispered, “Come back to me, Jenai. I just found you—I’m not ready to lose you.”

Pressing his lips to her cheek, he murmured, “Come back.”

Her breath sighed out of her, but she was still just as motionless as before, her limbs loose, lax as he rubbed his hands down them. Skimming his lips down the curve of her cheek, down her jaw, over the line of her neck, he pressed a kiss to the sensitive skin just above the pulse beating there.

Ronan buried his face in the curve where her shoulder met her neck, wrapping his arms tightly around her as he lowered his shields. Dimly, he was aware of the demon who watched, but mostly he was aware of her, the very thing that made her who she was, the woman he had loved since almost the first second he had seen her. Fading…

Desperate, he threw back his head and screamed out a denial. It sounded like the howl of the wolf—echoing through the lair, inside his head.

It was so faint, he almost missed it.

No sound really, just a change in the air around him. Like somebody was looking back at him. Looking for him.

“I’m here, Jenai,” he whispered, lifting his head and staring down at her pale face.

Her lashes fluttered.

Lowering his head, he pressed his lips to hers and murmured against her mouth, “I’m here. Come to me.”

Though no sound left her, he heard a sob. Something echoing from the world beyond, where she was trying to hide. “No. Don’t hide away. Don’t leave me.”

A long silence passed and then finally, words…again, nothing she voiced, more of something she thought in the silence of her mind. I’m cold.

Ronan sat up, dragging her body with him, pulling her long form into his lap. Was it just his wishful thinking, or was her body a little less pale?

“I’ll warm you, Jenai. Come back to me and I’ll keep you warm forever.”

The next time he pressed his mouth to hers, he felt her gasp. Smoothing one palm down her torso, he whispered, “That’s it. Feel me. I’m right here, and I won’t ever leave you. I won’t let you leave me.”

Her body stiffened in his hands and her lips parted. Her eyes remained closed, but a flicker of life crossed her face. “Ronan…”

Catching one of her hands, he brought it to his face. “Yes—it’s me, Jenai. Open your eyes. See me.”

Her fingers curled almost involuntarily, the tips of them caressing his cheek for one second before she tried to jerk her hand back. “A dream. Not real… Why would you be here?”

Ronan kept his grip firmly around her wrist, bringing her fisted hand to his mouth and pressing a kiss to her knuckles. “I’m here because I need you. Come to me, Jenai. I’m so empty without you.”

There was a shift in the air around them—a tightening and then she shuddered. Her lids lifted, and Ronan found himself staring into the bottomless depths of her silver eyes.

Her lashes flickered. “Ronan.” Her tongue slipped out, wetting her lips. “Wh-what are you doing here?”

He laughed, a shaky, relieved sound as he lowered his head, pressing his brow to hers. “Looking for you, love. Just looking for you.”

That thick black fringe of lashes lowered, shielding her eyes. Then she bucked, jerking in his arms. “No!” she wailed.

“Silence.”

Power rolled through the room and Ronan once more became aware of the intimidating presence that stood there with them. Lifting his head, he found himself lost in the black depths of the demon’s eyes.

In his arms, Jenai trembled, soft mewling whimpers leaving her throat. “No! I was almost free from you! Let me go!”

The demon chuckled and moved closer, staring down at Jenai with what looked like…affection in his gaze. “Pet, you already are.”

Darkness swarmed up, claiming both of them. Right before the world fell out from under Ronan, he heard a voice murmur, “Go back to where you belong…together.”


Chapter Thirteen

Her entire body felt like one huge bruise.

Sleep beckoned, called to her like a lover, but Jenai knew she had to open her eyes. All around, she felt danger.

Lifting her lashes, she found herself lying on the floor in a room that looked vaguely familiar.

To her left, she heard a groan and she slowly rolled her head to the side, lifting her gaze until she could see the man’s face. It was in profile, but she knew those features. They’d haunted her for a long time.

Ronan…

His lashes lifted and their gazes met. Licking her lips, she asked huskily, “What’s going on?”

Before he could answer, there was an enraged shout. Instinct had her rolling to a crouched position. A wave of dizziness rushed at her and she braced one hand on the floor, staring in the direction of that angry voice. A door.

Again, it looked familiar. But…where in the hell was she?

“We’ve got to get out of here.”

Lifting her head, she looked to the right and saw Ronan was already standing. Nodding, she pushed slowly to her feet. He caught her arm when she swayed and she found herself leaning against him. Something hot and sweet moved through her as his hand cupped her face. “How do you feel?”

Her lips opened and before she even knew what she was going to say, she responded softly, “Like I’ve just gotten back from hell.”

Something flickered in his eyes. His lips parted and she thought he was going to ask something, but he didn’t. Instead, he turned, studying the room.

Trapped—Jenai thought suddenly. One door out of this room, no windows, and whoever was at that door didn’t sound happy. As if to emphasize that, it shuddered under impact as somebody hit it. Somebody strong—more than human.

Then there was an explosion, something that rocked the entire building. Jenai was still trying to clear her head, trying to remember, when Ronan caught her hand and jerked her to the door. “Now. We have to go…now.”

They ran from the room—past a doorway that looked as though somebody had busted the entire wall out. And Jenai saw something familiar, a dark head, a long braid, a leather-clad body. Stephanie!

“We’ll catch up with them later,” Ronan muttered, dragging her down the hall. People lay in dazed heaps on the floor, staring with confused eyes at Ronan and Jenai as they passed. As they reached the landing, some of them were starting to move. Ronan never paused, never gave Jenai a chance to breathe, just kept moving.

They made it to the lower level before most of the people inside seemed to focus. But as they hit the door, voices started to rise, and eyes turned their way. Jenai tried to force her body to move quicker, but she felt so tired—

Ronan caught her and before she realized what he was doing, she was hanging face down over his shoulder. “Sorry, love, but we have to move faster than that.”

With his shoulder jammed into her belly and her head hanging upside down, her dizziness increased. But they did move faster. Jenai was damn near in a daze by the time Ronan stopped running. But he only stopped long enough to change his means of transportation from foot to car. She had barely settled into the passenger seat before he took off, tires squealing.

“Why are we in such a hurry?” she asked. Her throat felt tight—her words sounded husky even to her.

“Did you really want to hang around that place?”

She thought back to it—oddly familiar—dark. Blood and fear had been heavy in the air and she whispered quietly, “No.” But what was that place?

A voice whispered into her mind, Hell.

Uncontrollable shivers wracked her body and she wrapped her arms around herself, trying to get warm. Dimly, she watched as Ronan’s hand moved—everything seemed super acute, actions slowed down so that she could even see the fine hairs on the back of his hand moving ever so faintly. He twisted a knob on the console and a wave of heat drifted out, the sound unusually loud.

She felt almost drugged.

“Ronan…what’s been going on?”

In the silence of his hotel room, Ronan studied Jenai’s face for a long moment, trying to figure out exactly what he should tell her.

She didn’t remember.

None of it. Even The Dark was little more than a bare memory to her, vaguely familiar, but she didn’t even remember why she had gone there in the first place.

“Stop staring at me like that.”

A slow smile crooked his mouth and he asked, “Like what?”

A faint blush stained her cheeks and she averted her eyes. “Just tell me what’s been going on.”

“You were…lost,” he finally said. “Trapped someplace not of this world.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Lost how?”

Turning away, he stared out the window. “Stephanie felt you go missing, Jenai.” A frown crossed his face. “Just yesterday, I think.” It seemed like so much longer than that. Like weeks—years—but it would seem he’d only been in the demon realm a matter of seconds.

Maybe time just didn’t move the same way there. He didn’t know. Shoving the chaotic mess of his thoughts aside, he looked back to Jenai. “You’d gone to a club—that place we woke up in—and just…disappeared.”

“Disappeared? For a day? And then suddenly I was back?” she asked skeptically, her brow puckered with confusion.

“A little more complicated than that.” He sighed, reaching up and pressing his fingers to his eyes. He hadn’t expected her to not remember any of it. A mixed blessing, he suspected. Those memories, if they ever returned, would haunt her. God above knew he was haunted by the little bit he had grasped when he’d touched his mind to hers.

For now, he settled on a shortened version. He’d explain about Brunich, and her father, later. He was too fucking tired to explain it all just yet. Tired…and hungry.

“The club you went to—people there were worshipping demons. They gave you to them—threw you through the doorway and demons took you. I went after you.”

He turned back around, staring into her eyes, waiting for some sign that she remembered, but all he saw was a mask of confusion.

“How?” she whispered, her forehead creased with confusion, her eyes darkening to the color of pewter as fear tightened her body.

He reached up, tapping a finger to his head. “I’m psychic, love. I can see paths that other people can’t. As to how, the same way we’ve shared dreams for so long. I could feel you.”

Crossing to her, he touched his fingers to her lips and murmured, “There hasn’t been a day since you first came into my dreams that I haven’t thought of you.”

She swallowed. He heard the slight sound, watched as her throat worked with the motion. Her lips parted and a shaky breath escaped her. She forced a tight smile as she whispered, “I didn’t come into your dreams. You barged into mine.”

At that tiny spark of life, of humor, he grinned. Sliding his hand into hers, he said, “Maybe it was mutual. We belong together, Jenai. You know that, don’t you?”

Lowering his head, he pressed his lips to hers and murmured, “The one woman in the world who was made for me. Just like I was made for you. I can feel you inside me. And that’s how I found you.”

•

None of what he was saying made sense.

None of it.

Except—she had thought of him all the time. Her heart had ached for him. And somewhere inside of her, she had known who he was too.

That much made sense.

What he had said about demons, about…Purgatory—none of that connected in her mind and when she thought about it, part of her just wanted to cringe. Maybe she didn’t want to understand that part. Safer, saner.

She stared into his eyes, so close to her own. With a sigh, she pressed her mouth more firmly against his, parting her lips and reaching out to trail her tongue over the full lower curve of his lip. He stiffened and then his arms came around her. As he jerked her body into full, complete contact with his own, Jenai felt like she had finally come home.

Reaching up, she buried her fingers in the dark brown silk of his hair, gasping his name as he tore away her clothes. His mouth left hers for one moment as he pressed a stinging line of kisses to her ear where he bit down lightly on the fleshy lobe. Gruffly, he whispered, “If this isn’t what you want…tell me now.”

Jenai laughed, a soft, shaky sound. She felt lighter inside, like she’d been weighed down by pain and fear for a long time, and his touch made her feel safe. And needed. “Hell, Ronan—I’ve wanted nothing but this since the last time you touched me.”

A harsh breath left him and then he pulled back, staring down at her with hungry eyes. He reached out, touching his fingers to the neck of the black silk tank she wore, and then he jerked. The silk gave with a rip under his hands and she shivered under his intent stare as he studied her naked breasts. One golden hand came up and she watched as he cupped one breast in his palm, plumping it, teasing the nipple with his thumb.

His head dipped and then his mouth closed around her nipple, hard and wet, his teeth capturing it and tugging it lightly. “I love you. I loved you before I even met you,” he whispered.

Jenai’s head was spinning. Wasn’t that the sort of declaration a woman dreamed of? And he meant it. She could feel the intensity, the sincerity of his words as he lowered her back onto the bed, rolling his eyes to stare up at her over the length of her body as he curled his tongue around her nipple.

“Ronan…”

He moved up her body, covering her, his weight pressing her into the mattress. “Shhh… Just let me…” he crooned against her skin, raking his teeth down her neck. She cried out, digging her nails into the ridge of muscles at his shoulders, arching up against him.

Against her belly, she felt the hot, hard line of his cock and she trembled, desperate to feel that thick pillar of flesh inside her. She ached so badly—her pussy clenched and she could smell the scent of her own hunger in the air, mingling with the warm scent of his body. He smelled so good. She wanted to feel his skin against hers. She tugged at his shirt and when it didn’t give away, she simply tore at the cloth until she could feel his skin underneath—hot, smooth and hard—pressed against hers as bits and pieces of his shirt fell around them in shreds.

He chuckled, raising up long enough to stare down at his bare chest. Jenai grinned up at him. “You’re wearing too many clothes,” she said.

“Hmmm…well, in the name of preserving my clothes…” He pushed away from her, rising to his feet beside the bed and reaching for the heavy buckle at his waist. She watched as he tugged it open then reached for the button at the top of jeans. The rasp of his zipper sounded loud in the room. Sinking her teeth into her lower lip, she watched as he lowered the zipper.

His cock sprang free from the confining cloth of the denim, thick and erect. It pulsed against his body and Jenai felt an answering pulse low in her belly. He shucked the jeans and leaned back over her. Jenai slid her hand down his chest, but he caught her wrist, bringing her hand to his mouth and pressing a kiss against her palm before pressing it down to lie on the mattress beside her.

He caught the zipper at her hip, sliding it down, and then he pressed the flats of his palms against her, stroking them down, taking the flimsy fabric of the skirt from her. In seconds, she lay naked.

She frowned, and a brief thought passed through her mind. Why in the hell wasn’t she wearing any underwear? A bra? But the puzzle of that faded away as he came down over her, the hot feel of his skin branding itself on her memory as he mounted her, wedging his narrow hips between her thighs, pressing his cock against the soft mound of her sex. Jenai sucked in air, her lungs burning, head spinning.

Reaching up, she curled her fingers around his biceps, moaning as she felt the naked touch of his body against hers. His thick, mink brown hair spilled over one shoulder, the ends of it caressing her skin like silk as he took her mouth, thrusting his tongue inside and stealing away what little air she had.

Between her thighs, she could feel the heavy weight of his cock as he started to work it inside her—hard, thick and throbbing against the sensitive, slick folds of her pussy.

His tongue moved enticingly against her mouth. Jenai greedily bit down on him, just a little, and he stiffened against her, tearing his mouth away. Through a fringe of lashes, she stared up at him, a slow smile curving her lips at the intent, demanding look on his face.

“Now,” he muttered, crushing her against him and surging full length inside her. Jenai screamed out his name, feeling his heat cleaving through her, trembling as his balls swung forward to slap against the seam of her ass.

“Ronan…” she whispered weakly as he withdrew slowly, until just the head of his cock was lodged inside her.

“Bloody hell, I’ve missed you,” he growled, his voice a deep, rough rumble that sent shivers down her spine. “How in the hell did you get inside me so fast?”

She couldn’t speak, could barely breathe, as he moved higher on her body so that each inward thrust of his hips had him rubbing against the aching bud of her clit. She throbbed there, and the folds of her pussy, the depths of her womb felt tight and constricted. More…need more… As he pulled out, she lifted her hips, trying to keep him inside her.

Hands—hard and bruising—came up to cup her hips, pinning her to the bed. “Be still,” he muttered. “Let me… Fuck… You’re so damn tight.”

“I’m empty,” she whimpered, opening her eyes and staring up at him. “Ronan, please… I need… Ronan!”

One hard, sudden thrust had him buried inside her, and she gasped at the pleasure.

His weight came down on her again, pressing her into the mattress, her face buried against the crook of his neck. She opened her lips and trailed her tongue against the salty heat of his skin. The taste of him danced on her tongue, a hot sweet enticement. His hand came up, pressing her mouth more firmly against his neck, and Jenai raked her teeth against his skin. Her fangs slid free of their sheaths, and as blind hunger took control of her, she sank them into his skin, finding the vein unerringly.

As the taste of him tore through her system, she came, climaxing around him even as he started to pull out. He growled again, that low, animalistic sound, and started to fuck her with hard, short digs of his hips, over and over.

Replete, her mouth fell away from his neck and her head fell back, darkness swarming in on her vision.

Dimly, she heard a howl escape him, his fingers digging into her flesh, and then he buried himself to the hilt, his cock jerking inside her pussy as he spilled his seed into her.

