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			SHADES OF DARKNESS

			“I didn’t ask you to get involved in any of this,” she reminded him.

			He studied her for a long moment. “Do you want me to tell you what Kgosi meant when he asked me if you knew?” he abruptly demanded.

			“Yes.”

			“He sensed you were my mate.”

			Chaaya hissed, as if she’d taken a blow to her stomach. It didn’t matter that she’d sensed the emotional bonds weaving them together. Or Basq’s fierce need to protect her. Or her own need to protect him.

			It was still a shock to hear the word spoken out loud.

			“Mate?”

			He stepped toward her. “Do I truly have to explain what the word means?”

			“I know what it means, but…” Her words trailed away as another shiver raced through her.

			He moved until he was close enough to lightly brush his fingers down her cheek. At the same time, he deliberately leashed in his powers to allow the air to warm above freezing. She tilted back her head, becoming lost in the striking beauty of his eyes. “How can you be sure?”

			He cupped her cheek in his palm, wrapping his other arm around her waist. “Like you said. Destiny…”
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			Chapter 1

			Mer-folk castle, late fall

			Troy, Prince of Imps, stifled a yawn as he strolled through the marble corridor of the mer-folk castle. It was a stunningly beautiful place that stretched for endless miles beneath the ocean. The walls were decorated with exquisite murals, and massive chandeliers hung from the vaulted ceilings. There were carved statues lining the wide corridors and delicate furnishings covered in fabrics that shimmered in pale shades of blue and green.

			Even better, the beautiful mer-folk drifted through the spiderweb of rooms in gossamer gowns that left little to the imagination.

			So why was he bored?

			Troy halted in front of a section of wall that was a clear panel to reveal the dark waters outside the castle that were populated with dazzling reefs and fish that glowed with an effervescent light. Tilting his head to the side, he admired his reflection.

			He truly was a glorious sight with his brilliant hair flowing down his back like a river of fire. His face was long and pale, with vivid green eyes that held the sort of sensual power to bring most creatures to their knees. Precisely where he liked them. He was also tall and slender, with bulging muscles that he made sure to emphasize with the one-piece spandex outfit in a vibrant shade of pink he was currently wearing.

			He was an exotic butterfly among a field of lilies.

			Troy stifled another yawn. He was accustomed to the bright lights of big cities and the naughty delights of his various strip joints. In contrast, the mer-folk were tedious, peace-loving fey who had tragically become even more boring after Chaaya was sent to live in Vegas with Chiron and his new mate, Lilah. The young female, sacrificed to protect the world centuries ago and then recently rescued from the dark dimension, had provided plenty of entertainment. Her name should have been chaos, not Chaaya.

			But now…

			Troy shook his head. Why did he linger in this place?

			He answered his own inner question as he turned to walk toward the massive double doors at the end of the corridor.

			Inga, Queen of the Mer-folk.

			That’s why he stayed.

			It wasn’t that he was in love with the female who was a mongrel mix of ogress and mermaid, although he took epic delight in tweaking Levet’s miniature snout by pretending a romantic interest. But he was utterly committed to ensuring that Inga succeeded in her new role as the leader of the mer-folk.

			She was one of the few demons who possessed a genuinely pure soul. Even after she’d been abused by slavers and manipulated by Riven, the former mer-folk king, and then shoved into a position she never expected and didn’t want.

			Every day she woke up determined to do the best for her people, even those who hated her for being a mongrel.

			Who didn’t root for an underdog?

			Plus, Troy had to admit there was a glorious satisfaction in being a king maker. Or in this case, a queen maker.

			He was the power behind the throne.

			Lost in his thoughts, Troy was distracted by the sound of voices echoing through the air.

			“You are not going to bother the queen with this, Riza,” a male voice chided in surprisingly loud tones. As if he was aggravated at repeating the same words over and over.

			“She needs to know, Jord,” a second male stubbornly retorted.

			There was the click of boots on marble, then the two males stepped out of a narrow hallway that led down to the lower chambers.

			They were both tall and willowy like all mermen with long, pale hair that was tinted with blue. And they were both wearing the strange armor that looked like overlapping scales, with short tridents belted at their sides. To the untrained eye they looked like toy soldiers, but Troy knew that shimmering armor was stronger than steel and the tridents could shoot out silver threads that wrapped around their opponent to trap them in an inescapable net.

			“Do you intend to make a personal report to the queen each time the prisoner sneezes?” the taller of the two demanded, his too-pretty features set in an expression of arrogant disdain. “Or if she refused to eat her dessert?”

			Riza scowled. His face was rounder, with a hint of petulance in the youthful features. “There’s something weird about that female talking to herself all the time.”

			Jord snorted. “Prisoners do weird things. They sing. They yell. They see pink elephants. It has something to do with being locked in the dungeons.”

			“But—”

			“If the two of you wish to squabble like children, you should loiter outside the nursery, not the royal chambers,” Troy chided.

			The two men came to an abrupt halt, as if they’d been so intent on their argument, they hadn’t noticed a six-foot imp in pink spandex standing in the middle of the corridor.

			Hard to believe.

			Jord sent him an impatient frown. Troy’s sardonic refusal to concede that the mer-folk were superior to other fey creatures meant he wasn’t a favorite among the natives. That was fine. He wasn’t there to win friends. His only concern was Inga and whether or not she was being treated with the respect and loyalty she deserved.

			Riza stepped forward. “I need to speak with Queen Inga.”

			“I’m sure she’s busy,” Jord snapped.

			“Of course she’s busy, she’s the queen,” Troy drawled, covertly studying the younger male. He was obviously upset. Maybe Inga should find out what was going on before Troy ran them off. “But I am certain she can make time for one of her loyal subjects.”

			Jord made a sound of impatience. “I assure you it’s not necessary.”

			Troy arched a brow. Why was the male so determined to keep the younger guard away from the queen? Was he the usual arrogant ass who enjoyed bullying anyone who happened to be his underling? Or did he have another reason for trying to silence the younger male?

			Only one way to find out.

			Troy moved to rap his knuckles against a gilded door, waiting for Inga to call out for them to enter before pushing it open. He stepped over the threshold and entered the room that matched the rest of the castle, with lots of marble and fluted columns and sparkling chandeliers. The major difference was the large dais that held the velvet and gold throne.

			A throne that was currently empty.

			Troy rolled his eyes, already knowing what he was about to discover as he strolled up the crimson runner that led the way to the dais. Sure enough, there was the sound of grunting as Inga struggled to her feet, and then she abruptly appeared from behind the throne.

			“Good morning, Troy.”

			She didn’t look like the Queen of the Mer-folk. There was none of her mother’s ephemeral beauty; instead she’d inherited her ogre father’s sturdy body that stood well over six foot, with shoulders broad enough to make a football player proud. Beneath her drunkenly tilted crown, her reddish hair grew in tufts and her features were carved with a blunt lack of finesse. Her blue eyes were the only hint that she had mermaid blood in her veins, but they flashed an ogre-red when she was annoyed. Which was more often than not.

			At the moment she wore a hideous muumuu dress that was an insult to fashion. The billowing gown was a strange shade of olive with big yellow and orange flowers splattered over it. She was also speckled with paint.

			A delicate shudder raced through Troy. He’d finally convinced this female to spend at least a few hours in the throne room each day, listening to the concerns of her people, but whenever she had a moment alone, she lost herself in her love for painting. It was a harmless hobby, he acknowledged, and she was exquisitely talented. The murals on the walls of the throne room were now the finest in all the castle. Still, she looked like she’d been sucked through a whirlpool, rolled in a multicolor mud pit, and tossed out the other side.

			Thankfully, she had the massive trident clutched in her hand. The Tryshu was a magical artifact that chose the leader of the mer-folk. As long as Inga was holding it, there was no question that she was the queen.

			Stopping next to the dais, Troy offered an elaborate bow. “Your Majesty,” he said in deep, formal tones.

			Belatedly realizing that Troy wasn’t alone, Inga grudgingly straightened her crown and forced a smile that revealed her pointed teeth.

			“Are you here to see me?” she demanded.

			Both guards offered polite bows. “I apologize for interrupting, Your Majesty,” Jord said, sending his companion a foul glare. “Riza is one of our younger guards. I fear he’s prone to exaggerating.”

			Riza folded his arms over his chest. “I’m not exaggerating.”

			Inga blinked in confusion. “Exaggerating about what?”

			“The prisoner,” Riza said.

			Inga’s confusion deepened. “Which one?”

			“The pureblooded Were,” Riza clarified.

			Inga stiffened in alarm. “Brigette?”

			Riza nodded. “Yes.”

			“What about her?”

			The younger guard paled, clearly intimidated by the towering ogress holding a trident that could destroy the entire castle with one blast.

			“I…” Riza stopped to clear his throat. “I heard her talking.”

			Inga glanced toward Troy. He shrugged and she returned her attention to the guard.

			“No one is supposed to enter her cell except for me, and I haven’t been down there for days.”

			“That’s why I went to check on her.”

			“And?”

			Riza grimaced. “She was alone.”

			Troy narrowed his eyes. It would be easy to overreact after Brigette had nearly managed to destroy their world.

			“Perhaps she’s become unhinged,” he suggested. “She did spend five centuries as a handmaiden to an evil beastie-thing.”

			“That’s what I thought,” Riza said. “But she keeps doing it. And the last time I checked on her, I was sure I caught sight of a shadow in the cell with her.”

			Inga hissed in alarm. “A shadow?”

			“It was probably just a figment of his imagination.” Jord intruded into the conversation, his expression grim.

			“It was not,” Riza stubbornly insisted. “I know what I saw.”

			Troy moved toward the guard. “Tell me exactly what happened.”

			Riza turned his back on his glowering companion to speak directly to Troy. “I was on duty when I heard the female babbling about pledging her loyalty and promising to obey without question.”

			“Did you hear a name?” Troy pressed.

			“Name?”

			“Was Zella mentioned?”

			The guard wrinkled his nose. “I suppose she might have said Zella.”

			Inga muttered a curse. “This can’t be good.”

			“The understatement of the century,” Troy muttered. “And well past our pay grade.” He squared his shoulders. “We need Chaaya.”

			* * * *

			Dreamscape Resort, Vegas

			Chiron didn’t exactly stomp across the casino floor. He was, after all, a sophisticated, flawlessly elegant vampire with an image to maintain. Only a child indulged in temper tantrums.

			Still, the humans seated in front of the flashing slot machines or clustered around the roulette tables shivered with unease as he passed. They didn’t realize they’d been brushed by the icy power of his seething temper, but in the most primitive parts of their mind, they realized there was danger in the area.

			He ignored the lingering gazes that followed him. He knew what the humans were seeing: a slender male with devilishly handsome features. His dark hair was cut short and smoothed from his lean face. Next they would notice the designer suit that cost a fortune. From there they would decide that he couldn’t be responsible for their vague sense of anxiety and return their attention to their gambling. They would never suspect he was a monster beneath his polished façade.

			Chiron cast a last glance around the casino before heading toward the back of the vast space. He was in dire need of some peace and quiet, and the only place to find that was in his office at the top of the hotel.

			He’d managed to make it out of the public rooms and was waiting for the doors of his private elevator to slide open when his luck ran out. For the hundredth time that night.

			Or at least, that’s what it felt like.

			“Go away,” he snapped as a large male approached from behind.

			Basq ignored his command, halting next to Chiron.

			The younger male was taller with a thicker build than Chiron. His features were carved with bold strokes, giving him an impressive nose and wide brow. His jaw was square, and his full lips were pressed into a stern line. His brown hair was long enough to brush his shoulders and the top layer was pulled back and tied with a leather strip. It was his eyes, however, that captured the most attention. They were rimmed with a deep brown and progressively lightened to a pure white in the center.

			The male had been a member of Tarak’s clan until Tarak had joined with the previous Anasso. Chiron wasn’t entirely certain where Basq had gone or what he’d been doing for the past centuries, but a few years ago he’d shown up at Dreamscape Resort and asked for a job.

			Chiron had taken him in without question.

			The male would always be his brother.

			“For a vampire who just mated the love of your life and rescued your master from the bastard that held him captive for over five hundred years, you’re in a crappy mood,” Basq said.

			Chiron searched the male’s face for any hint of mockery. There was nothing. Basq had a special talent for hiding his emotions. Or maybe he didn’t have any. Hard to say for sure.

			“I seriously underestimated how much I depended on Ulric. I can’t leave my office without a dozen employees harassing me about their tedious problems,” Chiron groused. “So far tonight the kitchen staff has threatened revolt because the chef changed the menu without telling them, a janitor fell and broke his leg, and two customers got into a drunken brawl and destroyed one of the roulette tables. It’s not even midnight.”

			The elevator doors slid open and both males stepped inside. “It was Ulric’s job to make sure you weren’t bothered with the staff,” Basq reminded him.

			Chiron scowled. Ulric was a pureblooded Were who’d been Chiron’s most trusted companion for centuries. Together they’d created the chain of resorts that catered to humans around the world. But six weeks ago, the male had left Vegas.

			“Plus, he mated my most valuable employee and now she’s gone with him.” Chiron continued his complaint, stabbing the top button on the electronic panel.

			Rainn had only been with Dreamscape for twenty years or so, but she’d earned a spot as a trusted manager. She was also a rare zephyr spite who wanted to return to her family, taking Ulric with her to some super-secret, on-a-need-to-know-basis spot deep beneath the desert.

			“I thought you were pleased for him?” Basq reminded him.

			“I was until I realized his happiness was going to be a pain in the ass,” Chiron told his companion. “Do you know, until the past month I would have sworn that Dreamscape Resorts runs like a well-oiled machine? Now I’m wondering if it’ll survive the night.”

			“It would be easier if you shared Ulric’s duties.”

			Chiron glanced at his clansman. “Are you offering?”

			The male arched a brow. “Do you really want me dealing with the humans?”

			A shudder raced through Chiron. Basq wasn’t much of a people person. Not unless they were on the menu. He was, however, an extraordinary warrior. And utterly loyal. Perfect for the head of Dreamscape security.

			“No, thanks,” he said in dry tones. “Ulric can be…”

			“Surly? Rabid?” Basq suggested as Chiron struggled for the proper word.

			“Both,” Chiron agreed. “But he has a surprising skill in dealing with the staff and customers.”

			“The same skill Lilah possesses.”

			The doors slid open with a small hiss. Chiron stepped out of the elevator, his expression tightening.

			Lilah…

			It’d been several months since he’d mated the gloriously delectable witch, but it still felt like a miracle every time he thought of her. He couldn’t believe that she was truly bound to him for the rest of eternity.

			Which might explain why he wanted to treat her like a princess. She was too precious for him to risk.

			“I want to pamper her, not bury her in work,” he said, crossing the outer reception room.

			Basq followed behind him, pausing to glance out the bank of windows that looked over the Mojave Desert on one side and the Vegas Strip on the other.

			Chiron wasn’t in the mood to appreciate the stunning view. Instead he marched across the room that was decorated with a silver carpet and sleek chrome with black leather furniture, then he entered his private space that had been specifically created for the needs of a vampire. There were no windows, the lighting was muted, and the furniture was built to endure the weight of an elephant although it maintained a sleek elegance.

			Moving to lean against the silver and glass desk, Chiron folded his arms over his chest as Basq halted directly in front of him.

			“Have you asked Lilah what she wants?” the younger male demanded.

			Chiron flashed his fangs. Everyone knew what Lilah wanted. She was quite…vocal when she thought that Chiron wasn’t giving her enough responsibility.

			If it was up to his ambitious witch, she’d be in charge of the entire Dreamscape empire. Hell, she’d be in charge of the world.

			“Stop being sensible,” Chiron growled. “It’s annoying.”

			Basq grimaced. “I’m about to become even more annoying.”

			“What now?”

			“The human girl.”

			“Chaaya?” Chiron asked, even though there was only one creature who could inspire the frustration that was smoldering in Basq’s eyes.

			Chaaya wasn’t exactly a girl, considering she was older than both Chiron and Basq. And she wasn’t exactly a human, since she’d been sacrificed centuries ago to battle against the evil beast that Ulric had recently encountered.

			The truth was that no one knew exactly what she was.

			Well, they knew she was a cyclone of endless trouble.

			She drank, she cheated his guests at cards, she drove his staff to the brink of homicide and went out of her way to piss him off. Not a night passed that he didn’t want to toss her into some dark, dreary dungeon. Unfortunately, he didn’t happen to have one of those handy here in Vegas. And even if he did, he was fairly confident it wouldn’t hold the girl.

			As if to confirm his dark thoughts, Basq clenched his hands. “She’s gone.”

			“Again?” Chiron made a sound of annoyance. After Chaaya had been caught using her strange, unpredictable powers to screw with the slot machines, Chiron had insisted that she have an escort when she left her private rooms. A vampire escort.

			“I thought you had a guard watching her?”

			Basq managed to look more grim than usual. An astonishing accomplishment.

			“I was watching her.”

			“She got past you?” Chiron didn’t hide his surprise. “I know you’re getting old, but damn. That’s just embarrassing.”

			Basq wasn’t amused. “She went into her rooms. I waited outside the door, but she didn’t come back out. I finally went in to check on her…” He shrugged. “And she was gone.”

			Chiron studied his companion in confusion. “Are you claiming she created a portal?”

			Basq hesitated. Almost as if he didn’t want to share his suspicion. “My guess is that she walked through the wall,” he at last admitted.

			Chiron’s lips parted to argue, then he shook his head. Chaaya was still discovering her powers. And since she was technically a ghost, it was quite plausible that she could walk through walls.

			Just what he needed.

			“That’s it,” he rasped. “I’m done with that damned creature. I don’t care if she saved Ulric’s life or not.”

			Basq snorted. “I wish I believed you.”

			Chiron cursed. Basq was right. He could huff and puff and threaten all he wanted. For now they had no idea what Chaaya was or how she’d been connected to the evil spirit. Someone had to keep an eye on her. And for now, he was stuck with the aggravating task.

			Lucky him.

			“Did you track her down?” he demanded.

			Basq nodded. “She’s at the Viper’s Nest.”

			The Viper’s Nest was an elegant demon club that catered to vampires. It was also an “invitation only” sort of place. And Chiron was willing to bet his last dollar that Chaaya would be the last person on the invitation list.

			“You’re sure?”

			“I followed her there myself.”

			Chiron frowned. “Why the hell would she go there? She usually prefers the filthy bars on the edge of town.”

			Basq shrugged. “Why does she do anything? To piss us off.”

			“True.” The girl made it her life’s ambition to be as aggravating as possible. Chiron eyed his companion. “I don’t suppose you—”

			“No,” Basq interrupted. “You’re her babysitter, not me. Thank the goddess.”

			Chiron sent his companion a sour frown. “Yet another job that should be on Ulric’s to-do list. I swear, I’m going to hunt down that dog and personally haul his furry ass back to Vegas.”

			An almost smile touched Basq’s lips. “I’ll volunteer for that.”

			“No. I need you here,” Chiron said.

			It was true, he did depend on Basq. Especially now. He might grouse about Ulric’s absence, but he was determined to allow the male time to become acquainted with his new mate and her family. Ulric might be a Were, but he was as much a brother as any of the vampires in Chiron’s clan. Maybe more. He wanted the male to be happy.

			“What about the girl?” Basq demanded.

			“I have two options,” Chiron admitted. “Go and get her, or ignore her and hope she doesn’t cause a mass riot.”

			“Are you a betting man?”

			“Not anymore.” The two males exchanged a rueful gaze. “Shit.” Chiron pushed away from the desk and headed for the door.

			So much for peace and quiet.

			* * * *

			“A hundred bucks you can’t finish it in one drink,” the vampire drawled.

			Chaaya flicked a dismissive glance over the potent demon liquor that burned with a blue fire. It wasn’t the first time she’d been challenged since she’d strolled into the elegant casino.

			It was easy to underestimate her. She looked mortal with her delicate features, her large, dark eyes and soft pink lips. Her skin was bronzed, and her dark hair was buzzed close to her skull to reveal the Celtic tattoos that started behind her ears and ran down the sides of her neck.

			She wore a black leather jacket and matching pants that couldn’t disguise just how tiny she was compared to the other demons in the place. And while she had a copper spear with a short ebony handle belted to her side, she looked like easy prey.

			Which was why she was constantly being tested.

			“Two hundred,” she demanded.

			The vampire grinned, revealing his snowy white fangs. He was a tall, red-haired male with the perfect features that were shared by all vampires. He also had the usual arrogance.

			“Done.”

			Chaaya tapped a slender finger on the table, waiting for the demon to show his money. The vampire hissed, but he reached into the front pocket of his slacks and pulled out a stack of crisp one hundred dollar bills. He peeled off two and dropped them on the table.

			“There.”

			Chaaya reached for the grog, and with one flick of her wrist she tossed the flaming liquid down her throat. She swallowed, bracing herself as the grog hit her stomach with the force of an exploding volcano. Once she was certain she wasn’t going to pass out, she wiped her lips with the back of her hand and reached for the money.

			“Done.”

			The smirk on the vampire’s overly pretty face changed to disbelief. “What are you?”

			She shrugged. “Just a girl who can’t say no,” she murmured, rising to her feet. She tossed a couple dollars on the table. “Here, have a drink on me.”

			She strolled away from the puzzled creature, heading toward the roulette table across the crowded room. She’d borrowed a few thousand dollars from Basq’s private stash he kept hidden in his bedroom. Before the night was over, she intended to double her ill-gotten fortune. Or lose it all.

			Either way, it was all good.

			Basq would be pissed. Chiron would have heartburn. And she would have enjoyed a night of entertainment that was different from her usual drunken escapades at the tawdrier demon clubs.

			Win. Win. Win.

			She was passing by a brightly lit stage where a pair of frost fairies performed a sensual dance that included a lot of fluttering wings and sparkles when a hand reached out to grab her upper arm.

			Chaaya halted, slowly swiveling her head to glare at the male who’d dared to touch her without permission.

			He wasn’t old in vampire terms. Maybe a couple hundred years. Chaaya wasn’t sure how she knew, but she could sense a demon’s age in the lack of power that surrounded them. This one was slender with blue eyes and skin as pale as snow. His dark hair was slicked back to emphasize the arrogance of his finely chiseled features.

			Chaaya deliberately lowered her gaze to the fingers digging into her flesh.

			“Are you tired of that hand being attached to your arm?” she asked in sweet tones.

			“I just want to talk to you,” the male retorted, stupidly maintaining his tight grip. “I haven’t seen you around here before.”

			Chaaya covertly reached for the copper spear. Since her return to this world she’d discovered that she attracted a lot of attention, from both males and females. But she wasn’t at the Viper’s Nest to make friends. Or even enemies, which was a lot more fun.

			She was there to release some pent-up steam. Period.

			“And that gives you the right to maul me?”

			The male leaned forward, a leer curving his lips. “I haven’t started mauling. Yet.” His gaze skimmed down her slender body. “I always negotiate the price first. How much?”

			“More than you could ever afford.”

			“Try me.”

			Chaaya visibly shuddered. “Not for all the money in the world.”

			The male’s expression tightened. “Don’t be that way.” His smile remained, but a cruel edge entered his voice.

			“I’m not telling you again,” Chaaya warned. “Let me go.”

			“All I want is a small taste…argh!”

			The vampire’s words ended on a shriek of pain as Chaaya lifted her spear and swung it down in a smooth motion. It sliced through the male’s wrist with remarkable ease.

			Chaaya watched with satisfaction as the severed hand fell to the expensive carpet with a dull thud.

			“Next time you’ll listen to a woman who tells you no,” she assured him.

			The male held up his bloody stump, his fangs fully extended.

			“You bitch!”

			Chaaya grimaced at his shrill tone, stepping back to avoid the blood that continued to spurt out of his stump.

			“Don’t be such a baby. It’ll grow back.”

			Her words failed to appease the leech. Hell, they seemed to make him even madder.

			“I’m going to kill you,” he screeched.

			Chaaya rolled her eyes. “Been there, done that,” she drawled. “You’re starting to bore me.”

			She turned as if she was about to walk away. She already knew what the vampire would do. Leeches could be so depressingly predictable. On cue, there was a low growl behind her, then the vampire was leaping through the air.

			With a speed and strength that she’d never possessed when she was a mere human, Chaaya crouched low, allowing the male to fly over her head. He landed in an awkward position and she moved before he could regain his balance, kicking him in the center of the back. The blow was enough to send the male stumbling forward, right into the crowd gathered around the roulette table.

			There was a roar of fury from a Were who turned to grab the vampire by the throat and tossed him across the room. A mistake. Instantly the dog was swarmed by a mob of angry leeches.

			Chaaya grinned. She enjoyed gambling, but this was much more fun.

			With a war cry she’d spent centuries perfecting, she held up her spear and dashed straight into the fray.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Viper’s Nest was several blocks away from the glittering Vegas Strip. At one time it’d been a solidly middle-class neighborhood with picket fences and station wagons parked in the driveways. Now calling it a dump would be a compliment.

			In fact, most of the block was nothing more than empty lots where the houses had been burned to the ground, leaving behind charred foundations. Or at least that’s what was visible to the human eye. Behind the illusion was a five-story brick building with heavily tinted windows to protect the sun-challenged demons who visited.

			Inside, the club was as posh as any Vegas hotel. There was lots of marble, lots of fluted columns that soared toward painted ceilings, and cozy, private rooms that allowed demons to indulge their deepest fantasies.

			Javad strolled across the front lobby. He was a tall, slender vampire with chiseled muscles beneath his black slacks and gold silk tunic that fell to his knees. His curly hair was as dark as a raven’s wing and brushed his shoulders. His face was lean, and his features were hawkish, like a bird of prey. And unlike many vampires, his skin held a rich color. He’d spent too many years in the brutal desert sun before being turned to entirely lose the glorious sheen.

			His eyes were black, and he was told that they smoldered with enough power to make grown trolls run in terror. On the side of his neck was a stylized tattoo that revealed he’d been an assassin during his life as a human.

			He couldn’t remember that time. A vampire awoke without any memories or even a knowledge of who or what he was. Still, he’d maintained his lethal fighting skills. And added several more over the centuries.

			He was a well-honed weapon who was used to fighting without mercy.

			Until Viper.

			The clan chief of Chicago had found Javad after he’d escaped from the brutal vampire who’d sired Javad and taken him into his clan. Eventually, he’d sent him to Vegas to manage this demon club.

			He owed the male…everything.

			Moving through the lobby that was scattered with a few leather sofas, Javad’s bare feet barely made a sound against the cool marble floor. He glanced toward the center of the room that was dominated by a fountain. He chuckled at the sight of the golden statue of a male holding a massive sword over his head that spouted water. It was supposed to represent Styx, the current Anasso, King of the Vampires. Viper had a twisted sense of humor.

			His amusement disappeared as he was distracted by the vampire who had just entered the club. He’d sensed the powerful male as soon as he forced his way through the illusion. Chiron was one of the few demons in this city who could potentially match him in sheer strength.

			Which meant that the male’s arrival had his full attention.

			“Chiron.” He ran an assessing gaze over the male. Not to admire the expensive suit—he was looking for weapons. When he found nothing, he lifted his gaze to study the intruder’s impatient expression. “This is an unexpected surprise.”

			The male moved forward. “Not now,” he growled.

			Javad smoothly stepped to block the male’s path. The Anasso might have declared that the Rebels were once again apart of the vampire nation, but this was an invitation-only club. And he was in charge.

			“I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist.” His smile revealed his massive fangs. “Professional courtesy, you understand.”

			Ice coated the nearby fountain as Chiron narrowed his gaze. Javad braced for a strike. Clearly, the male wasn’t used to being told no.

			Then, with a visible effort, Chiron leashed his temper. “A female in my care was seen coming into your club.”

			Javad wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting. Certainly not a social visit. The two vampires had lived in the same city for decades without crossing paths, something that they’d both made efforts to achieve.

			Now he arched his brows. “A female in your care? Does your mate know?”

			Chiron wasn’t amused. “I need to find her.”

			“Tough. My guests pay an enormous fee to protect their privacy. You can do whatever you want to her once she leaves the club. Until then…” Javad shrugged.

			“She’s not a guest. She snuck in.”

			“That’s impossible. I have security in place to make sure no one passes through the illusion without alerting me.”

			“This one can.”

			Okay. That was enough. Javad might not have a chain of fancy-ass resorts spread across the world, but he knew how to protect the one that he managed.

			“I’m trying to be nice,” he growled. The floor trembled beneath his feet. He could create earthquakes that were capable of destroying entire cities. “You won’t like me when I’m pissed off.”

			Chiron took a step forward. “And you’re not going to like me if I have to go through you to get to Chaaya.”

			Javad was distracted by the odd name. “The human?” he demanded in surprise.

			Chiron jerked. Did the male think the strange creature was a secret? Javad didn’t know all the details, but he’d discovered that Ulric had traveled to England to battle against some mysterious beast and that he’d returned with a young woman named Chaaya.

			For a minute it looked like Chiron was going to refuse to answer, then his hands clenched and he forced himself to speak.

			“She was born human, but she was sacrificed centuries ago. We have no idea what she is now. A ghost, maybe a spirit.” Chiron’s voice was edged with frustration, as if the mere thought of Chaaya was enough to make his fangs clench. “She can walk through a solid wall, so she certainly has the ability to get through your magical barriers without tripping any alarms.”

			Javad considered Chiron’s words. The security at the Viper’s Nest was specifically designed. There was an outer illusion to convince humans that this area was nothing more than an abandoned lot, and a separate spell to warn him of any demons entering the club who hadn’t been issued an invitation.

			It wasn’t created to reveal the presence of ghosts.

			“Come with me,” he snapped.

			He was just turning to lead Chiron across the lobby when the sound of a loud crash was followed closely by the howl of a werewolf.

			“Shit.” Chiron’s expression was grim. “We’re too late.”

			Javad parted his lips to demand an explanation, but he was suddenly staring at empty air. Chiron had turned to disappear from the club with blinding speed. At the same time there was more crashing and the sound of primal screams as the demons gave into their most primitive urges.

			Great. The strange female was clearly in the midst of causing some sort of disturbance in the main casino, and Chiron was bailing on him.

			He was going to have a long chat with that vampire.

			Just as soon as he finished cleaning up the mess.

			* * * *

			It was a fine riot. Lots of blood, swearing, and excessive violence. Or at least it was fine until Chaaya was rudely interrupted.

			She was standing on the bar, bashing a drunken sprite on the head with the butt of her spear when she caught the familiar scent.

			Shit.

			Chiron.

			The aggravating leech wasn’t in the casino, but he most certainly was somewhere in the building.

			Leaping off the bar, she crouched low and weaved her way through the tangle of battling demons. She wasn’t headed toward the exit. That was where she would be expected to run. Instead she entered the narrow hallway at the back of the room. There weren’t many creatures in the bar that needed a bathroom, which meant she was alone as she stepped into the cramped cubicle.

			Perfect.

			Chaaya locked the heavy wooden door, then she rubbed her fingers down the hilt of her spear. The Celtic runes etched into the ebony sent a tingle of magic through her skin. It helped her to focus her powers.

			She closed her eyes, allowing the strange sensation of…melting to flow through her body. It was the only way to explain what she experienced when she went into her ghost mode. It wasn’t like she turned to mist, which is what Rainn claimed had happened to her. She didn’t float on the wind.

			And she didn’t just become invisible.

			It was closer to becoming a part of her surroundings so she could move through them. It was an amazing trick she’d discovered since returning to this world. But it did have its drawbacks, including the fact that her sense of smell remained as sharp as ever.

			Which made pressing through the wall of the bathroom a less-than-pleasant experience. Someone needed to speak with Javad about his housekeeping skills.

			Once she could catch the sweet night air, Chaaya returned to her solid form.

			“Gotcha.”

			Chaaya nearly jumped out of her skin as she whirled to confront the vampire who was leaning against the wall.

			“What the hell are you doing here?”

			“Looking for you.”

			“How did you know I was here…” Her words trailed away. She suddenly knew exactly how Chiron how managed to figure out she was at the Viper’s Nest. “Basq.” She breathed the name as if it was a curse. “He followed me, didn’t he? That jerk. Does he know it’s creepy to spy on young, vulnerable women?”

			Chiron’s jaw tightened, as if he was gritting his fangs. “He wasn’t spying. He was following my orders to keep an eye on you.”

			“Spying.”

			“And you are neither young nor helpless.”

			Chaaya considered his words before shrugging. “Fair enough,” she agreed.

			She was probably older than Basq by a couple centuries. And anyone who thought she was helpless hadn’t seen her in battle.

			Chiron waved his hand in an impatient motion. “Let’s go.”

			Chaaya frowned. It wasn’t that she wanted to stick around the club. She was already tired of the place. But she wasn’t about to let Chiron order her around. It set a bad precedent.

			She folded her arms over her chest. “You’re not the boss of me.”

			“I am until Ulric returns.”

			“He’s not the boss of me either,” she retorted.

			Chiron narrowed his gaze. “He saved your ass.”

			“So what? I saved his first. We’re even as far as I’m concerned.”

			Chiron looked ready to strangle her, a familiar expression, but before he could say a word, a tall, dark-haired vampire in a long tunic rounded the corner of the building.

			“You.” The male pointed a finger toward Chaaya, the ground trembling beneath her feet. “Don’t move a muscle.”

			She didn’t recognize the leech, but she was betting that he was Javad, the manager of the Viper’s Nest. And that he was about to blame her for the riot she could still hear raging inside.

			“Yeah, maybe it’s time to go,” she muttered, holstering her spear and running down the dark street at top speed.

			“Get back here,” the male roared, but thankfully he made no effort to chase her. She was fairly certain she couldn’t outrun a vampire.

			As if to prove her theory, Chiron easily kept pace beside her as they threaded their way through the sleeping human neighborhoods.

			“Making friends wherever you go,” he taunted.

			She flashed a mocking smile. “It’s my gift.”

			Chiron rolled his eyes, but he remained blissfully silent as they swiftly moved toward the bright lights of the Vegas Strip. Together they approached Dreamscape Resorts from the back and entered through the kitchen door. They’d just reached the hallway that led to the private elevators when a door opened to reveal a large vampire.

			Chaaya came to an abrupt halt, glaring at the male. He was big and strong with muscles that rippled beneath his black cashmere sweater and black slacks. Around his neck was a thin gold chain with a small amulet she’d never seen him without. He was also annoyingly gorgeous, if you liked them with perfectly carved features and the strangest, most fascinating eyes that had ever been created.

			“Oh, great. Just who I didn’t want to see.”

			Basq didn’t bother glancing in her direction. He had an annoying habit of pretending she didn’t exist. At least when he wasn’t spying on her. Jerk.

			“You have a visitor,” he told Chiron.

			Chiron waved a hand toward Chaaya. “Return to your rooms.”

			“He wants to see both of you,” Basq said before Chaaya could tell Chiron to shove his command up his ass.

			Chiron frowned, his expression suddenly wary. “Who is it?”

			With a flutter of large, glittery wings, a three-foot gargoyle stepped through the open door.

			“It is moi.” Levet spread his arms in a grand gesture. “The knight in shining armor who women adore and vampires despair to contain—”

			“Shut up,” Chiron interrupted.

			Levet smirked, batting his lashes. “Did you miss me?”

			“No.”

			Chaaya smiled. Unlike the surly vampires, she thoroughly appreciated the tiny demon. Levet was funny and unpredictable, and best of all, he infuriated other males to the point of insanity. What wasn’t to like? She hadn’t seen him since she’d been kicked out of the mer-folk castle weeks ago.

			“I missed you,” she assured him.

			The lumpy gargoyle face melted with pleasure. “Ah, ma belle. I have missed you as well. The mer-folk castle is a much duller place without you.” There was a soft snort from Basq that Chaaya ignored. Levet ignored him as well. “How are things here?”

			“Same ol’, same ol’.” She abruptly grinned. “I caused an epic riot at the Viper’s Nest.”

			“And I missed it?” Levet pouted. “That’s not fair.”

			“We can—”

			“Enough.” Chiron stepped forward, his features tight with annoyance. “What are you doing here?”

			“No need to twist your panties,” Levet protested.

			Chiron flashed his fangs. Chaaya had to admit they were an impressive sight. Long and sharp and glistening with deadly intent.

			“Start talking.”

			Levet wrinkled his snout. ““Very well. Brigette is evil again.”

			Chiron slowly blinked. “What?”

			“Brigette. Is. Evil. Again.” Levet pronounced each word with a slow emphasis.

			“I heard you, idiot,” Chiron snapped. “I want to know what it means.”

			“She was locked in the mer-folk dungeons looking like any normal Were.” Levet paused, as if considering a sudden thought. “Although, when I happened to see her a couple of weeks ago, she was foaming at the mouth. I think she might have rabies. I should have warned Inga to have her vaccinated.”

			

		
			Chapter 3

			Rainn covertly made her way to the private airfield that was hidden in the depths of the desert. Chiron wasn’t the sort of vampire to endure the red tape that bogged down human airports, plus he’d had modifications made to his jet that would never be allowed by the FAA. The most obvious change was the fact that the main cabin was sun-proofed. There were no windows, the door could be sealed and locked from inside, and there was a hidden trap door in the floor that led to a compartment that was magically protected in case of a crash during the daylight.

			The alterations hadn’t diminished the comfort of the cabin. The plush seats were wide and sturdy enough to sit a grown troll in comfort. There was also a wide-screen TV, a bar, and a fridge stocked with blood. At the very back was an opening to the private bedroom and attached bathroom, complete with a shower.

			Now Rainn stood next to the bar, wrapped in her magic. She wasn’t precisely invisible, but she could bend the air around herself to reflect the surroundings. It had not only allowed her to leave Vegas unnoticed, but she’d managed to slip past the imps who served as the flight crew.

			Her breath caught as she felt a small tingle of…not precisely fear. More unease. She didn’t need windows to sense that Ulric was climbing the steps to enter the jet. The male was a force of nature. As soon as he entered a room, he filled it with the raw power of his wolf.

			It’d been almost overwhelming when Rainn had first started working at Dreamscape Resorts. Her people were creatures of mist and magic. When they were required to move through the world, they did so with the delicacy of a butterfly. It wasn’t until it became necessary to strike against evil that they recalled their warrior nature.

			At least, that’s how they were now.

			She’d heard stories that in the past they’d rampaged through the world with the callous brutality of an enraged orc. Fearless.

			That thought allowed Rainn to stiffen her spine as Ulric entered the cabin and she felt the jet start to roll down the runway and then pick up speed before there was a blast from the engines and they were surging into the air.

			This was her destiny.

			Another tingle inched down her spine. More unease, she told herself, even as her gaze clung to the sight of the pureblooded Were.

			He was a spectacular specimen as he strolled forward with the powerful grace of a predator. His sleek muscles were emphasized by the black T-shirt that was stretched over his massive chest and the jeans that clung to his long legs. In the muted light of the cabin his eyes smoldered with a pure golden fire, revealing the wolf that prowled just beneath the surface.

			The sensations that were prickling down her spine suddenly had less to do with unease and a lot more to do with lust. She swallowed a sigh. Ulric was a gorgeous, obscenely sexy male. It would be weird if she didn’t feel a bit lusty. At least that’s what she told herself each time the damned Were strolled past her.

			Consumed by her ridiculous thoughts, Rainn allowed herself to be momentarily distracted. A terrible mistake. Without warning, Ulric lunged forward. She gasped, unable to avoid the fingers that wrapped around her throat as she was thrust against the paneled wall. Her magic faltered, and Ulric’s eyes widened with confusion. Obviously he’d sensed he wasn’t alone in the jet, but he hadn’t realized who was there.

			With a snarl he snatched his hand away, almost as if he’d been scalded.

			“What the hell are you doing here?” he rasped.

			Could she bluff? She gave a mental shrug. It was worth a shot. “I told you, I’m worried you’re going to do something stupid.”

			“Try again.”

			His rough tone rasped against her temper, but she knew she appeared completely calm. Her people could manage a Zen expression no matter what was happening. Even when being confronted by a furious Were.

			With a tilt of her chin she allowed herself to inch closer to the truth.

			“Okay. I think you’re going to do something stupid.” She held up a silencing hand as he released a low growl. “Plus, I sense this is a trap.”

			He stilled, suddenly wary. “Sense what is a trap?”

			“The female you’re chasing.”

			His breath hissed between his clenched teeth. “When I left the casino, I was chasing the female through Vegas. How did you know I would need the jet?”

			She shrugged. “What does it matter?”

			“You were spying on me.”

			She flattened her lips. “I was watching your back.”

			“Spying.”

			“Don’t put words in my mouth.”

			He glared at her, his eyes glowing with the power of his inner wolf. “Start answering my questions before I throw your very fine ass off this plane.”

			The heat of his body surrounded her. It was as much a warning as the large fangs she could see as he pulled back his lips.

			Rainn swallowed a sigh. Why couldn’t her destiny have included a dew fairy? Or even a human she could mentally manipulate? No, she had to have an aggravating, stubborn, savagely fascinating Were.

			“Very well,” she grudgingly admitted. “I followed you.”

			“Why?”

			“I told you the truth. I’m trying to protect you.”

			He scowled. “I’ve gone into dangerous situations before without needing you to hold my hand. Why now?”

			The jet veered sharply, nearly sending Rainn to her knees. “Can we sit down?”

			Ulric slammed his hands on his hips, hovering over her as if he was about to pounce. Was he trying to intimidate her? Maybe. Or more likely, he didn’t even realize what he was doing.

			“Are you going to answer my questions?” he demanded.

			She rolled her eyes. “Do I have a choice?”

			“No.”

			“Then let’s make ourselves comfortable.” She moved to perch on one of the cushioned seats. “It’s a long story.”

			Ulric turned to grab a bottle of whiskey off the bar. “I think I’m going to need this,” he muttered, not bothering with a glass as he plopped in a chair across from her and took a deep drink. At last he waved a hand in her direction. “Tell me.”

			Rainn tapped the tips of her fingers against the arm of her chair. She didn’t have a rule book for performing her duty. But there were certain traditions. And keeping secret her purpose for being in Vegas was one of them.

			But she knew Ulric well enough to realize that he would make her task impossible unless she could convince him to trust her. Especially now that he believed his family had miraculously been returned from the dead.

			“What do you know of my people?”

			He frowned at her abrupt question. “You’re rare. Reclusive.” He gave a lift of one shoulder. “I’ve never encountered a zephyr sprite before you walked into the casino twenty years ago.”

			A wistful smile touched Rainn’s lips. She missed her family. Every single day.

			“Most of us remain our entire lives in our hidden lairs in the desert,” she admitted, not adding they often burrowed deep underground. Many never, ever ventured out of their tunnels. “Unlike other demons, we aren’t predators. We thrive in an atmosphere of peace and quiet.”

			Ulric arched a brow. “So you chose to come to Vegas to work for a vampire?”

			She held his gaze. “It wasn’t my decision.”

			Her answer clearly caught him off guard. “Someone sent you?”

			She licked her lips, a genuine fear whispering through her. “The Oracles,” she breathed.

			“The Oracles?”

			Ulric made a choked sound of shock. No wonder. The ultimate rulers of the demon world might remain shrouded in mystery, but no one doubted their immense power. In fact, most wise creatures avoided even speaking their name at all.

			Like Beetlejuice.

			“Once every century or so, a zephyr child is born with a mark.” She lifted her arm, tugging up the sleeve of her sweater. Then, leaning forward, she revealed the black mark on her inner wrist that was shaped like a small triangle with wavy lines in the center. “Like this.”

			Ulric studied the symbol. “What is it?”

			“At some point in our distant history, our king made a deal with the Oracles to help keep the zephyrs hidden from the world.” She didn’t reveal why they’d been forced into hiding. There were some secrets too awful to share. “But like all bargains that are made among demons, the Oracles demanded a price for their protection.”

			Ulric glanced up. “You?”

			“Yes.”

			A swift, unexpected anger tightened his features. “You’re a slave?”

			“No. It’s not like that.” Was he remembering his own brutal existence in the slave pits of the Anasso? Probably. She lightly touched his hand. “When we’re sent to the Oracles it’s with the understanding that we will be given a task that has to be completed.”

			“What sort of task?”

			“To battle against evil.” She flinched as she said the words. They always sounded so…corny.

			She half expected Ulric to laugh. Instead he glared at her in disbelief. “Chiron isn’t evil.”

			“Of course he isn’t,” she agreed, deliberately pausing. “But he’s not the reason I was sent to Vegas.”

			Ulric looked confused. “Then who—” With a low roar, he jumped to his feet. “Me?”

			She hid her smile at his outrage. She hated the shadows that darkened his eyes when he was recalling his brutal past. Now they were filled with a golden fire.

			“Sit down,” she said, heaving a sigh as he continued to glare at her. “Please.”

			He hesitated, obviously in no mood to concede to her request. But, perhaps recalling she could be almost as stubborn as he was, Ulric took another deep drink of whiskey before reluctantly settling back in his seat.

			“Answer the question,” he snapped. “Am I the reason you were sent to Vegas?”

			“Not exactly.”

			“What the hell does that mean?”

			The cabin was smothering hot as Ulric’s temper continued to seethe, but Rainn didn’t bother to use her powers to cool the air. As a zephyr sprite she had the ability to manipulate the elements. For now, her only interest was in easing his suspicions.

			“Obviously, you’ve never had to deal with the Oracles,” she muttered.

			“I haven’t had the pleasure.”

			Pleasure. She grimaced, eyeing the half-empty bottle of whiskey. Just the memory of the Oracles made her want to drink.

			“Not so much a pleasure as a lesson in terror,” she informed him.

			A portion of his anger faded. “Did they hurt you?”

			She shivered. Despite knowing since birth that she carried the Oracles’ mark, she’d still been petrified when she’d been yanked out of sleep to discover a strange creature standing in the middle of her bedroom. At first she’d assumed it was a young human girl. The stranger was short and slender with delicate features. But then she’d caught sight of the strange oblong eyes that were a solid black and shimmered with an ancient power. Oh, and the sharp, pointed teeth.

			This was no human.

			Rainn had parted her lips to scream when the creature had lifted a gnarled hand and the world had gone dark.

			“No, I wasn’t hurt, but I was snatched from my bed and taken to a barren stone cell. I waited in the darkness for weeks before they at last called me to a huge cavern where the Oracles were seated behind a long table.” Rainn shivered, not ashamed to reveal how frightened she’d been. “The power contained in that room…” Another shiver. “It nearly crushed me.”

			Ulric appeared properly horrified. “You met with all of them?”

			“It wasn’t really a meeting.” Rainn had a vivid memory of being led by a shrouded form out of her cell and through a twisting maze of tunnels. The silence had been oppressive, grinding down on her like a physical weight. “I was brought and commanded to kneel. That’s when I felt them touch my mind.”

			“They speak telepathically?”

			Rainn considered her answer, relieved when the jet reached a smooth cruising speed. She wasn’t a big fan of heights.

			“It’s hard to explain, but they implanted a vision,” she at last said.

			Ulric studied her for a minute. Was he trying to decide whether to ask the question hovering on his lips?

			Knowledge was not always bliss.

			Curiosity, however, was a curse that was more powerful than common sense.

			“A vision of what?” he demanded, the words seemingly wrenched from his lips.

			“Of you.”

			His jaw tightened, as if she’d just confirmed his worst fear.

			“Me?”

			“I could see you in Vegas,” she admitted. “You were walking through the doors of Dreamscape Resorts.”

			He took another drink, nearly emptying the bottle. Not that he was drunk. A Were’s metabolism was in constant hyperdrive. He could drink Nevada dry without getting more than a mild buzz.

			“That’s it?”

			She slowly shook her head. “I could see a shadow behind you.”

			The bottle dropped from his hand, his eyes narrowing. “Someone was following me?”

			“It was more a warning,” she struggled to explain. “That’s why I came to Vegas. To stop the shadow.”

			“By spying on me?”

			Her breath hissed between her teeth. “I haven’t been spying on you. I’ve been waiting for the evil to reveal itself.”

			“And?”

			The air prickled with an unspoken warning. Did he have a premonition of what she was about to tell him?

			“I sensed something when I caught sight of your female,” she forced herself to tell him.

			“Something? That’s a little vague, isn’t it?”

			The heat went from smothering to suffocating. A trickle of sweat inched down the curve of Rainn’s back.

			“Look, the Oracles didn’t give me a manual,” she snapped. Did he think she enjoyed having her head stuffed with images she didn’t understand and a weird spidey sense of evil? Or perhaps he thought it was a real chuckle to be expected to fight that evil with nothing more than her powers. Powers that weren’t exactly created for battle. “They didn’t even speak to me. They branded your image in my brain and sent me away with the warning that the entire world was depending on me. I’m doing the best that I can.”

			He blinked, as if caught off guard by her sharp reprimand. Not that he was willing to concede defeat. Even as his anger faded, his features hardened into a stubborn expression.

			“Brigette isn’t evil.”

			Rainn had to bite her tongue. His naïve refusal to admit the female Were might be anything but his long-lost cousin who just happened to stroll into his casino was wearing on her nerves.

			“Perhaps not,” she conceded, “but it surrounds her.”

			“Which is all the more reason I need to find her.”

			“Just don’t…” Her words trailed away. Ulric was male. Extremely male. Which meant telling him not to do something would only ensure that he would do it.

			“What?” he demanded.

			She hedged. “Be blinded by your need for a family.”

			“I’m not blinded.” He lowered his gaze, as if trying to hide the vulnerable need that darkened his eyes. “I just want to know what happened.”

			“Fine,” she said, knowing she’d pushed him far enough. “I’ll be along to watch your back.”

			His jaw tightened, but he didn’t argue. Nothing less than a miracle.

			“Chiron won’t be happy when he discovers that we’re both gone,” he groused.

			“I left a voice mail on his phone that we were taking his jet,” she said. “I’m sure he’d rather have me here to protect you.”

			He made an exasperated sound. “I don’t need protection.”

			She shrugged, not wasting her breath by arguing. “Plus, Chiron has a mate to help him run the resort now,” she continued, as if he hadn’t spoken.

			“Yeah.” Unexpectedly, Ulric’s hands clenched. “I suppose he does.”

			She studied him in confusion. “Does it bother you that…”

			Her question went unasked as there was a sudden sound of a door opening. Moving as one, Ulric and Rainn surged to their feet, both of them turning toward the front of the cabin.

			There was no one there. In fact, the cabin door was sealed tightly shut.

			Then, the scent of granite filled the air and a tiny gargoyle climbed out of the hidden compartment built beneath the floor.

			“Levet,” she breathed in surprise, watching as the demon spread his wings, which were nothing like the leathery wings of most gargoyles. Instead they were a dazzling shimmer of gold and red and blue. Of course, there were a lot of things different about Levet. Including the fact that he was barely three feet tall and possessed the strangest belief that he was a Knight in Shining Armor.

			Over the past weeks she’d become accustomed to seeing him waddling around Chiron’s private offices. And, if she was honest, she’d secretly enjoyed watching how easily the tiny demon could piss off both Chiron and Ulric.

			“Why is this heap of metal moving?” Levet complained, his gaze moving toward Ulric, who was regarding the creature with a horrified expression. “Oh. It is you.” Levet reached up to rub one of his stunted horns, his expression petulant. “You interrupted my nap.”

			Ulric sliced his hand through the air. “Who else is hiding on this damned plane? Elvis?”

			Levet sucked in a sharp breath, his wings fluttering. “He’s alive? I knew it!”

			“Arg.”

			Ulric pivoted on his heel and stormed to the back of the jet. Disappearing into the private bedroom, he slammed shut the connecting door. Rainn heaved a sigh.

			This evil-fighting gig wasn’t nearly as fun as it looked in the movies.

		


		
			Chapter 4

			Ulric barely waited for the plane to touch down before he was storming through the cabin to jerk open the door.

			After Levet’s unwelcome appearance, he hadn’t been in the mood to listen to the creature’s endless chatter. Instead he’d headed into the back room and stretched out on the bed. He’d been exhausted after his long run through the desert and the emotional turmoil of his morning. The last thing he wanted was seven hours trapped with a yapping gargoyle he wanted to choke. Plus, he suspected he was going to need to be at full strength to deal with whatever was waiting for him.

			He was a male who liked to be in control. Of everything. But in the past twelve hours he’d had his fundamental belief in his past revealed as a lie. First had been the shocking revelation that Brigette was alive. And then he’d discovered that he was the featured star in an Oracle vision that warned of an impending evil.

			He wasn’t sure which was bothering him the most.

			A scowl marred his brow as his heart gave a sharp lurch. If he was being honest, he’d admit that it was Rainn’s betrayal that hurt the most.

			Not surprisingly, he’d desired Rainn since her arrival in Vegas. She was gorgeous, clever, and exotically mysterious. Lust-worthy on an epic scale. But it’d taken a very long time for him to learn to trust her. Now that his faith had been shattered, he felt as if something important had just died deep inside him.

			Melodramatic…but there it was.

			The jet rattled over the runway of the small airfield on the coast of northern Wales. This remote area wasn’t built for such a large plane, but Ulric had ordered the pilot to land as close to his old lair as possible.

			They at last came to a lurching halt and Ulric impatiently waited for the outer door to open. Behind him he could sense Rainn move to stand a few feet away.

			After what felt like an eternity, the outer door released, and the steps began to automatically lower. Ulric didn’t wait for them to reach the ground. With one powerful leap he was landing on the rocky soil next to the runway. A second later he felt a breeze as Rainn used her power to touch gently down beside him. He glanced over his shoulder, pointing a finger at the gargoyle who was about to follow them. “You. Stay here.”

			“But—”

			“This isn’t a debate,” Ulric snapped.

			The gargoyle pouted. “Hash brown, you are not the boss of me.”

			Ulric snapped his brows together. “Hash brown?”

			“I think he means hashtag,” Rainn said in her soft, annoyingly calm voice.

			Ulric threw his hands in the air. “How have you survived so long?”

			“My winning personality.” Levet pulled his lips into what Ulric assumed was a smile. “It’s a gift.”

			“More like a curse.” Ulric sent the creature a warning glare. “Stay here.”

			Levet’s wings drooped. “Mangy hound.”

			Ulric stepped toward the jet. “You—”

			“Shouldn’t we be searching for your female?” Rainn hastily prevented a childish squabble.

			Ulric cursed beneath his breath before turning to jog away from the plane.

			“You might want to grab my clothes if you don’t want me prancing around naked. And try to keep up,” he warned Rainn as he kicked off his boots, then shed his garments before he released a burst of magic to shift into his animal form.

			He could not only move faster as a wolf, but he wasn’t bothered by silly things like regret or duplicity or even anticipation. There was nothing but the spongy ground beneath his feet, the salty wind that was blowing from the ocean, and the distant smell of home.

			Angling toward the cliffs that dropped dramatically to the rocky shoreline below, he tried to ignore the female who easily kept pace beside him. Something that was next to impossible considering her soft, misty scent that teased at his senses.

			Dangerously distracted, Ulric barely noticed the fog that was rolling in around them. Or the strange way the ground had gone from soggy to crumbly. As if it was disintegrating beneath the weight of his body.

			It was the silence that at last had him slowing his pace. His homeland had always been isolated. That was one of the reasons his father chose this particular spot. But it hadn’t been desolate.

			Unnerved by the howling emptiness, Ulric changed back to his human form.

			“Shit,” he breathed, revulsion crawling over his skin as his gaze skimmed the tumble of stones that used to be sturdy buildings.

			Rainn moved to stand next to him, handing him his clothing. “Where are we?”

			“My home.” Ulric quickly dressed, anxious to have something covering his bare skin. It wasn’t modesty. He was a werewolf. Being naked was more natural than being clothed. But he didn’t want the nasty air brushing against him. “Or what used to be my home.”

			Glancing over the pockmarked ground that was a sickly gray color, she looked like she wanted to back away from the decaying village.

			“I assume it didn’t look like this when you were here?”

			“No.” His gut twisted. He wanted to throw up, but he refused to allow himself to mourn the destruction of his childhood. Not now. “Damned humans. They ruin everything,” he rasped.

			Rainn sent him a startled glance. “The destruction wasn’t caused by humans.”

			“How do you know?” Ulric demanded, not hiding his suspicion.

			Granted, he’d expected the place to be in disrepair, but it looked like it’d been coated in nuclear waste. What else could cause a corruption that’d spread deep into the earth?

			“The wind speaks of evil,” she whispered.

			“The wind?”

			“Open your senses,” she commanded.

			Ulric growled in frustration. He was a wolf. His senses were always in hyperdrive. Then, a breeze rippled past him, brushing over his skin like a spider web. “Magic.”

			She grimaced. “Evil.”

			“Yes,” he agreed, sniffing the air. It was oddly stagnated. As if it’d been trapped in the fog for centuries. “I can’t determine a species.”

			“Neither can I.” With a visible effort, Rainn forced herself to move forward, her expression distracted, as if she was using her powers to search the area. “Which should be impossible.”

			He followed, instinctively needing to protect her from the thick pulse of danger in the air. Immediately he was angry at himself.

			“And people claim that I’m arrogant,” he muttered.

			“You are,” she assured him, brushing her fingers through the fog. She released her breath on a low hiss, recoiling from the thick mist. “But mine isn’t arrogance. You can conceal footprints or use magic to mute your scent, but you can’t disguise your movement through the air around you.”

			Was she joking? Ulric stared at her in genuine amazement. “You can tell everyone who has been here?”

			She shook her head. “Not if they were just passing through. But I can tell if they had a lair here. Or if they used magic,” she explained.

			Ulric tried not to look impressed. He was supposed to be sulking, not admiring her skills.

			He gestured toward the fog. “Can you sense anything?”

			“It’s not precisely fey.” She paused, then released a grunt of frustration. “The only thing I know for sure is that it’s old. Really, really old.”

			Ulric nodded, not pressing her for information she couldn’t give him. At some point he intended to discover who or what was destroying the land his father had loved, but for now he was more interested in finding Brigette.

			Unfortunately, the fog was muting his senses.

			With a rare caution, Ulric inched his way over the brittle ground. It crunched like honeycomb beneath each step and he had a horrifying fear it might suddenly collapse. He didn’t want to know what was lurking underneath the bleak wasteland.

			At last reaching the center of the decimated village, he squatted down to brush the dirt away from a stone foundation.

			“Ulric?” Rainn crouched down beside him.

			Ulric breathed in deeply, welcoming her soft, misty scent as it wrapped around him. It somehow managed to combat the creepy smog that shrouded the area.

			“This was our cottage,” he told her, his voice thick with an ancient pain.

			“Your parents?” She touched the foundation, her eyes closing as she concentrated on the stone beneath her fingertips. “Yes,” she at last breathed. “Along with your sisters.” She paused before she released a low moan. “Oh.”

			He studied her delicate profile, unable to squash his flare of concern. “What’s wrong?”

			“I can feel the pain. The sadness. It’s imprinted in the stone.” She slowly opened her eyes, sending him a puzzled glance. “Why are you so faint?”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“Your essence isn’t as strong as the others,” she clarified.

			Ulric flinched. Her words had touched a nerve he’d tried to forget over the past five hundred years. After all, it was bad enough to have his pack slaughtered while he was hauled off to the slave pits of the Anasso. But to accept that he had wasted precious time with his family because of his stupid pride…well, that hurt more than everything else combined.

			“I spent several years in London,” he said, his voice rough.

			She arched her brows. “A werewolf in London?”

			A wry smile curved his lips at her deliberate attempt to lighten his mood.

			“Something like that. My father…” His smile faded as the words caught in his throat.

			“Go on,” she urged.

			He glanced around, his regret combined with a near unbearable sadness.

			“My father chose this location for his clan because it was isolated. Peaceful.” He shook his head. “He was a scholar, not a warrior.”

			“While you were a warrior, not a scholar?”

			“Exactly. I became restless,” he said, remembering the nights he’d run over the distant dells to release his pent-up energy. He was a young male who wanted a thrilling adventure. He dreamed of bloody battles and claiming his place as leader of his own pack. Or perhaps fighting the vampires who were spreading across Europe. Now, he felt an aching sense of loss for the beautiful homeland that was forever destroyed. “I didn’t appreciate what my father had created.”

			He felt something brush his shoulder. Her fingers? Or a breeze she created with her magic? Either way, it was a comforting gesture that allowed him to gather his composure.

			“None of us do,” she assured him. “Not until we actually leave home.”

			Ulric studied her delicate features, wondering if she missed her family since coming to Vegas. Then, he quickly slammed shut a mental door on his curiosity.

			He was still in sulking mode.

			Instead, he allowed his thoughts to drift back to his flight from the village after a particularly heated argument with his father.

			“I intended to travel back to the Continent to find one of the packs who were vying for dominance. I arrogantly assumed they would welcome me as a soldier, and eventually as their leader,” he admitted. “Instead I stayed in London.”

			“A female?”

			Was there an edge in her voice? Jealousy? No, that was silly.

			He shook his head. “Regret. By the time I reached the city I’d realized that I didn’t want to leave my home or my clan.”

			His confession seemed to catch her off guard. “So why didn’t you go home?”

			A good question. It’d taken only a few months in London to make him realize the place was a cesspit. The humans happily dumped their filth in every gutter, allowing it to contaminate their surroundings. And worse, the thick coal smoke coated him in black dust each time he stepped out of his cramped rooms in the back of a bakery.

			“My pride demanded that I spend at least a few decades fending for myself,” he said with a shrug. “Probably not a bad thing. I learned how to live among the humans. And how to fight without the protection of my pack. Things that helped me to survive.”

			“Was there a specific reason you did finally return to this place?”

			“My mother tracked me down.” A genuine smile curved his lips. He’d been drinking in a local pub, looking for a fight, when his mother had strolled through the door. She shoved aside the human males who’d tried to grab her as she’d marched toward Ulric and pinched his ear to pull him out of the pub and down the street. He’d nearly cried with relief. He was going home. “She was worried about my father.”

			“Was he ill?”

			“No, but he’d become obsessed with some scrolls he’d discovered hidden in a burrow,” he said. “She was concerned he was focusing too much on his studies and not enough on his pack.”

			“What kind of scrolls?”

			Ulric shrugged. “I’m not sure. By the time I arrived he’d sealed the burrow and was back to his old self. Less than a year later we were attacked by the vampires.”

			Turning her head, she glanced around the annihilated village. “Did they do this?”

			Ulric’s hands clenched. He’d barely realized they were under attack before a large troll had smashed in his head with an iron mace.

			“I was knocked unconscious and hauled onto a goblin ship before the battle was over, but even if they had destroyed the village, they don’t have magic that could have lingered for over five hundred years.”

			A female voice floated through the fog. “Welcome home, Ulric.”

			* * * *

			Levet perched on the edge of the cliff, his brow furrowed as he listened to the waves crashing against the rocky beach below.

			He’d waited in the jet all of five minutes before he’d decided to follow Ulric and Rainn. He had only a vague idea of what was happening. It had something to do with the dog chasing after a member of his family that he’d thought was dead. And Rainn’s insistence that she be allowed to protect him.

			It really didn’t matter to Levet. He knew beyond a doubt that he would be needed to save the day. It was what he did.

			Besides, it was a lovely night to be out walking. Or at least it had been until the fog had rolled in and he’d found it oddly difficult to follow Ulric’s scent. Now he perched on the cliff and allowed his mood to sour with every passing second.

			Why should he try to help Ulric? The jerky jerk-face had tossed him out of Chiron’s casino. Then he snapped and snarled because Levet had chosen to take a nap in a stupid jet that no one was using. Where was he supposed to sleep? The street?

			He wasn’t an animal. Indeed, he possessed a well-developed desire for the finer things in life. Expensive champagne. Silk sheets. Fast cars.

			Ulric should have apologized to him. It was his nap that had been interrupted. Not to mention the fact that he’d been hauled from the bright lights of Vegas to this remote, foggy location.

			He was the victim.

			But instead, the Were had been foaming at the mouth as if he was rabid. And maybe he was. There was an animal inside him, after all. Who knew if he had been vaccinated?

			Levet heaved a sigh, his magnificent wings drooping.

			It wasn’t like him to be in such a…what was the word? Funk? Oui, that was it. A funk. And he couldn’t lay the entire blame on the Were.

			He had wings. If he disliked his surroundings he could fly anywhere he wanted to go. London. Or Rome. Or even Paris. He abruptly grimaced, a shudder racing through him. Not Paris. Levet had been kicked out of the Gargoyle Guild centuries ago, and his one trip back to the City of Lights hadn’t gone as well as he’d hoped. He preferred to stay far, far away. At least for now.

			Non. His true annoyance was that he knew exactly where he wanted to be, but his pride wouldn’t allow him to acknowledge that he was missing the ogress who’d deceived and manipulated him.

			Inga.

			He clicked his tongue in annoyance. He wanted to block the female from his thoughts. What was that human saying? Out of sight, out of mind.

			Unfortunately, it wasn’t so simple with the ogress. She had something about her…

			“Are you lost?” a voice asked from the swirling fog.

			Levet considered the question. Was he lost?

			“I do not think so,” he finally decided, turning his head to watch the stranger emerge from the mist. “Who are you?”

			“You can call me Zella.”

			Levet tilted his head to the side. The female appeared to be human, with a chubby face and eyes that seemed too big. Her skin was wrinkled, and her tarnished silver hair was pulled into a knot on top of her head. She had a round figure that was bent at the shoulders, as if she was carrying a heavy load.

			She walked toward Levet, her gray gown brushing the ground and a smile on her face that was supposed to look kind. Levet, however, wasn’t fooled. Her dark eyes were as hard as the agates he’d found in the pits of the netherworld.

			“You are not human,” he said.

			“No.”

			“Fey?” Levet sniffed the air, trying to identify her scent. There was something moldy about it. Like the scent of a freshly opened crypt. He wrinkled his snout. “Non, not fey.”

			“I’m quite unique,” Zella assured him. “At least in this world.”

			Ah, that Levet understood. He pushed himself to his feet and spread his delicate wings that shimmered despite the nasty fog. “As am I.”

			She didn’t bother to admire his magnificent form. Instead she narrowed her hard eyes. “You traveled here with the werewolf?”

			Levet sniffed. The female obviously had no ability to recognize perfection. Even when it was standing directly in front of her.

			“Not by choice. I was low-jacked.” He furrowed his brow. That wasn’t right, was it? “Tall-jacked?”

			The woman scowled before waving her gnarled hand in a dismissive gesture. “And he left you here all alone?”

			“I do not care.” Levet flapped his wings, pretending his feelings weren’t hurt. “I had no wish to go with the ill-tempered beast anyway.”

			Zella studied him in silence. Was she deciding whether or not to eat him? Probably. He was quite tasty.

			“Never fear, you can come to my home,” she assured him.

			Levet instinctively stepped back, nearly tripping over his own tail. “That is very kind, but…um…I have places to go, people to see.”

			The dark eyes sparked with terrifying flames. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist,” she told him.

			Levet glanced down in amazement as bands of fire wrapped around his body. “What are you doing?”

			“I preferred for you to come along nicely,” Zella told him. “You might prove to be useful, but if you fight me I will not hesitate to kill you.”

			Levet struggled against the bands. The fire didn’t hurt. He was a gargoyle, after all. But they were forcing him toward the strange female.

			“Where is Ulric?” he demanded.

			Zella shrugged. “I’ll deal with him once I’m sure all the loose ends have been tidied up.”

			So Ulric and Rainn hadn’t been captured. He tried to take comfort in the knowledge.

			“Let us not be hasty,” he said. “I am certain we can come to an understanding.”

			“The understanding is that you come with me or die,” she informed him. “Simple.”

			“What if I leave and forget all about you?” Levet suggested. “It is not as if I care what happens to Ulric. The oversized dog has a nasty temper and a habit of biting first and asking questions later.”

			The flames in her eyes flared, as if she could sense his lie.

			That was…unfortunate.

			“A shame,” she rasped. “You would have been interesting to study.”

			“Oh, I am très interesting,” he hastily assured her. “I am brave and strong and handsome, with a pair of stunning wings…” Levet’s words trailed away as he was suddenly distracted by a chill behind him. What was it? A vampire? Impossible to know for sure. The fog had become so thick it felt more like solid stone than mist. He gave a shake of his head, returning his attention to Zella. “Plus I am the savior of the world.” He continued his list of his awesome virtues. “More than once.”

			Zella muttered a word that Levet didn’t understand, although he had a feeling it had something to do with stupid gargoyles.

			“You have wasted enough of my time.”

			The bands of fire tightened, but even as he was being hauled toward the female, a hand reached through the fog to grab him by one stunted horn.

			He tucked his tail and squeezed his eyes shut as he was yanked through a barrier of magic that nearly ripped the tough hide off his body.

			“Arg.”