They slept.

Briefly.

Jenai chased short, chaotic, senseless bits of a dream, unable to make sense of anything she saw. A dark place, so cold, a man with black eyes that she both wanted and feared, and then darkness—an icy darkness that left her trembling even in her sleep. And a voice, speaking to her out of the darkness, Be strong…he’ll come. The barest glimpse of a different man, and then the dream fell apart and reformed all over again.

Ronan awoke while the dream held her caught in its grip, and his heart wrenched at the soft whimper that left her throat. He was still buried inside her, his cock semi-erect but growing harder with every second. Pulling free, he moved to the side and snuggled her trembling body into the curve of his. She was cool once more, but not cold like she had been. Pressing his lips to her temple, he whispered, “Wake up, Jenai. Just a dream. Just a dream…”

Her body trembled and she awoke with a start, struggling in his arms, her eyes glowing, confusion stamped all over her lovely face. “Jenai, it’s me,” he murmured, pulling her tighter against him so that she could feel and scent of nothing but him. Slowly, her body relaxed and she sighed against him. “What did you dream of?”

She shook her head just a little. “I don’t know. Nothing made sense.” Slowly, she pulled back just a little, and Ronan loosened his arms to let her, staring down into her face. “I don’t remember. Anything. The last thing I remember was coming into Louisville, feeling like there was something I had to do. But I don’t remember what…where. Nothing.”

Reaching up, he combed his fingers through the flyaway strands of her hair. For a moment, he just watched the silken strands slide through his fingers while his mind worked busily.

“Maybe that’s best,” he finally said, slowly meeting her gaze, shaking his head. “I don’t understand why some things happen, but sometimes, maybe they happen because that’s just how it’s meant to be.”

“And I’m not meant to remember anything that happened?”

A sad smile crooked his lips. “It wasn’t anything any person should have to remember. The mind does strange things to protect us.” He just wished he could forget.

Before another word could be said though, the door burst open. Jenai jerked up in shock, staring at the figure standing in shadow as the bright light of morning streamed in around her.

“Don’t bother knocking, Stephanie,” he said dryly.

Jenai tore free from his arms and he let her go, flopping onto his back and lacing his fingers behind his head, watching as the woman he loved dove for her sister and wrapped her arms tightly around the shorter woman.

Stephanie gave a watery laugh.

Another figure moved into the light, slipping past Jenai and Stephanie. Ronan met Beau’s eyes and gave the other man a slight nod before closing his eyes and sighing, feeling, for the first time in his life, complete and whole.

A low masculine sigh reached his ears and he opened his eyes once more, scowling as he saw Beau staring in appreciation at Jenai’s long, naked form. She still held tight to her sister, the door to the motel room standing open, and she was completely oblivious.

Beau caught Ronan’s eye and shrugged, a small smile dancing on his lips.

Rolling from the bed, Ronan strode to Jenai and wrapped a sheet around her as she stepped back from Stephanie. A slight blush pinkened her cheeks as she caught sight of Beau, a frown on her face. Ronan reached around them and closed the door. It sagged on its hinges and he sighed. Another security deposit down the drain.

“I know you…”

Tension raced up his spine and he turned to find Jenai staring at Beau’s face with narrowed eyes.

Stephanie looked at Ronan with confused eyes and he said quietly, “She doesn’t remember.”

They watched as Jenai moved closer to Beau, still staring at him, her eyes thoughtful. “You kept whispering to me. I don’t know where I was, but you kept talking to me. You told me to hold on.”

Beau smiled, a self-deprecating smile, and he gave a nonchalant shrug of his wide shoulders. “Looks like you did, at that. Welcome back, Jenai.”
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Chapter One

He was a creature of myth, of legend. One that moved through dreams and nightmares to lay his touch on the minds of women as they slept. With his touch, he could bind them to him, heart and soul…even their bodies, if he truly wished. Until they lived and breathed just for him.

Until they could die for want of him.

But once—he’d been a man.

Azar hovered at the fringes of the woman’s mind as she slept, feeling something inside his black heart clench painfully.

He loved watching her—had been watching her for years, in human terms. It seemed like only seconds since he’d first seen her though. Yet, at the same time, it felt like he had been watching her, yearning for her, for centuries.

She reminded him of someone. Someone he’d loved…and lost.

Lost to another like himself. Back before he’d become…this.

Her features were gamine, almost elfin, her wide mouth parting on a soft sigh as she dreamed. He wanted to touch her, to lay his hands on her and join her in those dreams, touch her, fuck her, love her.

It had been eons since he’d made love.

Eons since he’d found a woman he truly wanted to love, not just fuck. Somebody who had touched more than just his libido—and made him yearn for what he used to be.

Made him remember love.

Love. It wasn’t something he should be able to remember, much less want.

But then, Azar had never been a good demon.

And that was the crux of his problem.

Most demons relished their purpose, lived to cause pain and chaos. While Azar might crave the dark desires that came with being demon, he didn’t want them. He didn’t like them—over the past few centuries he had found himself growing more and more bored with even those things he had craved since he’d become what he was.

His ears detected the sudden change in her breathing pattern, the way her heart suddenly started to slam against her chest. Something in her dream had changed. Just as her eyes flew open and she jerked upright in bed, he faded, retreating to the demon realm below.

And brooding.

•

It was dark—she couldn’t see anything around her, but she could feel. His hands on her were both familiar and unknown and the way her skin came alive under his touch was unlike anything she had ever known.

His mouth covered hers and she moaned as he plunged his tongue inside, angling her neck back as he kissed her deeply.

She knew his taste—it was like she had been yearning for him for centuries. His thigh wedged between hers, parting her legs and she whimpered as the muscled length pressed against her mound.

The heat of his skin seemed to scald her, both painful and sweet at the same time. His mouth closed around one nipple, his teeth scoring the flesh lightly while his fingers trailed over her side, her hip, then cupped her sex. When two thick fingers sank inside her pussy, she cried out, climaxing just under that single touch.

“Sweet…” he purred against her flesh.

She moaned as he started to kiss his way down her torso and when he spread her thighs wider, lying between them, she felt her entire body tense with anticipation. His mouth covered her, and he opened her folds with his fingers. When he pushed his tongue inside her, Kerrigan fisted her hands in the sheet beneath her. Just when she could feel the gathering tension in her belly, the climax hovering just out of her reach, he shifted and focused on her clit, closing his teeth around the tight bud of flesh and sucking on it lightly.

Kerrigan buried her hands in his hair and arched up against him, screaming out when he moved yet again, leaving her throbbing, aching for his touch.

Her scream turned to a hungry moan as he covered her body with his, wedging his hips between her thighs and cupping her butt cheeks in his hands. With a growl that left her shivering, he pushed inside, burying his cock within her.

Reaching up, she closed her arms around him—but the second her hands touched his flesh, he changed into a living pillar of flame that burned and burned. Kerrigan screamed as the fire started to scorch her flesh.

And then…

•

Kerrigan Brody sat awake in her bed, her entire body trembling, her nipples stabbing into the fine cotton of the chemise she had worn to bed, her belly a hot ball of want, while her mind was blank with fear.

Dreaming again.

Of him. A man that she had never met, from a time long before she was born.

The dreams had tormented her most of her life—rising out of her subconscious when she least expected it. The night before prom—the image of his eyes even after she woke had lingered with her, and the echo of his voice had murmured to her, Wait for me…

She’d had big plans for that night, involving a hotel and her boyfriend Trey. Plans that had gone up in smoke as visions of a man with long black hair and grass green eyes haunted her. Trey had taken her home before midnight, and left with barely a word. There had been pain in his soft gray eyes, not just disappointment, but hurt. She had loved him—or so she had thought. And he had loved her, until she had started pushing him away in exchange for dreaming of a man who didn’t exist. Trey had broken up with her three weeks later.

Two days before her wedding. She’d awoken at three a.m., still feeling the faint ghost of his touch on her flesh as he’d pulled her against him and murmured, You’re mine…mine and no others.

She’d called off the wedding—and a month later, she had moved, leaving behind the familiar city of Chicago, to move to a small town in West Virginia, buried in the foothills of the Appalachians. The teaching job she’d accepted was at a much lower pay than what she’d made in Chicago, but the kids were…different. More like kids, than the miniature grownups she’d worked with at the inner-city schools of Chicago for the last five years.

So now, she had settled into small-town life in the old mountain city of Marlinton, teaching the small group of first graders, and up until now, she had felt content.

At peace. No haunting dreams, no painful unexplained yearnings. The dreams had haunted her for so long that she barely remembered a time when she hadn’t had them.

But then they’d started coming again. Worse, they had turned violent, often ending the way this one had. But sometimes—sometimes they were worse. Sometimes her dream lover turned into a monster while he was inside her.

Sometimes, she was trapped behind some boundary that kept her from reaching out, from touching, but not from seeing. And she could see it all—see as he took woman after woman, never once looking her way. And each woman begged for him and when he never returned, she…faded.

Like Kerrigan could feel herself doing.

It wasn’t just sex he took.

It was…more.

Those dreams were going to drive her insane.

The echo of a voice murmuring to her left her shivering in her bed. Even though it was May, this high in the mountains, nights were still cool. Rising from the bed, she pulled the quilt around her shoulders and padded out of her room, her bare feet silent on the chilly wooden floors.

Half dazed, still more asleep than awake, she drifted through the house, finally curling up on the couch, thumbing the remote and staring blankly at the television.

Pictures of misty mountains and rolling fields of green bloomed on the screen. Mesmerized, she stared at the screen as the haunting sound of harp song filled the air.

Ireland…experience the majesty…experience the magic.

The human voice, rich with an Irish accent, startled her. Blinking, she reached up, rubbing her eyes, trying to wake up. So familiar.

Her heart ached as another image rolled onto the screen—a tumbled ruin—then faded away to be replaced by towering cliffs and the sound of waves crashing onto rocks.

Tromhad…

The word was foreign—she shouldn’t have been able to understand. She spoke Spanish fluently, but this… This was unlike any language she had ever heard.

But she knew what it meant.

Come to me…

Reaching up, she pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. “I’m going crazy,” she mumbled. Turn off the TV. Go to bed, she told herself.

The strains of the harp called to her, though, and she didn’t turn off the TV. Instead, she found herself staring at it, mesmerized. The intrusion of the narrator’s voice as he invited the watchers to come experience Ireland for themselves irritated her. She wished he’d just shut up, even though his voice was low and pleasant.

All she wanted to do was stare at those misty mountains and green valleys as fog rolled through them. It reminded her, very distantly, of the land here in West Virginia. The land here had called to her. When she’d decided to move, she’d spent days poring over the internet, looking for some place that would feel like home.

She never found one, but something in West Virginia had called to her, had felt…almost familiar.

The sense of home she had been looking for, she felt now. Staring at a foreign country, a place she’d never seen, never thought much about. Her heart ached with longing as she stared, mesmerized, at the screen.

When the credits for the travel show finally rolled onto the screen, a sense of pain sliced through her.

And in the silence of the house, a voice murmured, Tromhad. Tair dachaidh…

•

She was sad, his pretty little pixie.

Watching her as she slept, he stared at her as she sighed desolately, the sound so full of pain and heartbreak, it made him hurt.

What bothers you so?

He didn’t speak to her. Didn’t try to travel across the fragile barrier that kept her dreams from him. He could—he could slide inside her dreams, touch his mind to hers, touch her body, whisper to her of how he longed for her.

And he could take her, worship that sweet body as he so wished to, until she screamed for him and cried out his name, and begged him to keep her with him for always.

She’d die for him—become a shade that he could keep with him forever, her mortal coil wasting away until she simply stopped breathing. Her body would die, but her soul would linger on. And on…and on, for as long as he wished her to. He could wrap her essence around him and hold her close to him from now until the world stopped spinning.

But he didn’t want that.

Oh, he wanted her—but he didn’t want her the way he had wanted other women. He wanted her the way he hadn’t wanted anyone else—not since he was a man, married to his sweet Caoilinn.

So instead, he just stared at her and yearned.

There was no logical reason why he didn’t go to her, fulfil that yearning. Except, if he did, once he touched her, the insidious magic that filled him would leave a mark on her. She’d weep for him, long for him—pine away.

All he had to do was wake her, and use the power of his gaze to make her call to him, make her reach for him. Once she reached for him, once she whispered of her longings, he could cross the dream barrier, completely, freely, and take her.

And at the same time—kill her.

He didn’t want that.

Damn it all straight to hell and back, but he didn’t want her dead. Didn’t want to see her become nothing more than a whisper of a woman—didn’t want to think of that warm, soft body turning cold in death.

Turning away from her, he drifted through the house, his form insubstantial. He could smell her, a soft, sweet female scent. Closing his eyes, he revelled in that scent, feeling the needs in his soul grow, a dark hunger ripping through him.

Go to her. The sly little voice rose up to taunt him as his need increased. Take her…mark her, make her yours.

The need to do just that was heavy on him—with a snarl, he shoved away the taunting, dark voices that had haunted him since his very first moments as an incubus. No.

He chose who he took. Some of his brethren couldn’t control their urges, their needs. Azar had always held his desires under a tight rein, choosing when and where he’d give in to them.

Perhaps it was because part of him still remembered what it was like to be human. The weakest touch of his humanity still lingered within his soul and he had more…sympathy, he supposed, for the mortals whom he was supposed to feed upon.

He chose with care—taking none who didn’t truly yearn for the oblivion he could bring.

He looked for those who were already dying just a little inside.

And while Kerrigan hurt in her heart, she wasn’t so desperately lonely that she yearned for death.

So he wouldn’t take her.

Turning away from the hall that would lead him back to her side, back to temptation, he paced restlessly in the small room. Things had changed so much. He once lived in a small home that he’d built with his own hands—it hadn’t been any larger than this one room. They’d been so happy…for a time.

The low table on the floor was covered with papers and pictures and books. He had loved stories when he had been human. Although he hadn’t been able to read, he’d love to listen to them, to tell them. Now stories were told from pages of written words and almost everybody could read. They could also watch stories as they played on small boxes with screens that would come to life with the press of a button.

His lady—yes, he thought of her as his, she had one of the story boxes. Television…it’s called television. Though he didn’t dwell within this world, the many times he’d touched his mind to another had gleaned him some knowledge of it. Too much knowledge, enough that it all jumbled together inside his head at times.

Curiosity burned inside him for a moment as he studied the television. He wondered what the flickering images would look like…how real could they possibly be?

Perhaps he could look, he mused, cocking his head and staring thoughtfully at the story box. Before he could act on his interest though, something else caught his eye.

Green…

Inexplicably, just the sight of that color made his heart tighten inside his chest. Moving closer, he knelt in front of the table, reaching out and moving aside one of the papers that covered most of that extraordinary green. As he touched the papers, his hand solidified, just long enough to let him move them and as his hand fell away, it turned back to the misty form that made up his body in this plane.

Home.

It wasn’t a thought that moved through his head, more it was just a feeling. He was staring at images of his home, the misty green lands where he’d been born all those centuries ago. The home he’d given up in exchange for vengeance upon the demon who had stolen away his woman.

Carefully, he touched the pads of his fingers to the glossy green picture, stroking it absently. The paper shifted, and he realized it wasn’t just a picture, but a book of some sort. Slowly, he turned one page. His entire body tensed with yearning as he found himself staring at the cliffs. The ocean crashed into them hundreds of feet below, so impossibly blue.

Home.

This had been his home. He and Caoilinn had lived on those cliffs, and he had hunted and farmed and roamed the land around them. Until—

Before the rest of that thought could form, a curtain fell closed in his mind.