		


		
			Chapter 5

			Ulric muttered a curse as he glanced over his shoulder. While he’d been distracted by his painful memories, the fog had thickened to the point it’d muffled the sound and scent of any approaching intruder.

			How the hell could he be so sloppy? He’d not only put his own life at risk, he’d endangered Rainn.

			The thought had barely formed when Rainn was stepping in front of him, her hand pointed toward Brigette as the female appeared out of the fog.

			A sharp wind ripped through the air, sending dust flying and Brigette stumbling backward. So much for Rainn needing his protection. He reached out to lightly touch her shoulder.

			“Rainn, that’s enough,” he murmured.

			She sent him a warning glare. “Look at the fog.”

			He glanced toward the thick wall of mist behind Brigette. “What about it?”

			“It’s not moving,” she said, her attention locked on Brigette, who was struggling to regain her balance. “It’s a spell.”

			The female Were peeled back her lips to reveal her extended fangs, but she managed to keep herself from shifting. “She’s right, but the magic isn’t connected to me,” she said, speaking directly to Ulric.

			“Rainn.” Ulric tightened his grip on the zephyr’s shoulder, then turned her to face him. “I want to speak with Brigette.”

			“I’m not stopping you.”

			He swallowed a sigh. He knew she was going to be pissed when told her what he wanted. What he didn’t know was why he gave a damn. “In private.”

			“No.”

			“It’s not your decision.”

			She narrowed her eyes to stubborn slits. “It’s my duty.”

			“Just…” He shook his head in resignation. “Stay here. I promise I’ll remain in sight.”

			She didn’t appear particularly pleased by his grudging concession. “I don’t like this.”

			“I have to know.”

			The nasty dirt swirled around his feet as Rainn struggled to control her temper. Her expression, however, remained as calm as ever.

			“Fine.”

			Walking forward, Ulric focused on Brigette. Or at least he tried. There was a part of his brain that was relishing Rainn’s protective attitude.

			He told himself that the strain of the past hours had rattled his brain. He was a big, bad wolf. He didn’t need protection. But nothing could dislodge the ball of warmth in the center of his chest. Just as nothing could diminish the sensations that were niggling through him, stealing his powers when he needed them the most.

			With every passing second, Rainn was becoming more and more his obsession.

			He clenched his hands, halting in front of the female he’d thought was dead. She’d changed her clothes from the slinky black dress to a thick robe that blended into the fog, and her fiery hair was dulled by the murky atmosphere. Her familiar scent, however, remained the same.

			“Why did you run from me?”

			She stepped toward him, laying her fingers on his arm. “I didn’t want to put you in danger.”

			“What danger?”

			She turned her head, her gaze skimming over the fog. “I can’t tell you.”

			Annoyance slashed through him. He was trying to be empathetic, he really was. After all, he had no idea what Brigette had endured over the past centuries. Still, he’d traveled halfway around the world to find her. He wasn’t in the mood for puzzles.

			“Are you being held against your will?”

			She leaned against him, as if it was hard for her to stand. “Please, Ulric, don’t ask.”

			He heard Rainn make a sound behind him, but he kept his gaze on Brigette. One female at a time.

			“Okay.” He studied her pale face. She appeared terrified, but oddly her scent was more…determined than frightened. “Can you at least tell me how you survived?”

			Her eyes filled with tears. “I’m ashamed to tell you.”

			“Brigette,” he urged in a soft voice.

			“That night…” She stopped to clear her throat. “The night we were attacked, I’d been in trouble with my father. I can’t even remember why he was angry, but he’d forbidden me from leaving the lair. Of course, I was too rebellious to accept my punishment.”

			Ulric had a sudden memory of Brigette storming through the village, screaming at the top of her lungs when she didn’t get her way.

			“I recall you were always…” He searched for the proper word.

			She finished for him. “I was a brat.”

			“So what happened?”

			“I shifted and ran as far as I could,” she said. “I just wanted to challenge my father’s authority. It wasn’t until I realized I was getting close to a vampire’s lair that I turned back. That was when…”

			“Please tell me.”

			She shivered. “I could see the flames from miles away. I thought perhaps the storage house had caught fire. My father was always complaining that it was dangerous to keep the hides we cured in the same building as the firewood. It wasn’t until I was near the village that I could see the horde of demons slaughtering our people.”

			She abruptly buried her face in his shoulder, quietly sobbing. Behind him Ulric heard Rainn snort in disgust.

			Ulric lifted his hand to awkwardly pat the back of Brigette’s head. He didn’t deal well with crying females.

			“You must have been terrified,” he soothed.

			“I was a coward,” she said in a choked voice. “I’ll never forgive myself.”

			“Why not?”

			“Instead of rushing forward to help my family, I turned my back and searched for a place to hide.”

			“So?”

			She lifted her head to regard him with a fierce regret. “I should have fought. I should have died with my family.”

			The same awful regret echoed inside Ulric, but he refused to let it show on his face. “What good would that have done?”

			She blinked away her tears. “That’s what pack does.”

			“It takes more courage to go on living,” he said in harsh tones. “Trust me, I know better than anyone.”

			She released a shaky breath, seemingly pleased to be distracted from her terrible memories. “How did you survive?”

			“I was knocked unconscious during the battle.” He couldn’t keep the self-disgust out of his voice. “When I woke, I was locked in a cage on a goblin ship.”

			“They kept you alive?” An odd expression rippled over her face. Almost as if he’d answered some unspoken question.

			He shrugged. “Goblins might enjoy a good bloodbath, but unlike trolls and orcs they never forget their love for making a profit. They took me and a dozen other of our pack to the Anasso to feed his sick hungers.” He wasn’t embarrassed by his sharp shudder. No creature could spend time trapped in the dark, freezing-cold caverns with their food laced by poisonous amounts of opium and not have lingering nightmares. “I was lucky to be rescued by my master before I could become the Anasso’s next victim.”

			“Did anyone else escape?”

			“No.” He glanced away. He didn’t know why he’d been the last of the werewolves left in the slave pens, but Chiron had furiously demanded that he not blame himself. It was fate. Of course, that was easier said than done. “What about here? Who else survived?”

			“It’s just me,” she said, crushing his vague hope that there might be more.

			He continued to allow his gaze to search the annihilated village. “Why do you stay?”

			She paused before leaning forward to whisper in his ear. “I have no choice.”

			“You’re trapped?”

			Her lips brushed his ear. “The only place I could think to hide was in your father’s burrow.”

			He leaned back to send her a puzzled glance. “I thought he sealed it to protect the scrolls he’d discovered.”

			“I was…” She licked her lips. “Anxious enough to force my way past his barricades.”

			Ulric remained puzzled. His father had told him that he’d contacted a local witch to place a lethal curse on the entrance to the burrow. The older male hadn’t revealed why he was so determined to keep his people away from the scrolls inside, but Ulric assumed he had a powerful reason.

			He shook his head. What did it matter now? “A good thing, since it obviously allowed you to survive.”

			She grimaced. “Yes, but I wasn’t safe.”

			“Tell me.”

			She squeezed his arm, as if offering a silent warning. “It’s easier to show you.”

			“Where?”

			“The burrow.” She tugged on his arm. “Come with me.”

			* * * *

			Rainn scowled at the tall, redheaded vixen who leaned against Ulric as if she was a fragile dew fairy instead of a powerful predator. And worse, she spoke in a trembling voice that was obviously earning Ulric’s sympathy. She rolled her eyes.

			How could Ulric be so susceptible? Okay, the female was his long-lost relative. And he was vulnerable from the drama of returning to his village, which had been brutally savaged. But she’d risked her sole purpose for existing by warning him that she felt an evil shadow around Brigette. Clearly she should have locked the stupid Were in a cage.

			She heaved a harsh sigh.

			It was an appealing thought. In fact, she’d had dreams of having Ulric locked in handcuffs and at her mercy, his body hard with desire…

			Unfortunately, her magic couldn’t overpower a full-grown Were. At least not long enough to shove him in a cage. And there was the knowledge that while Chiron treated her as a valuable member of his staff, he wouldn’t be happy if he discovered she’d restrained his personal guard. In fact, she was fairly certain Chiron would destroy anyone stupid enough to force Ulric to do something he didn’t want to do.

			Chiron might be a vampire and Ulric a Were, but the two were as close as brothers. Besides, there was a reason Ulric had been in her vision. He had some role to play in her quest.

			What that role might be was still a mystery.

			Her eyes narrowed, and the air thickened around her as she watched Brigette grab Ulric’s arm and tug him toward the nearby fog.

			No. Hell no.

			Tiny whirlwinds danced around her feet as she stormed forward. Enough was enough.

			“Stop,” she commanded, the sharp word echoing eerily through the thick air.

			Ulric halted, glancing over his shoulder. At the same time, Brigette swiveled to send her a furious glare. If looks could kill, Rainn would’ve died on the spot.

			“Tell your servant to stay here,” the female commanded.

			Servant? The whirlwinds were spraying tiny rocks and shattered bits of wood through the air. Hmm. Should she send them toward Brigette? A few bruises wouldn’t truly hurt the bitch, and it might teach her a few manners.

			“I’m no one’s servant.”

			“This is Rainn,” Ulric said, sending her a warning frown.

			Brigette sniffed the air, curling her nose as if she’d caught a nasty scent. “Fey.” She leaned against Ulric. “Why is she here?”

			“She’s my…” Ulric hesitated, as if not sure what to call Rainn. “My friend.”

			“There’s no need for you to come with us,” Brigette said, waving her hand toward Rainn.

			Rainn moved to stand beside Ulric, bringing the whirlwinds with her. Brigette hissed as the shards of stone smacked into her legs. Big baby. “Ulric doesn’t go anywhere without me.”

			“This is pack business,” Brigette snapped. “Outsiders aren’t welcome.”

			“If I don’t go, no one goes,” Rainn announced.

			Brigette glanced toward Ulric. “Is she your friend or your boss?”

			Ulric snorted. “I’m beginning to wonder.”

			Rainn folded her arms over her chest, her gaze locked on the female Were. “You can leave if you want, but Ulric is staying with me.”

			Rainn could hear Brigette grinding her teeth as she glared at Ulric. “Can’t you get rid of her?”

			He shrugged. “I’ve discovered it’s easier not to argue.”

			Brigette flattened her lips as she glanced toward the fog. There was a long, uncomfortable silence. Rainn frowned. What was going on? Was the female waiting for something? A sign? A visitor? Perhaps listening to a voice they couldn’t hear?

			At last the female blinked and flashed Rainn a tight smile. “If you insist.”

			“I do,” Rainn said.

			Brigette turned, leading them through the fog that circled the abandoned village. “Follow me.”

			Walking next to Ulric, Rainn tried to ignore the strange vapor that clung to her skin like a wet rag. It was giving her the heebie-jeebies. Instinctively she moved closer to Ulric, ignoring his raised brows. Yes, she’d been bossy, and yes, it’d felt good. Really good.

			She didn’t like Brigette. More importantly, she didn’t trust her. That shadow was still swirling around her. Until Rainn knew exactly what it meant, she was going to assume the female was at the center of the evil she had to battle.

			Plus, she was treating Ulric with a possessiveness that set Rainn’s teeth on edge.

			Why?

			Because…Just because.

			She was going to let it go at that. No good could come from shuffling through her renegade emotions. Best to pretend they didn’t exist.

			Brigette walked ahead of them, her powerful strides a silent warning to Rainn that she could turn on them at any second. At the same time, Rainn allowed her gaze to skim from side to side, searching for any movement in the murky fog.

			They crossed the shattered landscape, the ground crumbling beneath their feet as if it was sawdust. Rainn might have suspected the devastation had been caused by dragon fire. There were few weapons more cataclysmic. She’d seen entire mountains melted beneath the intense heat. But this wasn’t the same. The ground wasn’t scorched, it was rotting. And the narrow rivers hadn’t been boiled to dry beds. Instead the water was a brackish green as it moved sluggishly toward the nearby cliffs.

			Toxic.

			The word whispered through her mind.

			Yes, that was it.

			As if the very earth was being poisoned by some unseen force.

			She shuddered. If she’d been by herself, she would have used her powers to float above the ground. Just walking over the decaying dirt made her feel like she was being contaminated. Grimly she resisted the temptation. She couldn’t risk depleting her powers. And if she was perfectly honest with herself, she would admit that she didn’t want to look weak.

			Not in front of Brigette.

			They continued through the strange fog until a large mound suddenly appeared before them.

			It looked like the sort of burrow created by brownies. Or perhaps a loam sprite.

			As they slowed, Rainn studied the dead vines that lay over the mound like a decomposing shroud. Once, it no doubt had been covered in green grass and lush flowers, but now it looked like a forgotten tomb.

			Without glancing back, Brigette reached to touch the burrow. A hidden door slid open and Rainn wrinkled her nose. What was that smell?

			Brimstone?

			Where the hell was this female taking them?

			As if sensing her burst of fear, Ulric brushed his hand down the curve of her back. Instant tingles of pleasure sizzled through her. The heat of his fingertips felt as if it was branding her skin, even through the thick material of her sweater.

			The sensation banished her temporary anxiety. As if the knowledge that he was at her side gave her courage.

			Perfectly normal, she hurriedly reassured herself. What creature wouldn’t feel better to know they had a lethal warrior to help in case there was trouble? It also explained why she pressed closer to Ulric as they followed Brigette through the opening and down the steep staircase dug into the dirt.

			A smothering darkness closed around them the deeper they went, the gagging stench nearly overwhelming.

			Rainn at last broke the oppressive silence. “It wasn’t like this when your father came down here, was it?”

			“I don’t know,” Ulric admitted. “He never let anyone come in.”

			Rainn struggled to see through the gloom. “I don’t like this. It feels like a trap.” The words had barely left her lips when Ulric came to an abrupt halt. She turned back to study his tense expression. “What’s wrong?”

			He tilted back his head, sniffing the air. “My father.”

			“What about him?”

			His nostrils flared, his eyes smoldering with the power of his wolf. “I can smell him.”

			“He’s here?”

			“No. It’s more…” He shook his head in frustration. “An echo. As if his blood seeped into the very stone.”

			Rainn wrapped her arms around her waist. The air was smothering, but she felt chilled to the bone. “I don’t understand.”

			“Neither do I,” he rasped.

		


		
			Chapter 6

			Levet squirmed and sputtered as he was jerked through the fog and then rudely dumped onto the hard ground.

			“Hey, I am a mighty warrior, not a sack of potatoes to be tossed around,” he groused.

			“I just saved your ass,” a dark male voice chided. “You should be thanking me, not complaining.”

			“You bruised my derrière, not saved it.” Levet rose to his feet, rubbing his tender backside as he tilted his head to glare at the vampire who was regarding him with a disdainful expression.

			The male had strong barbarian features with faintly slanted dark eyes and a proud nose. His hair was long and as dark as ebony. He was wearing jeans and a plain T-shirt that was plastered to his muscular chest.

			Tarak. Chiron’s master, who’d been imprisoned by the King of the Mer-folk for the past five hundred years. As far as Levet was concerned, the ill-tempered leech could spend another five hundred years locked away.

			“Do you want to go back?” Tarak demanded. “I’m more than willing to get rid of you.”

			“Non.” Levet’s tone was sulky. Vampires were so rude. “What was she?”

			Tarak glanced toward the fog, his annoyance fading as he considered the question. “I don’t know. I could smell you and the female because you were at the edge of the barrier, but the fog is distorting my senses.”

			“Magic.” Levet offered a wise nod of his head, then he sniffed the air. “Something’s burning.”

			“Chiron’s jet.”

			Levet glanced beyond the vampire to see a distant plume of smoke rising toward the star-splattered sky. His wings drooped. That didn’t look good.

			“What about the crew?” he asked.

			“Dead.” Tarak’s voice was cold, but Levet could feel the male’s tension vibrating in the air. “When Chiron awoke to discover Ulric and the zephyr sprite—”

			“Rainn,” Levet interrupted.

			Tarak frowned. “What?”

			“The zephyr sprite has a name. It is Rainn,” Levet insisted. As a demon who was constantly called “gargoyle” or “annoying pest” or “get out of here before I kill you,” he understood how easy it was to dismiss a creature by refusing to call them by name.

			It was a matter of respect.

			“Fine,” Tarak snapped, clearly annoyed at being interrupted. Really, vampires needed to take lessons in anger management. “After Chiron discovered Ulric and Rainn had taken his plane, he tried to contact his crew. When they didn’t respond, he reached out to me.”

			Levet tilted his head. “Why you?”

			“My private lair is just north of here.”

			“Oh.” Levet snapped his fingers, belatedly realizing that the faint scent of salt wasn’t coming from the ocean. Instead it was wafting from a small cluster of trees. “Waverly.”

			Levet took a step toward Tarak’s mate. Like most mer-folk, she had pale hair that was highlighted with hints of blue. Her wide eyes were the color of aquamarines and her skin looked as if it’d been dusted with the luminescent shimmer of a pearl. At the moment, however, she’d traded in her long, gauzy gown for a pair of jeans and a thick sweater.

			“Stop.” Tarak moved to stand directly in Levet’s path. “Tell me what happened.”

			Levet came to a sharp halt. Not because the vampire had told him to. He didn’t take orders from leeches. But because he was worried about Rainn. She seemed nice. Plus, the strange fog was making him feel icky. Something should really be done to get rid of it.

			He would need assistance, even if it meant working with a vampire.

			“I am not entirely certain,” he admitted. “I was minding my own honey—”

			“Honey?” Tarak interrupted.

			Levet furrowed his brow. Hmm. What was that ridiculous word?

			“Beeswax,” he at last corrected himself. “Right?”

			Tarak rolled his eyes. “Just get on with it.”

			Levet clicked his tongue. It was the vampire who’d interrupted him. He continued his story. “I was taking a nap in the jet.” Tarak’s lips parted as if to demand why Levet would be sleeping in the plane, only to snap shut. He’d obviously learned his lesson. “When I realized that we were in the air, I came out to discover Ulric and Rainn, but they were barely speaking. All I really know is that Ulric was chasing some female he thought was dead. A pack mate.”

			Tarak looked puzzled. “Chiron told me they’d all died.”

			Levet lifted his hands. Rainn had given Levet an abbreviated account of what was happening after Ulric had stormed into the private bedroom on the jet. “Rainn said that a female Were, who Ulric claims is his long-lost cousin, strolled into the casino before she suddenly disappeared.”

			“A trap,” Tarak said without hesitation.

			“That is what Rainn thought,” Levet said. “Ulric, however, was determined to track her down.”

			Tarak slowly turned to study the heavy fog that seethed and churned like a living force. “Odd,” he murmured. “I’d forgotten there was a werewolf village here. What happened to it?”

			Levet shuddered. “Abomination.”

			“Yes.” Tarak glanced back at Levet. “Where are Ulric and Rainn now?”

			Levet waved a hand toward the fog. “In there.”

			“How did you get through the barrier?”

			Levet considered the question. He hadn’t actually thought of the thick mist as a barrier. But Tarak was right. It was there to keep creatures out. Or perhaps, to keep someone in.

			“I did not go through it. It surrounded me,” he said. “Just as it must have surrounded Ulric and Rainn.”

			“Or it was parted because something in there was waiting for them,” Tarak said. Before Levet could offer his opinion, the vampire was continuing. “I heard a female threatening you. Who was she?”

			Levet blinked. Tarak needed to be more specific. He had a lot of people threatening him. Then he abruptly recalled his recent encounter with the old lady who’d tried to hold him captive with her burning bands of magic. “Oh.” His tail twitched around his feet. “I have never encountered a creature like her, but I suspect she is old.”

			“Aren’t we all?” Tarak asked in dry tones.

			“Non. Really old,” Levet insisted. Although he could count his years in the thousands, there were creatures who had been around from the dawn of time. “That is why we do not recognize her magic.”

			Tarak didn’t argue. A miracle, considering that he was a vampire. Instead he nodded toward the fog. “The barrier wasn’t here when I built my lair several centuries ago,” he murmured. “So did the female travel here to create this place? And if so, why here? Why now?”

			Levet tilted his head to the side, the taste of the fog still lingering in his mouth. “It did not feel as if the female was forming the magic,” he said, finding it difficult to describe the vibrations of evil that pulsed around the strange woman. “It was more that she was a creation of the magic that was seeped into the ground.”

			Once again Tarak surprised Levet by accepting his explanation without a dozen tedious questions. No doubt because magic was something beyond the comprehension of vampires.

			“If it’s an ancient demon who has somehow been awakened, we need to find someone who can tell us how to battle it.”

			He sounded as if he was talking to himself. As if it didn’t occur to him that Levet had the ability to contribute to the solution.

			Typical bloodsucker.

			“Cyn might be of assistance,” Levet said in a voice loud enough to echo eerily through the darkness. “He has a library stuffed with old books and scrolls.”

			Tarak scowled at him. At least until the name seemed to penetrate his thick skull. “Cyn.” He narrowed his eyes. “Why is that name familiar?”

			“He is the clan chief of Ireland,” Levet said.

			“Ah. The Berserker.”

			“Oui. Although his new mate is attempting to tame him.” Levet gave a sad shake of his head at the thought of Fallon, the royal fey princess who was mated to Cyn. “Poor fairy.”

			“This is not his territory, but he might have heard rumors of any ancient demons that lurk in the area.”

			“I can take you to his lair.” Levet’s smile was smug. The last time he’d been at Cyn’s lair he’d been thrust into the role of hero. A familiar position. At least for him. “I was a guest there not long ago.”

			Tarak rolled his eyes. “Guest or prisoner?”

			“Prisoner?” Levet snapped his wings in outrage. “I will have you know that I was responsible for battling the Dark Lord and saving the world.”

			Tarak appeared remarkably indifferent to Levet’s astonishing feats. “How far is his lair?”

			Levet sniffed. Philly steak. No wait. Philistine. The vampire clearly had no appreciation for Knights in Shining Armor.

			“Waverly can take us there through a portal,” he said.

			As if she’d been eager for an opportunity to join the conversation, Waverly hurried forward. She ignored her mate’s glare as she gazed down at Levet. “I need to know where we’re going.”

			“Easily done,” Levet assured her. “I can place the location in your mind.”

			“Telepathy?” she demanded.

			“Of a sort.” He stepped toward the mermaid, lifting his hand. “Will you allow me?”

			Tarak reached out to slap Levet’s hand away. “No.”

			“Tarak,” Waverly chastised her mate. “It’s fine. I trust him.”

			Tarak muttered a curse. His fangs were flashing, and his hands balled into tight fists. Still, he didn’t protest as Waverly leaned down to speak directly to Levet.

			“What do you need from me?”

			Levet once again reached out. “Take my hand and…” His words trailed away as he felt himself lifted off the ground. “Hey, I am floating,” he breathed in delight. Obviously, Tarak’s powers included telekinesis.

			Waverly wasn’t so delighted. “Tarak,” she snapped.

			Tarak hissed in annoyance. “I don’t like this.”

			“I’m a big girl who can take care of herself, remember?”

			The vampire hunched his shoulders as he caught sight of the anger burning in the aquamarine eyes. “I’m trying.”

			Levet was abruptly dropped to the ground. He hit with enough force to rattle his teeth. He stuck out his tongue, sending a raspberry toward the stupid vampire before he grasped Waverly’s hand. “Shall we?”

			Waverly nodded, closing her eyes as Levet opened a small door inside her mind. That was the only way he could describe how his magic worked. Then, calling up his memory of Cyn’s lair, he shared the image with the mermaid.

			Waverly sucked in a sharp breath, an expression of wonderment on her face. “I’ve got it.” She created a portal before she held out her hand toward Tarak. “Are you coming?”

			The vampire stomped forward. “I should have left that stupid gargoyle in the fog.”

		


		
			Chapter 7

			The darkness was absolute as they headed down the steps, the heaviness of the earth seeming to swallow them. Ulric’s wolf pressed against his skin, anxious to be released. Grimly, he battled back his animal. Right now he needed to think clearly.

			Or at least, as clearly as possible.

			His nostrils flared, absorbing his father’s familiar musk. How was it possible? Granted, the older Were had spent endless hours in the maze of tunnels while Ulric was in London. His mother had told him that his father was obsessed with a treasure trove of ancient scrolls that he’d discovered down here.

			But after so many years, the scent should have faded to a mere whisper. Instead, it seemed to be seeped into the very stone around them. As if they were echoing their memory of the old wolf.

			A shudder raced through Ulric.

			It had to have something to do with the thick air, he told himself. Nothing could escape from the choking darkness.

			Another shudder started to race through him, only to be halted as Rainn reached out to grasp his hand. Immediately, a delicious warmth chased away the chill. Ulric arched his brows. Talk about a magic touch.

			He didn’t know if his intense reaction was a result of her innate talent or just a response to the feel of her soft, welcome touch. And right now he didn’t care.

			He squeezed her fingers, shoving aside his distraction with his father. He needed to concentrate on where Brigette was leading them.

			It wasn’t that he didn’t trust his cousin. But…

			He swallowed a sigh. Since entering his childhood village, he couldn’t deny a gnawing sense of horror. He’d expected the place to be trashed. Demons rarely left behind more than rubble after an attack. They killed, they plundered, and they torched the place to the ground. And with his pack dead or captured, there was no one to return and rebuild.

			But there was more wrong with the village than being pillaged five hundred years ago.

			Evil.

			The word whispered through the back of his mind.

			Just a couple hours ago he’d been eager to dismiss Rainn’s claim that Brigette was connected to her mysterious quest for the Oracles. How could a member of his family be evil? It was unthinkable.

			And yet, with every step deeper into the burrow, the knot in the pit of his stomach twisted a little tighter.

			Instinctively he tugged Rainn closer as the tunnel opened into a small cavern with a ceiling low enough to touch the top of Ulric’s head. The gloom was even thicker in here, but Ulric could see a heavy wooden trunk that was open to reveal a collection of fragile scrolls. He could smell the age in the papyrus, and something else. Blood. Ancient blood. A low growl rumbled in his throat. These had to be the scrolls that had fascinated his father.

			His gaze moved toward Brigette, who had halted at the back of the cavern. It was only then that he noticed the skeleton that was propped in a shallow alcove that’d been chiseled into the wall.

			Ulric wrinkled his nose even as he heard Rainn’s breath rasp between her teeth. As immortals, it was always unnerving to consider death, but that wasn’t the cause of his outrage. Demons’ physical forms naturally disintegrated if they died. Vampires turned to ash, fey creatures turned to sparkles that danced through the air, and Weres would burst into flames until nothing remained. It was a necessary part of their transformation back to the primeval spirit that created them. Only human bones would remain standing in the alcove like some gruesome tourist attraction.

			“What is this place?” he muttered.

			“A temple.” Brigette waved her hand in a grand gesture. “My temple.”

			He studied the female in confusion. “A temple to what?”

			“Magic.” Brigette shuddered, a mysterious smile playing around her lips. “Can’t you feel it?”

			Ulric paused, reluctantly reaching out with his senses. A mistake. He’d already been acutely aware of the strange stench that clogged his nose, and the heavy air that pressed against him like a death shroud. But now he could feel the unseen tentacles that crawled through the cavern, brushing against his skin and leaving behind a trail of…

			“Evil,” Rainn whispered.

			Brigette’s smile evaporated as she pointed a finger in Rainn’s direction. “You stay out of this,” she snapped.

			Ulric stepped forward, hiding Rainn from Brigette’s view. “This isn’t Were magic,” he said.

			She sucked in a deep, slow breath. “It’s a gift from the earth.”

			He shook his head. No gift from earth smelled like decades-old garbage that’d putrefied into a noxious stew.

			“Whatever this is, it doesn’t come from nature,” he said in disgust.

			Brigette held Ulric’s gaze, her eyes smoldering with a strange glow. It wasn’t her wolf. He could barely sense her animal. As if it’d been leashed so tightly it was being strangled.

			“It’s power,” she rasped.

			“Blood magic,” Rainn murmured, so softly the female Were couldn’t hear her.

			Ulric frowned, his attention focusing on the bones that were propped in the alcove. The hair on the back of his neck bristled. “What did you do to the human?”

			Brigette offered a dismissive shrug. “Nothing. The skeleton was here before I entered the burrow.”

			An unexpected fury blasted through Ulric. As if it’d been waiting for the opportunity to explode.

			“My father would never have done this. He was a male dedicated to peace.”

			“Of course our alpha didn’t kill the human. That would have taken a backbone.” Brigette looked disdainful. “I found the bones behind a pile of rocks. I thought they must be connected to the power that I could feel pulsing around me, so I hid them to keep your father from removing them from the burrow. He was too cowardly to understand the greatness that was beckoning.”

			“You mean he wasn’t willing to trade his soul for power.”

			“I mean he was weak,” Brigette hissed, holding up her hand. “Don’t glare at me, cousin. I heard your arguments with your father. You felt as stifled as I did in this backwater.”

			Ulric’s anger remained, but now it was directed at himself. He would give everything he possessed to take back the ugly words he’d hurled at his father.

			“I was an arrogant ass,” he muttered.

			“No, you were right,” Brigette insisted. “We were secluded from the world. I could almost feel the moss growing on me.” Her jaw tightened. “It was even worse after you left. There was no one who could understand I was being slowly smothered.”

			“Why didn’t you leave?” he demanded.

			She sniffed, her hand lifting to cover her face as if hiding her tears. “My father was a traditional male. He considered me his property, to be traded to the highest bidder.”

			Ulric’s brows snapped together. His uncle could be a stern, demanding male. And he might have held the opinion that his sons held more value than his daughters. But he would never have sold a member of his family. Not for any reason.

			“Bullshit.”

			Brigette dropped her hand, revealing dry eyes and a mocking smile. “That might be a little overdramatic, but he did threaten an arranged marriage.”

			Ulric wasn’t amused by her act of the abused daughter, although he did believe her this time. For centuries the Weres had struggled to have children. They’d tried everything to create a new generation, even trading sons and daughters to neighboring packs in the hope that an injection of new blood would be the cure.

			He’d heard the new king, Salvatore, had managed destroy the malevolent demon responsible for their lack of pups. He hadn’t, however, tested the theory.

			“You could still have left,” he pointed out. “You weren’t being held prisoner.”

			“I thought about it. Instead, I started sneaking down here.”

			Ulric grimaced as he glanced around the gloomy space. It might please a vampire. They liked anything dark and dank. But werewolves preferred wide-open spaces where they could breathe fresh air.

			“Why?” he asked.

			“I wanted to know what your father found so fascinating.”

			He glanced toward the trunk. “The scrolls?”

			She gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “I searched through them, but they were all a bunch of mumbo jumbo. Some sort of ancient spells.”

			He turned, glancing toward Rainn. “Can you sense who created them?”

			The zephyr’s eyes were a stormy gray as she allowed her magic to swirl through the air. Instantly the nasty tentacles clinging to his skin seemed to dissipate. Ulric released the breath he didn’t even know he was holding.

			“There are dozens of different species,” she at last said. “Fey. Druid. Were.” Her brows lifted in surprise. “Even dragon.”

			Ulric understood her surprise. Demons could barely get along with their own species, let alone other creatures. There had to be an epic reason for them to have gathered so much magic together.

			“Why are they here?” he asked Brigette.

			The female Were hesitated, then her jaw tightened with anger. “It took a while, but I eventually discovered that they were bound to the human’s blood,” she grudgingly revealed.

			Ulric frowned. “How?”

			“Sacrifice.” Rainn was the one who answered his question, glaring toward Brigette. “This place isn’t a temple. It’s a tomb.”

			He didn’t bother to chastise Rainn for her sharp, accusing tone. There was something weird going on. And it was becoming increasingly obvious it had some connection to his cousin.

			He took a step toward Brigette. “Why were you down here if you couldn’t read the scrolls?”

			“Because I could feel the power,” she said. “It whispered to me. Even in my sleep.”

			“What power?” he pressed.

			Brigette waved her hand in a vague gesture. “I didn’t have a name for it. I only knew that it promised me the opportunity to break the shackles that were keeping me from my destiny.”

			Her destiny? Ulric narrowed his gaze. Had the female Were always been so melodramatic? The truth was, he hadn’t paid attention to her when they were younger. He’d been too self-absorbed.

			Just one of his numerous failings in the past.

			Now he studied his cousin with an unwelcome sense of dread lying heavy on his shoulders. “What happened the night we were attacked?”

			Brigette glanced away. A sure sign she was about to lie. “You know as well as I do.”

			Ulric shook his head, his mouth dry. “It was no accident you happened to be safely hidden in this burrow when the horde overran the village, was it?”

			Brigette tried to look outraged by the question, then abruptly she released a shrill laugh.

			“Perhaps you aren’t as stupid as your father.”

			Ulric stiffened. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			Brigette flashed a taunting smile. “He caught me down here more than once. Thankfully, he was too obsessed with researching his precious scrolls to do more than warn me to stay away.” She snorted. “As if he was my boss.”

			How dare she insult his father? Ulric latched on to his anger. It was easier than accepting that his only remaining relative was a psycho bitch.

			“He was your alpha,” he growled.

			Brigette leaned forward, her heat adding to the oppressive sense of smothering in the tight quarters.

			“He was a coward who had no idea how to lead,” she sneered. “And my father was an even greater coward for following him.”

			“You thought you could be a better alpha?”

			“Of course,” she said without hesitation.

			Ulric made a sound of disgust. “Then why didn’t you challenge him? That’s the way of werewolves.”

			“Because I found a better way.”

			“There is no other way—” Ulric swallowed his protest as he caught sight of the fevered glitter in Brigette’s eyes. Was it caused by the strange power she claimed she could feel? It had to be. “My father sealed this burrow because of you,” he breathed.

			Brigette didn’t deny the accusation. “One day he snuck up on me talking to—”

			“Who?” he demanded as she cut off her words.

			“Myself,” she muttered. “The idiot thought he could keep me out with a stupid curse, but it was too late.”

			Ulric glanced around. She was lying. She’d been talking to someone. But who? It was impossible to hide someone in this space. Unless…

			Had whoever, or whatever, she’d been talking to already escaped from the burrow? He balled his hands into tight fists. The thought made him want to smash something into itty, bitty, tiny specks.

			“What did you do?” he demanded. She turned her head, as if unwilling to meet his accusing glare.

			“What was necessary,” she muttered.

			There was a stir of the thick air as Rainn stepped beside him. “She’s responsible,” she said, her gaze locked on Brigette.

			His expression was puzzled. “Responsible for what?”

			“She destroyed your pack.”

			Ulric slowly shook his head. He had to accept that there was something wrong with Brigette. Something he wasn’t sure could be fixed. But that didn’t mean he could blame her for everything.

			“She never left the village,” he protested. “How could she have brought a marauding horde to this isolated spot?”

			Rainn clicked her tongue. As if he was being unbearably stupid. And maybe he was. He was still trying to wrap his brain around the fact that in less than forty-eight hours, he’d found a long-lost cousin, followed her to his destroyed village, and was now being forced to accept that this wasn’t going to be the sweet, soul-healing reunion he’d been aching to enjoy.

			His brain felt like it’d been stuffed with wool.

			“You were gone from here for years,” Rainn pointed out. “How do you know she didn’t travel to find demons who would help her?”

			His lips parted, but before he could argue that no self-respecting Were would ever align themselves with a bunch of nasty orcs and trolls and goblins, he was struck by a sudden thought.

			“The shrouded form,” he murmured.

			Rainn glanced around. “Here?”

			“No, in Vegas. Brigette was traveling with a companion who was wrapped in a heavy shroud. The two of them disappeared through a portal.” Yet another blast of fury raced through him. Gods. He’d been so blind. “You were right. Her arrival was a trap,” he said between clenched teeth. His gaze returned to Brigette. “Why such an elaborate ploy? Why not just talk to me at my casino? Or better yet, just call me?”

			Brigette hesitated. Was she debating whether to try and pretend she was innocent? Then a smirk settled on her face. Clearly, she was delighted with her own cleverness.

			“I needed you to follow me here,” she told him. “If I had contacted you out of the blue and asked you to come, you might have been suspicious.”

			“Traitor.” Ulric bared his fangs, but before he could lunge forward, Rainn was stepping in front of him.

			“What purpose did you have in bringing Ulric here?” she demanded of the other female.

			Brigette kept her gaze on Ulric, seemingly indifferent to his searing rage. Was she too stupid to realize he could rip her to shreds?

			“Your father might have been a coward, but he was clever,” the female mocked. “After I broke through the curse—”

			“How?” he snapped.

			Brigette frowned. “What?”

			Ulric clenched his fists even tighter. Dammit. He couldn’t allow his anger to cloud his mind. He needed to know what had happened to his pack. And Brigette was the only one who could tell him. “How did you break the curse?”

			She scowled as if annoyed by the question. “I have powers.”

			Rainn snorted. “It must have been her partner,” she taunted.

			“Shut up.” Brigette flushed, as if Rainn had struck a nerve. Then, sticking her chin at a defiant angle, she returned her attention to Ulric. “After the curse was gone, I assumed I would be capable of commanding the magic that should be mine. It was only then that I realized your father had layered a protective spell on the doorway.”

			“What doorway?”

			“The doorway to the magic,” she said, as if her words made perfect sense. “He thought he’d outwitted me, but no one was going to stop me. No matter what I had to do.”

			“You contacted the horde,” he said, the words a statement, not a question.

			Brigette shrugged. “I was more of a conduit.”

			Ulric released a slow, shaky breath. He couldn’t deny the truth any longer. This female had deliberately massacred her own family.

			And for what? Power? Pride? His stomach heaved.

			“Gods. Why not just kill the alpha?” he snarled. “Why destroy the entire pack?”

			“It’s your father’s fault. Everything is his fault. Including the death of his precious pack.” Brigette sulked as if she were a petulant adolescent, not a full-grown Were.

			Ulric’s wolf surged against his skin, struggling to be released. It no longer considered this female as his cousin. Or even pack. She was the enemy that needed to be destroyed.

			His human side was equally outraged. But he didn’t allow himself to lose sight of the fact that he still needed information. Something that would be a lot more difficult to attain if Brigette was dead.

			“You’re batshit crazy,” he muttered.

			“It’s true,” Brigette hissed, tossing back her long, shimmering red hair. “He must have realized I was becoming desperate and that I was plotting to get him out of my way.”

			Ulric felt a pang of guilt. Why hadn’t his father told him what was happening? Didn’t he trust him?

			Then Ulric swallowed a sigh. In his youth, he’d been hot-tempered, stubborn, and impulsive. How could his father have depended on him not to overreact?

			If he’d been the sort of son who was capable of…

			No. Ulric slammed the door shut on his bout of self-pity. Later he’d torture himself for his childhood arrogance. Right now, he had more important matters demanding his attention.

			“What did my father do?” he demanded.

			Brigette’s lips tightened. “He attached the spell to someone else.”

			Spell? Ulric furrowed his brow. She couldn’t be talking about the curse. She’d already said that she’d broken through that. So what magic was she talking about? “What sort of spell?”

			She shrugged. “A protective shell that encases the scrolls. I’ve tried everything to destroy them, but nothing has worked.” She sent him a jaundiced glare. “And worse, he bound the spell to someone in the pack.”

			“Attached it to who?”

			“I had no way of knowing.” Her lips twisted into an ugly smile. “So everyone had to die.”

			“You,” Rainn abruptly breathed, turning to face him. “It’s attached to you.”

			“Yes,” a female voice whispered behind them.

		


		
			Chapter 8

			Levet shivered as a sharp wind howled over the bleak landscape, tugging at his wings. Surprisingly, however, it wasn’t a shiver of cold. Or even aversion.

			It was sheer pleasure.

			This isolated spot in Ireland might not be an exotic beach in the Bahamas, but the air was clean and crisp, and the rich scent of fertile soil was as sweet as any perfume. It emphasized the noxious atmosphere they’d just left.

			There was something wrong at Ulric’s old lair.

			Something wicked.

			He shook off the clinging sense of evil, turning his attention to the nearby castle.

			To most people it would look like a crumbling pile of rocks. Just another forgotten ruin that dotted the landscape. But Levet was easily capable of seeing through the illusion to the massive structure that towered far above them. It was a forbidding fortress, with heavy stained-glass windows and a gothic vibe that would have made Dracula proud.

			Not that Dracula was real. And he certainly hadn’t been around during the gothic era…

			Levet’s scattered thoughts were brought back to sharp focus as the enormous wooden door opened to reveal a vampire.

			Cyn. Clan chief of Ireland.

			At six foot three, the male possessed a powerful chest and thick muscles that he’d acquired during his human years as a Berserker. His dark blond hair hung halfway down his back except for the front strands that he kept woven into tight braids that framed his face.

			His features looked as if they’d been chiseled by an angry artist in blunt lines, with a square jaw and high cheekbones. His brow was wide and his jade-green eyes heavily lashed. At the moment he was wearing slacks with a cashmere sweater.

			Almost as if he was a respectable lord of the manor, and not a lethal vampire.

			At least until he parted his lips to expose his fully extended fangs.

			“Stop there,” Cyn warned.

			Levet stepped forward, holding up his hand. “We come in pieces.”

			“What?” Cyn appeared momentarily baffled, then his eyes were widening in shock. “No. No, no, no.”

			“At least we know the creature wasn’t lying,” Tarak drawled as he stepped to stand next Levet. “Only a vampire who’d met the gargoyle could react with such genuine horror.”

			Levet sniffed. “I am a delightful creature. It is not my fault that leeches are inconsiderate brutes.”

			Tarak ignored his perfectly reasonable explanation for Cyn’s lack of welcome. Instead he offered a cautious bow.

			“I’m Tarak.”

			Cyn cast a glance over Waverly before settling his gaze on Tarak. “The one imprisoned by the mermaids?”

			Tarak straightened, his expression tight. “And our beloved Anasso.”

			Cyn grimaced. “Point taken,” he conceded. He folded his arms over his chest. “What are you doing here?”

			“I’m seeking information,” Tarak said before Levet could answer. So rude. “The gargoyle said you have an extensive library.”

			“My library is one of the best in the world,” Cyn said. His words weren’t a boast. Just a statement of fact. “What specific information do you need?”

			“Gargoyle,” Tarak said. “Tell him what we need.”

			Levet clicked his tongue in annoyance. Really, enough was enough. “I do have a name. It is—”

			“Tell him what you know,” Tarak interrupted, his eyes narrowed.

			Levet muttered a curse. His feathers were thoroughly ruffled. Okay, he didn’t actually have feathers, but if he did they would be sticking out all over the place. Where was the respect? The adulation?

			He was, after all, a hero.

			Giving a snap of his wings, he forced himself to ignore the lack of proper appreciation. He would be the bigger demon. In graciousness, if not in physical size.

			Clearing his throat, he shared the few details he knew about Ulric and Rainn’s journey to Wales, as well as the old woman who’d threatened to kill him.

			“Describe the female,” Cyn commanded. He was as bossy as Levet remembered.

			Silently, Levet decided that anger management wasn’t enough to make vampires fit for civilized society. They also needed charm school. Or perhaps a stake through the heart. That would help.

			Feeling the vampire glares burning into his skin, Levet cleared his throat.

			“She appeared to be an elderly human with silver hair and a wrinkly face,” he told his audience. “At first I thought she might be a grandmother, and I hoped she would invite me to her house for some pot roast and yummy mashed potatoes. Oh, and pie. Apple pie.” His stomach gave a loud gurgle in protest. “Speaking of pie, I do not suppose you have—”

			“Focus,” Cyn snapped. “Was she human?”

			Levet scowled, but he forced himself to consider the question.

			Closing his eyes, he concentrated on the memory of his brief encounter with the female.

			Like he’d said, she’d appeared to be human. At least at first. Then she’d come nearer, and all he could sense was her incredible age. It’d weighed on him like a physical pressure.

			Plus, there’d been her magic. He’d never experienced anything like it before.

			“Perhaps at one time,” he slowly concluded, aggravated with his inability to pinpoint the female’s species. “In the very distant past.”

			“What is she now?” Cyn demanded. “A zombie?”

			The vampire wasn’t being sarcastic. Human wizards could truly raise the dead from their graves.

			“No.” Levet gave a decisive shake of his head. “She was alive, but I cannot say more than that.”

			“I thought you might have heard word of such a creature,” Tarak said to Cyn. “Or perhaps possess a book that has legends about ancient magic in the British Isles.”

			Cyn waved his hand toward the rugged landscape. “This is the land of legends. We need to narrow down the possibilities of what species the female might be, unless you want to spend the next few years digging through my library.”

			“Her magic has created a thick fog around the area,” Tarak said. “There’s no way to get through the barrier to discover more.”

			“Perhaps I can help.” A female voice drifted on the breeze, as soft as a summer mist.

			Fallon, Princess of the Chatri. Oh, and Cyn’s mate. Poor fairy.

			Stepping out of the castle, she moved to stand next to Cyn. She was beautiful, of course. Her hair was a glorious tumble of rich gold brushed with hints of pale rose. Her eyes were polished amber with flecks of emerald, and her ivory features were perfect. She was wearing a pair of jeans and a thick sweater that emphasized her slender curves.

			Cyn instantly wrapped an arm around Fallon’s shoulders, pulling her tight against his side.

			“This is my mate, Fallon,” he said, his voice thick with pride. “You have a suggestion?” he asked her.

			Fallon nodded, offering a shy smile. “I could try to scry for the werewolf. It might allow us to see through the fog that you described.”

			Levet’s wings perked up. He had nearly forgotten Fallon’s astonishing skill in scrying. She could locate and spy on anyone she wanted. Including the Oracles.

			Hastily running his hands up and down his arms, he held up one claw in triumph.

			“I have a hair if you need it to connect to the dog,” he announced. His brows arched as he realized his companions were regarding him with confusion. “What? He sheds.”

			Fallon tried and failed to hide her smile. “It couldn’t hurt,” she assured him, waving a hand toward the nearby door. “Follow me.”

			Ignoring the warning glare from Cyn, Levet scurried up the steps and entered the castle. He found himself in the cavernous foyer that was paneled in polished mahogany with an open beam ceiling. Across the space was a massive stone fireplace blazing with an impressive fire.

			Levet’s dislike for Cyn lessened at the sight.

			The clan chief might be an arrogant patootie, like all vampires, but he adored his mate. He never forgot to keep the lair warm and toasty for Fallon, despite his aversion to fire.

			They moved past the sweeping staircase and through a narrow door that led down to the kitchens. Levet halted in the middle of the stone floor, watching as Fallon grabbed a wooden bowl off a shelf and filled it with water.

			She turned to walk back to him, placing the bowl on the floor. “Drop the hair in the water.”

			Levet did as she commanded, and they all watched in silence as Fallon knelt next to the bowl and called on her powers.

			Minutes passed, the air laced with the intoxicating scent of champagne. Fallon’s magic. Levet sucked in a deep breath. Yummy.

			Not as yummy as an ocean breeze…

			Non. He sternly squashed the thought, peering into the bowl.

			“There’s the fog,” he murmured, happy to be distracted.

			Cyn moved to kneel next to his mate. His brows lowered at the sight of the thick, swirling mist that crawled along the steep cliffs. It didn’t move as if it was being pushed by an unseen breeze. Instead, it churned and boiled as if it was a living force.

			Cyn stated the obvious. “That’s not natural.” He studied his mate’s profile. “Can you penetrate it?”

			“I’ll try,” Fallon said, waving her slender hand over the bowl.

			The fog grudgingly thinned, battling against Fallon’s magic before it abruptly disappeared. In unison, they all gasped as they caught sight of the bleak destruction that was suddenly revealed.

			Levet leaned closer, his wings drooping. He’d been vaguely aware there was something wrong as he’d sat on the edge of the cliff. But he’d been distracted by his annoyance with Ulric, and the fact that he’d been unable to follow his trail. Plus, he’d been on the very edge of the decaying landscape. At least until the fog had surrounded him.

			Now he felt a heavy ball in the center of his tummy.

			This was bad. Très bad.

			He lifted his head, glancing toward Cyn. “What could do that?”

			“Humans,” the ancient vampire snarled.

			It wasn’t surprising that Cyn would leap to that conclusion. He’d recently had a very bad experience with the local druids.

			Levet gave a firm shake of his head. “Non. It is not human pollution.”

			Cyn looked like he wanted to argue, then he snapped his fangs together. No doubt he was recalling Levet’s exquisite ability to see past illusions and magic and even human spells.

			Nothing could fool him, Levet assured himself. He wrinkled his snout. At least, not for long.

			Cyn returned his attention to the bowl, his big body stiffening as if he had been hit by a sudden thought.

			“You said the female was old,” Cyn said, his gaze remaining on the bowl.

			“Ancient,” Levet corrected.

			“Hmm.” He straightened, his expression distracted. “There might be something.”

			“What is it, Cyn?” Tarak demanded as the larger vampire headed out of the kitchen.

			Everyone scurried to follow behind the clan chief.

			“Not long ago we battled an evil druid,” Cyn said, leading them down a hallway and toward the back stairs.

			“This is not the same magic,” Levet protested as he struggled to keep up with Cyn’s massive strides. Why did vampires have such freakishly long legs?

			It was annoying.

			Reaching the upper floor, Cyn carefully unlocked the heavy door that protected his private library. As if any creature would be stupid enough to try and steal from a powerful clan chief.

			Cyn entered the library first, followed by Tarak and then Levet. The females were last, although it had nothing to do with being treated as inferiors. Vampires adored their mates. It would never, ever occur to them to see them as anything but true partners.

			But the fairy princess and the mermaid were leaning close as they whispered together. Clearly they were delighted to meet one another.

			Cyn crossed the antique carpet, not even glancing toward the towering shelves that held hundreds of leather-bound books. He pulled out another key from his pocket and unlocked a second door that opened into his large study.

			Levet hurried inside, his gaze skimming over the satinwood furniture that Cyn had carved, and the arched, stained-glass window. His only interest was in the tapestry on the far wall. It was a scene of a glistening white unicorn standing in the center of a flower-filled meadow with a pretty virgin kneeling at his side, which had been created by the fey creatures who’d fostered Cyn shortly after he’d been turned.

			The image haunted him. As if it had some deeper meaning, if only he could see it.

			Not that he’d ever had the opportunity to actually study the tapestry. Cyn was fiercely protective of his books. The few times Levet had tried to sneak a peek in these rooms, he’d nearly been tossed through the window. As if he was going to somehow hurt the stinky old manuscripts.

			Pfft.

			“What are we doing in here?” Tarak asked, obviously puzzled why they hadn’t remained in the outer library.

			Cyn moved to touch a section of the wall. Instantly it slid open to reveal a hidden vault that was lined with shelves. Unlike the library, however, the scrolls, magical objects, and ancient books on the shelves were protected behind a thick layer of magic. “After we ended the threat—”

			“After I conquered the Dark Lord,” Levet corrected Cyn. Really, had the stupid vampire forgotten what had happened?

			Cyn sent him a jaundiced glare. “After the druids were defeated, I did some research on human magic.”

			Levet stomped his foot. “You are leaving out my astounding contribution to saving the world.”

			“Hush,” Cyn snapped.

			Levet stuck out his tongue. “So rude.”

			Cyn snarled a curse before turning his attention to Tarak. “I wanted to discover the origin of their power.”

			Tarak stepped between Levet and Cyn. Not that Levet assumed the vampire was attempting to protect him. The leech was simply hoping to put an end to the squabbling.

			“Did you discover the origin?” Tarak demanded.

			“I’m not sure. There’s a book that I was in the process of trying to decipher. It spoke of a long-ago battle that was waged in Britain. Most of it was gibberish, to be honest, and I eventually gave up,” Cyn confessed, entering the vault and heading for the back wall. “I did get enough translated to know it referred to some sort of corrupted magic that was eroding the land until the demons gathered together to banish it. I think there was even a mention of a dank mist that might be the fog that is surrounding the werewolves’ old lair…” His words trailed away, and his body stiffened. “Shit.”

			There was the sound of hurrying footsteps as Fallon entered the vault to stand next to her mate. “What’s wrong?”

			“Look.” Cyn pointed toward the bottom shelf. “Charred.”

			They crowded together, the air in the vault dropping to a frigid temperature. No need to ask if Cyn was displeased by the vandalism to his secret stash.

			Using his compact size to his advantage, Levet wiggled forward. The bottom shelf was lined with manuscripts bound in worn leather. Even at a distance they looked fragile enough to disintegrate at any moment. Which was, no doubt, the reason they were behind the magical barrier.

			Only one of them, however, looked like a lump of old charcoal.

			“I assume it wasn’t like that before?” Tarak asked.

			“No.”

			“When was the last time you saw it?”

			Cyn balled his hands into fists, the temperature dropping another ten degrees.

			“It’s been a year, at least, since I was in this vault.” He glanced toward his mate, who instantly reached to touch his arm. “I had better things to do with my time.”

			“Understandable.” Tarak nodded, sneaking a glance at his own mate.

			Levet pursed his lips. He wasn’t envious. He wasn’t.

			After all, he was a Knight in Shining Armor, meant to rescue any damsel in distress. Who wanted to be tied down to one female when he could be tasting the delights of demons around the world?

			He heaved a sigh. The words didn’t have the same resonance that they used to have.

			With an effort, he focused his attention on the crispy manuscript, waiting for Cyn to regain command of his temper.

			Eventually the vampire waved a hand toward the open doorway. “Nothing should have been able to get in here without me knowing,” he said. “I not only have the vault protected by spells, but there’s an electronic alarm system that I had installed several years ago.”

			Tarak gave an absent nod. “Is there another copy?”

			Cyn paused, as if considering the question.

			“Jagr might have one,” Levet said.

			The head of Styx’s private guards had spent centuries in isolation, with only his massive collection of books to keep him company.

			Cyn looked surprised. “The gargoyle is right,” he said, as if shocked. “Jagr has a library that is close to equaling my own.” Pulling a phone from the front pocket of his slacks, Cyn headed out of the vault.

			Levet was forced to leap out of the way or be squashed beneath the male’s heavy shoes.

			Vampires not only had legs that were too long, they had feet as big as barges.

			They returned to the study, watching Cyn as he spoke into the phone and then restlessly paced from one end of the room to the other.

			Was he waiting for Jagr to check his collection? Probably. Quickly bored by the delay, Levet drifted toward the tapestry. It really was fascinating.

			A few minutes later Cyn muttered a curse and shoved the phone back into his pocket. “Jagr’s book was destroyed as well.”

			“How?” Tarak demanded.

			“Charred the same as mine.”

			Tarak arched his brows in surprise. “This at least confirms we’re headed down the right path. Someone doesn’t want us to know what was written in that book.”

			Cyn didn’t appear quite so ready to jump on the bandage wagon. Bandwagon?

			“It could be unrelated, but I agree, it’s worth looking into,” Cyn said.

			“So how do we find out?” Tarak demanded.

			The two males discussed the various possibilities, but Levet tuned them out.

			He’d had an uneasy feeling before. Now it was downright alarming.

			He had no doubt that the books were connected to the weird fog, the eroding land, and the creepy mist. Which meant that this wasn’t just about Ulric and Rainn. Or even a small patch of land in a remote area of Wales.

			This was bigger and badder than he’d imagined.

			Grabbing his tail, he began to polish it. That’s what he did when he was anxious. Then, without warning, Waverly stepped toward Tarak.

			“I might be able to help,” she said, blushing at being the center of attention. She tilted her chin, meeting Cyn’s curious gaze. “You have a very fine library, but my father’s is even larger.” The vampire flicked a brow upward at the claim, and Waverly hurriedly rushed on. “And more importantly, it’s surrounded by a powerful spell that could withstand the magic of a dragon. If he has copy of the book it might have survived.”

			Tarak sent her a smile filled with pride. “It’s worth a try. I’ll go with you.”

			“No.” She gave a surprisingly firm shake of her head. “Chiron will want you to stay here and try to rescue Ulric.”

			Tarak scowled, but before he could speak, Levet thrust his hand in the air.

			“I will go.”

			Dead silence.

			Levet squared his shoulders, prepared to fight for his right to search for the book. He was the most logical choice, after all. Not only was he familiar with the mer-folk castle, but the current queen, Inga, owed him a favor.

			A BIG favor.

			It was Cyn who at last broke the silence. “Actually, it’s not a bad idea,” he slowly drawled, glancing toward Tarak. “I might want to throttle the creature, but he does have a rare talent for sensing illusions. Most collectors will protect books that are rare or dangerous. It’s quite likely to be hidden behind magic.”

			Tarak snorted. “You just want to get rid of him.”

			Cyn flashed his fangs. “Bonus.”

			Levet slammed his hands on his hips. He fully intended to inform the leeches of what he thought about their lame attempt at humor. But before he could speak, Waverly laid her hand on the tip of his wing.

			“I’ll take him to the castle,” she said.

			Tarak leaned forward, brushing his lips over his mate’s cheek. “Don’t be away long.”

			Levet interrupted the tender scene. “Choppy, choppy. You can kissy-face later.”

			He was suddenly impatient to be through the portal. And it had nothing to do with seeing Inga again. Or at least he’d have his tongue cut out before he’d admit how eager he was to be reunited with the ogress.

		


		
			Chapter 9

			Shock jolted through Rainn.

			Nothing should have been able to sneak up on her. Nothing. Not only did she possess the heightened senses of all demons, but the wind whispered in her ear. It should have warned her that danger was approaching.

			Gritting her teeth, Rainn slowly turned to face the intruder. Next to her, Ulric was already snarling in fury as the heat of his wolf filled the cramped cavern. One wrong move and he would snap.

			She needed to remain calm.

			Something that was easier said than done as she caught sight of the wizened old woman.

			What was this creature?

			Rainn sniffed the air. The female had aged like a human. Her face was wrinkled, and her hair had faded to gray. But she smelled like a…

			Rainn wrinkled her nose. It was difficult to smell anything beyond the stench that filled the burrow. Still, she should be able to catch some scent. Especially if the female was a mortal. But there was nothing she could latch on to. The woman just smelled old. Really, really old.

			It was almost as unnerving as the smile that curled the woman’s lips as she studied Ulric.

			She looked like the cat who’d found its bowl of cream.

			That couldn’t be good.

			Ulric stepped forward. His body vibrated. No doubt he was struggling to contain his wolf. But thankfully he didn’t immediately attack the stranger.

			Until they knew exactly what sort of creature she was, they couldn’t risk a direct assault.

			“Who are you?” Ulric demanded.

			The woman’s creepy smile widened. “You can call me Zella, if you insist on a name.”

			Rainn pressed against Ulric’s side. She told herself it was to prevent him from doing something stupid. Deep inside, however, she knew she was seeking his warmth. It helped to banish the fear that was threatening to cloud her mind. Now, more than ever, she needed to think clearly. “The more important question is what you are,” she said.

			The woman reluctantly glanced toward Rainn. “I am the key.”

			“Key? You’re here to unlock the doorway?”

			Zella scowled with impatience. “Your brain is too primitive to fully comprehend my vastness.”

			Rainn snorted. “There’s nothing wrong with your ego.”

			“Every part of me is perfect,” Zella said, seemingly incapable of understanding sarcasm. “That’s how I was created.”

			Rainn’s brows drew together. She couldn’t put her finger on what was wrong with the woman, but there was something.

			Was this creature responsible for the horde that had attacked the village? And for luring Ulric to the burrow? And more unnerving, was she responsible for the decay that was spreading over the land?

			If that was true, she had to possess enormous power.

			Ulric wrapped an arm around her shoulders. Did he sense her need for his touch? The thought was almost as alarming as the mysterious female.

			Almost.

			“I assume you’re Brigette’s companion,” the male said.

			“My partner,” Brigette corrected in an overly loud voice.

			No one bothered to glance at the forgotten female Were. She was a mere annoyance. It was Zella who posed the danger.

			Zella shrugged. “She’s my servant.”

			“Partner,” Brigette insisted.

			“Hush.” The woman waved a gnarled hand and Brigette gasped in pain.

			Rainn stiffened. Had Zella’s eyes flashed with fire, or was it a trick of her uneasy imagination? The woman blinked and the flames were gone.

			“I assume my servant revealed our disappointment when we discovered the destruction of your pack hadn’t opened the doorway as we’d hoped?”

			Ulric growled. Quickly Rainn poked him in the side with her elbow. A silent warning to keep a grip on his animal.

			“What is the doorway?” she asked the woman. “And why do you want it open?”

			“To release the llygrd.”

			Rainn grimaced. She didn’t know what the llygrd might be, but she was betting it wasn’t good. Then she had a sudden thought. “Did you come through the doorway?”

			Zella pinched her lips together, as if she’d bitten into a lemon. “A fragment of my spirit managed to enter this world before I was halted.”

			Ah. A spirit from another dimension. That explained her “otherness.” It also made Rainn’s gut cramp with dread. Ulric pulled her closer, silently giving her the courage to continue.

			“You used Brigette to bring the horde to this village?” Rainn demanded.

			“Yes.” Zella shot Brigette a dark glare. “They were supposed to kill the entire pack. It wasn’t until they sailed away that it was obvious at least one had survived.”

			“Why didn’t you follow the ships?” Ulric demanded.

			“I am temporarily…” Zella tilted her head to the side. Was she considering her answer? Or searching for the words? “Restrained in my movements. I can spend short periods of time away from this area, but I quickly lose my powers.”

			Rainn breathed a small sigh of relief. If the spirit was trapped in this location, that might give them the time to find a way to kill her. Or at least keep her locked in this burrow.

			Seemingly unaware of Rainn’s inner thoughts, the woman gave another wave of her hand. On cue, Brigette screamed.

			“My servant was convinced that her missing pack mate must have managed to escape during the attack. And that the Were was hiding in London.” Hints of flame returned to her eyes. “She wasted endless years searching. It was only with my prompting that she at last traveled beyond England to discover the information we needed.”

			Rainn grimaced. She didn’t want to know what sort of prompting Brigette had endured. She might hate the bitch, but Rainn sensed the female Were had suffered over the centuries.

			Be careful what you wish for…

			“How did you find me?” Ulric asked.

			Zella nodded her head toward Brigette. “Tell him.”

			Cautiously, the female Were inched toward them. “I was in a demon bar in Madrid when I overheard two vampires discussing the new Anasso’s proclamation that the Rebels were no longer banished.” Brigette’s expression tried to be mocking, but she couldn’t hide her pallor. She was terrified of Zella. “I had no interest in the bloodsuckers’ politics. Nasty creatures. But then one of them mentioned a Rebel who had a pet werewolf named Ulric, who lived in Vegas.”

			Ulric’s breath hissed between his teeth. “That’s when you decided to stage your elaborate charade?”

			Brigette shrugged. “It worked, didn’t it?”

			Rainn turned back to Zella. “Now what happens?”

			The creepy smile returned. “First, you die,” Zella announced, glancing toward Brigette. “I don’t know why you were brought down here in the first place.”

			“Ulric wouldn’t come without her. And you told me to keep him alive until you were ready.” Brigette pouted. “What else could I do?”

			Zella clicked her tongue. “As usual you’ve created a mess that I must clean up.”

			Rainn was astonishingly calm, considering she’d been told she was about to die. Honestly, her greatest concern was that Ulric would snap and get himself killed. “I wasn’t talking about me,” she said, covertly gathering her magic. “What do you intend to do to Ulric?”

			Zella glanced toward the male Were, her features tightening with a disturbing hunger.

			“His death will break the spell and the doorway will open.”

			Rainn glanced back at the skeleton. “A sacrifice like the poor human?” she asked, more in an attempt to keep Zella distracted than any genuine interest.

			The woman’s eyes filled with flames, the stench of brimstone nearly gagging Rainn.

			“It was because of that stupid creature I was trapped in the first place.”

			Tendrils of fire danced around the woman. Rainn’s mouth went dry. Okay, then. Clearly she’d touched a raw nerve.

			Rainn kept her expression smooth as she used her magic to wedge air into the tiny cracks that spiderwebbed the ceiling. The stone was a thick granite, but it had hardened over the years until it was brittle. Perfect for her needs.

			She grimly concentrated on her task, thankful when Ulric turned Zella’s attention to himself.

			“You can’t be sure that the spell is attached to me,” he warned. “There were several of us on the goblin ship. Some were sold to the Anasso, and some were sent on to the slave markets. Maybe one of them has the blood you need.”

			Zella’s eyes narrowed. Could she sense Ulric’s lie? Rainn wasn’t about to find out. With a last surge of power, she shattered the rock above them, sending an avalanche onto the woman.

			Almost as if prepared for the collapse of the ceiling, Ulric grabbed her hand and charged past Zella even as the woman tried to reach out and halt them. A cloud of dust followed them into the tunnel, but miraculously the pile of rubble blocked the opening behind them. They’d made it out just in time.

			Not that Rainn was stupid enough to believe the rocks would keep Zella and Brigette entombed for long. But it did give them a head start.

			Racing up the stairs, Rainn was caught off guard when Ulric abruptly shifted into his wolf. Had he lost control of his animal? Or had it been deliberate?

			She had her answer when they ran out of the burrow and Ulric placed his nose firmly to the ground. He was searching for something.

			Jogging behind him, Rainn took the opportunity to study his wolf form.

			He was massive, with a muscular body that moved with a liquid grace. His eyes were a dark gold and his midnight fur was glossy even in the darkness. As a human he was gorgeous. As a wolf he was…stunning.

			A strange sensation expanded her heart. It felt like it was being stuffed with an emotion she didn’t want to name.

			Giving a shake of her head, Rainn concentrated on their surroundings. Who knew if there were other creatures like Zella lurking in the fog.

			Ulric zigzagged past the ruined village. His pace never slowed, although Rainn could see his hackles rise as he passed the spot where his parents’ cottage had once stood.

			Where was he going? Following behind the wolf, who kept his pace slow but steady, Rainn was increasingly confused. They needed to get the hell out of there. Pronto. Instead, he was taking them to the edge of the steep cliff. If someone snuck up behind them, they would be trapped.

			It wasn’t until he started down a narrow pathway that she realized he’d managed to find a breach in the fog. She’d been so rattled by the encounter in the burrow she’d almost forgotten the mist around them wasn’t natural. This was very likely their only escape route.

			Rainn scrambled down the terrifyingly steep path, refusing to glance toward the razor-sharp rocks on the beach below them. A fall wouldn’t kill her, she reminded herself. Immediately, her mind whispered back that it would hurt like a bitch.

			She stumbled twice, scraping her hands and sending her heart into her throat. But she managed to reach the flat ground without breaking her neck.

			She’d take that as a win.

			Next to her, a shimmer of magic swirled around the large wolf. She halted to watch in fascination. She had a vague impression of limbs lengthening and a muzzle transforming into bold, male features. Then the magic disappeared to reveal Ulric standing upright in front of her. Completely naked.

			Her gaze began an appreciative slide down his broad chest, only to be halted by the sight of blood dripping down his ribcage.

			She reached out a hand. “You’re hurt.”

			He glanced down, his jaw tightening at the sight of the blood. “I must have scraped against a rock.”

			“Shouldn’t it have healed while you were in your wolf form?” Rainn had seen werewolves heal broken legs, stab wounds, and burns that covered their entire bodies. A mere scrape should have disappeared within seconds.

			“It doesn’t matter,” he muttered.

			Rainn leaned closer. The wound looked like someone had used their fingernails to score four deep gouges into his flesh. She sucked in a sharp breath at the memory of Zella reaching toward them as they’d escaped from the burrow.

			“Was it Zella?” she asked, lifting her gaze to his face when he didn’t answer. “Ulric?”

			“She might have scratched me when we went past her,” he grudgingly conceded.

			Fear crawled down her spine to settle in the pit of her stomach.

			“Why isn’t it healing?”

			Ulric made a sound of impatience. “I’ll worry about it later.”

			“But—”

			“Rainn, we have to get away from here,” he said, cutting her off and nodding toward the fog that hovered at the top of the cliff.

			He was right. “Okay.”

			With typical werewolf arrogance, he took the lead. Rainn didn’t protest. He possessed a superior sense of smell even in his human form. That meant he’d be able to detect any approaching danger long before she could. Besides, she wanted to keep a close eye on him. Ulric might pretend everything was okay, but she didn’t miss the pallor of his face, or the sweat that glistened over his naked body.

			They crawled over the rocks that covered the beach, moving in silence. Rainn’s feet were wet, and her sweater was starting to itch, but she barely noticed. She was so damned happy to be away from the Village of the Damned.

			She could breathe fresh air. See the stars sparkling overhead. And feel the salty breeze brushing over her skin. It was nothing short of paradise.

			Once they were far away from the fog, Ulric found a path that angled up the cliff. It wasn’t as steep as where they’d come down, thank the goddess. And jogging to the top, they both turned toward the small town where the jet was waiting. The sooner they got out of there, the better.

			“Wait.” Ulric reached to grab her.

			She sent him a worried glance. “Do you smell something?”

			“Fire,” he said, pointing toward the airport.