He didn’t remember those last days. Not anymore. At first, they’d been bright and shining in his memory, taunting him, mocking him. But time passed, and the memories didn’t just fade—they disappeared. And now, even if he wanted to relive them, he could not.

Staring at the cliffs for a long moment, he found himself aching inside. A very real, very physical ache that encompassed his entire soul, black as it was. And then, he flexed his mind and within a second, he was gone, away from this house that reminded him of things he wanted. Back in the dark world of the demons, back in his own lair.

Alone.

•

Staring out the window of the airplane, Kerrigan waited for her first glimpse of Ireland. It had been three weeks since she had woken from a dream and lost herself in images of this impossibly green land. Three weeks that she had been haunted by dreams, even while awake, of her dream lover whispering to her, Come to me. Come home.

Finally, they broke through the thin layer of clouds and Kerrigan felt her heart stop in her throat at her first view of the land.

It was just as green as she’d imagined—so many varying shades of green. The sun shone down from above, peeking through the clouds and hitting the River Shannon below so that the water gleamed as bright as a diamond.

“Goin’ home, are ya?”

Kerrigan glanced over at the airline attendant, arching a brow at her. “Pardon?”

“Ah…you’re American. I’m sorry—it’s just the look I see on your face. The same look I’m told I have on my own when I’ve been away too long. Is this your first trip to Ireland?”

Kerrigan nodded, a slight smile on her face. “It looks so green.”

The attendant smiled, her pretty brown eyes sparkling. “It’s a lovely land—I’ve never seen its match, and I’ve travelled all over.”

“Is it hard to leave?” Kerrigan murmured, looking back out the window.

“Sometimes. But it’s worth it—just to come back home.” Flashing Kerrigan one last smile, she said, “I hope the land lives up to your expectation, miss. It’s truly a magical place.”

Those words echoed in Kerrigan’s head as she disembarked, while she moved through the small airport, listening to the music of the voices all around her.

It took nearly two hours to get her baggage and find the small pick-up area where she could catch a shuttle to get her rental car. By that time, she was exhausted and hungry, anxious to get out on the road and discover what it was that called to her so strongly.

She hit the road, and for the first ten miles, Kerrigan cringed every time she passed one of the roundabouts, Ireland’s clever little version of an intersection. Once into it, she was paranoid she’d end up coming off the roundabout on the wrong side of the road.

But she made it out of Shannon without mishap, heading north, following the little beacon inside her gut that whispered to her.

Stupid. It was stupid to set foot in a foreign country without so much as planning her first night’s lodging. But she’d done that…and more. Not even setting a date for the return flight home.

Stupid. Stupid…but I had to…

Going home wasn’t something Kerrigan could do until she quieted the voice that murmured to her.

Until she found out whatever it was that was calling to her.


Chapter Two

Azar stayed away from her—for a whole bloody week.

But as the yearning in his soul grew stronger, he knew he’d break down and go see her again.

But when he finally crossed the barrier of dreams that separated his realm from the mortal world, she wasn’t there.

The house was totally silent, and dark. The only light blazing was the small one at the front door. Pacing through the house, he muttered, “Where are you?”

It was late—very late. If she was just out for the night…a snarl crossed his face. Out…with a lover? Some mortal man she let touch her sweet body?

Whirling around, he stared at the door, willing her to walk through it, even though if she did so at that very second, she’d see him. Just the misty form he usually travelled in while in the mortal realm, but still…she’d see.

At the moment, he didn’t care. Hell, that was wrong. He did care. He wanted her to see him, wanted her to know he watched her, wanted her… And he’d be damned if he let some mortal touch her.

Mine. The word reverberated through his soul, strong and powerful and undeniable. He wanted her. Wanted her with a passion that all but blinded him to thought and reason.

“Where are you?” Azar demanded again, his voice louder, echoing through the silence of the house.

But there was no answer. Not that he’d expected one.

Narrowing his eyes, he murmured, “I’ll just find you myself.”

She couldn’t hide from him, not from an incubus that had watched her for as long as he had. He reached out and touched the dreaming minds of women throughout the world, and each one was unique. The feel of his little pixie’s mind affected him like none other he had ever touched. Even though he had never merged his thoughts with her, he’d known when he had found her. His mind had meshed with hers as though they were created from the same cloth, his mate. His mate…

Yearning filled him, flooding him to the very root of his soul.

Keeping his touch light, he revelled in the emotions he felt coming from her.

Full of longing, of need, of desire long unsatisfied.

Keeping his mind focused on hers, he drifted into the dream barrier, and travelled through it until he was with her once more.

But when he opened his eyes, he found himself back in the very last place he’d been expecting.

He was home.

•

The dreams were stronger here.

Whatever she had been expecting to find, hoping to find, it just wasn’t here. Part of her had hoped for peace—or something. But that hadn’t happened. The dreams came more often, more vividly, often lingering with her throughout the day.

Tossing on the bed, Kerrigan sobbed in her sleep as she struggled to find her lover…her husband. But he wasn’t there. Gone. Not there to comfort her in the night—and then he was…laying his hands on her body, touching her, loving her so sweetly. But then his hands hardened, turned cruel and demanding on her body and still she craved more.

But when she tried to look up into his face—it changed. From human…to not.

As she opened her mouth to scream, the thing atop her body started to laugh, and laugh…and laugh…

Kerrigan jerked awake with a start, sucking air into starving lungs. The dream loomed vividly in her mind and she pressed her hands against her eyes, trying to block out the images.

That thing—a monster, for certain. Not an ugly one, but a creature almost frightening in its beauty. Skin the color of soot, and eyes that were lidless and pure white—hair as red as flame that flowed around shoulders too wide, too massive to belong to a human.

Evil exuded from the thing, so real and so thick, it all but choked the air around them.

And it laughed as she screamed.

“Too real,” she muttered, shaking her head, fisting one hand in her hair and jerking on the short strands in an effort to clear the dream from her head. “Too real.”

Too disturbing. Like it had been more than a dream…memory.

The voice murmured inside her head and she surged up out of the bed, pacing the room. No. Not memory. That hadn’t happened. It hadn’t. Not to her. Not to anybody. That thing, whatever it had been, hadn’t been human. And if it wasn’t human, then it wasn’t real.

Stalking into the small bathroom, she closed the door, never once seeing the misty white form that hovered in the corner of her room.

•

He could feel her turmoil. Knew that it was somehow connected to the dream she’d been having as he slid along the paths between worlds to find her. But he didn’t know why she was so upset.

And right now, he was a little too dazed to try to find out why.

Staring out the window, he could see the pale silver light of the moon shining down on the ocean that was just yards away from the little house.

Home…

He hadn’t come here. Not once in the seven centuries since his mortal body had been consumed by the fires of his rage and he’d become an incubus.

With barely a thought, he slid from the house to the rocky beach, listening to the waves as they crashed onto the sand, smelling the scents of the ocean and wood smoke on the air—the scents of home.

It would have changed.

Logically, Azar knew that. But two thousand millennia could pass, and this place would still have that special thing that made it home.

Slowly, he turned, wondering what he’d find behind him. A sprawling city like that land across the ocean? A place that never slept, even at night?

But all he saw was the house—much larger than it would have been when he was alive, but still…just one house. A smaller building to the side and when he focused, he could sense the life that buzzed within. Horses, he mused. Somehow, the thought of horses, such a simple thing, soothed some of the turmoil within his being.

Horses…sheep…the green of the fields, and the surf as it crashed into the cliffs below. This was still home, little did it matter that centuries had passed since he had walked this land.

Centuries, change, neither mattered.

But one thing, one thing that was different about Ireland did matter.

She was here. And he couldn’t fathom why.

Lifting his gaze, he focused on the window, watching as she moved to stand in front of it, the light from her back casting her into shadow. She wouldn’t be able to really see him, not as far away as he was. If she did, it would look like little more than a wisp of fog.

“What are you doing here, lady? Why did you come?”

•

A chill raced down her spine as she stood at the window, staring out into the darkness. The moon gilded everything with a faint sheen of silver and all was still.

But she’d heard something.

Not in the house, not from outside, but from within—inside her head.

More a questioning touch than anything, like somebody was studying. Why are you here? seemed to be the thought, but she heard no actual words.

“Kerrigan, you’re going crazy,” she muttered, shaking her head and turning away from the window.

But she spun back around, leaned forward, pressed her hand against the glass. There… But it was gone now.

No. Not it. He. He was gone now.

There had been a man standing there, and for the briefest moment, she had seen him. Tall, powerfully built with wide shoulders and lean, narrow hips, long muscled legs, a shirt of some kind that laced up over a powerful chest, and pants that looked like they’d been sewn together along the outer curve of his legs.

He had been standing there. And she’d seen him before.

In her dreams—the dreams that had led her here.

Turning away from the window once more, she fisted her hands in the short, choppy curls at her temples, pressing her knuckles into her skull. Pain threatened, but it did nothing to chase those thoughts out of her head. Nothing to clear the image of the man she knew she had seen.

•

“Tell me now, Kerrigan, how did ya sleep? Was the room to your likin’?” Mrs. Mary Callahan asked, smiling down at the American as she served her breakfast—rashers of bacon, mounds of fluffy scrambled eggs, sliced tomatoes, freshly baked bread.

Kerrigan surveyed the spread of food in front of her with a rueful smile. She’d told herself the first time she’d had an Irish breakfast that she couldn’t possibly eat it.

But she’d been wrong.

Turning her smile toward her hostess, she said quietly, “The room was lovely.”

Mary beamed proudly. “And ya slept well?”

Kerrigan shrugged, turning her attention to breakfast, as she tried to avoid the question. But the owner of the little B&B located just south of the cliffs of Moher was persistent if nothing else. “Thought I heard somebody movin’ ‘round a bit late last night. Trouble sleepin’ in a strange bed?”

Kerrigan scooped up a bite of egg and popped it in her mouth before she answered. Damn, but the lady can cook. Even if she is nosy, and not terribly subtle about it, Kerrigan thought with a wry smile before she shrugged and replied, “I slept okay for a little while. Something woke me up. Bad dream. Took a while for me to want to sleep again. I-I was looking out the window.” Her eyes dropped and she silently cursed herself. Damn it, shut up, Kerrigan. People are going to think you’re crazy.

“Aye, but it was a lovely full moon last night, wasn’t it?” Mary mused, her faded blue eyes growing thoughtful, a small smile on her lips.

Kerrigan hadn’t noticed the full moon at all. Just the faint silvery light it cast on the ground. All she had noticed was the man…a man she couldn’t have seen. She had turned away for barely a second—if she had seen somebody, he wouldn’t have been able to move that fast.

“I must have been more tired than I thought. Or maybe the dream spooked me a little. But I thought I saw somebody out there—a man.”

Mary cocked a graying brow at Kerrigan, her lips pursing. “A man, eh? Well, now. You’re the only guest I have…’til tonight that is. A young couple on their honeymoon. And me husband—he died two years ago. Our boys, bless them, wanted something more than this small town. One moved to Dublin and the other, well, shocked me to my soul, but he moved to London. Working in a pub—honest enough work—but why couldn’t he work at a pub here in Ireland? We’ve fine pubs hereabouts.”

Kerrigan suppressed a smile and just shook her head. Soberly, she said, “People get the oddest notions in their heads.”

Mary nodded, a decisive nod, her ever-smiling mouth for once serious. “They do, at that. Now…a man, you say you saw. I don’t rightly know who that could have been. Not as late I heard ya movin’ last night.” A faraway look entered her eyes. “Don’t suppose it could be him.”

Kerrigan, in the midst of taking a sip of tea, paused, then slowly lowered her cup. “Him, who?” she asked warily. Something about the way her hostess’s manner had changed, how she had stilled, how even the sparkle in her eyes seemed to lessen made Kerrigan’s gut clench.

“Don’t rightly know exactly. The spirit of the cliffs—some call him Finn. Lived a long time ago, why, ‘round the time Saint Patrick came to Ireland. Though nobody knows precisely. He lived here, he did. They say in a small cottage that he built with his own hands, just beyond the tree line there. You can see signs of something that was there, but it’s long fallen to ruins. He was a warrior, I’ve heard. Fought, but not men. Fought things that were…dark. Monsters. Soulless creatures. Had a young bride, but he left her alone too long, and one of the monsters came to her, fooled her with a dark, evil magic into believing he was her own dear husband. He…he took her, you see. Did all sorts of things to her—made her love him. Made her want him. And then her husband came home—Finn saw his bride in bed with a monster. He knew what the thing was, you see. He had the sight, a way of seeing demons, and he knew even with the thing’s magic, what it was. Legend says his wife killed herself, and in his fury, Finn’s soul split from his body, and he became one of the dark things himself, a creature of fury and spite and rage. He killed the thing that had touched his wife, but he himself, part of him died, as well. The human part. But legend says he will come back…when he finds her again.”

Kerrigan sat spellbound, lost in the tale, and even when Mary had finished speaking, she continued to sit there, silent, staring straight ahead, while in her mind’s eyes, she saw them. Finn and his bride, who was young and lovely, but full of pain and self-loathing when she realized what she had done.

Suddenly Mary laughed, shaking her head. “My, what a fanciful thought that is, a man pining for six or seven centuries for a woman who didn’t love him enough to live—to forgive herself.”

Slowly, Kerrigan blinked and then she cocked her head, staring at Mary. “She must have hated herself, if that’s how it truly happened. If she loved her husband, she’d feel so guilty—like she should have known who was her man and who wasn’t.”

Mary shrugged negligently. “But if she loved him, truly loved him, she would have given him the chance to forgive her. For her to forgive herself, and not just blindly ended it. His rage was the greatest over losing her, you see. And with her gone, he had nothing left to bind him here.”

“What happened to him? You say he became a monster…what do you mean?”

Mary shook her head. “I don’t rightly know, lass. This is just legend—something a young man will tell his lady on a cold rainy night. Whether it happened or no, I don’t know. But…but they say he became a demon. He fought demons, killed them. That was his calling. And then he became one of them. Like the one that had taken his wife and made her crave the dark touch. Some folks say he became just a shade, a ghost of his former self. But most people say he became an incubus—a demon that thrives on the touch of human flesh, that craves a woman’s touch, and feeds from her as he has his way with her.”

•

Kerrigan wandered through the gift shop, chilled from walking so long on the cliffs.

She’d wandered along the paths for hours, but finally, as the sun slid behind some clouds, she’d grown too cold to stay outside in the wind. Now she just wandered aimlessly, looking at displays of thick, hand-knitted sweaters, and stands of CDs boasting both traditional and more eclectic music.

A rack of books caught her attention and she paused, reaching out to pick up the one she’d glimpsed from the corner of her eye.

Ancient Stories of Ireland: Tales of Myth, Magic and Wonder.

There was a vague rendering of a man on it, one who stood facing away, staring into a stand of trees. And right below it, in tiny print, The Spirit of the Cliffs. Without even opening the book, she carried it to the cashier and bought it, her fingers caressing the line of his back.

As soon as she was back in her room, she opened it and began to read. It was a more detailed version of the story Mary had told her, talking about the powerful warrior, again called Finn, who had travelled this part of Ireland in the late fourteenth century, fighting monsters, ghouls and dispensing with the occasional lost spirit.

According to the book, Finn had left his home one day and was gone for some time. It wasn’t unusual for him to have to leave and his wife carried on as she always had. At this point the details became sketchy, just saying that she missed him and awaited his return. When a man came to her home late one night, she had greeted him with open arms and love, never aware that he wasn’t her beloved husband.

He wasn’t there when she woke, but that wasn’t anything to concern her. After being gone for weeks, he usually spent a day or two hunting. He had come to her again after sunset.

But the next morning, a friend came visiting and commented on how pale she seemed, and asked if she had heard from Finn? She related that he had come back just a few nights ago, and he was out hunting at that very moment.

So weak, she looked. But she just laughed and commented on how Finn had kept her awake most of the night. And then she fell silent, thinking on her husband and yearning for his return. Yearning to the point that she didn’t eat a single bite that day. When he came to her that night, she clung to him almost desperately and when morning started to whisper at the horizon, she begged him not to leave her that day.

But he did.

And she never moved from the bed as she waited for his return that night. She never thought twice about how she’d begged for his touch in the night, although the book documented unusual marks on her body as mentioned by the unnamed, visiting friend. Marks at her wrists, on her arms.

Kerrigan felt drugged as she read the book, so lost in the story. She could see this woman in her mind, small of stature, pale, with red hair that fell to her waist, and bright blue eyes. She could see bruising at the woman’s wrists, and in her gut, she knew there was bruising on the woman’s thighs and ankles as well.

That night—the fourth night since he had come home—when he came to her, she barely had the energy to reach up to him. He loved her as he had since he had first returned, harsh and hungry. Kerrigan’s breathing kicked up and she could feel a hunger in her belly, something that shamed and thrilled her at the same time.

As Kerrigan read on, her body started to ache, her heart racing faster, her breathing hitching in her chest. Her sex felt hot, wet, and she ached inside, yearning for the touch the woman in the book received, a touch Kerrigan craved almost unto death.

Kerrigan could understand why this woman, so long gone, had fallen into such a state when her lover left her.

That night, though, the woman discovered the man she had been giving herself to wasn’t her husband.

Finn came home, late, as he often did, but he came inside his house to find his wife under another man. The book quoted that Finn saw beyond the demon’s illusion and saw the black-skinned creature that used his wife. His fury exploded through him and he drew the sword his father had given him, and smote the demon as it rolled away from his wife’s body. She came out of her daze in time to watch her husband skewer the demon and as the creature fell to its knees, Finn swung the blade and separated the head from the body.

Screams took her and she leaped up from the bed, running naked into the night, running, running—with Finn behind her. But fear and horror gave her wings, and she reached the cliffs before he caught up with her. He almost caught her, his fingers grazing the long ends of her hair, but she slipped away and flung herself from the cliffs, and he screamed out his denial as she fell to the rocky shore below.

Rage took him.

That was how the book described it. Rage took him, and his soul and body split, his body falling dead to the ground while his soul became a thing of fury, and in his rage, he opened his being up to the creatures that he had once preyed upon.

Little else was said about him and the tale ended with:

And so still he lives, in the land of the demonic, surviving on the life and will of women, while he searches for the woman lost to him.

A shiver raced down her spine as she closed the book.

While he searches for the woman lost to him. That line evoked loneliness within her, yearning, and she sniffled. Startled, she realized she had been crying. Her face flushed as she reached up and wiped away the tears.

“Geez, Kerrigan,” she muttered, shaking her head. “Crying over something that probably didn’t even happen.”

Most legends and myths were little more than story—she knew that.

But in her gut, she couldn’t dispel a feeling that this was more than a story, more than myth. That it had truly happened.


Chapter Three

In his lair deep within the realm of demons, Azar brooded, staring at nothing as he tried to shake off the powerful emotions he had developed for this mortal. She occupied his every thought—and he was tired of it, he needed to focus on something other than her.

But the past weeks—months—she had haunted him.

Why had she gone there?

There… So close to where he had once lived?

He didn’t want to think of that place. Of what had happened there. What he had lost. What he had become.

His memories of his final days as a mortal were vague, and the last memories of his love, his sweet Caoilinn were gone. Like staring into a black pit, any time he tried to remember, there was nothing there for him to see.

A cool wind blew through the chamber, bringing with it a faint scent that he recognized well. Closing his eyes, he briefly entertained the notion of leaving. Corsivo was the last person he wanted to speak with.

It was so much harder to ignore this quiet, ancient demon.

“If you’re going to leave, you’d best do it now.”

Opening his eyes, he stared into the opaque white eyes of the ancient incubus that had roamed the demon realm for millennia. “If I’d decided I wanted to, I would have already done so,” he said levelly.

Corsivo smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling with amusement. “So my task of bearding the lion is his den may actually work?”

Arching a brow at him, Azar shrugged. “Depends on what it is about.”

“I imagine you know already. Our realm thrives on the energy the demons bring into it. You thrive on it. And you haven’t fed in months. You’re weakening—and you don’t even see it.”

Azar just shrugged. “I have no interest in feeding,” he said, his tone bored.

“Hmmm. Is that so?” Corsivo studied Azar with shrewd eyes. “Somebody occupies your thoughts. I feel her very essence surrounding you—but you haven’t taken her.”

Azar rose, narrowing his eyes as he stared at Corsivo. “She is none of your concern.”

Corsivo laughed. “She doesn’t interest me. You do. Why haven’t you taken her, if she is so heavy on your mind?”

Turning away, Azar just shook his head as he murmured, “I can’t explain it. I do not wish to see her fade away—I do not want her shade haunting me. I just… I want…” his voice trailed away and he was once more left staring at nothing as he tried to figure out exactly what it was he wanted.

“You are no longer human, Azar.”

A cold, bitter laugh escaped him and Azar cast Corsivo a dark look. “I needn’t be reminded of that. I know what I am…what I am not.”

“Then you know what you must do. Take her, purge yourself of her. And get on with what it is you were meant to do.”

Azar, wearily, dropped to the ground, hunkering on his heels as he brought her image to his mind. “Meant to do?” he queried softly. His long hair fell around his shoulders as he shook his head. “If this was what I was meant to do--I believe I’d find more pleasure in it.”

“And don’t you get pleasure from it?”

Azar scoffed. “My body takes pleasure in it. My soul aches for it. But part of me…part of me hates it. Part of me regrets what I lost. And that part is growing bigger with every passing moment.”

Corsivo fell silent and after a moment, Azar turned his head to stare at the one creature in this realm he considered a friend. The demon sighed and his pale face, his skin nearly the color of snow, went blank and unreadable. In a quiet voice, Corsivo said, “Do what it is you were meant to do—be who you were meant to be.”

He turned, then, and walked away from Azar. But right before he reached the door, he paused and without looking back, he said, “Sometimes we become something other than what we were meant to be, Azar. We walk the wrong road—but just because you chose the wrong road doesn’t mean you are condemned to walk it for always.”

•

Time passed.

Azar rarely kept track of things such as days or weeks anymore, but he supposed he had stayed away from her for close to a week. Surely that was long enough for her to return home—this was just one of those little trips mortals liked to take these days.

It had to be.

Watching her in his homeland was just too painful.

But so was staying away from her.

When he went to her again, following the magic that was her, she wasn’t where he wanted to find her. As he slid into her room like a wisp of wind, he found himself in the same room where he’d found her before.

In Ireland.

That was what his home was called now, had been for some time. Although they had called it Eire a long time ago—it hadn’t been anything but home. It still felt like home.

Even more so with her there.

The window was open, a cool wind blowing through it, carrying the scents of the sea and faintly, he thought, he smelled the smoke of a turf fire.

Pain ripped through him as he breathed in those long-forgotten scents. And hunger raged inside him as he turned his eyes to the woman lying in the bed.

Kerrigan. That was her name. Although he kept from merging his mind with hers—a deep merging, the kind that would let him waken her, make her call out to him, summon him, bind herself to him—he had looked. A little bit—he hadn’t been able to resist finding out that one bit of information. Kerrigan…

She lay sprawled on her back, her head tossing back and forth on the pillow as she battled whatever it was that her dreams threw at her. Not pleasant dreams those—he could tell simply by the way the air hung around her, so tense, full of fear and anguish.

The urge to shift into his corporeal form and slide into that bed was maddening. To waken her and have her reach for him, so he could truly cross into this realm for a time. Long enough to lose himself in the sweet heaven of her body.

To touch her, kiss away whatever evil dreams plagued her thoughts. But his touch was an addictive poison—he wouldn’t condemn this woman to waste away, pining and yearning for a dream lover.

Turning away, he started to focus and will himself away from her, but then—he heard the faintest whisper from her lips.

He froze.

It came again.

Whirling around, he stared at her, shock spiralling through him. “Finn…please…I’m sorry!” she sobbed out, rolling onto her side, and huddling into a tight ball.

He sank to his knees, staring at the woman on the bed as she whispered it again.

His name.

“Finn…”

The man he had once been.

He wasn’t even aware of his hand moving until he felt the satin softness of her skin under his fingers. Azar tried to jerk his hand back, but it was too late. Already the vivid paintings of her dreams were inside his head—and he saw himself.

Not as he was now.

But as he had been before—mortal, with black hair that flowed to his shoulders, his face roughly cut, handsome enough he supposed, but not this unearthly beauty he now lived with. Tall for a man of that time, and strong, fast. He’d always been fast—that speed had saved him often. And smart as well. If he had used his head that last day, his heart, instead of his speed, maybe he wouldn’t have spent the past seven centuries alone.

In the dream, he stood in a doorway, staring into a room, watching as a man who was his own image covered the body of a woman.

That was his body in bed with the woman…but it wasn’t him. Like he was seeing in double vision, the man’s features faded from Finn’s to the dark inky features of the incubus Finn had killed in his rage.

He had seen this image before—but the woman lying below his double wasn’t Caoilinn. Instead of long, unruly strands of red-gold, the woman had a shining cap of short black hair. Instead of wide-set, dark blue eyes, the woman had almond-shaped, slanted eyes the deep gray color of fog.

It was Kerrigan.

And she was dreaming of his wife’s last moments, the moment right before he had come into his home and found his woman lying with a monster.

How could she know this? And it wasn’t just blurry images…no, it was in vivid detail.

Azar moved closer, stretching out alongside Kerrigan, reaching up with one long-fingered hand to cup her face, delving deeper inside her mind.

There were memories there—memories of a life lived hundreds of years before she had been born. Azar’s mind was turbulent—how could she possibly have a memory of the day he had married Caoilinn? How could she know what their home, that small little cottage, had looked like? It had fallen into ruin so long ago, long before the people of Ireland had started recording tales on paper, instead of telling them aloud.

Still unaware of his touch, unaware of his presence, Kerrigan rolled onto her side, a sigh escaping her lips. Tears streamed down her cheeks, seeping from beneath her closed eyelids. The images in her mind fell apart, and one came to replace it. Azar sank into the dream as it took a tighter hold on her mind, and he closed his eyes as he remembered that moment, exactly as she dreamed it.

It had been the day he’d asked her to marry him. On the cliffs, where he’d made love to her for the first time, a rough blanket under her back, their clothes lying all around them.

As she had laughingly, tearfully said yes, he’d linked his hand with hers and lifted it to his lips. Forever, he had told her.

It hurt.

Azar tore himself away from her and flung himself back into the void between her world and his, crossing the dimensions and going home.

Bloody hell, it hurt.

Forever hadn’t even lasted five years.

•

Kerrigan awoke hearing a soft whisper in her mind. A deep voice, a man’s voice, murmuring to her, Forever.

“You lied to me,” she whispered, barely even aware of what she said.

But the sound of her voice seemed to clear the sleepy fog from her mind. Her eyes flew wide open as she sat up in the bed, staring into the gloom in front of her.

What in the hell?

The sun was already creeping up on the horizon as she climbed from bed. Moving to the window, she stared outside.

The dream circled around in her head and she rested her forehead against the cool pane of glass. “Who are you?” she murmured, her voice thick with tears.

But there was only silence. And as the night bled away into morning, she continued to stare outside.

Sometime later, she finally moved away from the window, moving into the bathroom in a daze, and showering.

She left the house without pausing for breakfast. Although she heard the innkeeper moving around in the kitchen, she didn’t want to talk to anybody. Didn’t want to watch those happy newlyweds, or listen to their hostess bustle around them. She didn’t want to eat, she didn’t want to talk, she didn’t want to do anything, but go to the cliffs.

But about a mile before she reached them, she pulled off the road, parking the car on the short shoulder and climbing out. Staring to the south, away from the tower and the gift shops and the small town of Doolin, she started to walk.

She walked until she couldn’t hear the traffic from the road behind her, staring ahead at some unseen location. “Who are you?” she whispered again. “Why did you want me to come here?”

There was no answer but the breeze that riffled her hair, and the sound of the birds flying overhead.

Ahead, there was a small wooded copse and without blinking, she moved from the warmth of the meadow into the heavily shaded area under the trees. It didn’t look right.

Pausing, she rested a hand on the tree, her breath sawing painfully in and out of her lungs. No, it didn’t look right.

Closing her eyes, she clung to an image she had in her mind. The trees had been younger, and the land seemed more wild.

A house—no, smaller than that. A cottage. There was a cottage. Opening her eyes, she started walking again, walking through the trees that seemed strangely familiar, but not.

When she reached a small clearing, her heart sank to her feet.

The cottage—it had been here. She could make out the faint rubble of two stone walls, but that was all. Nothing else was left.

But when she closed her eyes, she could see it as it had once been. A thatched roof, small, but it had been heaven to her.

And Finn.

In a tearful voice, Kerrigan whispered, “Damn it, Kerri, you’re going crazy.”

But it was so clear—she could see it. Could see herself, tending a fire while behind her, Finn skinned a buck.

Faintly, she could hear sheep—they’d raised a small herd of them and she had a craving for stew. Maybe tomorrow she could have Finn bring her one of the lambs—but when tomorrow came, he woke her and kissed her in the dim light before dawn, taking her hungrily, before he had whispered, “I must go.”

She had known he had to go—she accepted it, knew it was just a part of him, this dangerous job he did, one that very few knew about. He fought monsters—things most folk didn’t see, but that didn’t mean they weren’t real.

The cool damp ground had soaked through the knees of her pants. Kerrigan hadn’t even realized she had fallen to her knees until she realized how chilled she was. Focusing on the clearing in front of her, she tried to see what she knew was there, instead of what her heart was seeing.

She knew this place.

She’d been here before—in countless dreams.

Slowly, she pushed to her feet, swaying a little as a wave of dizziness came over her. Taking a slow, steadying breath, she forced herself to walk. Around the clearing, into the woods, away from this small place that had haunted her dreams.

When the trees broke ahead of her, she braced herself. Stepping outside of the trees was something she didn’t want to do. Something bad had happened here.

But what, she really didn’t know.

A cold sweat broke out on her body and her teeth started to chatter. Neither the warmth of the early morning sunshine, nor the thick wool sweater she wore could dispel the chill that had taken her.

Cold…scrunching her eyes shut, she turned away from the cliff. Just staring out over the water here made her dizzy, made her nauseated.

Kerrigan started to leave—she didn’t want to be here. But it was as though something had control over her body now as she turned back to the cliffs and stared out over the water so far below.

Pushing through the last bit of undergrowth, she cleared the tree line, just maybe ten feet from the edge of the cliff. Inching forward, she moved until she could see a little more. The water crashed into the rocks at the base of the cliff just a little north of where she stood at the sheer rock face.

Closer and closer until she could look down and see the surf pounding against the beach straight below her, so far down.

Heights had never bothered her, but staring over the lip of that cliff made her sweat, and nausea roiled in the pit of her belly. There was a roaring in her ears and black dots danced in front of her eyes.

Closing her eyes, she whirled away from the cliff. Stumbling away from that drop, she sucked in oxygen, sweat beading on her forehead. Falling to her knees, her hands slammed into the ground just before her face would have hit the dirt. As a wave of darkness reached for her, this time she didn’t even try to fight it back.

It came and took her, and she went willingly into the oblivion she thought waited for her.


Chapter Four

She awoke in a bed. It was dark—so dark. There should be some sort of light…shouldn’t there?