			“Oh crap,” she breathed, catching sight of the smoke billowing into the air.

			“It can’t be a coincidence.”

			“No.” Rainn didn’t need to see the jet to know it was on fire. It’d been the only plane at the remote airport.

			Ulric swore in a rough voice. “Until we know how many servants Zella has, it might be safer to go on foot. I don’t want to stumble into a trap.”

			Rainn’s gaze remained on the plume of dark smoke that was spiraling upward.

			“What about the crew?” She sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh. And Levet. We need to see if they’ve been injured.”

			“We can’t do anything for them now.” Ulric turned to angle away from the distant town. The rolling meadows seemed to stretch endlessly toward the horizon that was turning pink at the edges. There had to be another town out there somewhere. Right? Ulric picked up speed as they hit a road carved into the mossy ground. “Once we’re away from here I’ll call Chiron,” he promised.

			Rainn squashed her pang of guilt. The fire might very well be the bait to lure them into a trap if they managed to escape the village. They wouldn’t be able to help anyone if they died.

			They made a wide circle around the fog that was continuing to spread outward. Instinctively they both crouched low as they scurried toward a nearby hill. The cresting sun threatened to expose their presence to everyone in the area. Including any humans.

			But expecting Ulric to veer off the road, Rainn barely avoided ramming into his large form when he came to an abrupt halt.

			“Now what?” she asked, glancing around in alarm.

			He sucked in a deep breath. “Do you smell that?”

			She sniffed. The rich scent of wild thyme and heather was laced with the ocean breeze. But there was something else. Something cold.

			“Vampire,” she whispered.

			“Tarak.”

			“Chiron’s master?” she asked in surprise.

			Tarak had been released from imprisonment a few months ago. She hadn’t met him, but she knew he’d been secluded with his new mate in his private lair.

			Ulric nodded, bending down to touch a small imprint on the dirt road. “His trail is headed for my old village. Chiron must have sent him to look for us.”

			Rainn’s heart clenched with fear. Oh crap. Had the vampire been sucked into the fog? She scanned the area, looking for any sign of the leech.

			Then, she realized the cold scent was laced with the hint of salt.

			“He was with the mermaid,” she said, following the scent until it abruptly disappeared. “He left through a portal here.” Her nose wrinkled as yet another smell teased at her nose. Then relief raced through her. “Oh, and the gargoyle. He’s alive.”

			Ulric snorted as he straightened. “Of course the aggravating pest survived. He’s like a cockroach.”

			Rainn ignored his sour words, glancing around the emptiness that surrounded them. “If they were here to help us, they’re gone now.” She glanced toward Ulric. “We need to put some space between us and Zella.”

			He offered a slow nod, his expression distracted, as if he was considering their limited options.

			“Let’s see if we can find Tarak’s lair,” he abruptly announced.

			“Do you know where it is?”

			“Scotland.”

			“That’s a fairly large area to search,” she pointed out in dry tones.

			He shrugged. “It’s on the northern coast.”

			She swallowed a sigh. As much as she wanted to urge him to find the nearest human city and hop on a plane back to Vegas, she knew it was a waste of breath. Ulric wasn’t going to return home until he’d destroyed the spirit responsible for massacring his pack.

			Besides, she wasn’t here to worry about Ulric. Or his safety. She was supposed to be performing the task the Oracles had sent her to do. And she had no doubt in her mind that Zella was the evil she was supposed to battle.

			Still, she needed an opportunity to rest and regain her strength before she returned to do her duty.

			“I don’t have the ability to make portals,” she muttered.

			It was a source of unending annoyance. Every other fey creature could easily travel from place to place. A zephyr, however, who was a master of the wind, found it impossible.

			Ulric gave a lift of his shoulder. “Then we’ll drive there.”

			She glanced around, once again noting just how isolated they were. “Drive?”

			Ulric pointed toward a patch of grass that had been nibbled to the ground.

			“There have been sheep through here recently,” he said. “And where there are sheep, there are humans.” He nodded toward the hills. “Let’s find them.”

		


		
			Chapter 10

			Levet stepped out of the portal that Waverly created inside the mer-folk castle deep beneath the ocean. He glanced around, ignoring the faint breeze as the portal closed behind him. He was far more interested in his surroundings.

			Ah. Waverly had brought him to the empty throne room. It was a familiar spot that helped to orient him.

			Of course, the last time he’d been there, the marble floor had been busted and there’d been a gaping hole in the wall where Riven, the former King of the Mer-folk, had tried to escape.

			Now he noticed the repairs to the floor had been completed and the hole in the wall was at least closed. The exquisite mural of a vibrant coral reef and delicate fish, however, was still in progress.

			His heart missed a beat. It had to be Inga’s work. She was blessed with a breathtaking artistic talent.

			His survey of the room was distracted by the sudden odor of a breeze blowing over the ocean. Almost as if the thought of Inga had conjured her scent. Then the ground vibrated beneath Levet’s feet and he knew it wasn’t a figment of his imagination.

			Slowly turning, he faced the double doors. There was a strange sensation niggling in the pit of his stomach. What was it? Nerves?

			Non. That was absurd.

			Why would he be nervous? Inga had been the one to mess with his mind. She’d made him believe that he was her personal Knight in Shining Armor.

			Granted, she’d been fleeing from Tarak, a crazed vampire, who she had helped to trap in a prison for over five hundred years, a voice whispered in the back of his mind. As well as Riven, who wanted her dead.

			Still, it was rude to tinkle with his mind.

			No, wait. Not tinkle. Tinker. Oui, tinker.

			Which was why he’d walked away as soon as the spell had been broken, he grimly assured himself.

			It had nothing to do with the fact that he believed she was a former slave who’d been abandoned by her family and forced to make her own way in the world.

			A misfit.

			Just like himself.

			Instead it was revealed that she’d been ripped from the arms of her mother. And that her family had spent endless centuries trying to find her. Oh, and that she was the rightful ruler of the mer-folk.

			While he was…well, he was still a misfit.

			Nope. Nothing. At. All.

			Squaring his shoulders, he held his wings at a proud angle as Inga burst into the room.

			The current Queen of the Mer-folk didn’t look like a mermaid. She’d taken after her ogre father, standing well over six foot, with the broad shoulders of a human weight lifter. Her hair was reddish and grew in tufts on top of her large, square head. Her features were bluntly carved, and her teeth were pointed.

			Only her eyes, which were a misty blue, spoke of her mermaid mother, although they flashed red when she was annoyed.

			She was holding a large trident called the Tryshu.

			The ancient weapon was filled with a mysterious magic that chose the leader of the mer-folk. Only the true king or queen could hold the trident. Like Arthur’s sword, only without the whole round-table thing.

			Charging into the room, Inga came to a sharp halt. Her eyes widened and her nostrils flared, as if drawing in Levet’s scent.

			“I knew it. I could sense—” She abruptly clamped her lips together as if battling to hide her intense reaction to his arrival. Then, tilting her chin, she peered down at him. “How did you get here?”

			Levet barely heard her words as his gaze ran over the female.

			What was happening? Her red, fuzzy hair had been smoothed to lie flat against her head, and her outrageous muumuu dress had been replaced by a shimmering gown that hugged her large frame.

			There was even something on her face. “Are you wearing makeup?” he abruptly demanded.

			She blinked, a dark blush staining her cheeks. “What?”

			Levet waddled forward, pointing toward the dark pink gloss he could see glistening on her lips. “I asked if you—”

			“Answer my question,” she interrupted, her brows snapping together. “How did you get here?”

			Levet sniffed at her sharp tone. “I see you have become a true royal. They never have any manners.”

			“I didn’t have manners before I became a royal.”

			Levet couldn’t argue. The female was rude, impatient, and occasionally vulgar.

			And to be honest, he liked her rough manner. There was a charming lack of sophistication about her.

			“I suppose that is true enough,” he agreed.

			His words did nothing to ease her burst of annoyance. “Well? I’m waiting.”

			Her foot tap, tap, tapped on the marble floor. The ground trembled beneath the impact.

			Levet shrugged. “Waverly brought me.”

			Inga’s irritation vanished, her expression brightening with anticipation. “She’s here?”

			“Non. She had to stay with Tarak.”

			“Oh. Of course.” Inga cleared her throat, pretending not to be disappointed. “I’m sure she’s busy.”

			Levet’s heart melted. Inga had spent centuries believing the mer-folk had sold her into slavery. Now she was desperate to bond with her family.

			“She wanted me to assure you that she intends to visit very soon,” he said in gentle tones.

			“And Lilah?” she demanded, speaking of the human witch whom she’d considered her daughter for over five hundred years. “She’s well?”

			“Obscenely happy,” Levet admitted. “A baffling circumstance, considering she is stuck with a leech.”

			Inga smiled, but it was strained. It was obvious she wanted Lilah to be happy, but it pained her to be separated.

			“I’m pleased for her.” Giving a faint shake of her head, Inga visibly focused on Levet. “Why are you here?”

			“I need to search your library.”

			“Library?” An odd expression rippled over her face. Was it…disappointment? “What for?”

			Levet stepped closer, breathing in her soft ocean scent. “Ulric and Rainn are stuck in a magical fog and all the books we need are toasty.”

			“Toasty?” Inga was momentarily baffled. “Do you mean toasted?”

			Levet nodded. “That’s what I said.”

			“Ulric.” Inga tested the name. “That’s Chiron’s werewolf?”

			“Oui.”

			“Who is Rainn?”

			“A zephyr sprite.”

			“Are you serious?” Inga waited, as if trying to decide if Levet was joking. “I thought they were a myth.”

			“That is what most creatures assumed about mermaids,” Levet reminded her.

			She waved aside his comment. “Is the magical fog in Vegas?”

			“Non. It’s…” His words dried on his lips as a familiar demon swept into the room.

			Non, not swept. He swooshed into the room.

			Troy, Prince of Imps, was a large male with the sort of muscles that Levet secretly envied. He was wearing a strange pair of stretchy zebra-print pants and a fuzzy sweater that had a vee neckline that dipped to his belly button. His eyes were a vivid green and he had long, brilliant red hair that looked like a river of fire.

			Oozing with sensuality, the creature halted next to Inga. “There you are, my love,” he chided, waving a finger in her face. “Why did you disappear? I haven’t finished styling your hair.”

			Levet flapped his wings in shock. The last time he’d seen Troy, they had been standing in the cavern beneath Lilah’s hotel. “What are you doing here?”

			Troy flicked a dismissive gaze over Levet. “Clearly I am the Master of the Wardrobe.”

			Levet scowled. “The bastard of the wardrobe? What is that?”

			“Master.” Troy flashed a condescending smile. “I fear you wouldn’t understand. You don’t have royal blood in your veins.”

			Levet slammed his fists on his hips, puffing out his chest. “I have an abundance of royal blood. I reek of nobility. As far as I am concerned it worth less than…” He snapped fingers.

			Inga snorted. “Less than that if you ask me.”

			Levet furrowed his brow. “Then why are you allowing this—”

			“Careful.” Troy cut off his insult.

			Levet scrunched his snout. Most male demons were pathetically predictable. Lots of growling and gnashing their fangs. Oh, I’m going to rip off your wings. Oh, I’m going to grind you to rubble. Troy…not so much.

			He hid his potent magic beneath a mocking smile and outrageous flirtations. Levet was never quite certain what he might do if he was angered.

			Still, the imp had no right to be doing anything to this female. She belonged…

			He shut down the thought before it could form. Instead he glared at Inga.

			“Allowing this imp to change you?” he demanded.

			She folded her arms over her impressive bosom. “He’s not changing me.”

			“Then why do you have paint plastered on your face?” He waved a hand toward the glittery dress. “And what is that you are wearing?”

			She stuck out her lower lip. “It’s a gown.”

			“It’s not your style,” Levet said.

			She glanced away, the color on her cheeks darkening to crimson. “I have been informed that my previous dresses were not appropriate for the Queen of the Mer-folk.”

			Levet’s tail twitched around his feet. He didn’t care what the imp might do to him. If he’d hurt Inga’s feelings, Levet intended to shrivel his manly bits to sour little grapes.

			“Informed by who?” He pointed toward Troy. “This fool?”

			A fruity scent swirled through the air as the imp took a sudden step forward. “I did warn you.”

			“Troy.” Inga hurriedly moved between the two males. “I need a few minutes with Levet.” She rolled her eyes when Troy continued to glare at Levet. “Alone, please.”

			There was a tense beat before Troy had regained command of his temper. He gave a faint lift of one shoulder. “Fine, I’ll wait for you in your bedchamber.” He strolled past Levet, offering him a taunting smile. “For the record, I was not the one to suggest that Queen Inga alter her style. I applaud originality.” He reached the double doors, pausing long enough to blow a kiss toward Inga. “Ciao, bellissima.”

			Levet stomped his foot. “He stays in your bedchamber?”

			Inga turned back to face him. “Do you care?”

			“I…” Of course he cared. The female had been used and abused her entire existence. First by the ogres, who’d killed her father and sold her to the slavers. And then by Riven, who’d taken advantage of her desperation to be a part of the mer-folk. But he found the words impossible to say. He hunched his shoulders. “I do not trust him,” he finally muttered.

			Inga’s jaw tightened. “That’s all?”

			“Why did he come here?”

			“He arrived shortly after you left,” she admitted. “He said he’d never met a mermaid before and…”

			“And what?”

			Inga glanced away. As if trying to hide her expression. “We were strolling down the hallway when we overheard a group of mer-folk who were standing on the balcony discussing the embarrassment of having me as their queen,” she said, her voice carefully devoid of all emotion. “They said it was bad enough that I look like a monster without dressing like a human clown.”

			An anger blasted through Levet that was greater than any he’d ever felt before.

			“Where are they? I will turn them into newts.” He started stomping his way toward the doors. “Non. Newts are too good for them.”

			“Levet.” Inga quickly stepped to block his path. “You thought the same thing. Even when you were under my spell you tried to change my appearance.”

			Levet came to a sharp halt. “Nonsense.”

			She arched her brows. “Are you saying that you don’t remember offering to take me to Paris, so I could have new clothes designed for me?”

			Levet was struck by the memory of saying those exact words. He cringed. Perhaps for the first time in his very long existence.

			“Sometimes I am not so smart,” he admitted.

			“It doesn’t matter,” she muttered.

			“It does to me.” He inched toward her. How often could she be hurt before she shattered? He didn’t want to find out. “You are perfectly fine the way you are.”

			She stiffened, a fragile vulnerability in her eyes, before she was sharply shaking her head. “Tell me about the book you need,” she commanded.

			Levet swallowed a sigh. Perhaps it was best to focus on his reason for being there. At least for now. Later he would devote the time necessary to assuring this female that anyone who desired to change her was a jerky jerk-face.

			With an effort, Levet forced himself to recall the tedious lecture that he’d endured just before he’d stepped through the portal. “Cyn said—”

			“Who’s sin?” Inga interrupted in confusion.

			“Cyn,” Levet corrected. “The annoying clan chief of Ireland. A bad-tempered vampire who happens to have a very large library.”

			“Oh.” She waved a hand for him to continue.

			“Cyn said that the cover should be dark blue with gold trim. And there are markings on the front that look like two pyramids overlapping. And something else.” He furrowed his brow trying to remember the exact word. “A Vidalia.”

			Inga blinked. “An onion?”

			“Non. That cannot be right.” Levet shuffled back through his memories. It was a difficult chore. When vampires opened their mouths it usually sounded like yak, yak, yak. “I believe it is some round metal thingy.”

			“A medallion?” Inga suggested.

			“Oui.”

			Inga abruptly headed across the long room, pausing to touch the wall behind the massive throne.

			“Let’s see if we can find it,” she said, waiting for a portion of the brilliant mural to disappear.

			Levet felt a tingle of excitement. A hidden door! He loved surprises.

			Scurrying forward, he followed Inga into the narrow hallway. It was low enough that Inga had to stoop over, and so narrow Levet had to fold back his wings. The smell of salt was thick in the air and the darkness was heavy enough to be a physical pressure.

			Levet’s claws scraped against the marble floor, his tail twitching as they turned into one side tunnel after another. It was all so fantastic. He’d never suspected the castle possessed so many secrets.

			At last Inga halted and tapped the Tryshu on the ground. A panel slid open and she disappeared from view. Levet reluctantly followed. He could have spent an eternity exploring the hidden passageways.

			Then, following Inga through the opening, his disappointment was forgotten.

			His eyes widened as he spun in a slow circle.

			The room was as large as Styx’s entire mansion. And that was saying something. It was shaped like an octagon, with shelves built into the walls. Overhead was a massive chandelier that started to glow as soon as Inga entered. The soft light reflected off the gold and pearls that crusted the domed ceiling. And in the center of the room was a marble fountain that spilled water into a shallow pool.

			There was something very lush and sensual about the library.

			Knowledge truly was sexy in here.

			“Magnificent,” he breathed.

			“Yes. It is,” Inga agreed. Her blunt features softened as she moved to stand next to the fountain. She reached out to allow the water to trickle over her fingers. “It almost makes it worth being Queen of the Mer-folk.”

			Levet’s wings drooped. “Are you unhappy, ma belle?”

			She held up the lethal trident that marked her as leader of the mer-folk. “I never wanted this.”

			Levet furrowed his brow. “What did you want?”

			“A family.” A wistful smile touched her lips. “A home.”

			“You have that now,” Levet pointed out, confused by the hint of sadness in her voice.

			“But at what cost?”

			“Inga.”

			She jerked, as if realizing she was revealing more than she wanted.

			“The rare books are through here. Stay close to me,” she said crisply, marching to a space between two shelves. Levet followed, a portion of his delight fading at the loneliness he’d glimpsed in Inga’s eyes.

			“You don’t have any security?” he asked, surprised when they walked through an arched opening into a much smaller space.

			Inga shrugged. “You must be holding the Tryshu to penetrate the magic guarding this room.”

			“Ah.” Levet shivered. He didn’t precisely understand how the magic of the trident worked, but he did know that no one could touch it unless they were the true leader of the mer-folk. Which meant precisely one person could enter this room. “Formidable protection, indeed.”

			“You search those shelves.” She nodded toward the plain wooden shelves on the far wall. “I’ll look over here.”

			Preoccupied with the realization that Inga wasn’t as happy as he assumed she would be in her new role as queen, Levet allowed his gaze to run over the books stacked in neat rows.

			Which meant he nearly walked past the book that was tucked on the very bottom row. It was the shimmer of gold stitching in the binding that caught his eye. Bending down, he pulled out the slender tome.

			A blue cover with two pyramids and a heavy medallion stuck into the thick leather.

			“Voilà.” He held the book over his head. “I found it.”

		


		
			Chapter 11

			Brigette’s palms were raw and bleeding. Digging through a ton of jagged rocks was hell on a manicure. And despite being a pureblooded Were, her muscles were starting to protest the manual labor.

			Tired, filthy, and aching from head to toe, she wasn’t in the best mood. Throw in the fact that Ulric had escaped, and her companion was watching her with a mocking expression, and she was close to snapping.

			Where was the glorious destiny she’d been promised?

			Arching her aching back, she glared toward the old woman, who was leaning casually against the far wall.

			How many years had it been since she’d first snuck into this burrow? Six hundred? At the time she hadn’t been searching for anything in particular. She’d been bored and frustrated and looking for a way to rebel without getting in trouble. She might resent the authority figures in her life, like her father and the alpha, but she wasn’t stupid enough to believe she had the power to battle them. Not openly.

			She had to content herself with working in the shadows to undermine their power.

			She spread stories about the alpha, she encouraged fights and petty jealousies among the younger Weres. She attacked travelers stupid enough to pass by the village and risked exposing their pack to the humans.

			Nothing seemed to matter. Not until she’d entered the burrow and the voice had whispered she could have everything she so desperately desired. Not only her freedom. But the opportunity to become the alpha.

			Over and over she’d returned to the burrow, performing the tasks the voice had demanded of her. They were small at first. She brought small animals to offer as sacrifices. She removed a strange statue that’d been carved from a whale bone. And at last, she’d busted through the layer of rocks that had covered the skeleton. She’d been amazed by the sight. Not only because the bones were obviously an old sacrifice, but by the magic she could feel surrounding them.

			Eventually Ulric’s father had sealed shut the burrow, but it was far too late. At least for him.

			By then she could touch the spirit’s magic, allowing her to bust through the curse the alpha had placed on the entryway.

			Still, it wasn’t enough. She was hungry for more.

			Always more.

			That’s when the old woman had appeared on a road outside the village. Brigette had first assumed she was a human traveler. But even as she’d crouched behind a rock and prepared to attack, the woman had wrapped her in bands of fire.

			For hours the woman had held her captive, claiming she was the spirit of the burrow, a physical manifestation of the magic that had been whispering to Brigette for decades. She also claimed that Brigette had been chosen to share in a great reward just as soon as she helped Zella to fully enter this world.

			Brigette didn’t know exactly what the reward was going to be, but the woman assured her it would include enough power to rule her own pack. Perhaps enough to become Queen of Weres.

			It was only when Brigette was blinded by her lust for rank and position among her people that the female had revealed the necessity of destroying the current pack. Zella had insisted that Brigette could never fulfill her destiny as a ruler as long as they were alive. They were the enemy that kept her from achieving her dreams of glory.

			Later, Brigette told herself she’d tried to protest. How could she endure such a sacrifice? But deep in her heart she knew she’d done nothing to halt the carnage.

			She’d been willing to destroy everything, including her own family.

			It wasn’t until after the massacre that she began to regret selling her soul to the devil.

			Not only was the full force of the spirit still trapped behind layers of magic, but Brigette was compelled to accept that the freedom she’d been promised was nothing more than an illusion.

			In fact, Zella had turned out to be a crueler bully than either her father or her alpha. And the worst part was that there was no way to form a new pack as long as she was at the mercy of the spirit.

			No. The worst part was that she had lost the ability to touch her wolf.

			It was almost as if the animal had turned its back on her human half, retreating farther and farther. Now she could barely sense the animal, let alone shift. It left a gaping hole in her soul.

			Unfortunately, her regrets did nothing to ease her situation. She’d gone too far to turn back, which meant she had no choice but to discover which of the pack had survived so they could be sacrificed.

			Her jaw tightened.

			And she’d done it. She’d found Ulric and lured him to this spot. But instead of achieving her dreams, she’d once again been denied.

			Glancing over her shoulder, she studied Zella with a sour dislike. “This would go faster if you would help,” she pointed out.

			Zella sniffed. “You forget who the servant is and who is the master.”

			Servant. The word rasped over Brigette’s raw nerves. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be.

			“The longer it takes me to open the passageway, the farther away Ulric will be when we do get out of here,” she snapped.

			Zella continued to look unconcerned. As if she hadn’t noticed they were stuck behind a mountain of rocks while the sacrifice they needed was strolling away.

			“He won’t go far,” Zella announced. “I destroyed his…” She paused. Although the woman had a remarkable grasp of the language, as well as the current culture, she occasionally struggled with the proper word. “Flying machine,” she finally said. “And got rid of his companions.”

			Brigette frowned. They’d decided that she would be the one to lure her pack mate to the burrow while Zella made sure that no one lived to spread word about where or how Ulric had disappeared.

			“The fairy can take them anywhere,” she said between clenched teeth.

			“She’s not a fairy. She’s a zephyr.”

			Zephyr? Brigette had never heard of them. “What’s the difference?”

			“She can’t travel.”

			“You’re sure?” Brigette immediately regretted the question as a fiery pain seared through her body. “Sorry,” she rasped, shuddering as the agony slowly faded. Shit. She hated Zella. With the power of a thousand suns. For now, however, she needed her. “I just don’t want to waste more time trying to hunt him down again,” she muttered.

			Zella sneered. “Unlike you, I don’t allow my prey to escape.”

			Brigette glanced toward the massive cave-in that blocked the tunnel. “Do you think they’re up there waiting for us?” she demanded in disbelief.

			“I ensured that he will return no matter where he runs.”

			“What did you do?”

			“I don’t explain myself to servants.”

			Okay. That was it. Brigette didn’t give a crap if the bitch could destroy her with a wave of her gnarled hand.

			She wanted answers and she wanted them now.

			Turning back, she glared at the woman. “You promised me I would be an alpha.”

			“You are.”

			“A leader without a pack?” Brigette hissed, waving her hand around the cramped burrow. “Stuck in this hellhole?”

			Perhaps sensing Brigette was on the cusp of a complete meltdown, Zella straightened from the wall. “There’s no need to chase after the Were,” she assured Brigette.

			“Why not?”

			The wrinkled face tightened with annoyance, but Zella answered the question. “I can use my power to compel him to return.”

			Brigette widened her eyes. She’d spent the past five hundred years endlessly searching for Ulric, while being told over and over she was an utter failure, and Zella could have used her powers to bring him to the village?

			If she’d still had command of her wolf, she would have ripped the woman to bloody shreds.

			“Why didn’t you do that before?”

			Zella held up one finger. Brigette’s nose curled as she realized it was coated with a dark red.

			“I didn’t have his blood.” A terrifying smile curved the old woman’s lips. “Now I do.”

			“So where is he?”

			Zella nodded toward the pile of rocks. “Once you’ve cleared away the rubble and I’ve prepared the altar for the sacrifice, I will call for him.”

			Brigette frowned. Only an idiot would trust this woman. “I want what I was promised,” she warned.

			Zella released a sharp laugh. “Be assured, Brigette, you will get exactly what you deserve.”

			* * * *

			Ulric slowed the ancient truck he’d “borrowed” from a human farmer. He’d also “borrowed” a pair of jeans and a flannel shirt along with a pair of boots that were a size too small. The seven-hour journey had been an agony. Not only had the vehicle jolted over the rough road with enough force to rattle his teeth. But it’d sent sharp pains from the wound on his side shooting through him.

			Even worse was the suspicion that the crippling weakness that made it a struggle not to collapse into a weary puddle had nothing to do with his injury. And everything to do with the female seated next to him.

			Thankfully, his memories of Chiron discussing the time he’d spent at his master’s lair helped him to locate the castle on the edge of the cliff without having to backtrack too many times.

			Pulling to a halt, he studied the sturdy structure that was obviously in the mad throes of reconstruction. There were newly restored walls that had been carved out of gray stone. And heavy shutters covering the windows. Plus, a pathway had been cleared over the moat and up the steep incline to the front door. But even with an intact roof, it had an air of abandonment.

			It wasn’t easy to sweep away five centuries of neglect in a few months.

			Rainn glanced through the filthy windshield. “Do you think that’s his lair?”

			“Yeah,” Ulric said.

			He’d caught Tarak’s scent as they turned onto the road leading to the castle. Plus the faint hint of salt that didn’t come from the ocean. A mermaid.

			Ulric pushed open the door of the truck and slid out. He grunted as a burning sensation crawled up the side of his body.

			What the hell had the woman done to him?

			He shook his head. That was a worry for later.

			Rainn joined him, her gaze on the castle. “I don’t think anyone is here.”

			Ulric sucked in a deep breath. Tarak’s scent was muted, but it was impossible to determine if he was inside the castle.

			“It’s midday.” He glanced overhead at the sun that was spilling a welcome warmth over them. Then he snorted. His years in Vegas had made him into a wimp. A brisk ocean breeze and he was shivering as if he was in the Antarctic. “He’s probably tucked in some secure room below ground.”

			“Are we going inside?”

			“No.” Only a fool tried to enter a vampire’s lair without his invitation. Who knew what sort of nasty surprises were waiting for them? “We need to find someplace to wait for nightfall.”

			Ulric glanced around the empty landscape. Their choices were limited. They could drive the truck to look for a local town. Or…

			Suddenly he remembered a story that Chiron had told him long ago. He turned to walk toward the cliffs.

			Rainn scurried behind him. “Where are you going?”

			“Chiron lived here when Tarak first brought him into his clan,” he said, walking along the edge of the cliff until he found the narrow path.

			“That doesn’t explain why we’re doing the whole mountain goat thing again,” she muttered, her voice strained as they headed down the steep, zigzagging trail.

			He glanced over his shoulder, noticing her unexpected pallor. “Are you afraid of heights?” he asked in surprise.

			She wrinkled her nose. “I prefer flat land.”

			“Why?”

			She crouched low to the ground as she inched her way down the cliff. “When I was very young I used my magic to float for hours at a time. It was my favorite game.”

			Ulric kept his pace slow and steady. Not only because he didn’t want to rush Rainn, but because his legs felt like noodles.

			Damn. His weakness was accelerating.

			“You could fly?” he asked, hoping to keep her distracted. Not only from her phobia of heights, but from noticing his stumbles.

			She shook her head. “I could only float,” she corrected. “But one day I was away from our hidden lair and I drifted too far. The wind caught me, and I was swept over a canyon. It would have been fine, but I hit a downdraft and before I knew what was happening, I plummeted to the ground.”

			Ulric winced. Rainn was always in complete command of any situation. It was difficult to remember that she was more fragile than most demons.

			At least physically.

			“Were you badly injured?”

			“Yes.” She grimaced. “And it took nearly a decade to fully heal. It was one of many times I wish I had the thick hide of a troll.”

			“You have your own powers,” he assured her. “You rescued me in that burrow.”

			She shook her head, clearly not ready to discuss what’d happened. That was fine with him. It was going to take a while for him to process what he’d discovered.

			Like a century. Or two.

			“Where are we going?” she instead demanded.

			“Before Tarak found him, Chiron lived in a cave for centuries,” Ulric said. “When Tarak brought him here, he refused to sleep aboveground. Chiron told me that Tarak created a private bedroom for him in the caves beneath his castle so he could feel safe.”

			Near the bottom of the path, Ulric stumbled onto the rocky beach. He turned to grasp Rainn by her waist, gathering his waning strength, to set her gently on the ground next to him.

			Together they headed toward the nearest cave carved into the cliff. It was empty, but Ulric crossed the cramped space to squeeze through a narrow crack. He hissed as his skin was scraped off his back. He was considerably wider than Chiron. Thankfully, Rainn had no problem following him into the tunnel that led deeper into the cliff.

			They continued to travel in silence, both on hyperalert as they moved through the darkness. Ulric had allowed himself to be led into one trap. It wasn’t happening again.

			At last he climbed the shallow steps to enter a large cavern that had been dug into the hard granite.

			Immediately a soft light filled the space, glowing from the crystals embedded in the ceiling. Magic? It had to be. The entire space looked as if it’d been a creation of fey enchantment.

			There was a massive bed that had been hand carved out of driftwood, and heavy tapestries that lined the walls, with images of sundrenched meadows. There were delicate carpets to hide the hard floor, and trunks stacked in a corner. Ulric assumed they were Chiron’s old belongings.

			It was clearly a place that had been designed for maximum comfort.

			Rainn moved forward, laying a tentative hand against the tapestry. “It’s no wonder Chiron was so loyal to Tarak if he had this created for him.”

			“Yes.” Ulric gave a slow nod, feeling a pang of guilt. How could he have ever been jealous of Chiron’s devotion to Tarak? The vampire would never have been capable of offering Ulric a home if he hadn’t been taught to care for others. “It’s rare to have a master you can also call a brother,” he said in rough tones.

			Something in his voice must have alerted Rainn that he was struggling to stay upright.

			“You need to rest,” she said, reaching out to grasp his arm. “I’ll keep watch.”

			“There’s no need,” he assured her.

			She tugged him toward the bed. “We don’t know how long it will take Zella and Brigette to dig out of the burrow.”

			Ulric willingly moved forward, flopping onto the mattress. It was that or collapse into a puddle of goopy exhaustion.

			“The tunnel will flood with the afternoon tide,” he reminded her.

			Rainn frowned, busily crossing to the bottom of the bed to grab a blanket that was miraculously pristine. More magic.

			“That won’t stop them,” she said, laying the blanket over his body.

			He breathed a sigh of relief as he sank into the mattress. His body was starting to hurt. Everywhere.

			“No, but the waves will erase our scent,” he said.

			“Okay.” She straightened, her eyes growing misty.

			A sure sign she was doing some sort of magic. Perhaps a web of air over the door. Or some invisible alarm system. That was fine with Ulric.

			He wasn’t offended. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust his judgment. She simply needed the security of her own magic protecting the hidden lair.

			Reaching up, he grabbed her hand. The small movement wrenched his side, making him gasp in pain.

			“I should go for help,” she breathed.

			The mere thought of her leaving the lair without him sent a jolt of panic through Ulric.

			“No, I just need to rest.” Before she could guess his intent, he gave a sharp tug on her hand.

			She toppled onto the mattress, her expression annoyed even as she took care not to struggle against his grip. Was she afraid she would hurt him?

			“You aren’t this weak just because you’re tired,” she protested. “That woman must have poisoned you. I need to find someone—”

			He interrupted. “There’s actually another explanation.”

			She stilled, gazing at him in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

			Ulric hesitated. He didn’t want to tell her what was bothering him. Hell, he was trying to pretend that it was nothing more than a figment of his imagination.

			But the fear that she might take off while he was sleeping meant he had to reveal the truth.

			“What do you know about werewolves?” he asked.

			“About as much as you know about zephyrs.” She tried to tease. Did she sense the gravity of what he was about to tell her? “I know that Weres are born from pureblooded werewolves, while curs are humans who are transformed by the bite of a Were. Oh, and that you’re short-tempered, impulsive, and arrogant.”

			He pretended to be outraged. “Short-tempered? I’m as mild as a—”

			“Rabid dog?” she interrupted.

			“I’m only rabid when someone pisses me off.”

			“Hmm.” Her expression softened. “I also know you’re loyal and fiercely protective of those you consider a part of your pack.”

			“That part is true.”

			Ulric carefully rolled onto his side so they were face-to-face. A mistake. He was instantly consumed with the acute awareness that seethed between them.

			Sensations tingled through parts of him that shouldn’t be tingled. At least not at this precise moment.

			She was so…perfect. The pale beauty of her face. The misty gray eyes. The satin sheen of her dark hair. The fragile exterior that hid the steel beneath.

			And that scent…He sucked in a deep breath, allowing it to sink deep inside him.

			“Does this have something to do with your wound?” she demanded.

			Unable to resist temptation, he reached out to brush a silky strand of hair from her cheek. “It does.”

			She froze, as if shocked by his light touch. “Ulric?”

			His fingers skimmed downward, tracing the line of her jaw. “Werewolf females are strong. And when they are protecting their young there’s nothing more lethal,” he murmured. “But they don’t have the same brute power of a male.”

			She studied him with blatant concern. As if wondering if he was slipping into delirium. “Are you talking about Brigette?”