The scent of smoke was heavy in the air but it was chilly. Slowly, she sat up, bracing her hands behind her.

What’s going on? she thought. She was confused. And cold. Very cold. And she didn’t know where in the hell she was.

Worse…for some reason, she couldn’t remember who she was.

Okay…think. It’s dark because…well, it’s night. Well, that was logical, but for some reason, she didn’t recall night ever being this dark, this all-encompassing. There was always light in the house—wasn’t there?

House…home. Oh shit, where was home? Shoving that thought aside, she tried to focus on something else. Like figuring out where she was. It wasn’t home…she didn’t think.

There was no mattress beneath her—it was a bumpy, roughly made pallet of some kind.

But the blankets that covered her were warm—and there was a scent on them that made her belly clench with need. That need swept up, fogging her brain, blanking out all the whos, the whats, and the wheres. Lust and tenderness pooled in her belly, slowly warming her.

There was warmth coming from her left and when she reached out her hand, she touched hard, firm, male flesh. A hand closed over hers and then she gasped as that hand tugged her, bringing her body into close, complete contact with the man beside her.

“What is the matter, love? Can’t sleep?”

It wasn’t English. The thought had barely dawned in her mind as she replied in the same language, “A dream, I think. Something woke me.”

“You tremble, Caoilinn…let me warm you.”

Caoilinn… The name echoed through her mind. Is that me?

Her hands clenched into fists and she sank her teeth into her lip as she tried to think as he rubbed his hands in circles over her back.

But she couldn’t—thinking was impossible with his hands touching her, not while he murmured gently in her ear, his voice so strangely familiar. And the sound of that name on his lips.

Caoilinn…

His hands started to stroke up and down her back and the warmth of his touch seeped into her flesh, hitting her almost like a drug. Thinking was getting more difficult. And as he rolled her onto her back, his body covering hers, it became impossible.

And so unnecessary. Why in the hell should she think…when he was touching her, stroking his hands up and down her body through the rough fabric of her nightgown. Nightgown… That felt wrong. She didn’t wear nightgowns…did she?

Again, she tried to think, but she couldn’t. And as pleasure swarmed up and overwhelmed her, she finally gave up thinking.

His mouth, hot and wet, closed over the pointed tip of one nipple and she moaned, arching up against him, her hands dipping greedily into his hair and holding him tight against her.

“My wife,” he murmured against her flesh. “It’s been nearly five years, Caoilinn, and I love you even more now than I did when I first saw you.”

Caoilinn… That name reverberated through her mind for one long moment. It felt like it was someone else who said, “Ah, Finn. Five wonderful years. I love you so much.”

She felt something inside her heart squeeze tight, like a fist had closed around it. Even though a part of her felt confused, that part faded, paling in comparison to the emotions that flooded her heart.

Need, love, hunger…the urge to touch him and feel him touch her overpowering her mind. Words, the need to talk, all faded away as he stripped away her gown, his body pressing against hers, hot and hard.

Against her neck, she felt the heat of his breath just before he lowered his mouth to skim over her flesh. “So sweet,” he murmured. “So soft. Mine forever, Caoilinn?”

She smiled in the darkness. “Yours forever,” she whispered. That was one thing that was clear to her. She was his, just as he was hers. It was a knowledge that went down to her bones.

“Love me, Finn,” she whispered, hardly aware of her words, of her hands reaching for him.

He laughed huskily as he moved his body closer to her, wedding his hips to the cradle of her thighs. “Bloody hell, Caoilinn, that is all I do…love you. Little else matters to me in life…just you.”

The heated length of his cock brushed against the mound of her sex and she shuddered. His hand cupped her, his fingers pushing inside her. The tissues in her pussy clenched around him as he touched her and she cried out, arching up against him, her nails biting into the ridge of muscle atop his shoulders.

He fucked her with his fingers, working her closer and closer to the brink, and just as she felt the orgasm start to break through her, his hand fell away. She moaned at the loss of his touch and he chuckled softly before murmuring, “I want to be inside you as you come. I want to feel it.” Finn moved closer, pressing the fat head of his cock against her entrance.

Greedy, she lifted her hips, eager to feel him push inside her. Sliding her hands down his back, she cupped his hips, trying to urge him to move faster.

But he only resisted her movements, moving slowly as he fucked his way inside her. Just that was enough to take her flying to the edge and she came the first time before he had even worked half his length inside her. Screaming out at the pleasure of it, she clutched him to her, arching under his body as her body trembled and shuddered.

Finn groaned roughly, muttering, “That’s it, love…fuck me, you feel like heaven.” He shifted, pulling back just a little and slammed completely inside her while she continued to shudder with the climax.

At that hungry, rough thrust, she climaxed again, circling her hips against his, trying to ride that ridge of flesh inside her pussy.

Finn laughed roughly as he leaned into her, pinning her against the bed and using his weight to still her movements. “Slow down, love…”

“I can’t!” she wailed, sliding her hands up and digging her nails into his shoulders. As he withdrew again, she tried to wrap her legs around his hips, but he caught her thighs in his hands, holding her open.

“Always so hot, so ready for me,” he crooned against her lips as he started to push slowly back inside her.

“Finn, please!” she gasped out.

“If you insist,” he teased and he moved—a hard, deep thrust that lodged his cock completely inside her. With the head of his cock lodged against the mouth of her womb, he stilled and she sensed his eyes on her in the darkness.

Within her pussy, she could feel him, hard and wide, stretching her. His cock pulsed and she moaned at the sensation that little movement sent crashing through her.

He chuckled. “So impatient, Caoilinn.” He shifted above her and she whimpered. Bracing his hands beside her head, he rose above her, his weight centered on his palms…and his hips—that movement took him just a little bit deeper and she cried out, lifting her legs and hugging her thighs to his hips.

“I want you to scream for me.”

Scream? How can I scream when I can’t even breathe? she thought half-desperately. But as he started to move inside her, slow, shallow thrusts that did little more than fan the heat, she knew she’d scream. She’d beg, she’d plead—whatever it took just to have him closer.

“You’re too far away,” she whimpered, reaching up, tugging on his shoulders, trying to bring him closer to her.

“Am I now?” His head swooped down, his mouth covering hers for a quick kiss and she could feel the smile on his face. His hands caught hers and pinned them to the bed as he lowered his length to cover her completely. Trapped beneath him, unable to move, his heavy body crushing her into the bed, Caoilinn sobbed out his name as he started to move against her, harder, quicker. His cock filled her aching pussy with short, deep digs, and he shifted just a little, so that each time he thrust inside her, he brushed against the swollen bud of her clit.

It was too much. Throwing back her head, she cried out his name as she exploded around him, liquid heat pulsing from her, her pussy going into convulsions around his sex.

He swelled within her. She could feel him, so hard, so thick he damn near bruised her. His mouth covering hers, drinking down her screams and she lost herself in his kiss, greedily sucking his tongue inside her mouth and gorging on his taste as the climax battered her.

Finn pulled out and drove into her with one last, deep thrust and she felt the heat of his seed as he came inside her, his cock jerking and throbbing. He groaned her name against her mouth as he slowly sank down against her, his weight still pinning her to the bed, his head resting between her breasts.

“Bloody hell, I love you,” he whispered.

“Hmmm…love you, too,” she murmured just as exhaustion swept up and took her, taking her back into the warm arms of sleep.

•

This had never happened.

Azar was trapped in dreams.

Dreams were his weapon, he knew how to use them, how to manipulate them, how to do as he pleased within the dream realm.

But this time…he was trapped.

Oh, he knew he was dreaming. It was like he was split into two beings, the dream man, Finn—and Azar, the man he’d become.

It was his own dream—his own life. As it had once been. Lying on that rough, lumpy pallet that had served as his bed for so long. It had felt like sheer heaven when he’d had Caoilinn with him. He’d never felt how hard it was, never minded the lumps, so long as she was curled against his side.

But it wasn’t those peaceful, sweet nights sleeping together that he remembered right now. It was that last night that he had spent with her in his arms—waking to feel that urgency inside his gut, knowing he had to leave, had to hunt, had to fight. He’d been tracking demons, fighting them, since he’d been fifteen. His father had done it before him. And Finn’s son—

That thought, even in the misty world of dreams, sent a lance of pain through him. No son, no daughter, no children, no more nights spent with his woman.

Those thoughts faded away, though, and he was lost in the dream. He stood to the side, watching himself as he ran his hands over Caoilinn’s body, arching her up as he closed his mouth around the hard pebbled tips of her breasts. Her skin had always been like silk—except her hands. She worked hard, as hard as he, and the proof of that lay in her calloused, strong hands. But they had always felt divine as she touched him.

Firelight flickered off her body as he spread her thighs and thrust inside her. Still caught to the side, Azar felt his sex lengthen and swell as he relived the memory of how it had felt to be buried inside her, feeling her heart slam against his chest.

Time seemed to speed forward and he was caught, frozen as his other self got up and walked away from his wife. The sun rose, a friend came by and left, night fell. And then the door opened—he knew it wasn’t him standing in the doorway, but he saw what Caoilinn had seen. His skin crawled and rage and jealousy burned inside him as he watched this man, this thing that wore his face, crawl into bed with his wife, waking her from her sleep with harsh, hungry hands.

Nausea roiled in his gut.

Soft whimpers escaped Caoilinn’s lips, and some of them were sounds of pain, not pleasure.

A hand struck flesh and Azar flinched—he knew the pleasurable pain that could come from a hand on soft, round flesh. But it was one he had learned as Azar—not one he’d ever wanted as Finn. Not anything he had ever wanted to share with his sweet wife.

It finally ended, leaving Azar standing there, sick and shaken. Time sped away again as the creature that wore his face left, leaving Caoilinn alone in the bed, trembling, gasping for air, soft sobbing sounds escaping her as she slid back into sleep.

The sunrise came, the day slid past in the blink of an eye, and there was a repeat of the night before. The incubus taking Caoilinn, using her roughly, but making her beg for more before she finally passed out even as the incubus continued to fuck her exhausted body.

The coming daylight showed bruises and ugly marks on her body and a face gone pale from lack of sleep. When the following night came, she was all but listless until the incubus touched her again. She roused, but even the whimpering cries she made sounded exhausted. She cried through all of the next day, never leaving the pallet, not to eat, not to dress, nothing.

In the pit of the heart that had been dead for so long, Azar felt anger stirring, a rage unlike any he had ever felt. And disgust…at himself. By all that was holy, he had done this…not to Caoilinn, although by leaving her night after night, he had left her vulnerable to the demons that walked the night.

But he had done this to other women—how many had he left broken and sobbing like this? Although he kept no shades around him, he had felt them as they passed by him on their way to the realms beyond life and death.

But the dream continued to play out before him and he had no time to dwell on his rage as the incubus came again.

Now, Caoilinn was little more than a shadow of the woman she’d been just days ago. Azar’s gut was tight and hot—he knew what was coming. But no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t free himself from that dream.

When a man burst through the door, Azar closed his eyes as Caoilinn turned her head and stared at him in shock. When she lifted her gaze to the creature touching her, she started to scream, horrified, terror-stricken, as the mask he wore fell away.

But it wasn’t the black-skinned demon that Finn had killed centuries ago.

No…it was Azar.

And the woman lying there screaming was Kerrigan.

•

When the dreams finally released him from his prison, he rose from his bed, brooding as he paced the empty confines of his lair.

Finn… That soft, sad little sigh still echoed through his mind.

How did she know of him?

More than that—the dreams—how could she possibly know of his life with Caoilinn?

Lost in thought, he built up the fire in one of his rooms and flung his body atop the rug spread in front of it, staring into the flickering flames, the heat doing nothing to warm the chill inside.

His own dreams were even worse, dark and evil—finally the mists that had clouded the last days of his mortal life had cleared and he remembered. All of it. Instead of comforting Caoilinn, he had lost himself in his rage—and she had flung herself from the cliffs.

By the time he had caught up with her, it was just in time to see her jump, her body falling onto the rocky beach so far below.

Her scream had lit the embers of rage still burning within him—and the dark creatures from the realm below had realized that their time had come to strike back at him.

They took him, feeding off his rage, feeding it back into him until he split in two, his mortal body dying. And from the fires of his death, the demon Azar had risen.

Turning his mind away from his bitter memories, he thought again of Caoilinn. Kerrigan. There was only one logical reason for Kerrigan to have the memories of a woman who had died long ago.

They were one. Caoilinn had come back. She was Kerrigan. Buried deep within her were the memories of their life together. The pleasure, and the pain. The horror.

She had nightmares of those last nights.

That brief touch on her mind, deeper than the touch he had used to bring himself to her, had shown him her torment. Was that what had unlocked the wall in his own mind that had kept his memories from him?

Sick at heart, he was totally unaware of anything beyond his own thoughts. Totally unaware of the approach of the demon Corsivo.

“You’re a sorry sight, indeed, Azar.”

At the deep, pealing tones of his voice, Azar looked up and met Corsivo’s gaze. “Go to hell,” he said flatly.

Corsivo chuckled. “Some might say we are already there, my friend.”

Glumly, Azar muttered, “That’s the bloody truth.”

The other demon chuckled. Dropping to the cushions that were tossed in front of the fire, he sprawled bonelessly, stretching his long body out before turning his gaze to Azar, pinning the younger demon with an intense, black stare. “Do you remember why you were called Azar?”

Flicking Corsivo a disinterested glance, he shrugged. “It means rage.”

A small smile danced on Corsivo’s lips. “Actually…it means regret. Azir means rage…in its original form. But Azar? It means regret. Regret is a powerful emotion. A lonely one.”

Azar’s mouth twisted in a bitter smile. “A useless one.”

Corsivo shook his head. “No. Not here…not in our realm. Regret is actually one of the most powerful emotions we can harness. Even greater than rage. Regret, sorrow… If you feel them strongly enough, sometimes you can unwalk the path that led you here.”

“Paths can’t be unwalked.”

Corsivo shrugged. “Not in the mortal realm. But time moves differently here…and sometimes, it seems not to move at all.”

Azar scowled. Time moved slower here, yes, but it still moved. But he was right about one thing. Time had no meaning—nothing did. Not anymore.

Except her.

He didn’t see the slow smile curving Corsivo’s mouth. He did hear an odd note in the sly bastard’s voice, though, as he said, “And that is why time has no meaning…at least for the moment.”

But even as Azar turned his head to look at Corsivo, he was falling. Burning. Like being ripped in two. No…like two halves of one whole being forged back together, through the fires of rage and magic.

He blacked out long before he stopped falling.

And when he woke, he was lying in a field above the cliffs.

Home…


Chapter Five

Finn’s eyes felt heavy but he forced them open anyway. It was daylight, and he didn’t recall falling asleep by the bloody cliffs.

Shoving up off his back, he planted his hands beneath him, staring around him, bewildered.

Tears stung his eyes as he stared into the blue of the ocean far below. It seemed like centuries had passed since he’d seen his home. Centuries since he’d stared into that eternal blue, so like his sweet Caoilinn’s eyes.

Caoilinn… A heavy fear weighed on his heart as he thought of her. Damn it, where was his woman?

Shoving to his feet, he swayed a little, dizziness rushing up at him. “I will not fall flat on me face,” he muttered, shaking his head as he stumbled to the tree line and braced his palm against the rough bark of a young oak, waiting there for a minute.

The dizziness passed and he lifted his head, focusing on the dark depths of the forest in front of him. Home—and Caoilinn. He’d fall flat on his face, and crawl to her, if that was what it took. But he had to see her. Now.

The walk from the cliffs to their little cottage had never taken so long. His legs felt heavier with each passing step and he wanted desperately to sit a while and rest, maybe take a nap.

But the burning urge to see his woman was stronger.

As he got closer, he could hear her.

A slow smile curved his lips. She was singing.

The sweetest voice… As he came around the corner of the house, he saw her there, spreading out damp clothes over a low-hanging branch. She bent over the small heap on the ground, and hunger burned through him. Crossing the grass in silence, he came up behind her, catching her hips in his hands and jerking her back against him, so that her sweet arse was pressed up against his aching cock.

She giggled as she slid him a look over her shoulder. “I thought you were going out hunting. You wanted some venison, did you not?”

Against her cheek, he growled, “I want you more, Caoilinn. Right here…right now.”

Her eyes widened, a soft shaky sigh of delight escaping her lips. “Here? In front of the house? Anybody could see Finn, if they just come walking up.”

He trailed his tongue over the smooth skin of her neck as he knelt down, using his grip on her hips to take her with him. “I care not. I want you, want to fuck you good and hard, and I want it now.”

He tore at the lacings of his trews, groaning as he freed his engorged cock, the ruddy flesh jerking as the cool air caressed it gently. He grabbed her skirts, shoving the kirtle and her long shift up until her ass was bared. Gripping his cock in one hand, he pushed against her, groaning as the slick grip of her pussy closed around his cock like a tight greedy fist.

“Why does it feel like it has been forever since I touched you?” he groaned.

Caoilinn just whimpered, shoving back against him, tossing her hair over one shoulder as she planted her hands on the ground to steady herself better.

The driving hunger eased a little now that he was inside her. Smoothing his hands over the soft curves of her hips and ass, he settled into a slow, easy rhythm. But Caoilinn seemed to be the one starving now, trying to pump her hips back against him quick and hard.

Finn laughed hoarsely, leaning forward over her and using his weight to crush her into the ground. Catching her hands, he pinned them gently to the ground and murmured, “Not so fast. It seems like it has been too long… I want this to last…and last.”

He lifted his weight off her, using one hand at the small of her back to keep her on the ground when she would have pushed back to her knees. Pulling out, he shifted his position, grasping one of her knees in his hand and straddling her other leg. With her pinned below him, one thigh caught between his, the other held in an iron grip, he pushed back inside and started to ride her, his head falling back as her pussy closed around him, slick, tight and greedy.

The pleasure ripped through him like a wild storm that blew in off the ocean, all-consuming, devastating. She sobbed out his name, her hands clawing at the grass beneath her.

Caoilinn exploded around him, crying out as her pussy convulsed around his cock. But Finn kept moving, filling her with slow, deep thrusts that changed to hard, fast digs as wildness overtook him. Falling forward, he planted his hands on the earth beside her head, staring into the bottomless blue depths of her gaze as she turned her face to look at him.

“I love you—I have never stopped,” he whispered, half-unaware of what he was saying. Just knowing that he had to say it. “Do not leave me, Caoilinn…do not ever leave me.”

A moan escaped her lips and Finn gritted his teeth as the muscles in her pussy flexed around his cock, milking his length. Tossing his sweat-dampened hair out of his eyes, he pulled out and slammed inside her, almost brutal in his hunger now. “Say it! Say you will never leave me. Swear it, swear it on your love for me.”

“Never,” she whimpered, staring up at him with foggy eyes. “I will never leave you, Finn. I love you so much—” her words broke off and she began to keen, her eyes going glassy as she started to come again.

Finn did not want it to end, not yet. But he could not hold back any longer. He climaxed inside her, and she spasmed around him, her pussy hugging and milking his cock, drawing out his release until he thought he would die with the pleasure of it.

Dazed, exhausted, he collapsed, rolling his weight off her and pulling her into the curve of his body. Her hands, red, roughened from so many years of hard work, came up and closed around his arm, clutching him to her tightly.

He did not leave her that afternoon. And the damp laundry would have to be washed again, because it lay in a heap on the grass in front of the house all of the afternoon, and through the night.

Inside the small house, he laid her on the straw-stuffed pallet, wishing he had a bed of silks to lay her on instead. Stripping her clothes away, he tugged a blanket over her before rising to fetch water and a cloth. Cleaning away the bits of grass and small smears of dirt, he held her gaze as he washed her. Using a clean scrap of cloth, he spread her thighs and washed her there, folding it around his fingers and pushing the rag inside her, cleaning her as completely as he could. Flashing a roguish smile, he murmured, “I am hungry.”

Her face flushed as he sprawled between her thighs and lowered his mouth to her sex. Her pebbled flesh, the hard little knot of sensitized skin, was his goal. Closing his mouth around it, he tugged it lightly with his teeth. She moaned his name and when he pushed two fingers inside her pussy, she bucked against him.

The sweet heat of her need started to flow and he lapped it up, drinking it down hungrily and bringing her to climax over and over. When she was dazed and limp, he crawled up her body and pushed inside, gritting his teeth at the snug, swollen clasp of her sex. “I love you,” he muttered against her lips.

Her mouth opened under his and he plunged his tongue inside, using the same slow rhythm of his cock inside her pussy.

The need was sweeter this time, a little softer, but still there, still burning brightly. Just no longer quite so painful in its intensity. “I could never stop loving you.”

“I will never stop.” He whispered it again as he arched his back and spilled his seed deep inside her hot, wet depths.

Collapsing against her, he felt the darkness of exhaustion crowding his mind. With the last bit of his energy, he rolled onto his back, keeping her locked against him, his sex, still half-erect, buried inside her sleek sheath. With a satisfied sigh, he fell asleep.

Moments later, she joined him.

•

Caoilinn was already awake when he finally woke. Exhaustion still tugged at him—his body felt oddly achy, his muscles tight, like he had been sick, stuck in the sickbed for some time.

With a groan, he sat up, rubbing his face with his hands.

“Are you ill?”

A soft, cool hand brushed his shoulder and he looked up, smiling at Caoilinn in the dim room. “Just tired, love.” Ducking his head, he pressed a kiss to her hand before shoving himself to his feet. “Very tired.”

Caoilinn pressed herself against him from behind, her breasts flattening against his naked back. His hands covered hers and he sighed at the pleasure of such an innocent touch. “You work too hard, not taking enough time to rest, to eat right,” Caoilinn scolded gently.

Finn shrugged, trying to dismiss her words. That did not feel like what the problem was. He could not quite understand what was wrong—it was just…odd. As though he had been sleeping for a long time and couldn’t quite get his body to function the way it should.

Or his mind.

The past few weeks seemed distant, like he was remembering something that had happened years ago, instead of just hours and days.

“Come on… I will make you breakfast. And no hunting today, nothing. You will just rest.”

Rolling his eyes, he drawled, “Is that so?”

Caoilinn’s hands fell away and she lightly swatted his hip as she walked around him, planting her slender body in front of him, her eyes narrowing as she glared pugnaciously up at him. “Yes, that is so. You will rest, Finn, so help me, you will rest, or I hit you over that thick head and when you are unconscious, you will rest then.”

Finn chuckled. Pressing a hand to his temple, he held up the other in a staying motion. “Yes, love. I will rest, I promise.” Scowling at her, he added, “The last thing I need is me head getting coshed. Aches enough as it is.”

•

It was damn near close to two weeks before he started feeling like himself. Before odd little bits of thought passed through his mind, Something has changed, something odd. But as time passed, he settled back into his life and stopped questioning those nagging little voices.

He left early that morning. Had to get some hunting done. Winter was still some time away, but his gut told him he would have to leave Caoilinn soon, for a time. Often those voices spoke to him and as before, he just followed his instincts and went hunting.

Sometime soon, in a few days, he would have to leave Caoilinn for a longer time. There would be something, some monster, something dark and evil out there and he would have to see to it, to end it. But not today.

He came back with several rabbits slung over his shoulder. Once they were skinned, they would serve well enough to feed Caoilinn for a few days. And he would not be gone long this time, he knew.

How he knew these things, he didn’t know. But the voices that whispered, Be ready to be gone a while, or It will just be a few days, had never led him astray.

It was not even noon when he returned and he found Caoilinn in her garden, her kirtle tucked up between her thighs, baring her lower legs, dirt smudging her face and hands, her bare feet soiled. He left the rabbits inside and joined her in the garden, falling into a companionable, comfortable silence as they dug up potatoes and picked beans. Some of the other plants, those not ready for harvesting yet, were in need of water so after a time, he rose, grabbing the two sturdy buckets.

By the time he returned with water, Caoilinn had left the garden. From the scents drifting from the house, he figured she had already started cooking one of the plump little rabbits. His belly rumbled demandingly and he hurriedly watered the rest of the garden, leaving one bucket of water by the cottage to use later.

He came to a sudden halt inside the door, though, and all thought of his empty belly fled.

She had stripped away her dirty clothes and stood in a shallow tub, running a wet rag over her naked breasts.

Finn’s mouth watered as he watched a droplet of water roll down the satiny slope of one breast, catching on her nipple and hanging there for a long moment before falling to the tub beneath her. Licking his lips, he watched as another started down the same path, rolling down her breast. As this one caught on her nipple, he moved, crossing to her and grabbing her hips with hands still streaked by dirt from the garden.

She gasped, her eyes flying wide, as he lowered his head, catching the bead of water before it could fall. Groaning, he sank to his knees in front of her, pulling her against him as he suckled on her breast.

“Finn…you are filthy,” she gasped weakly.

But when he raised his head to stare at her, he saw nothing but need shining in her eyes. “I do not care…do you?” he whispered, running one hand up her inner thigh and cupping the heat of her sex in his hand. Pushing one finger inside the satin confines of her sheath, he gritted his teeth as she closed around him, hot and tight.

“No,” she breathed out, her eyes fluttering closed as he started to thrust his finger shallowly inside her.

Lifting her from the tub, he pivoted, spreading her out on the table before reaching for the lacings that held his trews closed. Tearing at the lacings, he groaned with relief as his cock sprang free, jutting out, full and aching. With his hands cupping her ass, he lifted her and pressed against her.

Caoilinn stared at him, her eyes wide. He held her gaze as he started to push inside. She was just barely wet, not completely ready for him. But he couldn’t wait. Using one hand to hold her still as he fucked his way inside her sex, he traced one finger around the bud of her clit. With slow, teasing circles, he stroked her. His hips withdrew and then he started to push inside her again. She was wetter already—the muscles in her thighs trembled, her eyes glassy as she stared up at him.

By the time he started to surge inside her a third time, she was dewy and her honey glistened on his cock as he pulled out. Hungry, demanding cries fell from her lips as she reached up for him. Finn evaded her hands, circling his hips against her and watching as a flush appeared on her breasts and spread upward.

“Tell me you will never leave me,” he muttered, leaning over her, planting one hand by her head. He used the other to lift her hips higher, slamming into her with short, hungry thrusts.

“I would not leave you…not for anything.”

“Swear it!” A black fear had rooted somewhere deep inside him and he felt as though he couldn’t bind her to him tightly enough. Words weren’t enough, actions weren’t enough—no matter how many times he touched her of late, no matter how many times he sank his cock inside her sweet body, no matter how many times she whispered she loved him as they fell asleep in each other’s arms—that fear still grew.

“Damn it, Finn, why would I leave you?” she whispered, reaching up to cup his cheek in her hand. “You are my entire life.”

“And you are mine.” Slanting his lips across hers, he kissed her deeply, pushing his tongue inside her mouth. Her tongue slid across his as she slid her arms up and wrapped them around his neck. Her breasts flattened against his chest, the tight little buds of her nipples hot and hard as they pressed against him.

His cock throbbed, swelling inside her slick, satin-soft pussy. Sensation raced down his spine, tightening his balls. When she started to convulse around him, he tore his mouth away from hers, lifting his head as he bellowed her name.

As she came apart beneath him, her nails raked his skin, soft broken little moans fell from her lips, and he exploded inside her, his cock jerking viciously as he spilled his seed deep within her.

He sank to his knees in front of the table, and rested his head on her thigh as he sucked air into his starving lungs. She moaned weakly and he lifted his head to stare at her. A slow smile spread across his lips. “You will need to wash again,” he murmured, tracing his fingers over the smudges of dirt that stained her hips, breasts and thighs.

She started to chuckle. “Love, you made the mess…you can clean it up.”

•

Caoilinn’s dreams were as restless and dark that night as they had been for weeks. Full of images that did not always make sense, and so terrifying…

•

She was alone—and then suddenly, Finn was there, but as he laid his hands on her, he turned into a monster and his hands pinched and bruised as he touched her.

Then she was running, running through the woods while something chased after her. She could not slow to see what it was—there was a pain in her chest that wouldn’t ease, that robbed her of breath, of thought.

The woods cleared ahead, the lip of the cliff looming in front of her. That burning, searing pain in her chest stabbed at her, and the water below beckoned, cool and blue. Thinking only to end the pain, she jumped. And as she was falling, the dream changed around her again.

To a room, large and grand, the bed like something a queen would sleep in, piled high with soft pillows and a thick blanket that shimmered like spun gold. A woman lay in it, sleeping. But she changed while she slept, her short black hair lengthening and turning to the bright red of Caoilinn’s, her body changing from round, voluptuous curves to the long lean lines that Caoilinn despaired would ever fill out.

In the corner, there was the shadow of a man, watching the woman in the bed. And he changed just as the woman did. His body was a warm, mellow gold color, almost gleaming, with hair the color of flame that fell nearly to the floor. He was tall, too tall to be a human man, with impossibly wide shoulders. As she stared at him, he shifted, his form shrinking down until he was the size of a large man, tall, powerfully built…his hair changing from that flame red to black, and his eyes going from solid, unblinking black to human eyes. Eyes the color of grass, just like Finn’s.

He turned his head and Caoilinn found him staring at her where she stood watching, hovering on the edges of this grand room. “Do not leave me,” he whispered.

•

And she jerked awake with those words still echoing in her mind. Shaken, she rolled onto her side, cuddling against Finn.

His chest rose and fell in the rhythm of sleep and as his arm came around her, she closed her eyes, sinking back into an uneasy sleep.

Finn’s dreams were evil, devil-wrought visions, surely.

He was lost in the woods around his home, woods he had known all his life.

Lost, searching for Caoilinn…

•

He could hear her, sobbing with passion, her voice rising as she screamed out his name.

And a man—he heard another man’s impassioned moans. The sound of a hand striking flesh.

The noises echoed in his ears, an ugly, hated sound, as he spun around, disoriented.

Finally, he drew his blade and just hacked away at the vines and branches that seemed to grow around him like a prison, barring his way. The vines and trees fell down dead under the stroke of his blade and as he strode from a dead forest, he found his house.

Storming inside, he screamed out Caoilinn’s name. He found her…in their bed. But she had changed, her long, slender form now a shorter, curvier one, her thick red hair now just a short black cap of tousled waves. Her eyes were a dark, mysterious gray and her mouth, full and red as sin, parted as she screamed. A man was between her thighs, fucking her hard, gripping her hips with hands that left dark, ugly bruises on her body.

“Caoilinn!”

Both turned to stare at him and the man rose from between her thighs, laughing softly. As he laughed, Finn saw through the mask he wore to the monster below and he swung out. As his sword connected with demon flesh, Caoilinn moved.

He was chasing after her then, into the woods that had suddenly sprung back to life. Branches slapped at him, and roots from the ground tried to rise up and trip him as he fought to catch Caoilinn. He found her, standing at the edges of the cliff. She changed before him, her hair growing out until it was the same deep red that he loved to wrap around his hands as he made love to her. Her skin, still bruised and red from the demon’s touch, seemed to ripple as her body changed, growing taller, the curves melting into her body until it was the long slender one he held against him as he slept at night.

Slowly, she backed away from him, staring at him with eyes that faded from gray to deep blue, sparkling with tears.