			“I’m talking about females in general.”

			“I thought we were discussing your wound.”

			He moved his hand to rest against the side of her neck. She was right. He did have a fever. He could feel it burning through his blood. But it wasn’t the result of his wound. Or at least, not entirely.

			“Rainn.” His lips twisted with a humorless smile. “I’m making a disaster of this.”

			“I think you have a fever,” she warned. “You should sleep.”

			Ulric swallowed a humorless laugh. The few times he’d considered this memorable moment, he’d assumed he’d have created the perfect setting. A romantic dinner for two. Candles. Expensive wine. Flowers piled around the room.

			Instead they were on the run from a crazed spirit who was polluting the land. Hidden in a damp cave. And he was wounded and weak as a kitten.

			Pathetic.

			“I will rest,” he promised. “But first you need to know what’s happening to me.”

			She paused before giving a reluctant nod. “Okay.”

			His fingers traced the neckline of her sweater. It was soft, but not as soft as her pale skin.

			“It’s…” He faltered. How did you explain destiny? “Biology,” he at last said, only to shake his head in frustration. That wasn’t it. At least, that was only a small part of it. “Or perhaps it’s magic,” he amended. “Either way, it’s a maddeningly wonderful thing.”

			She sucked in a sharp breath as his finger slid beneath the sweater to skim over the gentle swell of her breast. “Why is that?”

			Ulric smiled. Her voice was unsteady as her heartbeat quickened. She wasn’t immune to his touch.

			“It ensures that when a male Were finds his true mate, he’s incapable of forcing her to accept him,” he murmured.

			Her eyes darkened to smoke even as the scent of a spring rain spiked with arousal swirled through the cave. “How?”

			He ran his fingers back up the curve of her throat. His fangs ached to be buried in her soft flesh. He didn’t drink blood like a vampire, but his wolf was eager to claim this female. The primitive need to mark her was vibrating through his body.

			“Until she accepts him, his power is leashed,” he told her.

			“So.” She wrinkled her brow. “You think the wound is causing your body to think it has found its mate?”

			Ulric swallowed his growl. Was she being deliberately obtuse? Surely she had to know that he was talking about her? Then, with an effort, he reminded himself that Rainn wasn’t a werewolf. All of this was new to her.

			“No.” He firmly denied the suggestion that this was a trick of magic. “The weakness started before I was scratched.”

			She continued to study him in confusion. “Brigette?”

			“Goddess, no!” he roared. Even if Brigette hadn’t turned out to be a treacherous, evil bitch, he would never have felt the urge to mate with her.

			They were family.

			She blinked at his fierce response. “It can’t be Zella.”

			“Enough,” he snapped, thoroughly ruffled. If he’d thought this whole revelation of his mating urges had started off bad, it was now skidding toward complete disaster. “You know who it is, Rainn.”

			She sharply shook her head, her hands pressing against his chest. “No.”

			Ulric flinched. Then he groaned as the sudden movement tugged at his wound. He’d considered mortals to be incessant whiners. They always seemed to have some ache or pain.

			Now he had a new appreciation for lesser beings who didn’t automatically heal.

			It not only felt like a hot poker was being shoved in his side, but it was draining with alarming tenacity what little strength he had left.

			Forcing himself to count to ten, he managed to study Rainn with commendable calm. Yay, him.

			“Why not?” he asked.

			“I’m not a Were.”

			His gaze swept over her delicate features and down her slender curves that were instinctively arching toward his own. Her mind might try to deny the truth of his words, but her body was obviously less conflicted.

			The knowledge sent jolts of sizzling pleasure through him. Even with the pain and weariness, his cock was hardening in anticipation.

			Still, it wasn’t enough. As much as he desired to roll her onto her back and sink deep into the moist heat between her legs, he wanted her heart. And her soul.

			Nothing less would do.

			“I know you accuse me of having more muscles than brains,” he said in dry tones. “But I’m capable of recognizing that you’re not a Were.”

			She flushed at his light teasing, but her expression remained tight with tension.

			His fingers gently cupped her cheek, a dark dread spreading through his heart.

			He hadn’t expected her to squeal with delight at his confession. Well, he might have hoped for a squeal or two. But the panic in her wide eyes felt like a punch to the gut.

			“Then how could I be your mate?” she demanded.

			He pressed his lips to the center of her forehead, silently attempting to ease her anxiety.

			“That’s a mystery beyond my comprehension,” he murmured, brushing his hand down the curve of her back.

			“When did the weakness begin?” she demanded.

			Ulric allowed his lips to drift over her temple and down to her cheek.

			“During the flight to Wales,” he admitted. “At first, I assumed I was weary from the run through the desert and then the shock of discovering that Brigette was still alive.”

			Her hands continued to lay against his chest, but they were no longer trying to push him away. Ulric was going to take that as a good sign. Right now, he was willing to cling to anything that could give him hope.

			“I’m sure that was it,” she hurriedly agreed.

			“No, it only became worse when we reached the village.”

			“Brigette must have done something to you,” she said.

			“Impossible,” he told her. “She doesn’t have magic.”

			“Zella might be able to use her as a conduit for her powers. Or maybe—”

			“Rainn.” Ulric lifted his head, gazing down at her in wary confusion. “Why are you so anxious to dismiss the idea of being my mate?”

			Her expression was impossible to read. She was better than a vampire at hiding her emotions.

			“You’ve known me for twenty years,” she said. “Why would it suddenly happen now?”

			It was a legitimate question. Unfortunately, Ulric didn’t have an answer. At least not one that made any sense to anyone who wasn’t a Were.

			“My wolf wasn’t ready.”

			She waited, as if expecting him to continue. Ulric shrugged. That was all he had.

			“And now it is?”

			He laid his hand over hers, pressing her fingers tight against his chest. She might not be able to see his animal, but he could ensure that she felt the thunder of his heart and catch the musky scent that clung to his skin.

			Inside, his wolf howled with hunger.

			“Desperately ready,” he admitted in rough tones.

			Without warning, Rainn jerked her hands away. Her face had drained to a sickly white and her eyes were dull as slate.

			“Ulric.”

			He resisted the urge to wrap her in his arms and tug her close. It wasn’t his right. Not yet.

			“Tell me what’s wrong,” he urged.

			“I can’t,” she breathed. “I just…can’t.”

			The dread solidified into a stark, riveting rejection. His wolf cringed inside him as something precious began to shrivel and die.

			He’d heard of wolves being bonded with a partner who wouldn’t or couldn’t mate with them. It wasn’t unusual for them to go into isolation. Or even will themselves to die.

			Now he understood why.

			As if sensing the soul-deep pain that was searing through him, Rainn parted her lips. Was she seeking to find the words to ease his agony?

			Blessed goddess, the only thing worse than Rainn’s rejection would be her pity.

			“Shh.” He pressed his fingers to her lips. “You don’t have to say any more.”

			“Ulric.”

			Squeezing his eyes shut to avoid her shattered expression, Ulric halted his battle against the weariness. With shocking speed a darkness rose up to crash over him. As if he’d been holding it back by sheer will.

			He was drifting into the welcome void when he felt something soft press against his lips.

			A kiss?

			His wolf whined in need, even as the man told himself he was being an idiot.

			Rainn didn’t want him.

			He was alone.

			For all eternity.

		


		
			Chapter 12

			Levet handed the book to Inga. It was tiny in her large hands, but there was something about it that made it appear bigger and heavier than it was. As if it was so important that it possessed its own aura.

			He grimaced. Only a book with enormous power could do that.

			“Can you read it?” he asked his companion.

			Inga hesitated. She could obviously sense that it wasn’t an ordinary book. Then, squaring the impressive width of her shoulders, she started to flip through the pages.

			Her heavy brow furrowed in confusion. “It’s a strange mishmash of languages.” She tilted the book so Levet could see the various glyphs that had been sketched on the fragile parchment. “Look. This is harpy,” she said. She turned to another page. “Here is troll.” She searched toward the back of the book. “And these hieroglyphs are human.”

			Levet made a sound of surprise, pointing a claw at the flowing script with an elaborate border.

			“That’s gargoyle.” He wrinkled his snout, barely capable of deciphering the words. “Really, really old gargoyle. I haven’t seen such formal writing for thousands of years.” Despite being a bunch of stodgy traditionalists, the language of the gargoyles had evolved over time. He lifted his head to meet Inga’s steady gaze. “Why would a book be written by different species?”

			“I have no idea,” she admitted. “Maybe your vampire will have an explanation. You’re welcome to take it to him.”

			“Non.”

			Inga looked confused. “Isn’t that what you came here for?”

			It was, of course. Okay, deep inside there’d been a secret, urgent desire to see Inga. But that was something he’d already decided not to ponder. Not when there was a more important reason for his need to visit this castle.

			After all, Ulric—and more importantly, Rainn—were in extreme danger. Plus, the nasty fog was destroying the land. What if it spread? Not even demons wanted to live in a toxic dump.

			“Oui, but the reason I was sent here was because the other books had been turned to Cinderellas,” he reminded her.

			“Cinders,” she corrected in absent tones.

			“Exactly.” Levet glanced around the small room. The layers of magic were a physical presence. “It is possible that removing the book from the protection of this space would leave it vulnerable to whatever destroyed the other copies.”

			“You’re right,” Inga instantly agreed. Levet inwardly preened at her readiness to accept that he was more than just another pretty face. He had brains and talent and nutty skills. “I suppose I could bring the vampire here,” Inga continued, her tone reluctant. “But I need to warn my people. They’re still jittery after Tarak killed their king.”

			Levet was puzzled. “I thought they were celebrating Riven’s death. He was a nasty fish-man.”

			Inga gave an awkward shrug. The female might hate the previous king who’d used and abused her, but Levet sensed that she was still sensitive at the knowledge that his gruesome death at the hands of Tarak had led to her current position as queen.

			It gave “climbing the corporate ladder” a whole new meaning.

			“They were happy to have Riven off the throne, but they were disturbed to have him slaughtered by an outsider. And then I was chosen as their leader.” Inga glanced down at her solid body stuffed in the stupid, gauzy gown. She sighed. “They’ve been very isolated down here. These changes are difficult for them to accept.”

			Levet sniffed. The mer-folk were idiots if they didn’t adore their new leader.

			“Then we will decipher it ourselves,” he announced.

			“Us?”

			Why did she look surprised? Had she forgotten that he had single-handedly saved the world just a few years ago? Well, perhaps it had not been single-handed. Still, he and Inga could accomplish far more than any leech.

			“We are both intelligent demons who have traveled throughout the world,” he said.

			She held out her arm, exposing the crude tattoo carved on her wrist. “I was a slave, not a tourist.”

			“Which only means that you had to adapt to all sorts of cultures.”

			She blinked, then a wry smile curved her lips. “I suppose that’s true.” With a determined step she moved to the corner of the room. Placing the book on the flat surface of a small desk, she waited for Levet to hop onto a chair so he could see.

			“Do you smell that?” Levet demanded, reaching to touch the pyramids carved into the leather of the front cover.

			She nodded. “Blood.”

			“Human blood.”

			Opening the book, Inga slowly turned the pages instead of flipping through them. There were several drawings. Most looked like a river that was painted a strange green. Like it was contaminated with an icky sludge.

			She paused as they reached a page of sharp, angular glyphs. “This is ogre.”

			Levet leaned forward, catching Inga’s cool, salty scent. It always refreshed him. Like a welcome breeze on a muggy night.

			“What does it say?” he asked.

			“Beware.”

			“Oh.” What could scare an ogre? Levet shivered. He was fairly certain he didn’t want to find out. “That is…ominous. What are we to beware of?”

			Inga made a sound of frustration. “It doesn’t really make any sense.”

			“Why?”

			She jabbed her finger against a half circle with a dot over it. “This means birth.” She moved to the next symbol, three wiggly lines. “And this means corruption.”

			“Birth of corruption?” Levet’s mouth felt dry. Did it have something to do with the history of the ogres? Or the future? “Is there any explanation?”

			“It’s a warning about an evil.” Inga glanced toward Levet, her expression bitter. “Which is ironic, considering it was written by an ogre.”

			Levet understood. Her father had been an ogre leader who’d been in love with her mermaid mother, but the rest of the tribe hadn’t been happy with the relationship. They’d killed her father and sold Inga into slavery. Who wouldn’t hold a grudge?

			“Do you think they mean the Dark Lord?”

			She shook her head. “The way it’s written, it seems more like a taint than a physical creature.”

			Levet grimaced. “The woman I encountered was very real. Look.” He pointed to the faint singe mark that lingered on his skin. The burning bands of magic had done more damage than he’d first realized.

			Inga tapped her fingers on the desk, her brow furrowed. “I suppose the power might be capable of manifesting itself into a tangible form.”

			“Manifesting.” Levet’s tail twitched as he reached to turn the pages to the gargoyle section he’d glimpsed earlier. “Or infecting,” he told her, pointing toward the flowing line of script.

			“Yes,” she agreed. “That makes more sense.”

			Levet wasn’t sure any of this made sense. The creepy fog. The strange woman. The missing werewolf. “So is this evil infecting demons?”

			Inga shrugged, pointing at a gilded design at the bottom of the page. “Is that the symbol for demon?”

			“Non.” The elaborate pattern of the design had simplified over the centuries, but Levet had no trouble recognizing it. “That stands for magic.”

			Inga jerked, her face paling at his explanation. “Infecting magic,” she breathed.

			“That doesn’t sound good.”

			Inga shuddered. “I don’t think it is.”

			Levet considered the strange fog that shrouded Ulric’s old village. Was it feeding off the magic left behind by the werewolves? The thought made his tummy cramp. “Is there a way to stop it?”

			Inga turned the pages, pausing to study the various languages and images before she was at the last chapter.

			“The rest of the book is written in a language I don’t recognize,” she admitted.

			Levet clicked his tongue. “Typical. We just get to the best part and bam.” He slapped his hands together. “We are left hanging.”

			“Now that is a shame,” a voice drawled from behind them. “I never leave a female hanging at the best part.”

			Levet’s wings quivered with a sudden burst of anger.

			“You,” he rasped, spinning on the desk to glare at the intruder.

			Troy smiled, sashaying across the room.

			Inga watched the imp with a lift of her brows. “How did you get in?”

			Troy waved a languid hand toward the opening. “You left the doorway open.”

			“Oh.” Inga grimaced, glancing toward the Tryshu in her hand. No doubt she was still trying to learn how to use the powerful artifact.

			Levet didn’t care how the imp had gotten in. He just wanted the aggravating creature to go away. “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

			“I was bored. Plus, the queen has a full schedule.” He flicked a dismissive glance over Levet. “She doesn’t have time to be pestered by an interloper.”

			“Hey, I am no antelope.”

			Troy shook his head, turning toward Inga. “How do you bear him?”

			Inga hunched her shoulders. “He grows on you.”

			“Like lichen?”

			Levet cast a discreet glance over his toes and up his legs. There might be a little lichen. It wasn’t his fault. He was a gargoyle. They were supposed to be mossy.

			Hearing Troy’s chuckle, Levet lifted his head with an annoyed frown. “I am going to turn you into—”

			“Perhaps you can help us.” Inga abruptly interrupted his threat, stepping toward the imp.

			Troy strolled to stand directly in front of the ogress. “Of course I can. I am a handy sort of fellow. I have talents most males can only dream of possessing.”

			“You told me you were a diplomat,” Inga said.

			Levet snorted in disbelief. “Troy? A diplomat?”

			“I was. A thankless job,” Troy answered, his gaze never wavering from Inga. “Who wants to be polite to a tribe of evil-tempered trolls?”

			“I wish they had eaten you,” Levet muttered.

			Inga pointed a finger at the book. “Do you recognize this?”

			Troy stepped forward, brushing Levet aside to study the strange glyphs.

			“It’s dragon,” he at last announced.

			“Pfft.” Levet flapped his wings in disgust. “I would recognize dragon.”

			“Ancient dragon,” Troy insisted. “I recognize it from a vase I—” He bit off his words before clearing his throat. “From a vase I acquired from a lovely jinn who claimed that it had been in her family since the birth of this world.”

			Levet wanted to argue, but he kept his lips pressed together. The aggravating imp seemed to know what he was talking about.

			“What does it say?” Inga demanded.

			“Hmm.” Troy’s lush, fruity scent filled the air as he concentrated on translating the symbols. “Something about protecting the door that is no door.”

			“Door that is no door?” Levet scoffed. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

			Troy pointed toward the book. “I’m just reading what’s on the page. You can discuss your confusion with the dragon.”

			Levet sniffed. “I might very well do that,” he said. “As it happens, I am a close personal friend of Baine.”

			“Go.” Troy waved his hand in a shooing motion. “Tell Baine I said hello.”

			“That is it.” Levet gathered his magic. Perhaps a large wart on the end of Troy’s nose would wipe away that smug smile.

			His glorious plan was interrupted as Inga abruptly headed out of the room. Was the female angry? Probably. And it was all Troy’s fault.

			Stupid imp.

			With a curse, Levet jumped off the desk and hurried after the ogress.

			“Where are you going?” he demanded as he scurried to keep up with her long strides.

			“I’ve seen that symbol before.”

			Ah. She wasn’t angry. Good. He didn’t care what others might think of him. But he didn’t like the thought that she found him annoying.

			“Where?” he asked, doing his best to ignore the imp following them.

			“The treasure room,” Inga said, leaving the library and heading toward the royal chambers.

			Several guards patrolled the hallways wearing the odd armor that looked like metal scales and carrying tridents. Inga waved them away, waiting until she, Levet, and Troy were alone before she halted in front of a door with a heavy lock.

			Holding out the Tryshu, she touched it against the wood. Instantly it slid open. Levet was impressed. And a little jealous. He wished he had a magical trident.

			Inga entered the room, followed by Levet and then Troy. A soft glow of fairy lights filled the space at their entrance. The delicate balls of light floated above their heads, reflecting off the precious gems that encrusted the ceiling. The walls were covered from floor to ceiling in vivid, magnificent frescos. And the floor was pure marble flecked with gold.

			But it was the stacks of chests that were the most impressive.

			They were stuffed with coins, jewels, carved coral, and rare magical artifacts. The place looked like a dragon’s hoard. Only with an excess of pearls.

			Troy whistled as he picked up a golden nugget the size of a football. “Well, well. You have a substantial dowry for when you decide to claim a consort, my dear.”

			Inga scowled. “This belongs to the mer-folk.”

			Troy shrugged. “And you’re the queen.”

			Inga’s eyes flashed red. “If I have to buy a consort, I don’t want one.”

			Levet stomped to stand at her side. The mere idea that she might purchase a mate was…outrageous. Unthinkable.

			Completely, utterly, absolutely unthinkable.

			“You are so rude. Any male would be fortunate to be chosen by Inga,” he informed the imp. “Besides, she has no interest in taking a consort.”

			Inga sent him an odd glance before sharply shaking her head.

			“It’s over here,” she muttered, leading them to a distant corner.

			Levet ignored the priceless treasure stuffed into the room. He had no interest in riches. Yet another reason he’d been voted out of the Gargoyle Guild. He was far more intrigued by the paintings that covered the walls.

			“Did your grandfather paint all of these?” he asked.

			Inga nodded. “Yes.”

			“It is easy to see who gifted you with your own talent,” he told the ogress.

			Inga blushed, clearly pleased by his words. “I’m discovering there are many hidden frescoes that tell the history of the mer-folk,” she said, halting to push aside several treasure chests that must have weighed a ton. Then, bending down, she pointed at the wall. “You see?”

			Levet and Troy stepped forward to study the painting. Surprisingly it represented two massive dragons in the middle of an epic battle. They were both an iridescent green with leathery wings, and both had flames shooting out of their mouths as terrified sea creatures fled in panic.

			Levet shivered. He could almost feel the heat from the flames and the fear of the hapless victims caught in the middle of the battle. The fresco didn’t just tell the story. It captured the feelings of the moment.

			A rare talent, indeed.

			Then Troy broke into his bemusement by reaching out to lightly brush his finger along the bottom of the wall. “It does look like the same symbol,” he murmured, tracing the intersecting ovals that looked like a sideways 8.

			“I’ve been studying the frescoes over the past weeks. I hoped they would give me a better understanding of my people. When I saw this one I just assumed this picture represented the dragon battles that nearly destroyed the mer-folk,” Inga said, referring to the war that had massacred a frightening number of mer-folk and sent them into hiding in this isolated lair. “I noticed the symbol, but I didn’t know what it meant.”

			“Perhaps the dragons were fighting something that was trying to get out of the door,” Levet suggested.

			Inga’s features twisted with dislike. She was never going to be a fan of dragons. Or ogres. Or vampires…

			“It’s just as likely that their battle damaged it and released the evil,” she muttered. Then, without warning, she squared her shoulders. “I will see if I can discover the doorway.”

			Levet and Troy stiffened, staring at Inga in horror. Then they spoke in unison.

			“What?”

			Inga looked confused by their outrage. “I’ve also studied the histories of the dragon wars. I think I can find this place.”

			“We do not even know if it is connected to the fog,” Levet pointed out.

			Inga shrugged. “There’s one way to find out.”

			Troy clicked his tongue. “At least assure me that you’re not planning to go alone?”

			Inga looked offended by the question. She hadn’t been raised to be a royal. She was a strong, fierce warrior who was used to taking care of herself.

			“I’m not risking my guards,” she protested.

			“That’s what they are for, my queen,” Troy reminded her.

			Inga shook her head. “It’s my decision to go into danger. I want them to stay here and protect my people.”

			Levet’s heart felt as if it was somewhere in his toes. He recognized that tone. Inga was going to look for the door. End. Of. Story.

			“I will go with you,” he said, his wings drooping.

			Troy stared at him with blatant incredulity. “You?”

			Levet puffed out his chest. “Why not me?”

			“You will sink like the proverbial stone.”

			“I have magic,” Levet protested. “Besides, it is none of your concern.”

			Inga cleared her throat. “Levet.”

			Suddenly angry, Levet planted his fists on his hips. “You can take me with you, or I can follow.”

			Inga blinked, seemingly confounded by his determination. “Fine,” she at last muttered, her cheeks flushed. “I need to put on my armor.”

			Moving with remarkable speed for a demon of her size, Inga scurried from the room. Levet watched her depart, not entirely certain what had just happened.

			Granted, he was a hero. And a Knight in Shining Armor. It was only natural he would offer his services.

			But, quite honestly, the thought of traveling to some remote location at the bottom of the ocean to confront an evil capable of infecting magic…

			Well, it was enough to dampen even his formidable courage.

			He was jerked out of his dark thoughts when he felt a hand clamping down on his shoulder.

			“Try to keep her from getting killed,” Troy drawled. “I have plans for that female.”

		


		
			Chapter 13

			Ulric was lost.

			Standing in the thick mist, he struggled to recall how he’d gotten there. Something that would have been easier if his brain didn’t feel as if it was stuffed with the same fog that swirled around him.

			He had a vague memory of running through the desert. He’d felt hot and sweaty and gloriously free. He’d even howled at the moon. All right, it was cliché, but what the hell. It satisfied the heart of his animal.

			And after that he’d returned to Dreamscape. He wanted to be in the hotel before Chiron disappeared into his private rooms. Then what? He’d strolled into the main casino and…

			Ulric’s heart slammed against his chest. Of course. He remembered now.

			Brigette.

			The female Were had been walking across the floor as if she had no idea that she’d just turned his world upside down.

			His family hadn’t been utterly destroyed, he’d realized with a flare of elation. At least one member had survived. So where was she? And how had he gone from the casino to this gray nothingness?

			Forcing himself to stand still, Ulric closed his eyes. Then, he concentrated on his wolf. The animal’s senses were far more acute than his human half. He waited for the familiar surge of raw, primitive power, but it never came. Ulric’s breath lodged in his throat.

			He could feel his beast. It was curled deep inside him. But he couldn’t touch him. As if there was a mysterious barrier between them.

			Clenching his hands into tight fists, Ulric refused to give in to the temptation to panic. His wolf was there. It was just muffled.

			A hint of musk suddenly teased at his nose. Whirling around, Ulric watched as the fog thinned and then parted to reveal the female Were.

			Brigette.

			His heart swelled with joy. Thank the goddess. She hadn’t been a figment of his imagination. She was real.

			His avid gaze swept over her, absorbing the long crimson hair that framed her familiar features. It wasn’t until she was standing directly in front of him that he noticed the smudge on her cheek and the dust that marred her long robe.

			A strange unease tainted his euphoria.

			He didn’t know why. Were’s weren’t like vampires—they didn’t mind a little dirt and grime. In fact, when he was in his animal form he loved to roll in the warm desert soil.

			Still, the sight sent a chill creeping down his spine.

			“There you are, Ulric.” Brigette smiled, but it oddly didn’t reach her eyes. “I’ve been searching for you.”

			“Where am I?”

			“Lost.”

			He frowned. He already knew he was lost. “But…” His words faded away as a burning sensation drew his attention. Peeling up his shirt, he studied the deep scratches on his side. They were leaking blood. Why weren’t they healing? He glanced back up. “How did I get here?”

			“You wandered away from me.”

			“Hmm.” That seemed…unlikely. Why would he wander away? He had so many questions to ask her. They were spinning through his head so fast they were making him dizzy.

			Why would he leave?

			“Ulric?”

			Brigette’s voice clawed at him. He felt unmoored. As if he’d been cut off from the links that bound him to reality.

			“Yeah?”

			“We need to go.”

			Go. His sluggish brain tried to grapple with what she was asking of him. “Go where?”

			“Home.”

			“You mean the hotel?”

			She shook her head with obvious impatience. “No, our home.”

			Ulric flinched. He didn’t like to think about his village. Not after the massacre. “It’s gone.”

			“We’re going to rebuild it.” She held out her hand. “Together. Isn’t that what you want?”

			It should be, right?

			“Yes.” He forced out the word.

			“Then follow me,” she urged.

			He was stepping forward when he caught the sudden scent of a summer mist. It stirred a memory. A pale face surrounded by sleek black hair and wide gray eyes. His heart quivered with longing.

			He couldn’t leave her behind.

			“Wait,” he breathed.

			Brigette’s growl of frustration echoed through the fog. “What’s wrong?”

			“There’s someone…”

			“No.” Brigette’s tone was urgent. “There’s just you and me.”

			“Rainn.” The named reached out to wrap around his heart. Anchoring him in place.

			Brigette cursed, glancing over her shoulder. What was she looking for? Then without warning the fog thickened in his mind. As if someone had opened the top of his skull and was pouring it in.

			The name disappeared, along with the pretty face.

			Nothing remained but Brigette.

			“Come, Ulric,” she urged. “Let’s go home.”

			“Home.”

			He walked forward.

			* * * *

			Rainn had intended to leave the bed as soon as Ulric fell asleep. Instead, she’d cuddled close, trailing her fingers over his face, which was flushed with fever.

			Worry had gnawed inside her like a cancer. Along with an aching sense of regret.

			She hadn’t meant to hurt Ulric. That was the last thing she would ever want. But he’d caught her off guard with his sudden claim that she was his mate. What woman’s brain wouldn’t have turned to mush? It wasn’t like gorgeous, sexy males told her every day that she was the eternal love of their lives. Plus, he’d already started the brain-mushing process with his soft caresses and the press of his lips against her forehead. Her body had been on fire. And it hadn’t been caused by a magical fever.

			Just good, ol’-fashioned lust.

			She’d planned to calmly explain that she couldn’t risk making any decisions for her future until she’d finished her quest. That had to take precedence. But she completely and utterly bungled it.

			Her stomach had instantly twisted with sick remorse at the sight of the raw pain that had flared through his eyes. She might as well have taken a knife and stuck it in his heart. But even as she’d tried to clarify that her people were depending on her, he’d closed his eyes and fallen asleep.

			Or perhaps he was unconscious. Either way, she’d found herself unable to leave the bed. Not only did she have to wait for the sun to set so she could track down Tarak and ensure he found someone to heal Ulric, but she didn’t want to return to battle Zella without the opportunity to make him listen to her explanation.

			Unfortunately, she’d miscalculated her level of weariness. Even as she’d rehearsed exactly what she would say when he awoke, she was drifting into a deep sleep.

			It wasn’t until she heard the sound of a voice echoing through the cavern that she was jolted awake.

			Blinking in confusion, she sat up. How long had she been asleep? A few minutes? Hours? Not that it mattered. She was more interested in why Ulric was standing in the middle of the floor. And why he was talking to himself.

			“Ulric?”

			He ignored her, his gaze focused on the far wall as he muttered something about home.

			Rainn climbed out of bed, heading toward the male. Then abruptly she halted, a burst of fear exploding through her. Either his wound was causing Ulric to hallucinate, or he was talking to someone she couldn’t see.

			Both scenarios terrified her.

			“Ulric.” Jumping forward, she grabbed his arm as he started walking toward the tunnel. “What’s going on?”

			Nothing. He didn’t even glance in her direction. Then, without warning, he simply disappeared.

			A portal?

			She stood in the center of the cave.

			Why hadn’t she sensed it was there? Even if she couldn’t make a portal, she could tell when one had opened.

			Then realization hit her with the force of a freight train.

			Zella.

			Just for a second, she was frozen in place. What did she do? There was no way for her to follow through the portal. And while she might be certain they were headed back to the burrow, it would take her hours to get there.

			Too long to prevent Ulric from being sacrificed.

			Muttering a string of curses, Rainn dashed out of the cavern and through the tunnels that were still half-filled with tidewater. Once on the beach, she glanced around, realizing that the sun had just set beyond the horizon. Dammit. She’d had no idea that so much time had passed.

			Wading through the water to the pathway, she gritted her teeth and began the steep climb to the top of the cliff. She didn’t have time to think about her fear of falling. Or even the futility of her swift scramble up the damp rocks. She was going back to the village to destroy Zella.

			One way or another.

			Awkwardly pulling herself over the edge of the cliff, she was still in the process of standing upright when she felt herself being lifted off the ground.

			She screeched in frustration more than fear as she watched a dark-haired vampire step out of a portal, followed by a much larger leech and two females.

			She didn’t have time for this. Gathering her power, she struck out, slamming the air sharply against the vampire’s chest. He grunted in surprise, stumbling back as he released his hold on her.

			Rainn felt herself falling, but she didn’t bother to ease her landing onto the hard ground. She’d already been forced to waste enough of her strength. And with the massive, golden-haired vampire charging toward her, she didn’t have to guess whether or not she was going to need it.

			But before the male could take more than a few steps, the other vampire abruptly stepped in his path.

			“No, Cyn,” the male rasped. “This must be Rainn.” He waited for her wary nod. “I’m Tarak,” he told her, waving his hand toward the female with long, pale hair with blue highlights. “This is my mate, Waverly.” He gestured toward the large male. “This is Cyn, the clan chief of Ireland, and his mate, Princess Fallon.” He took a step toward her. “How did you get here?”

			Rainn battled back the urge to ignore the question and make a mad dash for the truck. Although she’d never met Chiron’s master, she knew he could be trusted to help her. And more importantly, that his mate had an ability to open portals.

			Exactly what she needed.

			“We managed to escape from Zella,” she muttered.

			The four demons frowned in confusion. “What’s a Zella?” Tarak demanded.

			“The dark spirit that destroyed Ulric’s village.” Rainn waved an impatient hand. “She’s working with Brigette to open a doorway.”

			Tarak’s expression remained confused, but he latched on to the most pertinent point of her rambling. “A doorway to what?”

			“Evil.”

			“Evil?” The large vampire made a sound of disgust. “That’s a little vague.”

			Rainn clenched her hands into tight fists. She couldn’t afford to waste her energy just to topple the clan chief of Ireland on his ass. “All I know is that they need Ulric’s blood to open it.”

			Tarak glanced around, easily capable of seeing through the shadows that now draped the landscape. “Where is he?”

			Her heart twisted with pain. “Gone.”

			Something that might have been suspicion tightened Tarak’s features. “But he was here. I sensed him triggering the alarms I set around the lair, but I couldn’t return until the sun set.”

			“He disappeared.”

			“How?” Tarak demanded.

			“We were asleep in the cavern under the cliff. I woke up when I heard Ulric talking to someone I couldn’t see.”

			She was still babbling, but who could blame her? She could physically feel each second ticking past.

			She had to get to Ulric.

			“They were invisible?” Waverly asked, her tone perfectly serious. As if she wouldn’t be surprised to discover they had enemies who could hide their presence.

			She forced herself to take a deep breath. She was only making matters worse. “Either invisible or on the other side of the open portal.”

			“Impossible,” Tarak snapped. “I have layers of magic around the lair, including the cavern. They prevent any unwanted guests. It was only because of Ulric’s intimate connection with Chiron that the spell didn’t prevent him from entering.”

			Rainn was shaking her head before Tarak finished speaking. “The spirit has powers that none of us understand. I doubt any traditional magic could halt her.”

			There was a short silence as they absorbed the impact of her words. It was Waverly who at last asked the obvious question.

			“They took Ulric?”

			“Yes.” Rainn wrapped her arms around her waist, suddenly chilled by the brisk breeze blowing off the ocean. “I tried to stop him, but he looked like he was in some sort of trance.”

			“Damn.” Tarak squared his shoulders. “We need to get back to the village.”

			“I can take us there,” Waverly offered.

			Relief crashed through Rainn, along with a fresh batch of impatience. It was almost as if she could feel Ulric deep inside her, urging her to hurry.

			“I’ll go with you,” Cyn offered.

			“No.” Tarak shook his head. “Levet might actually find something that will help us defeat the…whatever the hell it is,” he said. “He’ll be returning to your lair to find us.”

			Cyn didn’t argue. “Okay. Take care.”

			Rainn’s eagerness to leave was briefly overshadowed by her concern for the tiny gargoyle. “Where is Levet?”

			Tarak grimaced, as if the mere mention of the gargoyle gave him a sour stomach.

			“He’s searching the libraries in the mer-folk castle,” Waverly answered. “We believe there is a book that might offer information about what caused the decay that consumed Ulric’s village, but most copies have been magically destroyed. We hope that the protection that surrounds my homeland will have preserved the book if it’s there.”

			“Oh.” Rainn wasn’t sure she entirely understood. And right now, she really didn’t care. As long as Levet was safe. “We need to go.”

			Waverly lifted her arm, then waved it in a swooping motion. Rainn felt the familiar tingle of magic wash over her as the air was split to reveal the narrow opening. She hurried forward, despite Tarak’s warning to allow him to go first. She didn’t have time to deal with his male ego. The need to get to Ulric was an overwhelming compulsion.