Reaching out his hand, he whispered, “Caoilinn—you said you would not leave me.”

“I am sorry.”

As her body inched closer and closer to the cliffs, he took a step closer to her, pleading with her. “You promised!”

“I betrayed you!” she screamed, tears streaming from her eyes.

“If you do this, you will destroy me…”

She shook her head and turned away, murmuring softly, “I have already destroyed myself…” and she jumped, hurling her body into the blue sky, and falling…down…down…down…

•

His own voice woke him as he bellowed, “No!”

Jerking awake, he sat in the bed, Caoilinn lying close to him. “What is wrong?” she whispered, her voice thick and husky with sleep.

“Bad dream.” Lying back down, he pulled her against him with hands that trembled. Her heart beat against his chest as he pulled her atop him, clinging to her with desperation. “You will not ever leave me. You have promised.”

Her hands stroked up and down his sides as she cuddled against him, nodding wordlessly.

With her heart beating against his, he finally fell back into sleep.

•

For three more nights, the troublesome dreams haunted them both.

But on the fourth night, Finn slid into a deep, dreamless sleep, his tired body taking rest and preparing.

He should have known, by the ease with which he slept, that the time to leave was coming once more.

Evil was rising, and he had to answer that call.

The urging woke him early, before dawn.

Rolling onto his side with a sigh, he closed his eyes for a moment, wishing there was some way to shut off the power that flowed inside him.

The thing that made him stronger, faster…the thing that woke him in the night, whispering that evil was afoot, and he must answer the call.

The light in the room was dim, but he could see nearly as well as if the sun had filled the room. Night was no obstacle to Finn, never had been. He could see how Caoilinn’s lashes fanned out on her cheeks, her lips parted softly.

He rose in silence, hurriedly washing with water that had gone cool overnight. Donning his trews, he carried his boots into the other room and tugged them on in front of the dying embers of the fire. Lacing them up over his calves, he tugged a shirt from the pile of clothing that Caoilinn had been working on. It was still damp and his flesh chilled at the touch.

He started to slip away, hating to wake her, but he had to see her face, touch her one more time.

Finn did not want to leave.

In fact, the thought of it filled him with dread, closing a fist of terror around his heart.

But there were monsters out there…preying on his people. He was guardian here, like his father had been before him. He could not neglect his calling.

Kneeling beside the bed, he reached out, trailing his fingers over her cheek. A smile curved her lips before she even opened her eyes. Her eyes were gentle, full of understanding as she looked up at him. “Time to go?” she asked sleepily.

He nodded. “Aye. Something in the north calls to me. I will be gone a few days, I imagine. I did not mean to wake you.”

He could see the smile widen as she looked up at him. “I am glad you did.”

Lowering his head, he kissed her gently before he murmured, “Sweet, sweet Caoilinn, I love you. Will you miss me?”

“Miss you? I miss you before you even leave me, Finn.”

Rolling onto her side, she cuddled around him, resting her cheek on his thigh. With the warmth of her breath so close to him, Finn closed his eyes as his cock started to swell, hunger biting at him. No time…

“I will stop by Seamas’—ask him or Darby to look in on you.”

Caoilinn shrugged, still smiling sleepily. “I will be fine, Finn.”

He just shrugged. “I will stop, just the same. I must go.”

Bending down, he kissed her gently. As her lips parted under his, his control shattered and he groaned, stretching out beside her and pulling her against him.

“Hungry, are you?” she purred as he cupped her in his hand. Caoilinn could feel herself waking as her body responded to his touch.

“For you, always.” He chuckled and the vibration of it against her flesh had her shivering. His tongue circled around the beaded crest of her nipple while his hands raced over her curves. She felt the long, hard length of his body against her and wondered at how good he felt. She never wanted to go without this, not ever.

Need flooded her with an intensity that was breath-stealing. Her mind was hazy with it and she couldn’t think beyond the need in her belly. Clutching at him, she arched against him, moaning as the hard, muscled length of his body covered hers.

“I cannot wait, not now,” Finn muttered as he shifted above her and covered her mouth with his. She shivered as he wedged her thighs apart with his knee and then he pressed against her, the blunt, rounded tip of his cock pressing against the wet folds of her pussy.

“Finn, hurry please!” she sobbed. Damn it, she had never been this hungry, this eager—never had a hunger burning inside her belly like it would burn her alive.

His laugh was rough, shaky and his body trembled against hers as he wrapped his arms around her. He pressed against her—she moaned as the head of his cock breached the tight folds of her vagina. He slid inside her, and she arched up, digging her fingers into the ridge of muscle along his shoulders.

“It has not been that long since I touched you,” he groaned, burying his face against her neck. “Why does it seem like it’s been ages? Years? Longer?”

She understood…even though he had made love to her just the past evening, she felt starving for him, dying for him. Arching her hips up, she screamed as he buried his length inside her, the heavy weight of his balls falling forward, slapping against the seam of her ass.

The lumpy pallet underneath her shifted as he moved, bracing his weight on his hands as he started to pump against her, his hips plunging, then withdrawing as he took her. Caoilinn shuddered and screamed at his touch, her mind full of dark rainbows, her breath catching in her chest.

She could see now, barely, in the dim light of the room, his eyes gleaming in the shadows of his face, his mouth a hard, sexy curve. He shifted, bracing his weight on one hand as he reached down, taking one of her hands and bringing it to his chest. “Touch me,” he rasped.

Lifting her other hand, she slid both along his sides, feeling the rough fabric of his shirt before she reached the hem of it, sliding her hands under it, seeking out the heated flesh beneath.

His skin was smooth beneath her hands, like satin stretched over iron. He groaned as she scraped her nails over the flat circles of his nipples, and Caoilinn smiled. She loved making this big, strong man shudder—the man who killed monsters trembled at her touch.

His cock thrust through the tight, wet muscles of her pussy and she screamed at the glory of it. His weight came down atop her and she wrapped her arms around him, clutching at him eagerly as he started to thrust within her with harder, hungrier strokes.

“Come for me, sweet,” he growled.

As though he had ordered it with just those words, she exploded under him, screaming as her pussy clutched and spasmed around his thick cock. Her nails raked his flesh—she could not breathe. Too much, too fast—

Darkness rushed up at her. He caught her in his arm as he sank against her, his cock jerking within the snug confines of her sheath. His head rested between her breasts and they both sucked air in with short, fast draws. “I love you,” he whispered.

The fog in her mind cleared just a little, a smile curving her lips.

“I love you, too. Come back to me…quick.”

•

Foreboding filled him as he mounted Lir. He didn’t want to leave. He had to leave. Already, he could hear the screams of the fallen and the fires of rage licked at his gut.

Kneeing Lir gently, he murmured, “Come on, old friend. We have to go.” The horse whickered softly in the still, gray morning as he trotted off, heading away from the cottage. He halted Lir, though, at the edge of the clearing, just before he took to the path that would lead him away from Caoilinn. For a long moment, he stared over his shoulder.

He had never questioned his duty, not until now. But he didn’t want to leave her. His heart cried out to him, demanding that he return to his wife. But the strict code of honor, instilled in him from birth, and that voice that had commanded his entire life, told him he must.

To stay here would cost lives. Already, screams painted the night with ugly, black fear.

“I must go,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Caoilinn will be fine.” He would go to Seamus, ask his friend to look in on his wife. Perhaps Darby could come and spend some time with her.

And Finn would hurry back.

Steeling his resolve, he straightened on Lir, and turned back to the path that lay before him. And before he could give in to the weakness that filled him, he signalled Lir and they were off, galloping down the forest path until they hit the cliffs.

It took more time than he wanted to stop by Doolin, but he had to speak with Seamus. After stopping for just a few minutes, he was back on his way, with Seamus’ promise that he’d check on the girl, and often, until Finn was back.

From there, Finn guided his horse north, praying he would arrive before too much blood was spilled.

Boggarts had started preying the cliff-side villages of late—bloodthirsty savages. It had been a boggart that had led him to Caoilinn, just a little over five years ago.

Dunkirk had been plagued by them off and on for months, but the den of them had been fairly shy, stealing into town at night, taking food, raising hell and fear, but not really hurting anybody. But then a few young men had decided to rid the village of their pestilence—instead of waiting for men from Shannon to arrive and help.

The young men had killed the son of one of the boggarts, and the enraged creatures had returned with a vengeance. Slaughtering everything they could reach, and within a day, seventy-two people had died. Seventy-two, out of a village of less than three hundred.

He had gotten there right as the lead boggart had attacked Caoilinn. The thing would have dragged her away, raped her and beaten her, hoping to plant his demon spawn in her belly. Then when the thing was born, it would have killed Caoilinn as it tore its way out of her womb.

It still gave him nightmares. He could not let any woman suffer such a horrible fate. He had to go.

Finn kept telling himself that as he rode north. Overhead, the sky lightened, and eventually the sense of duty managed to still the voice of doubt inside his gut. Caoilinn would be fine.

Seamus and Darby would stop by—but Caoilinn would be fine, working on her small garden and storing food for the upcoming winter.

Yes…she would be fine.


Chapter Six

Two days later

Caoilinn was not fine.

Morose, she stood in the doorway, staring out at the trees. Usually, when Finn left, it did not trouble her to be alone. But today felt strange—the odd muffled feeling had retreated some, but everything was still confused, tumbling around in her head.

The images that had been so clear on the cliff were fading. A woman—another woman, with a different face—but even now, her image was becoming hazy, harder to see, harder to hold inside her head.

Drifting through the house, she tried to find something to do, something to occupy her mind. But she could not.

She ached inside. It was loneliness, but it felt like more than that. It went deep, slicing through her heart and soul. Tears stung her eyes and she wanted to throw herself on the bed she shared with Finn and weep. Weep and howl and scream with the loneliness that burned inside her.

Damn it, what is wrong with me? she thought brokenly as a tear slipped free and trickled down her cheeks.

It wasn’t like Finn hadn’t ever left before. He had—and often. Always following those voices in his head, sometimes gone for days as he hunted and killed monsters.

Monsters…Caoilinn knew monsters. She had first met Finn because of a monster—when boggarts had been haunting her village just a little east of here. Finn had come riding into Dunkirk in the dark of the night, the horse beneath him as black as death, black as the boggarts that had been preying on the people of Dunkirk.

The man on the horse had looked like a devil. Or an avenging angel—with eyes that fairly glowed in the night and a strong and powerful his body. His sword had cut through the boggart as though it was made of water, and it fell down dead before it even realized the threat.

He’d saved her life. The boggart had dragged Caoilinn from her home. He’d thrown her father, Patrick across the cottage, so hard the impact burst the mud and wood walls.

The monster would have gone back for Patrick—Caoilinn knew that. She would have died, her father would have died.

Instead, Finn had saved them. And she’d fallen in love with him. Almost in the very instant he had lifted her from the ground, staring at her with eyes that danced between fury, relief and panic as he tried to treat her injuries. Not much that could be done for bruises, and that was all she’d gotten before Finn had come to her rescue.

He’d left, but he had returned a week later. And then again, more and more often, and Caoilinn had been shocked, delighted…dazed. Her father had told her one night, “That man, he wants you for his own. Ah, I did not plan on letting you go so soon.”

Finn and she had married a month later. And the past few years had been sweet and wonderful. For five years, she had lived with him, his wife, his love. She’d been certain of his love, certain of him—even when Finn had left, she had always known that he would come back.

But why did she feel so desperate today?

When night came, she breathed a sigh of relief. Finally, she could go to sleep, and stop pretending to work. Sleep, she could escape into sleep now.

Dreams chased her, broken dreams—that other woman’s face slipping in to taunt her. Who was she?

I’m Kerrigan… I’m you…

And then the woman’s face melted away and she saw Finn standing over her bed, staring down at her with hungry eyes. She started to smile, to reach for him, but then he opened his mouth and his teeth turned to long yellow fangs.

With her air wheezing in and out of her lungs, she came awake, sitting in bed, staring into the darkness. The fire had burned too low.

And she wasn’t alone.

Afraid to turn her head, she slid her gaze from side to side until she saw the dark form in the shadows. Finn… She almost reached for him, but something made her freeze, made her act as though she could not see him. An image of the dream, her Finn standing there, and in his mouth had been wicked, yellowed teeth, sharp as a blade.

Part of her whispered, Don’t be such a child—’tis your man, reach for him.

But she could not. There was another voice, one that was calm and steady, as it whispered, Not Finn…a monster wearing his face. Lie down, go back to sleep—he cannot touch you if you don’t welcome him.

That wasn’t true—a monster could do whatever he wished.

Not this one—for what he wishes is for you to want him. Lie down!

The voice in her mind was all but screaming at her now. Slowly, her entire body stiff and aching, she forced herself to relax, forced the tension to drain out of her body, still watching the shadow-man from the corner of her eye.

Don’t look at him! His eyes. His eyes can entrap you.

And as her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she realized she could see something. She could see his eyes, two fiercely glowing orbs that seemed to change colors with very second.

Those weren’t her husband’s eyes—although the man had her husband’s broad shoulders, his lean hips, even the hair that spilled down to his shoulders appeared to be as dark as Finn’s.

But those eyes—monster’s eyes.

Caoilinn swallowed, terrified. His gaze locked with hers, for the briefest of moments and she knew he knew she had seen him. For a second, she felt the overwhelming power that rolled from him, battering at her mind like a wild gale off the ocean.

But as she stubbornly turned her back on the creature, his power seemed to ebb. Closing her eyes, she forced her breathing to level out and blanked her mind. It was damn near impossible. Pulling Finn’s image to mind, she focused on his face, the way he smelled, the warmth and strength of his body as he slept beside her.

There was a wind from outside, one that seemed to cut through the solid walls, chilling the room until her breath shuddered in and out of her lungs. And then, the thing was gone.

The wind died down and silence, peace, slid back through the room.

Unbelievably, sleep returned, and she knew nothing else.

•

She had just risen from bed after the second night since Finn had left.

And again…she had felt something in her home, watching her. Felt something, seen something.

Something that wore her husband’s face and his form.

She hadn’t slept.

Could not sleep in the damn house. Any time she managed to slip into a fitful sleep, her dreams were haunted, full of Finn, full of images of that woman, the woman who continued to whisper, I’m you… And monsters. Full of monsters. Monsters she let touch her body. Monsters she let inside her body.

Right before Finn came upon them and exploded into fury.

Taking a blanket, she retreated to the cliffs, forgetting her aversion to them from a few days ago. She spread the blanket under the oak right at the edge of the tree line, remembering the first time Finn had brought her here. They’d made love. Right here.

Holding that memory in her mind, she lay down, and slid into sleep almost the moment she closed her eyes.

Rejuvenated by the nap, she returned home. There was the garden to attend to, and clothes to mend. Enough to do that she kept her mind occupied. It was easier. Darby came by, bringing some fish that her husband Seamas had caught, as well as some of her delicious stew.

They sat over the table, eating in companionable silence for some time but as they finished the food, Caoilinn felt Darby’s eyes scrutinizing her.

“You look pale,” the older woman said softly.

Caoilinn shrugged absently. “I did not sleep well,” she muttered, catching a bit of stew on a piece of bread and popping it in her mouth.

A frown darkened Darby’s head. “I can tell. Are you ill?”

Caoilinn shook her head. “I do not think so.” Pushing her emptied plate away from her, she propped her elbows on the table. “Just odd dreams of late.”

“Dreams. Oh, they can be bothersome,” Darby agreed. “But you cannot let them trouble you so. You need to rest, to eat. Cannot have you taking ill when your man is away. Why, Finn would never let me hear the end of it if I did not take good care of you.”

Caoilinn laughed, propping her cheek on her hand. “I am fine, Darby. I promise you.”