			Still, she wasn’t completely out of her mind. Once she was through the portal she waited for Tarak and Waverly to join her. Once they’d rescued Ulric, she was going to depend on them to get the injured Were to safety while she found a way to destroy Zella.

			Tarak moved to stand beside her, muttering a curse. Whether it was at the sight of the thick fog that boiled just ahead of them, or because Rainn had refused to let him play the role of the big, bad male, she didn’t know.

			A second later, Waverly was joining them.

			“I can’t get us through the barrier,” she said, her pretty face twisting with distaste at the foul smell.

			“I can,” Rainn announced. “Follow me.”

			Jogging at an angle away from the fog, Rainn headed for the edge of the cliff. She could only hope that the opening was still there. Otherwise they were screwed.

			They’d inched along the edge for several feet when the fog finally thinned. Rainn released a shaky breath of relief.

			Thank the goddess.

			Tarak peered into the darkness, his face tight with concern.

			“You can stay here if you want,” Rainn offered.

			She understood that the vampire wasn’t worried for himself. It was the beautiful mermaid that was obviously causing him to hesitate.

			Tarak continued to study the rotting landscape visible through the swirling mist.

			“We can’t be sure that Ulric is inside. This might be a trap.”

			Rainn shook her head. As soon as she’d stepped out of the portal she’d been able to feel Ulric. It was as tangible as if he was physically reaching out to touch her.

			“He’s in there.”

			Tarak sent her a glance that was more curious than suspicious. “How do you know?”

			“I can sense him.”

			“You’re sure?”

			“Yes, he…” Her words trailed away, a blush staining her cheek.

			It was idiotic, but the thought of discussing Ulric’s most private emotions felt like a betrayal.

			She sensed a gentle touch on her arm as Waverly stood next to her. The mermaid’s soft scent wrapped around her, easing the foul odor that was putrefying the air.

			“Rainn?” she prompted.

			Rainn grimaced. She had to explain. These two were risking their lives. They deserved the truth.

			“Ulric is convinced that I’m his mate.”

			Tarak and Waverly looked more baffled than shocked.

			“Should I offer my congratulations?” Tarak demanded.

			She waved away the question. “I can sense his wolf. It’s reaching out to me.”

			Tarak nodded. As if suddenly understanding. Then, he glanced at his mate. “Waverly—”

			“Are we a team?” she interrupted. Clearly she knew exactly what he was about to say.

			His jaw tightened, but he was wise enough not to speak the words that were clearly on the tip of his tongue. “Yes, we’re a team.”

			Rainn arched her brows. The vampire was smarter than she expected.

			“Good.” Waverly reached beneath her sweater to pull out a small trident.

			Rainn had never seen anything like it, but she could feel the magic that hummed around the weapon.

			“I’m ready,” Waverly announced.

			Rainn nodded, then without giving herself time to consider what was waiting for them, she entered the fog.

		


		
			Chapter 14

			Warily, Brigette watched as Ulric stepped out of the portal. She clenched the silver dagger she’d stolen from her father just before the mongrels had attacked the village. It was magically enhanced to ensure the blade would penetrate even the thickest armor. And while it had been created to battle trolls and orcs, it was equally lethal to Weres.

			It was all well and good for Zella to claim that she had complete control over the dangerous male, but Brigette knew who would pay the price if the old woman was wrong.

			Zella had no concern for anyone or anything beyond her own single-minded obsession with destroying the barrier that kept her trapped.

			Of course, if Brigette were being honest, she would admit that she would destroy Zella in a heartbeat to achieve her own goals. She’d already sacrificed her family. Clearly, she hadn’t been cursed with the tedious need for loyalty. Or morality. Only fools allowed such weaknesses to rule their lives.

			Now she braced herself. One hint that Ulric was about to come to his senses, and she was sinking the blade into the center of his heart. She believed in killing first and asking questions later.

			“Tell him to lie on the altar,” Zella commanded.

			Zella had used a portion of the rocks that had fallen during the cave-in to create a long, four-foot-wide platform. She’d even forced Brigette to help her arrange it directly in front of the skeleton. As if it wasn’t bad enough that her hands were still raw from clearing the tunnel.

			Once the woman was satisfied with the stupid thing, she’d created the portal. But obviously she wasn’t as clairvoyant as she liked to pretend. The opening had led them to Ulric, but neither of them could penetrate the magic that was surrounding him.

			It’d been left to Brigette to try and coax him into the portal. And now she was still expected to get the Were into place.

			Really, what was the point of Zella if Brigette was expected to do all the hard work?

			“Ulric, I need you to lie down,” she commanded between clenched teeth.

			He swayed, gazing at her with clouded eyes. “Why?”

			Good question. She didn’t bother to glance at Zella for the answer. Although the older woman easily adapted to look and sound like a modern-day human, there was always something “off” about her. Brigette didn’t want the woman alerting Ulric that he was walking into a trap.

			“Because you’re tired,” she said in a cooing voice.

			He swayed as if he was about to collapse. “I am.”

			“Then lie down.”

			There was a long silence as he continued to sway from side to side.

			“No,” he at last rasped. “Rainn. Where is she?”

			Zella clicked her tongue in annoyance. “The hold of the female is greater than I expected.”

			Brigette frowned. Zella was right. After the portal was closed behind Ulric, any hint of the mysterious female should have disappeared. But the misty, summer scent remained embedded in Ulric’s skin.

			“I can smell her. As if…” Brigette’s words ended with a low hiss.

			“What?” Zella demanded.

			“She’s his mate.”

			Zella sent her an aggravated glance. “This would have been a lot easier if you’d killed her like you were supposed to.”

			Anger boiled through Brigette. She wasn’t sure why the knowledge that Ulric had found his mate was pissing her off. She’d decided a long time ago she didn’t want to be permanently tied to any male.

			It had to be the fact that this male had been out there living his life, having a great time with his precious friends, while she’d been…A humorless laugh was wrenched from her throat. Just be honest. She’d been a damned servant to the crazy bitch who was glaring at her as if she was a bug.

			“Why didn’t you?” she challenged.

			Flames danced around Zella’s hands. “You forget your place, servant.”

			Brigette tilted her chin, refusing to back down. “Are you going to finish this or not?”

			There was a dangerous silence before Zella was turning her attention back to Ulric. Heat surged in the already smothering cavern as she intensified her hold on the male.

			“Ulric, you must lie down,” Brigette said, her tone firm. “It’s the only way to save the village. To save your family.”

			Sweat dripped down her face as he unconsciously battled against Zella’s magic.

			“No. They’re gone.” He lifted his hand to press against his side. Brigette could smell the blood of his open wound. “It’s all gone.”

			“Listen to me.” Brigette cautiously moved forward. Then, when he didn’t shift into his wolf and tear her to shreds, she placed a hand on his arm. “You can prevent the massacre. All you have to do is lie down.”

			He released a low growl as she steadily pulled him toward the altar. In the grips of Zella’s power, he stiffly climbed onto the flat rock and lay down. Brigette shuddered as the musk of his wolf filled the air. It was muted. A caged, wild animal who was furiously trying to get free.

			Just like her own…

			Another burst of anger flared through her. So much sacrifice.

			She held the dagger over her head, needing a means to release her fury.

			“Shall I do the honors?” she demanded.

			Zella moved with remarkable speed, pushing Brigette to the ground. “Don’t be an idiot,” she snarled.

			“What the hell?” Brigette surged upright, trying to dust the new layer of filth from her robe.

			“His blood is the key to unlocking the door.”

			Brigette squashed a crazed impulse to slam the dagger in the woman’s throat. Nothing could kill Zella as far as she knew—the spirit was impervious to weapons.

			Besides, she needed the woman. At least until she got the powers she’d been promised.

			After that? All bets were off.

			“That’s what I just offered,” she snapped.

			Zella moved forward, ripping off Ulric’s shirt to reveal the deep gashes. Blood sluggishly dripped down his side, hitting the altar with a loud sizzle.

			“We can’t kill him until the spell has been destroyed.”

			“How long will it take?”

			“As long as it takes.”

			Brigette glared at Zella. Dammit, she was tired of waiting. For over five hundred years she’d been told to do as she was commanded. To be patient. To wait for her ultimate prize.

			It was one excuse after another.

			She was done, done, done.

			“And then?”

			“And then what?”

			Brigette hissed with rage. “You’ve promised that once the doorway was opened, I would be given the power to rule my own pack.”

			Zella shrugged. “In time.”

			“No, I’m tired of waiting.” Brigette held the dagger over Ulric’s chest. “I want to be away from this place.”

			Flames danced in Zella’s eyes. But even as Brigette braced herself for her inevitable punishment, the woman’s head swiveled toward the cleared tunnel.

			“Perhaps you’re right,” she murmured.

			Brigette lowered the dagger. “You’re going to give me the magic?”

			“Yes.”

			“Seriously?”

			“Don’t you trust me?” Zella taunted.

			Brigette laughed. Was that a joke? “No, I don’t trust you. Why now?”

			Zella waved a gnarled hand. “We’re no longer alone.”

			Brigette stiffened, tilting back her head as she drew in a deep breath. “The zephyr,” she rasped. “How did she get here so fast? You said she couldn’t create a portal.”

			Zella closed her eyes, no doubt reaching out with her senses. “She isn’t alone.”

			She wasn’t. Brigette finally caught the scents of the approaching demons.

			“A vampire.” Her stomach twisted with dread. “And something else.” She frowned. The smell was…salty rather than fruity. “Another sprite?”

			An emotion that might have been genuine fear darkened Zella’s eyes. “A mermaid.”

			Mermaids were real? And more amazing, Zella was obviously afraid of them.

			Damn. Why hadn’t she known about the fishy demons? Any creature that had the power to unnerve Zella was worthy of her interest. After all, she’d been desperate to find some sort of leverage over the woman for centuries. Just to ensure that she wasn’t cheated.

			“You can deal with the intruders,” Zella announced.

			“Me?” Brigette jerked in shock. “Alone?”

			“It should be simple enough once I’ve given you the power you’ve been so eager to acquire.”

			Brigette stared at the woman in outrage. She knew the woman was evil. That had been obvious from the day they’d first met. But now she was beginning to suspect that she was also a total whack job.

			“I’ll be able to defeat a vampire, a zephyr, and a mermaid?” she demanded, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “At the same time?”

			The woman shrugged. “That’s what I just said.”

			Brigette snorted. “When I agreed to this partnership, I accepted the sacrifice of my family. I even accepted the endless years of searching for the pack mate who’d escaped. But I’ll be damned if I’m going to become cannon fodder just so you can escape your prison.”

			Zella looked confused. “Cannon fodder?”

			“An expendable casualty in your personal war.”

			Zella waved her hand in a dismissive motion. “Don’t be stupid. Why would I allow you to be killed now? I still have need of you.”

			Brigette faltered. “I’ll be able to defeat three powerful demons at the same time?” she pressed.

			“There will be nothing you can’t destroy.”

			She should be thrilled. Hell, she should be doing cartwheels. Zella had promised her power, but the old woman had never said that she could turn Brigette into a killing machine.

			Instead raw fear pounded through her.

			She wanted power. Desperately. But she didn’t want to be turned into some sort of freak show. Hey, she might be a demon, but she had her standards.

			“I…” Brigette stopped and licked her lips. How did they get so dry?

			Zella’s creepy laugh echoed through the cavern. “You’re not going to chicken out, are you? After waiting so long for your reward?”

			Brigette backed away. “What’s this power going to do to me?”

			“Ah.” Zella reached out. “A question you should have asked a long time ago.”

			“Wait.” Brigette held up her hands, but they were no protection against the wave of flames that rose from the ground. She cursed as they encircled her, spinning faster and faster. The heat seared her skin, making it feel as if she was melting. And the smell. It was like having her face shoved in a cesspit.

			But none of that compared to the agony of having her insides ripped apart as a molten lava poured through her veins.

			Brigette tilted back her head and screamed.

			* * * *

			Rainn stopped in her tracks as the sound of a scream penetrated the fog. It was filled with a pure agony that raised the hairs on the nape of her neck. It sounded like a dog in its death throes.

			Tarak stood at her side, trying to peer through the gray mist. “What the hell?”

			“Brigette,” Rainn breathed. She didn’t know how she could be so certain. But she was.

			Tarak frowned. “I thought she was working with the spirit?”

			“Maybe she hit her expiration date,” Rainn said.

			The screams abruptly ended, leaving behind a heavy silence. Then, an unexpected howl vibrated through the air.

			“Or maybe she’s just pissed off,” Tarak muttered.

			Rainn grimaced. As much as she might want to personally kill the treacherous female for betraying Ulric, she couldn’t deny that her destiny would be considerably easier without having to worry about the female Were.

			“The burrow is this way,” she muttered, leading her companions toward the center of the fog.

			Their feet crunched over the brittle ground, sending up puffs of smothering dust. Around them an occasional tree could be glimpsed through the miasma, the trunks twisted and the branches rotting. Even the puddles of water were green and brackish.

			“Dammit,” Tarak ground out. “This is worse than I imagined. How could one creature create such damage?”

			Rainn felt an icy breeze brush over her as Tarak took in the broken landscape. But it was swiftly smothered by the claustrophobic heat.

			“She’s much more than just a creature,” Rainn reminded him.

			“It has to be stopped,” Waverly said, her voice thick with disgust.

			Tarak reached to grab his mate’s hand, tugging her closer to his tense body. “Agreed.”

			“First we rescue Ulric, and then I’ll deal with the spirit,” Rainn assured them.

			“Wait.” Tarak reached out to halt Rainn’s brisk jog. “Is that Brigette?”

			It took Rainn a second to make out the form that had suddenly appeared. She didn’t have vampire-vision, but as the mist swirled, she could make out the tall, muscular form and the brilliant red hair.

			“Yes,” she said, her eyes narrowing. What was pulsating around the female Were? “Something’s different about her,” she muttered.

			“You mean the fact that she’s glowing?” Tarak demanded.

			Rainn shook her head. Brigette wasn’t glowing. Instead there seemed to be a living force that moved and crawled over her skin.

			“It’s an aura,” she at last said.

			Tarak sent her a confused frown. “Magic?”

			“Darkness.” Rainn had a bad taste in her mouth. As if the taint in the air was becoming a tangible force. “I’ve never felt anything like it.”

			“Stay back,” Tarak commanded. “I’ll get rid of her.”

			Rainn ignored his arrogant assumption that he should be the one to take charge. It wasn’t because he was male. It was because he was a vampire. They were almost as bad as Weres. She was far more concerned that he was about to do something idiotic.

			Before she could protest, however, Waverly had moved to stand directly in front of her mate. “No, Tarak.” She placed her hands flat on his chest. “You can’t touch her.”

			The vampire was instantly offended. “I can handle a Were. Even if she is glowing.”

			Waverly glanced over her shoulder, her expression troubled. “I think the darkness around her is…”

			Tarak pulled back his lips, revealing his massive fangs. “What?”

			“Poison,” Rainn answered.

			Tarak shrugged. “I’m impervious.”

			Rainn shook her head. “Not to this. It’s not just a poison, it’s…” She struggled for a way to explain the evil she could feel surrounding Brigette. “It’s a mystical toxin.”

			“She’s right,” Waverly insisted, clearly capable of sensing the same darkness as Rainn. “You can’t touch her.”

			Tarak glanced toward Rainn. “What is it?”

			“I don’t know, but it feels the same as whatever is annihilating this land,” she said.

			“How is that possible? A Were doesn’t possess magic.” Tarak’s features twisted with disgust. “Or toxic auras.”

			It was the same question nagging at Rainn. Brigette might have been a smug bitch when they’d been trapped in the burrow, but she hadn’t been coated in evil.

			“I have no idea,” she confessed. “She wasn’t like this earlier.”

			Waverly looked worried. “Maybe we’re too late.”

			“No.” The denial burst out of her with shocking force, echoing eerily through the thick air. With an effort, Rainn regained her composure. “Ulric is still alive,” she insisted, her voice low. “The spirit must have some method of sharing her power with Brigette.”

			Rainn was making a wild guess, but it was the only thing that made sense.

			Tarak hissed in annoyance. “Great. If we can’t touch her, how are we supposed to kill her?”

			Rainn considered the question. If she was right, and the aura was a result of Zella’s powers, then there seemed only one logical way to get rid of her.

			“The aura should disappear if we destroy the spirit,” she told her companions.

			Yeah, yeah. It was a lot of guessing and finger-crossing that she wasn’t making a terrible mistake. But what choice did she have at this point?

			“Right, and I could walk in the daylight if only I could get rid of the pesky sun,” Tarak said in dry tones. “How do you intend to destroy the spirit?”

			“There has to be away,” she hedged.

			“The first thing we need is reinforcements,” the vampire announced. Waverly sent him a startled glance. Rainn assumed that Tarak was the sort of male who never asked for help. The vampire pointed toward a nearby bush that had shriveled to a brittle, charred pile of sticks. “Anything that can create this sort of devastation is too powerful for us to defeat without assistance,” he said. “Cyn can gather his clan and Fallon can bring them here.”

			“I’m sure my people will help as well,” Waverly added.

			Rainn waved away their offers. “No. We can’t wait.”

			“Rainn, I know you’re worried about Ulric. We all are.” Tarak’s expression was somber. “It will destroy Chiron if something happens to his favorite wolf.”

			“This isn’t about Ulric.” Rainn held up a hand as Tarak’s lips parted to argue. “Or at least, not entirely,” she conceded. “I have to stop the spirit from fully entering the world.”

			Waverly stepped toward her, her luminous beauty oddly muted in the fog. As if her fey blood was being weakened by the dark magic. “You don’t have to do it alone,” the mermaid assured her. “We’re in this together.”

			Rainn’s lips twisted into a humorless smile. “Actually, it’s my destiny to confront the evil.”

			“Destiny?” Tarak studied her, as if trying to decide if she was being sincere or just melodramatic.

			Rainn swallowed a sigh. So much for her hope to keep her obligation a secret.

			“The Oracles chose me at birth,” she reluctantly admitted, holding out her arm to reveal the mark. “It’s my duty to bring an end to the evil.”

			Tarak didn’t bother to hide his surprise as his gaze flicked over her. No doubt he was wondering how a tiny sprite with little magic and no weapons intended to battle the most powerful creature on earth.

			It was exactly what she was wondering.

			“So you know how to kill the spirit?” he demanded.

			She wrinkled her nose. “Not exactly. The Oracles didn’t give me instructions.”

			“Typical,” Tarak snapped. “From what little I know about the all-powerful beings, they tend to be—”

			He bit off his words and glanced around. Almost as if he was afraid one of them might be hiding in the fog.

			“Yeah,” she agreed, equally reluctant to say anything bad. At least not out loud. Inside her head she was cursing the omniscient creatures for sending her to fight a war without a clue how to survive.

			It was one thing if she died. But this wasn’t about her. Or Ulric. If she failed, she didn’t doubt that the darkness would consume the world.

			“What do you want from us?” Waverly asked, thankfully interrupting her grim thoughts.

			Rainn reached out to lay her hand on the female’s shoulder. She hadn’t been alone in her journey. She’d had her family. And then Chiron. And, of course, Ulric. But still, she’d carried a burden that she hadn’t been able to share.

			Now she realized it felt good to ask for help.

			“I need you to distract Brigette long enough for me to get into the burrow,” she said.

			The vampire frowned, clearly intending to insist that they all stay together. Then, Waverly firmly grabbed his arm and tugged him away.

			“We’ll take care of her,” she promised Rainn. “Good luck.”

			Rainn shivered. She didn’t need luck.

			She needed a miracle.

		


		
			Chapter 15

			As the two demons jogged away, Rainn captured what little wind could penetrate the fog and wrapped it tightly around her. Instantly, she regretted the need. Yuck. It was like being cocooned in filth.

			How had Brigette endured spending endless centuries in this place? It would drive anyone mad.

			She clenched her teeth, refusing to give in to her primitive urge to release her magic. Right now, she had to concentrate on disguising her presence. Once this was over she’d take a long, hot shower. For a decade. Maybe two.

			Once she was hidden by the air, she watched as Tarak and Waverly headed directly toward Brigette. The female Were sniffed the air as they neared, howling in anticipation. But strangely, she didn’t shift into her wolf.

			Why not? Had the spirit done something to the animal inside her? The thought made Rainn’s stomach clench in horror.

			She had to get to Ulric.

			Now.

			On cue, Brigette charged forward, the creepy darkness swirling around her. She moved with the powerful grace of all Weres. And, as if she wasn’t dangerous enough, she had a dagger clenched in her hand that had a blade that shimmered like pure silver despite the fog.

			Raising the dagger over her head, Brigette prepared to strike. But with blinding speed Tarak and Waverly abruptly veered away, heading toward the destroyed village.

			Brigette turned to follow, before she abruptly hesitated. Why? Did she sense Rainn hiding in the distance? Or did she fear she was being led into a trap? Whatever the cause, she at last tilted back her head to release a howl and chased after the intruders.

			Rainn hissed out a breath she hadn’t known she was holding.

			It’d worked. Brigette was gone. Which meant that there was nothing between her and the burrow.

			She didn’t know whether to be happy or horrified.

			“This is it, Rainn,” she muttered. “Do or die.”

			Grimacing at the unfortunate choice of words, Rainn crossed the chalky ground. Then, slipping through the entrance of the burrow, she released her magic that hid her presence. In the cramped quarters, there would be no way to make herself invisible. Besides, she was going to need her magic for more important things.

			Saving Ulric. Killing an unkillable spirit. And preventing Armageddon.

			No biggie.

			Rainn swallowed the hysterical urge to laugh and forced herself to concentrate on the stairs crumbling beneath her feet. The cave-in had caused even more damage than she’d expected. The floor was shattered, and the walls were scarred and gouged from the rocks that had collapsed from the ceiling.

			Who’d cleaned out the tunnel? Brigette?

			Rainn grimaced. There had to be a ton of rocks the female Were had to remove. No wonder she’d been in such a foul mood.

			Inching forward, Rainn felt a pulse of evil crawling over her. It was more than the gut-churning stench. Or the wind that whispered a shrill warning.

			It was the darkness that clung to her skin like a parasite, sucking at her soul.

			Nasty.

			With a shudder Rainn halted at the entrance to the cavern. Her mouth was dry, and her heart was lodged in her throat. Not the most comfortable sensation. But miraculously, her courage never wavered.

			She was determined to complete her duty. Come hell or high water. Well, there probably wouldn’t be high water. But there was most certainly the potential for hell.

			Rainn bent forward, glancing toward Zella, who was standing across the cavern with her back turned toward her. Like Brigette, the older woman had changed since Rainn had last seen her. Not so much physically. There was still the gray hair and softly rounded body. But there was a fuzziness to her. As if she was having difficulty holding her human form.

			Or maybe she was so jam-packed with her dark magic that it was overflowing.

			Great. Just what Rainn needed.

			Squaring her shoulders, Rainn stepped forward. She allowed her gaze to briefly skim over Ulric, who was lying on a low, stone altar. Just long enough to reassure herself that he was capable of escaping once she managed to distract the spirit.

			Her heart skipped a painful beat. His face was terrifyingly pale, and there were thick rivulets of blood that dripped down his side to pool on the stone beneath him. But she could see his chest moving up and down as he sucked in tortured breaths. And just as importantly, he appeared to be unrestrained.

			That was the best she could hope for right now.

			“I know you’re there, zephyr.” Zella suddenly broke the silence, turning away from the scrolls she’d been studying.

			Rainn felt a ridiculous stab of annoyance at the woman’s dismissive tone.

			“I have a name. It’s Rainn.”

			Zella tilted her head. Like a bird. A super-powerful, crazy-ass bird. “Such a strange habit,” she murmured.

			“Names?”

			“Yes. Why seek to be an individual when you are stronger as one power?”

			Rainn took a step back. Not because she was scared. Okay, that wasn’t entirely true. She was terrified out of her mind. But she was hoping to lure the spirit out of the cavern.

			“One power?” she demanded.

			“Many who become one,” Zella said, the hem of her gray gown brushing the floor as she moved to the center of the cavern. Seeing Rainn’s confusion, she made a sound of frustration. “You will learn.”

			“Actually, I came here to teach you a lesson,” Rainn retorted. Did she sound like a badass? Or a blathering idiot?

			Not that it mattered. Her only concern was keeping the woman talking as she backed her into the tunnel.

			Zella clicked her tongue, but she took a step forward. And then another.

			“I sent Brigette to kill you and she failed,” she said, shaking her head. “Again.”

			Rainn took two steps backward. “What did you do to her?”

			Zella smiled. Or rather she stretched her lips into a creepy replica of a smile. “I’ve given her what she so desperately desired.”

			“Is that why she was screaming?” Rainn demanded.

			“Power comes with a price,” Zella’s smile widened. Clearly, she’d taken a vicious pleasure in Brigette’s pain. “At least for creatures of this world.”

			Rainn took another step back. “Does that mean you’re not from this world?”

			Either unaware or uncaring of the fact that she was being led into the tunnel, Zella moved to stand directly in front of Rainn.

			“I am a part of all worlds.” The woman waved her hands, sparks dancing around her fingertips. “All beings.”

			“Well, we don’t want you here,” Rainn taunted, not having to pretend that she was retreating to avoid the touch of the spirit.

			Just the thought was enough to make her shudder in horror.

			“Too late. Your mate is ensuring that I can fully return.”

			“Return?” Rainn demanded in sharp tones. She didn’t want the spirit to glance back and realize how far they’d drifted away from Ulric. “You’ve been here before?”

			Zella hissed with impatience. “I have just told you that I have been everywhere.”

			“And you have the ego to prove it,” Rainn taunted.

			Okay, provoking the evil spirit wasn’t the best idea, but she didn’t know how else to keep the woman following her as she at last reached the staircase. Once they were out of the burrow…

			Well, she didn’t know what happened then, but it would give Ulric the opportunity to escape. That was the only certain way to keep his blood from breaking the spell. Later she would figure out how the hell she was supposed to kill the spirit.

			One desperate gamble at a time.

			“A shame I am in a hurry,” Zella murmured, speaking more to herself than Rainn. “I would enjoy watching you suffer.”

			“The feeling is mutual,” Rainn said, her voice throbbing with a raw honesty. She wanted to see this creature suffer. Not only had she caused the death of Ulric’s pack, but she was corrupting the earth with her foul magic. “You’re an obscene insult to my world. The sooner you’re destroyed, the sooner I can forget you ever existed.”

			“Enough.” Zella scowled, almost as if Rainn had wounded her feelings. Could an evil spirit be insulted?

			Coming to a halt, Zella pointed her finger at Rainn. Instantly a bolt of fire seared through the air.

			Muttering a curse, Rainn leaped to the side. She slammed against the wall as heat sizzled against her skin and then exploded at the exact spot where she’d been standing.

			Horrified, she watched the stone melt and an acrid smoke fill the air.

			Crap.

			She’d expected the spirit to have magic. And she’d assumed it would have something to do with the sparks she’d seen dancing around her body and smoldering in her eyes.

			But she hadn’t known she was a freaking flamethrower.

			Gathering her own power, Rainn sent a blast of air at Zella. Not as scary as fire, but it had the benefit of being invisible. Which meant Zella wasn’t ready for the punch in the center of her chest. She grunted in shock as she was knocked on her ass.

			“You should be more careful,” Rainn taunted, trying to distract the spirit long enough to catch her breath. “You’re going to hurt someone.”

			Zella slowly shoved herself upright.

			Rainn shivered. Zella’s eyes were pure fire. And even more disturbing, the strange blurriness that surrounded the woman had intensified. As if she was somehow out of focus.

			Did it have something to do with sharing her power with Brigette? Or was it connected to Ulric and his blood?

			The thought sent a jolt of urgency through Rainn. She had to end this. Now.

			“What are you?”

			Rainn’s lips twisted. That was a question she was only now starting to consider. Perhaps too late. “So far I’ve been an obedient daughter, and a weapon for the Oracles,” she admitted, gathering her power as she watched the sparks begin to dance around Zella’s fingers. “I’d like to discover if I can be more.”

			“You can be dead,” Zella hissed.

			“I don’t think so,” Rainn rasped, wrapping bands of air around the spirit.

			She’d intended to slam the creature against the wall, but without warning, her magic went right through her. As if she was an illusion.

			Dammit.

			Zella smiled, waving her hand to shoot a tsunami of flames toward Rainn. There was no leaping out of the way this time. Instead, Rainn frantically wrapped the air around her as the fire roared through the tunnel.

			Pain seared through her. Even with all her efforts, she couldn’t deflect the nuclear-level heat. She had to stop it.

			Desperately, Rainn diverted a portion of her magic. Bending the air, she used it to dislodge a large rock from the ceiling. She didn’t have the strength for another cave-in, but as the rock hit Zella on the head, it managed to disrupt the flames.

			Zella hissed, glancing up in annoyance. Clearly she was bracing for the ceiling to collapse on her.

			Rainn used the momentary reprieve to try and connect with Ulric.

			She had the ability to enter humans’ minds and manipulate their thoughts as well as erase their memories. It was a trick that had come in handy since she’d started working at Dreamscape Resorts. Occasionally one of the guests would have the ability to detect that a staff member wasn’t human. Rainn would tweak their memory to ensure they either dismissed their fears or forgot all about them.

			Unfortunately, her power didn’t usually work on demons. They had a primitive defense against mind control. But if Ulric truly was her mate, it should create a connection to allow her to reach him.

			Using the last of her strength, she called out to the male who was the only hope she had to save the world.

			* * * *

			Ulric was lost in the fog.

			Where had Brigette gone? She’d been standing directly in front of him and then she’d disappeared.

			He tried to move. A mistake, as a vicious pain ripped through his side. It felt like a wild animal was clawing through his flesh.

			Something bad had happened. Something really bad. Reaching for his wolf, Ulric growled in frustration.

			Nothing.

			His connection to his animal was blocked. Fury pounded through him as he battled against the gray shroud that clouded his mind. It was a spell. And he knew only one creature who had magic that turned to fog.

			Zella.

			But knowing what was happening to him didn’t do a damned thing to help. Not even when he caught Rainn’s misty scent.

			Deep inside, his wolf howled with longing. The animal was desperate to reach her. Did he smell her blood? Was she injured? The fear was maddening.

			At the same time he heard the distant sound of her voice urging him to get up. To flee.

			Fiercely he latched on to her voice. He had no intention of fleeing. But it was like a lifeline leading him through the thick, gray clouds.

			Vaguely he was aware of the hard stone beneath his back and the terrible stench of decay.

			He was back in the burrow. He didn’t know how he’d gotten there. The last thing he remembered was being in Chiron’s old lair beneath the cliffs. He’d been lying on a bed…

			“Ulric.” Rainn’s urgent voice sliced through his clouded memories.

			Dammit. He had to reach her.

			Ignoring the pain in his side, Ulric struggled against the invisible bonds that held him hostage.

			“There’s a better way,” a husky female voice whispered in his ear.

			Ulric warily stilled. The voice wasn’t in his ear, he abruptly realized. It was in his mind. “Who’s there?”

			“Chaaya,” the voice answered. “The Gatekeeper.”

			Gatekeeper? What did that mean? Ulric shoved aside the question. It didn’t matter. Not now.

			“Get out of my head,” he rasped, trying to block the female’s voice.

			“Stop that.”

			Ulric felt a mental slap. As if there was someone actually inside his skull capable of physically whacking his brain.

			It didn’t hurt, but it was creepy as hell.

			Inside, his wolf growled, but before he could threaten her with a bloody dismemberment, she was once again intruding into his thoughts.

			“Do you want to rescue your female or not?” she demanded.

			Ulric forced himself to take a deep breath. Obviously the mystery voice wasn’t going to leave him alone until he’d heard what she had to say. “Why would you help?”

			“I died to remove the beast,” she told him.

			Ulric frowned. He couldn’t smell the female, but he could sense her essence. It was strange. Almost ephemeral.

			“You’re not a Were,” he announced with absolute certainty. “You’re a human.”

			“I was,” she admitted.

			Ulric sucked in a sharp breath, hit by a sudden suspicion. A human who died to remove a beast? Could the voice belong to the skeleton discovered in the burrow?

			It seemed crazy, but no more crazy than anything else that’d happened since he returned to his homeland. “How do I know this isn’t a trick?”

			“You have no choice but to trust me,” she said.

			“Wrong,” he growled, squeezing shut his eyes as he strained to shove her out of his mind.

			“Demons,” she muttered. Then, without warning, a vision of Rainn filled his thoughts. She was pressed against the side of the tunnel, trapped by a torrent of fire. “She’s going to die if you don’t listen to me.”

			Terror ripped through Ulric. Rainn was obviously wrapped in her magic, but the fire was creeping closer and closer. At any time she was going to be consumed by the evil.

			“If something happens to her, human…”

			“What part of listen to me do you not understand?” Chaaya interrupted. “I swear, dogs are the most thick-skulled demons ever created.”

			Ulric clenched his hands. When he finally got his powers back he was going to ensure he was treated with proper respect. For now, however, he had no choice but to grin and bear the constant insults.

			Okay, he wasn’t grinning, but he was bearing.

			“What do you want from me?” he demanded.

			“Your blood is destroying the barrier,” Chaaya said. “You have to heal yourself.”

			“I can’t.”

			“Just shift.”

			Ulric hissed in frustration. “The fog is interfering.”

			“Shit,” the female muttered.

			Rainn’s voice abruptly echoed in his head. “Hurry, Ulric,” she cried out. “You have to get out.”

			He grimly reached out to the stranger. “Do something.”

			His words were met by silence. Ulric cursed. Had the human disappeared? Or worse, had she been a figment of his fevered imagination?

			“There’s only one option,” the female at last responded.

			Ulric released a shaky breath of relief. She was still there. Thank the goddess. “What?”

			“I have to get you out of there.”

			“Can you open a portal?” he eagerly asked.

			She snorted. “How many humans do you know who can open a portal?”

			“How many humans can use telepathy? Or hang around a burrow after they die?”

			“You don’t think that was my choice, do you?” she demanded. “If it was up to me, I’d be lying on a beach in the Bahamas.”

			Ulric bit back his angry words. If he didn’t need the snarky female…

			But he did, he sternly reminded himself. At least until Rainn was safe.

			“Just get us out of here,” he said between clenched teeth.

			“I don’t think you’re in a position to be giving orders.”

			“Chaaya.”

			“Fine.” He heard her click her tongue. “God, men are such drama queens.”

			He ignored her insult. “What are you going to do?”