And she was. Even after Darby left, she hummed her way through her chores, straightening the small cottage, tending to the fish Darby had bought her, taking care of the garden. Keeping her mind occupied, she never once thought of those troubling dreams.

Until night fell.

Her mood darkened and her thoughts turned gloomy. She forced herself to eat, hearing the echo of Darby’s words in her head. Cannot have you taking ill… Eh, Finn would never let her hear the end of it if she did not take care of herself.

Her belly full of the last of Darby’s stew, she settled down in her bed with one of Finn’s shirts, keeping the tallow candle burning as she mended the rip under the arm.

His smell was on the cloth and just breathing it in made her feel better, a little warmer, a little less lonely.

But as the candle burned lower and the shadows grew, her fear from the past nights returned and she found herself staring into the dark edges of the room, searching for…something.

The thing that had watched her in the night.

Would it come again?

Resolutely, she blocked it from her mind. Finn had been gone three days nearly. He was rarely gone longer than that, at least not without sending word. He’d be home soon, and she’d feel his warmth and heat against her and everything would be fine.

Finishing the mending, she jabbed the needle into the spare thread and started to fold the shirt. But instead, she cuddled it against her cheek and lay down on the bed, curling around it, letting his scent surround her as she slid into sleep.

•

Finn left before the priests arrived.

He could not stay away from home any longer. He had to get to Caoilinn. The urgency that had woken him before had returned, but now it was focused on his wife. She was in danger.

Night had fallen as he raced along the cliffs, but he did not stop, did not slow, just bent low over Lir’s neck and spoke to the stallion in a low croon, urging him to run faster, faster.

Not fast enough…

•

Caoilinn awoke from the troublesome dream, still caught in its web as she stretched. That other woman again. It was like Caoilinn was trapped in her body, staring at her reflection, seeing her…Kerrigan. Standing in a house that was far grander than anything she had ever seen, with light that came from everywhere. It was so bright, so clean, and the woman had soft, smooth hands, wore clothes that shimmered in the light, like the silks that Finn had told her of. But then, like water, the image would ripple and dissolve and fade away and when the surface smoothed, it was Caoilinn once more.

She was sad, that woman. Dreaming of a man…of Finn. Caoilinn should be jealous, another woman dreaming of her man, but it…well, she could not explain it. That woman felt like her. Like they were the same.

And then Finn’s voice. Come to me…come back…come back…

It had been that voice echoing in her ears as the dream had finally fallen apart and she had stretched out, arching her back, sighing. Finn… She could smell him. The scent surrounded her once more and with a smile, she turned her head, and saw him there, in the doorway.

Still half-asleep, but drunk on the smell of him, on the pleasure of having him back, she held out her arms to him.

Too late, she remembered the dreams from the nights past. But when the creature stepped closer and touched her, a fire filled her and she went into his arms willingly.

She had known almost the very instant that he touched her that something was wrong, very wrong. Finn had never touched her with anything but care—his need to see her pleasured was just as great as his own desire to be pleasured. But this…this creature…cared for little more than taking his own pleasure.

His teeth closed over the tip of one nipple, sinking into the soft flesh and biting down, the sensation gone past the point of pleasure, well into pain. But she could not say anything, could not push him away. Her throat felt frozen—the muscles in her arms felt useless.

She could not stop him.

She did not want to.

As shame, terror and lust curdled in her belly, he closed a fist in her hair and used that grip to bring her to her knees, guiding her mouth to his cock. Pushing inside roughly, he started to pump his hips, pushing his cock in and out of her mouth with a quick, harsh rhythm. He gagged her, the head of his cock bruising the back of her throat with each thrust.

When he finally pulled back, silently urging her until she was flat on her back beneath him, tears streamed down her face from the repeated, deep digs of his cock inside her throat and she had to gasp for air. What is happening to me… But before she could even think enough to try to escape, he cupped her in his hand, two fingers shoving inside her slick passage.

She was wet. And need clawed and bit at her.

Keening, she lifted her hips up to meet his touch.

The muscles in her pussy clenched and spasmed around his fingers. When he moved to cover her body, she could think of nothing else but easing the hunger in her belly. His hips wedged between her thighs, the head of his cock brushing against her slick folds.

When a booming crash filled the room, the man above her stiffened and Caoilinn suddenly felt naked and exposed. What…?

His eyes suddenly gleamed in the dark. And they weren’t the warm, deep green of Finn’s eyes.

They were red. Like the fires of hell.

A scream built in her throat, and she shoved him away, cowering on the bed as she turned her head.

And her heart dropped like a leaden weight to the pit of her belly as she saw who was standing in the doorway.


Chapter Seven

Finn had raced hard to get here, riding Lir until the poor beast was lathered and exhausted. When he hit the clearing where they lived, he leaped from Lir and took off running for the cottage, not even slowing as he drew his blade.

The door slammed into the earthen wall. In the hearth, the embers of the fire glowed faintly. There was no light beyond that, but it was no deterrent to him. He could see clearly as he moved through the small cottage, although what he saw in the bedroom was enough to make him wish he was blind.

It was his every nightmare. No—it was worse. Even in his nightmares, he hadn’t imagined seeing his woman, his love, writhing beneath the body of another man.

But it took less than a heartbeat to realize that it was not a man. Though the illusion the creature wore was powerful, Finn saw through it to the incubus, the nightmare creature that lived beneath. It was a white-skinned demon, hair nearly as pale as its snow-white skin—and as Finn lifted his blade, preparing to strike, the thing pushed back onto his heels.

And lifted burning red eyes to stare at Finn.

In that very second, the veil that he hadn’t even realized was there splintered, and the man born as Finn, called Azar in the realm of the demons, remembered.

Staring at Corsivo, the one demon he called friend, Azar remembered.

This exact moment as it had happened long ago—exact seven hundred years ago, it hadn’t been Corsivo that had taken his wife. It had been Eclias—and Finn had killed that incubus with one stroke of his blade, unaware that Caoilinn had fled the cottage until she was already out the door.

She had jumped…and his rage had split his soul from his body, giving birth to the demon called Azar.

Seven hundred years he had walked the demon realms as an incubus, sliding into the mortal realm through the dreams of women, turning into a monster like those he had once hunted.

It took only seconds for the memories to flash through his mind.

Lowering the blade, he closed his eyes. “Why are you making me relive this, Corsivo?”

There was a soft slithery sound and he opened his eyes to see Caoilinn sliding off the mattress, staring at Finn with horror and fear in her eyes. Finn moved to block her, but she froze even as he started to move toward her.

Literally froze, her eyes staring blankly ahead, her lips parted, even her chest did not move.

“You’re not reliving this, you are living it,” the demon king murmured, rising from the bed. “Regret, Finn, ‘tis a powerful emotion among the demon kind. Not an emotion we are supposed to feel…and when we do, amazing things can happen.”

Corsivo moved toward Finn, pausing for one second to rest his hand on Finn’s shoulder. “You’ll not remember any of this, and none of your time as Azar. Time will realign as it should be, and you will once more be Finn, destroyer of demons, and you’ll have one chance to save your bride.”

Thousands of questions swarmed through his mind, but he could not voice any of them. By the time his throat had loosened enough to speak, Corsivo was gone. And so was Finn’s memory of him.

Instead, he saw a black-skinned incubus covering the pale figure of his wife. A sense of déjà vu swept through him. Haven’t I done this before…? But as he stood there with his sword lifted high, he could not for the life of him make sense of what he was doing.

Instead of killing the demon as his gut insisted he do, he sheathed his blade, and moved toward Caoilinn.

He never saw the demon wink out of sight as he caught her arm just as she tried to slip past him, tears streaming down her cheeks, sobs all but choking her.

“Caoilinn!”

She shook her head, staring at his chest, struggling against him. “Do not touch me! I am dirty—I let that thing touch me!”

Finn drew her against him. Rage ate a hole in his belly. Jealousy boiled inside him. But more…more. There was a passionate, gut-deep relief that she had not slipped away from him.

“You are not dirty. ‘Tis a demon, and a demon’s magic he used. You could not see beyond that.”

“I should have!” she screamed. “I should know my own husband.”

He eased her against his chest, ignoring her struggles. “You do know me—you knew the minute I entered that he was not real. He was a demon—he used magic on you—that is not your fault.”

“Let me go!” she screamed, struggling against him.

“No. Never,” he rasped, clutching her to him desperately. Fear ate a hole in his stomach. “You are mine—forever, remember? You promised me, Caoilinn. You promised you would never leave me.”

She sobbed and it was as though her bones simply turned to water as she collapsed in his arms. “How could I have let that thing touch me? How can you stand to look at me?”

Finn murmured against her hair, “You are my own sweet Caoilinn. I have loved you for an eternity, and I will not let my anger cost me you.”

As sobs racked her body, he lifted her in his arms, carrying her to the bed, lying on the bed with her cradled against him. “You are my love, my only love…you are all to me,” he crooned against her temple.

Caoilinn felt cold inside, icy, as though she stood naked on the cliffs in the middle of a winter gale. The only heat was that of Finn’s body and she shivered in his arms, trying to squirm closer. She felt dirty inside—scarred, somehow.

“Take it away,” she begged, lifting her face and staring at Finn desperately. He could not possibly forgive her as easily as that. She knew it in her belly. Her begging him to touch her was useless. How could he want to touch her after this? But she needed his touch, needed it to burn away that foul taint that seemed to cling to her.

His fingers threaded through her hair, gently arching her face to his. When his lips covered hers, she could have wept. His tongue licked at the seam of her lips, tracing the shape of her mouth before he gently pushed inside, tasting her deeply.

One hand slid down her neck, over her shoulder, down her torso until he could pull her lower body against him. His body, still clothed, pressed against her, the heat seeping into her bones, warming her chilled flesh.

She sobbed against his lips as his hand cupped her mound, his palm grinding lightly against her clit. Finn slid two fingers inside the tight, dew-slicked sheath of her pussy, pumping them slowly in and out until she was rocking against him and moaning eagerly.

He brought her to climax and she lay there quivering as he pushed back. Lifting heavy lashes, she watched as he tugged at the laces that held his breeches closed. His cock sprang free and she reached down, closing her fingers around his length. Pumping her wrist slowly, she stroked him up and down, staring up at him with wide, tear-damp eyes. “I love you,” she whispered, her voice hoarse and rough.

A smile canted his lips up. “I love you,” he murmured back as he closed his hand around her wrist, gently tugging her hand away. “Nothing will change that…nothing will take you from me.”

As he covered her body and pushed inside, Caoilinn wrapped her arms around him, linking her fingers at the back of his neck. Arching up, she took him deep inside her body, and half-sobbed, half-gasped out his name.

“Forever,” he murmured into her ear as he started to move against her.

“Forever,” she sighed.

He made love to her gently, pressing soft, easy kisses to the darkening bruises on her breasts. With every touch of his hand, a little bit of the nasty, dark taint seemed to lift, and by the time the powerful need for climax was unfurling inside her belly once more, she could think of nothing but Finn. His cock seemed to swell, throbbing inside her pussy as she wrapped her legs around his hips, trying to keep him locked inside her.

Turning her head, she sought his mouth, catching his lower lip in her teeth and tugging gently. He groaned and started to fuck her harder, his fingers biting urgently into her flesh as he lifted her against him.

“You are mine, Caoilinn. Mine and no one else’s…forever.”

“Finn,” she moaned weakly.

“Yes…say my name.” He pulled out and as he pushed inside her this time, he rotated his hips a little, stroking her deep inside. At the first thrust, her eyes flew open wide. At the second, she groaned, a harsh, rough sound. And with the third stroke, she wailed, her nails raking his back as she thrashed and bucked underneath him.

He exploded inside her just as she started to come—she could feel the hot wet jet of his seed as he filled her. The contractions seized her womb and she stared up at him blindly as the orgasm ripped through her.

A few heartbeats passed with him locked inside her, his weight braced on his palms, his hips pressed snug against her as his cock jerked and pulsed.

Then he collapsed against her and as he rested his head between her breasts, her eyes closed.

Sleep came and took them and they slept wrapped in each other’s arms, not another word spoken of what had transpired that night.

And when morning came…their memories of the nights past were gone, as though they had never happened.


Epilogue

Mary Callahan stood in the doorway of the attic suite with a frown on her face. Why had she come here? She’d just cleaned it yesterday—and the honeymooning couple who would arrive today would be using the suite of rooms on the floor below.

There had been reservations—a young schoolteacher coming from America, but the day of her arrival had come and passed with no word.

Moving inside, Mary pursed her lips as she smoothed out a nonexistent wrinkle in the handmade quilt. With a soft sigh, she shrugged and started to turn and walk away.

But on the bedside table there was a book. A local one—she’d seen it before.

How odd, though. The cover… The cover did not seem right.

Picking it up, she stared at the sketch of the tower on the cliffs. Hadn’t there been a man on the cover? And it seemed…lighter. Thinner.

However had it gotten up here?

“Was this here yesterday?” she murmured, scratching her temple, puzzling over it.

“Hmm.” With a shrug of her shoulders, she muttered, “Maybe my mind truly has given up on me. The boys keep saying it has.”

Tucking the book under her arm, she bustled out of the room, closing the door snugly behind her.

If she had paused for just a moment to look back, she might have seen in the corner the image of a tall creature, his hair waving to his waist, his eyes as red as the fires of hell…and a smile as benign and peaceful as a saint’s.


Look for other titles by Shiloh

The McKays

Headed For Trouble

The Trouble With Temptation

The Right Kind of Trouble

The Barnes Brothers

Wrecked

Razed

Busted

Ruined

Contemporary Standalone Titles

Beg Me

Tempt Me

Beautiful Scars

A Forever Kind of Love

Playing for Keeps

No Longer Mine

You Own Me

Her Best Friend’s Lover

The Ash Trilogy

If You Hear Her

If You See Her

If You Know Her

The Secrets & Shadows Series

Burn For Me

Break For Me

Long For Me

Deeper Than Need

Sweeter Than Sin

Darker Than Desire

The FBI Psychics

The Missing

The Departed

The Reunited

The Protected

The Unwanted

The Innocent

And more


Headed for Trouble

[image: Image]

SHE’S A SMALL-TOWN GIRL WITH BIG DREAMS.

Nine years ago, Neve McKay fled her small Southern town and disapproving family to seek a career in the big city. Now she’s finally coming home-and hoping for a fresh start. But the relationship that shattered her world still haunts her. And even among her nearest and dearest, she doesn’t feel safe…

CAN THIS BAD BOY BE THE ANSWER TO HER PRAYERS?

Ian Campbell is a pure Scottish muscle-as hard and handsome as they come. But when Neve walks into his bar, his heart melts…and he vows to have this gorgeous and somewhat vulnerable woman in his life-for better or for worse. What is Neve’s tragic secret? And how can Neve expect Ian to protect her, when doing so could put his own life at risk? The only thing Ian knows for sure is that he will do whatever it takes to keep her out of harm’s way-and in his loving arms…

Read More

You Own Me
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It had always been her…

Ten years had passed since the doors slammed shut behind Decker Calhoun, taking away his freedom, but more importantly, locking him away from Elizabeth Waters, the only woman he’d ever loved—the woman he’d given up everything for. The day he was sentenced, he’d looked at her and said, No regrets, Lizzie.

But he lied, because he did have one. Although he’s been out of jail for three years now, he was a year too late. Lizzie never knew how he felt and just months before he was released, she found somebody else and it’s too late.

Or maybe not. It seems that Lizzie’s boyfriend wants an open relationship and two can play at that game. Now all Decker has to do is convince Lizzie that he’s the better man…and has been all along.
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Warning to Readers:

This story contains scenes of violence and non-consensual sex.