			“Get you out of there,” she said.

			Could she be any more vague? “How are you going to get us out?” he pressed.

			He’d decided since Brigette’s arrival in Vegas to be careful what he wished for. It too often bit him in the ass.

			“I have to bring you to me,” the female said.

			“Where are you?”

			“On the other side.”

			Still too vague. “The other side of what?”

			“Hold on.”

			Ulric parted his lips to protest. He had no idea what the human thought she could do. She’d already admitted that she couldn’t open a portal. And even if she was a witch, she couldn’t teleport people.

			But before he could demand a detailed explanation of what was about to happen, the world went dark.

			It wasn’t like entering the fog. Or even the few times that he’d traveled through a portal. This was an utter and complete nothingness. As if he was floating somewhere out in space.

			Then he was whirling in a dizzying circle. He felt like he was being sucked down a drain. His stomach heaved and the pain in his side was excruciating. He was being ripped apart and there wasn’t a damned thing he could do to stop it.

			At last the swirling stopped and Ulric was dumped onto a hard patch of ground. He grunted, his hand instinctively pressing against his wound. He was still bleeding, but right now he was more focused on his new surroundings than his injury.

			Forcing himself to his feet, he glanced around.

			Where was he? He was no longer in the burrow. But that was all he could say for sure. There was nothing to tell him where he’d landed. The ground was a dull brown and extended as far as the eye could see. There were no trees. No vegetation. No buildings. Nothing.

			Overhead the sky was a weird greenish-gray shade. There was light, but no sun or moon. As if the glow was simply a part of the air.

			He stood still, sucking in a deep breath. Hell. There wasn’t even any smell here.

			It was empty.

			Not sure whether to be relieved he was out of the burrow or terrified that he was someplace worse, Ulric felt a tingle of magic. Turning, he watched as Rainn appeared out of thin air.

			“Rainn.”

			Leaping forward, he grasped her as she tumbled toward the ground. Then he squeezed her tight against him. Thank the goddess, she was alive. And in his arms. In this moment that was all that mattered.

			She lifted her hands, using the tips of her fingers to trace his face. He shivered at her light touch, joy racing through him. But even as he started to lower his head and claim a long overdue kiss, she was turning her head to glance down at his side.

			“You’re still injured,” she breathed.

			About to assure her that he would eventually heal, Ulric was interrupted by the mysterious female voice.

			“Can we postpone this touching reunion until we have some space between us and the pissed-off beast?”

			Ulric tightened his arms around Rainn even as there was another tingle of magic and Chaaya appeared.

			He didn’t know what he’d expected. A gnarled old woman with a hunchback. Or a walking skeleton that rattled with every step. Instead there was a tiny female who didn’t look more than twenty-one in human years.

			Astonished, he allowed his gaze to roam over her slender body, which was covered by a pair of leather pants and a matching leather jacket. She had a perfect oval face with large dark eyes and soft pink lips. Her skin was a rich shade of bronze and her dark hair was cut short, almost buzzed to the skull. He assumed it was to reveal the Celtic tattoos that started behind her ears and ran down the sides of her neck.

			She could have walked into his casino and he wouldn’t have batted an eye. Well, except for the short spear she had belted around her waist.

			“Who are you?” Rainn demanded in confusion.

			“Not now,” the girl snapped. “Follow me.”

			Rainn sent him a searching gaze. “Ulric?”

			Ulric hesitated. None of this made sense. The young woman who claimed to be human was striding away without bothering to glance back at them. How had she brought them to this place?

			More important, what was this place?

			Then he gave a sharp shake of his head. He wasn’t stupid. He knew that they’d fallen down the rabbit hole. Still, they were out of the burrow. And the fog was gone.

			For now, he was going to take that as a win.

			“She calls herself Chaaya. I think we have to trust her,” he muttered. “For now.”

			“Okay.”

			Something inside Ulric melted at Rainn’s ready willingness to follow his lead. She might not accept him as a mate, but…

			No. He slammed the door on that painful thought.

			He wasn’t going to dwell on Rainn’s rejection. Not now. Hopefully not ever.

			Keeping his arm wrapped around the sprite’s shoulders, Ulric followed Chaaya. He was careful to keep a reasonable distance between them. If this was a trap, he wanted time to react.

			They traveled over the empty landscape, the dull ground absorbing the sound of their footsteps. Everything here was muffled. As if they were stuffed in some gigantic closet.

			Then the girl in front of them gave a wave of her hand. “In there.”

			Ulric blinked. Just ahead of them was a small, thatch-roofed cottage. Had that been there before? No. Surely, he would have noticed it?

			Perhaps it was an illusion.

			Giving a shake of his head, he slowly approached the structure. The white paint was peeling off the sides of the cottage, and the narrow windows were clouded with age. Even the front door was weathered.

			“Is this real?”

			Chaaya shrugged. “As far as I can tell. It’s the one place in this hellhole that the beast can’t enter.”

			“The beast.” Rainn glanced at the girl in confusion. “Is that Zella?”

			“It has a thousand names and a thousand faces,” the girl said.

			Ulric grimaced. He was beginning to suspect he’d seriously underestimated the scope of Zella’s immense power.

			“What is it?” Rainn demanded.

			Chaaya paused, as if not sure how to explain.

			“Corruption,” she at last said.

			“I don’t understand what that means.” Rainn furrowed her brow. “Is it a demon? A spirit?”

			“It’s the darkness that corrupts the soul and taints the magic,” Chaaya tried to clarify.

			“Evil?” Rainn pressed.

			“It gave birth to evil,” Chaaya said.

			That was a conversation ender. Nothing like the knowledge they were being chased by the mother of all evil, to terrify them into silence.

			At last Ulric forced himself to clear the lump from his throat.

			“And this place is its lair?” he asked.

			“No.” Chaaya glanced around. “It’s more like a foyer to our world.”

			Ulric didn’t entirely understand, but he stored away the information and moved on. “And who are you?”

			“The Gatekeeper.”

			“You keep using that word,” Ulric complained. “What does it mean?”

			The girl’s features abruptly hardened. “It was my death that created the barrier.”

			Ulric heard Rainn suck in a sharp breath as she realized who this girl must be. Or at least who she had been.

			“You were the one sacrificed,” she said.

			Chaaya pressed her lips together. “Yep.”

			“How did you end up in that burrow?” Ulric demanded.

			“The witches came to my village, demanding a sacrifice. I was chosen.” Something that looked like pain smoldered in her eyes before her snarky defiance returned. “Lucky me.”

			Rainn made a soft sound of sympathy. The zephyr no doubt understood Chaaya’s sense of betrayal better than anyone. She might not have been offered up by her tribe as a sacrifice, but her duty to the Oracles might easily be a death sentence.

			Even Ulric couldn’t deny a small amount of pity. “When?”

			Chaaya squared her shoulders, as if slamming the door on her painful memories. “I don’t have an exact date. Long before you were born.”

			Long before? That meant she had to be well over a thousand years old. Probably several thousand. “So if you’re the skeleton—”

			“Rude,” Chaaya scolded.

			Ulric plowed ahead. “Then what are you now?”

			“I don’t know. I suppose I must be a ghost. After I was…well, you know.” She ran a finger across her neck, indicating someone slicing her throat. “I woke up in this place. Thankfully, I’m able to glimpse the world.” She moved her hand from her throat to wave it above her head. Instantly a small square appeared. It looked like a window, and Ulric had a glimpse of a busy city street. New York? Paris? Maybe London. “I’ve watched generations come and go.” She lowered her hand and the window disappeared. “It relieves the tedium.”

			Ulric glanced around. This strange place just kept getting stranger.

			And Chaaya…

			He’d never encountered anything like her.

			Right now, however, he needed to focus on protecting Rainn. A job that would have been a lot easier if he wasn’t weak, bleeding, and incapable of shifting into his wolf. “You’re here alone?”

			“Just me and the beast.” She glanced around the empty landscape. “The other demons battled against the darkness, but I was the only one actually sacrificed. Again”—a humorless smile twisted her lips—“lucky me.”

			“What other demons?” Ulric demanded.

			“All of them.” Chaaya waved a hand in an inclusive motion. “The fey, the Weres. Even the dragons. Everyone except the vampires.”

			“Dragons?” Ulric arched his brows in surprise.

			The dragons had retreated from this world a very long time ago. Although he’d heard rumors that they’d started to return. At least for short visits.

			Chaaya nodded. “They used their fire to seal shut the door that the mermaids created.”

			Ulric exchanged a confused glance with Rainn.

			“There were mermaids in the burrow?” he demanded, returning his attention to Chaaya.

			The girl sent him a frown that implied she couldn’t believe he was so stupid. “The doorway isn’t in the burrow.”

			Ulric blinked. Okay. That was a shock. After all, everything connected to Zella had been happening in the cavern beneath his old village.

			“Then why is your skeleton there?”

			Chaaya narrowed her eyes, but she didn’t reprimand him again. Clearly, she was touchy about the whole skeleton thing.

			“My blood was used to provide a barrier in case the door was somehow damaged,” Chaaya told him. “You could say I’m the backup plan.”

			“And the scrolls that were in the burrow?” he pressed.

			“They were placed there on the day I was sacrificed. They were part of the barrier,” Chaaya told him. “The magic is a mystical blockade. It didn’t physically have to be next to the doorway.” She held up a hand. “And before you ask, I have no idea why that precise spot was chosen.”

			Rainn leaned against Ulric, clearly weary from her battle with Zella. “Why have a doorway at all?”

			This time it was Rainn who got the Are you stupid? glare.

			“Because there was a gaping hole from where the beast clawed its way into the world the first time. They couldn’t repair the damage, so they had to put a patch over it.” Chaaya paused, sucking in a deep breath as if trying to keep control of her temper. Obviously, spending so many years alone in this place did nothing to improve her people skills. “Then they created a second layer of protection.”

			Rainn appeared indifferent to the girl’s mounting impatience. “With all that protection, how did Zella manage to get through?”

			Chaaya took another deep breath, but she answered the question.

			“It started with the Dark Lord,” she said, referring to the godlike creature the vampires had destroyed only a few years ago. “His disciples released his evil into the world. The beast used them as anchors to sneak small portions of itself through the doorway,” she explained, nodding toward Ulric. “It was your father who recognized the danger. He tried to stop her with a new layer of magic, but…”

			“He was too late,” Ulric breathed, suddenly understanding why his father had been so obsessed with the burrow. He’d known something was wrong.

			The girl nodded. “Yes.”

			Ulric felt a pang of self-loathing. Why had he so childishly run off to London? He should have been here helping his father. And even if they couldn’t have halted Zella, at least he wouldn’t have come bumbling back here, allowing his blood to destroy the barrier.

			Damn.

		


		
			Chapter 16

			Brigette snarled in frustration. How long had she been chasing the intruders? A half hour? More? It felt like an eternity.

			And still they managed to elude her.

			She needed her wolf. In her animal form nothing could outrun her. But no matter how hard she strained, she couldn’t reach the elusive creature.

			Damn Zella.

			For centuries the old woman had kept Brigette as her personal slave. Over and over she’d promised that Brigette would have her rewards, but each passing year she’d found some excuse to keep Brigette trapped.

			Now, at last, she had her power. It coursed through her like a river of fire. But it didn’t make her faster or stronger. In fact, she didn’t know what it was doing beyond causing her wolf to retreat even deeper inside her. As if it was terrified of the evil magic flowing through her veins.

			She wanted to howl in misery.

			Once she received her gift, she was supposed to flee this rotting pile of crap. She would have a new home. And her awesome powers would attract the strongest of Weres to form her new pack. And, in time, she’d intended to challenge Salvatore, the current King of Weres. Why not dream big?

			Instead she was stuck chasing a vampire and mermaid across the barren landscape. She didn’t know where the zephyr was, and she didn’t care. She didn’t even care that she was being led away from the burrow.

			It was as if she was being compelled to finish the hunt.

			And perhaps she was. Zella had possessed control over her since the first day they’d met. Brigette might have been vain and hungry for power, but she would never have agreed to the atrocities that’d destroyed her family. And certainly she wouldn’t have wasted the past centuries, either scouring the world for her missing pack mate or stuck in this disgusting fog.

			But now it was more than the mental prodding that had urged her to give in to her worst impulses. It was a ruthless compulsion that she couldn’t battle against.

			Dammit. She’d leaped from the frying pan directly into the fire.

			Maybe Ulric would kill the bitch, she told herself. Now that she realized the power she’d been promised was a hoax, she was even more eager to see the woman destroyed.

			She wanted to be free.

			A grim smile twisted her lips as she recalled her brief visit to Vegas. She hadn’t wanted to admit it to herself, but she’d savored the glitz and glamour of Ulric’s life. It’d been a stark contrast to her own barren existence.

			Unfortunately, right now she had no choice but to give in to the brutal demand that she hunt down her prey.

			Jogging over the rocky ground, Brigette scanned the empty landscape. She could still smell the mermaid, but the vampire had disappeared. Not totally unexpected. Vampires didn’t leave a trail. Even a Were had to be within a few feet to actually catch their icy scent.

			Which meant there was always the danger that he could circle around and attack her from behind.

			Remaining on high alert, she continued along the edge of the cliff. She was not only worried about the vampire and mermaid, but there was a strange sensation starting to ripple through her.

			As if…

			Stumbling to a halt, Brigette concentrated on the power that was churning inside her. What was happening? It didn’t feel the same as when Zella had shoved the magic inside her. That had been like swallowing lava. This was more a wavering in the power. Like a loose light bulb that was flickering on and off.

			Was it possible that Ulric had shaken off the mind control around him and was battling against Zella? Or was it the zephyr?

			Maybe something else.

			Fear shot down Brigette’s spine. It was one thing to fantasize about Zella’s death and another to consider it a reality.

			Not that she cared about the bitch. Her only concern was for herself.

			As always.

			What happened to her if Zella was somehow killed? Or even if her physical form was destroyed? Could their connection somehow pull Brigette into the evil cesspit Zella had crawled out of?

			That would be disappointing as hell. Literally.

			And even if her bond with Zella was broken, she was far too close to Ulric and his bizarre collection of friends. She didn’t doubt for a second that killing her would be on top of his to-do list.

			She needed to get away from there. ASAP.

			Busy struggling against Zella’s lingering compulsion, Brigette failed to pay attention to the scent of salt. Not entirely her fault—she assumed it was coming from the ocean breeze. It wasn’t until she heard the sound of footsteps that she recognized the danger. Stiffening, she watched the mermaid appear out of the darkness.

			Why wasn’t she still running away?

			Did the fey creature sense that Brigette was losing the dark power she’d been given?

			Clutching the dagger, Brigette muttered a string of curses. She wasn’t scared of the mermaid. She didn’t need extra powers to kill a fey creature, although she would prefer to do it as a wolf. But she wanted to disappear before Ulric could come looking for her.

			“Go away, mermaid.” She made a warning gesture with the dagger. “Or die. Your choice.”

			She expected the female to dart away. She had to know that she was no match for a pureblooded Were. Instead, she stood her ground.

			“Do you think you’re scary?”

			Brigette stepped forward. She could rip the tiny female to shreds, but she didn’t want to waste the energy. “Obviously I am,” she growled. “You’re the one who has been running away from me.”

			“Not running,” the mermaid denied. Then she smiled. “Leading.”

			Brigette tried to laugh. The female was bluffing. She had to be. But the laugh stuck in her throat.

			“Leading me to what?” she demanded.

			“Away from the fog.”

			Any fear that had started to form in the pit of Brigette’s stomach disappeared. The mermaid was an idiot if she thought the fog provided her power.

			“Why? I can kill you as easily here as surrounded by Zella’s magic.” Brigette took another step forward. “Perhaps easier.”

			“Ah. But I couldn’t do this.” The mermaid lifted her hand.

			Brigette braced herself. She didn’t know what kind of magic the mermaid might have. Most fey creatures were prey, not predators, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t hurt other demons.

			When nothing happened, Brigette frowned. Then, suddenly she felt herself being tugged forward.

			“What the hell—” Her words were cut off as she watched a gaping portal being opened directly in front of her. Oh shit. She dug in her heels even when she knew it was futile. “No.”

			* * * *

			Rainn studied Chaaya, her heart heavy with sympathy. The girl looked like she’d barely been more than a teenager when she’d been sacrificed. And if that hadn’t been awful enough, she’d been trapped in this skeevy foyer between dimensions. It was no wonder she was a little…short-tempered.

			Rainn might have resented the Oracles and the knowledge that she would eventually be called to fulfill her destiny, but at least she hadn’t had her throat slit and her bones hung in a dirty burrow.

			“Where is the beast?” Ulric demanded, breaking into her dark thoughts.

			Chaaya tilted back her head, as if she was sniffing the stale air. With a grimace, she glared at Ulric.

			“She followed you here,” she said.

			Ulric countered her glare with one of his own. The two obviously weren’t about to become BFFs anytime soon. “She’s here?”

			Chaaya pointed toward Ulric’s wound. “She still needs your blood.”

			Ulric scowled, pressing his hand over the scratches. “How do we stop her?”

			“You have to heal,” the girl insisted.

			A flare of heat pulsed through the air. Ulric was always hot-tempered. After everything they’d just endured, his mood was set to volcanic.

			“I can’t,” he said between clenched teeth. “Not without my wolf.”

			Chaaya turned her attention to Rainn. “There’s another way.”

			Rainn blinked in confusion. Did the girl think she had the healing magic? Some fey creatures did. But not zephyrs. “What are you talking about?”

			“I don’t have to be a Were to know he’s in the middle of his mating madness,” Chaaya drawled.

			“Hey,” Ulric muttered even as Rainn slowly realized what the girl meant.

			Ulric’s weakness wasn’t caused just by his injury. It was her refusal to accept the mating bond. Regret twisted her heart. Along with a completely inappropriate flare of anticipation.

			Chaaya flashed a deliberately provoking smile toward Ulric. “Are you blushing, dog?”

			“You…” Ulric stepped forward, but Rainn quickly grasped his arm.

			“Don’t, Ulric.”

			Chaaya’s smile widened. “Go in the cottage and put this male out of his misery,” she commanded, her smile fading as she glanced toward Rainn. “And don’t come out until he’s healed.”

			“I’ll take care of Ulric,” Rainn promised.

			Ulric narrowed his eyes as Chaaya took a step back. “Wait. What are you going to do?”

			The girl grabbed the spear holstered at her side. The blade looked like it’d been made out of copper and the ebony handle was decorated with strange markings.

			“I’m going to keep the beast entertained.”

			Chaaya was jogging away before Ulric could protest. Then, she simply disappeared. As if the strange, stagnant air had swallowed her.

			Rainn grimaced, then tugged Ulric toward the nearby cottage. “Come on.”

			Ulric allowed himself to be led up the pathway. Rainn pushed open the door, her eyes widening in surprise.

			The cottage had looked traditional from the outside, but she hadn’t really expected the old-fashioned style to be reflected inside. After all, Chaaya didn’t seem like a chintz and lace sort of gal. She was more leather, guts, and pointy weapons.

			Of course, this house might very well have been created long before Chaaya was condemned to stand guard in this place.

			“It feels different here,” Rainn murmured, relieved at the warm, fragrant air that wrapped around them.

			Her gaze moved over the flagstone floor that was covered by hand-woven rugs, and the low, open-beamed ceiling. Next she took in the carved wooden furniture that was piled with bright cushions.

			Ulric’s expression was oddly wistful. “Like home.”

			Rainn’s heart squeezed with sympathy. Did the place remind him of his parents’ cottage?

			“Yeah,” she softly agreed. Then, tightening her grip on his arm, she urged him toward the opening across the room.

			They were wasting time. As much as she wanted to wrap her arms around Ulric and urge him to reminisce about his childhood with his pack, they needed him strong and healthy.

			And there was one way to accomplish that task.

			A renegade excitement tingled through her. It had nothing to do with her duty to the Oracles. Or the fear that the world was in danger until Zella was destroyed.

			It was entirely focused on her selfish desire to get her hands on Ulric. Not just on, but all over. Head to toe and all the delicious spots in between.

			“Stop,” Ulric protested, clearly sensing Rainn’s ruthless determination to seduce him.

			“Don’t be stubborn,” she chided.

			Ulric muttered a curse, but he readily allowed himself to be led into the bedroom. “You call me stubborn?” he groused. “You could give lessons to a mule.”

			She shrugged. “It’s part of my charm.”

			“Yes.”

			Rainn’s heart fluttered. Really and truly. Just like a butterfly trapped in her chest.

			Unnerved by the sensation, Rainn glanced around the snug bedroom. Once again, she was astonished by the homey feel to it. There was a stone fireplace with a heavy mantel that was lined with delicate pottery. The windows were covered by lacy curtains, and a hand-stitched quilt was spread across the brass bed set in the center of the floor.

			Suddenly Ulric swayed from side to side, as if he was on the point of collapse. Rainn chided herself for her momentary distraction, firmly pulling Ulric toward the bed.

			“Lie down before you fall down,” she ordered.

			Ulric grimaced, collapsing on the mattress. He rolled onto his back, gazing up at her with pain-filled eyes. “I don’t suppose there’s anything to eat here?” he demanded. “I’m starving.”

			A toxic combination of fear and regret swirled through Rainn. Taking care not to jostle him, she crawled onto the bed and stretched out next to him.

			“I’ll look,” she promised, turning to the side to face him. “Later.”

			His head swiveled on the pillow to study her with a wary gaze. “Rainn—”

			“Ssh.” She pressed her fingers to his lips. “I need you to listen to me.”

			He arched a brow. “I always listen.”

			“You promise?” she pressed.

			He paused before giving a nod of his head. “Okay. I promise.”

			Rainn’s fluttering heart went into overdrive. Why was this so difficult? It felt like that moment she’d been swept over the canyon, frantically trying to float before she was plummeting toward the ground.

			“When you confessed that I was your mate—”

			“Don’t, Rainn,” he interrupted in harsh tones.

			She scowled at him. This was hard enough without him making it more difficult. “You promised to listen.”

			“There’s no need to discuss this.”

			“There’s every need,” she insisted.

			He turned his head to stare at the open beams above them. His body was stiff and a fine layer of sweat coated his skin. He was in far more pain than he wanted her to realize.

			“Rainn, I’m as anxious as you are to find a way to destroy Zella, but you can’t force yourself to become my mate. It doesn’t work that way.”

			“I know how it works, Ulric. I don’t have a wolf, but I have this. She reached to grasp his hand, pressing it to the center of her chest.

			A prickling heat filled the room. Ulric could never hide his emotions. They spilled out of him like a furnace.

			“What are you talking about?” he rasped.

			“My heart.”

			He sucked in a pained breath. “You made your feelings clear earlier.”

			“Actually, I didn’t,” she insisted. “I made a mess of everything.”

			“I don’t blame you,” he assured her, his jaw tight as if he was clenching his teeth. “We aren’t in charge of destiny. No matter how much we might want to be.”

			“Trust me, I know. Probably better than anyone.” She abruptly wrinkled her nose, remembering her earlier decision that her fate hadn’t been nearly as bad as others’. “Except for Chaaya. And that’s why I reacted like an idiot.”

			“You were honest.” The words were bleak. As if he was talking about a death. “And that’s the end of the story.”

			She clicked her tongue. Was he deliberately making this difficult?

			“You keep forgetting that whole listening thing.”

			“I’m listening.”

			“No, you’re deflecting.” She held his gaze. “It’s hard enough for me to share what I’m feeling. My people aren’t like most fey creatures, who are always spewing their emotions around. We are a secluded, private tribe.”

			He moved his hand to stroke a path up the side of her neck, tucking her hair behind her ear. “Your ability to stay calm no matter what is happening has always impressed Chiron.”

			“And infuriated you.”

			He wrinkled his nose. “I thought it was because I was so impulsive and hotheaded. You made me look like a raving lunatic in comparison.”

			Rainn’s lips twitched. Ulric had never been a raving lunatic. He was too disciplined. But he was much more…expressive with his feelings than her. Or Chiron.

			Oddly, his temperamental style made him a favorite with the Dreamscape staff. Most of them were terrified of Chiron, and they found Rainn aloof, but they would readily go to Ulric if they had a problem.

			“But?” she prompted.

			His fingers brushed over her cheek, the heat of touch branding her with pleasure.

			“But now I suspect I wanted to rip through your composure to find the woman beneath,” he admitted. “My wolf already sensed you were special.”

			Rainn shivered. She was making her own realizations. Like why she’d gone to such lengths to avoid spending time alone with Ulric. And why she’d evaded his touch.

			Just the light brush of his fingers was causing complete chaos. Her heart banged against her ribs and her breath tangled in her throat.

			She forced herself to continue. “Once I was taken to the Oracles I only became more determined to bury my emotions.” She needed him to understand. “My people were depending on me to fulfill my duty. I couldn’t risk being distracted.”

			“That’s what I am?” His fingers drifted along her jaw. “A distraction?”

			“At first,” she murmured, tilting back her head as his hand wrapped around her throat. It wasn’t threatening. It was a gesture of delicious possession. “A very sexy, occasionally charming distraction.”

			His eyes darkened, the heat in the room ratcheting up several more degrees.

			“Sexy,” he growled. “I like the sound of that.”

			Rainn swallowed a groan, her gaze skimming over his hard, chiseled features, and down the muscular chest that was emphasized by his tight T-shirt. Sexy was actually an understatement. He was…well, she didn’t know what was sexier than sexy. All she knew was that he was a loyal, gorgeous male who came complete with a wolf.

			What could be better?

			“But I had to stay focused,” she said, reminding herself she still had to stay focused. “And then Brigette made her appearance in the casino.”

			“Brigette.” His expression hardened with fury at the mention of his cousin. “She’s going to pay for what she did.”

			Rainn refused to think about the treacherous female. This moment was about Ulric. And their bond. And all the delicious ways she intended to prove to this male that she was completely on board with the whole mating thing.

			“She’ll pay,” Rainn assured the male, using the tips of her fingers to smooth away his frown. “But not until you have your strength back.”

			“Rainn.”

			She once again pressed her fingers to his lips. She wanted to finish her story. Once they were done with the past, they could concentrate on the present.

			A warm bed. Some temporary alone-time. And the urgent desire to mate.

			“Once I recognized the evil was centered on the female Were, and ultimately Zella, I became even more determined to fulfill my duty,” she said.

			“I understand,” he insisted. “I truly do.”

			Rainn made a sound of impatience. “I didn’t. When you confessed that I was your mate, I panicked. I told myself that I had to concentrate on battling the evil. That I couldn’t allow myself to be diverted from my quest. Even if…” A sudden lump of anxiety lodged the words in her throat.

			“Even if what?”

			“Even if it meant denying what was in my heart.”

			He stilled, almost as if he was expecting a blow. “What was in your heart?”

			She swallowed the lump. This was it. Now or never. “The knowledge that you belong to me.”

		


		
			Chapter 17

			Ulric sucked in a sharp breath. Somewhere in the back of his mind was an urgent voice whispering that they couldn’t be sure the cottage was safe.

			Chaaya had given them a fanciful story about being sacrificed and endless centuries of battling the beast. But what if she was just some weird manifestation of evil? And what if she’d urged them to stay in the cottage until Zella could travel to this place and destroy them?

			Still, it was remarkably easy to ignore the voice.

			He was too weak to fight. Or even run. Hell, he wasn’t sure he could roll out of the bed at this point. And besides, he was willing to risk death if it meant he could savor the feel of Rainn’s fingers gently stroking his face.

			“You said you couldn’t be my mate,” he forced himself to remind her.

			He’d been deeply hurt by her rejection. It wasn’t easy to open himself up to another disappointment.

			She flinched, as if disturbed by his accusation.

			“Because I feared it might jeopardize my people,” she insisted. “It was only because I agreed to the Oracles’ demands that they continue to offer their protection. How could I choose to follow my heart if it meant putting my family in danger?” Her fingers lingered against his cheek, the warm mist of her breath brushing his lips. “It didn’t occur to me that I could find my true love and still battle against Zella.”

			A shudder of anticipation rippled through him. “True love?”

			Her eyes darkened to smoke, her scent drenching the room. “Mmm.”

			There was a stirring deep inside him. Something familiar and wonderful.

			“Does that mean mate?” he demanded. He wanted it spelled out in black and white.

			“It does.”

			The words were simple. It does. But they sent an avalanche of sensations cascading through him.

			Still, his animal remained wary. “What about the Oracles?”

			“They told me I had to destroy the evil,” she said, her voice husky. “They didn’t say I had to do it alone.”

			“Alone is a very bad thing,” he agreed.

			“Yeah. I like together better.”

			He hesitated, his gaze anxiously scanning her face. Once he committed, there was no going back. “Are you sure?”

			A slow, wicked smile curved her lips. “I’m happy to convince you.”

			Ulric growled. He liked the sound of that. “How?”

			“I could do this.” Inching closer to his tense body, she nipped the lobe of his ear.

			Ulric jerked, his cock hardening in anticipation. “That’s a good start.”

			Using the tip of her tongue, she traced a wet path down the length of his jaw. “And this.”

			“An even better start,” he rasped, the fingers that had instinctively cupped around her throat skimming up to grasp her chin. “Rainn.”

			“Has anyone told you that you talk too much?” she murmured, cutting off his last demand to be sure she knew what she was getting into.

			He arched a brow. “Not and lived.”

			She gave his ear another nip. “My big, bad wolf.”

			Ulric rolled to his side, facing her. A sensation far too big to fit into his heart swelled through him at the sight of her flirtatious smile. He’d tried so hard to accept that this female would never be his mate.

			Even though it’d nearly destroyed him.

			Now, his body tingled with life, as the soul-numbing grief was replaced with joy.

			“You tease me at your peril, zephyr,” he warned in soft tones.

			She arched toward him in silent invitation. “What are you going to do to me?”

			He bent his head to brush a soft kiss over her lips. “Everything I’ve been fantasizing about.”

			Her eyes darkened with the same erotic need that churned inside him. Reaching up, she smoothed her hands over his chest. “That sounds promising.”

			He growled low in his throat, tugging her sweater over her head. Then, tossing it aside, he once again sought her mouth with his own.

			“Not a promise,” he assured her, using the tip of his tongue to lap the moisture from her lips. “A pledge.”

			He heard the erratic beat of her heart, but even as his hand curved around the delicate mound of her breast he felt a breeze brush over him.

			Ulric lifted his head, blinking in surprise. “Is that you?”

			A blush touched her cheeks. “My powers are a little…unpredictable when I’m excited.”

			A raw desire blasted through him, combined with an intense need to protect this female. Lying next to him she looked so tiny. So vulnerable. But there was a sensual hunger smoldering in her eyes.

			“Ah,” he rasped, his fingers gliding downward to discover the crest of her nipple.

			She sucked in a sharp breath. “What?”

			“A challenge,” he murmured, lowering his head to skim his lips over the upper curve of her breast.

			“A challenge? Oh.” Her words were lost on a sigh as he sucked her nipple between his lips.

			“I intend to ensure you lose complete control,” Ulric warned.

			Her nails dug into his chest, and with a greedy haste he was tugging off her remaining clothes before shedding his own. Once they were both naked, he crouched above her, relishing her beauty.

			It was more than the slender body, or the finely chiseled perfection of her face. It was the luminous essence that glowed around her like a halo.

			It was mesmerizing.

			Suddenly he could feel his wolf pressing against his skin. Ulric hissed as utter joy surged through him. Dear goddess, until this moment he hadn’t realized just how terrified he was that his animal would never fully return.

			Now he wanted to tilt back his head and howl in ecstasy.

			Easily catching the scent of his musk, Rainn reached up to frame his face in her hands.

			“There you are,” she whispered, gazing into his eyes.

			His wolf took a deep breath of Rainn’s misty fragrance and settled back in satisfaction. Now that this female had accepted the mating, the animal was content to leave his human side in control.

			“You made me whole again,” he said, his voice husky with emotion.

			“We made each other whole,” she countered, her hands drifting down the rigid muscles of his stomach. Taking care, she touched the wound on his side that was beginning to heal. “Someday I might even thank the Oracles for sending me to Vegas.”

			“We’ll send them a gift basket.” Planting his hands flat on the mattress, Ulric lowered his head to press his mouth between her breasts. “One after each litter.”

			“Litter?”

			He laughed at the shock in her voice. Then the sensation of her satiny soft skin beneath his lips drove all thought from his mind.

			“Spring mist,” he whispered, kissing a slow, lingering path down her body.

			She lifted her head off the pillow. “What do you mean by litters?”

			“Mmm.” Ulric tugged her legs apart. “Weren’t you just complaining about too much talking and not enough action?”

			Her lips parted, but before she could continue her argument, he turned his head to nuzzle the soft skin of her inner thigh.

			She made a strangled sound, flopping back on the pillow. Ulric was going to take that as a yes, please.

			Nipping at her tender flesh, Ulric teased and tormented her until Rainn reached down to position him at the spot that ached for his touch.

			Ulric chuckled. “Bossy.”

			“Desperate,” she rasped.

			“Good.”

			Satisfaction warmed his heart. He wanted her desperate for his touch. He wanted her trembling and melting and begging…

			Slipping his hands beneath her bare butt, he tilted her hips toward his mouth. Then, breathing deeply of her sweetness, he licked through her moist slit.

			Rainn’s hands moved to clench the patchwork quilt. Her breath rasped loudly in the silence as Ulric devoured her with a steady rhythm.

			Lust thundered through him. Along with something else.

			Power.

			Even more power than he had before Rainn had accepted him as her mate.

			Intoxicated by the sensations cascading through him, Ulric delved his tongue deep into her body. Rainn groaned her approval, moving against his tongue as he lapped at her with increasing urgency.

			But even as she neared her climax, he could sense her holding back.

			“Ulric, I want you with me,” she breathed.

			He shuddered with longing. Yes. He ached to be deep inside her.

			Scattering kisses over the soft curve of her stomach, Ulric made his way back up her body. He paused to taste the temptation of her rosy nipples. Using his tongue, he teased the tips to tight points of need.

			Mmm. His wolf growled in delight. She tasted…right. His glorious mate.

			He lifted his head to simply cherish the sight of her lying beneath him.

			Her hair fanned from her face, the strands as glossy as a raven’s wing against the white pillow. Her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes were smoky with primitive hunger.

			Then, with a mysterious smile, she reached to curl her fingers around his erection. Ulric jerked as pleasure blasted through him.

			“It’s my turn to play,” she murmured.

			Keeping her touch frustratingly light, Rainn traced the quivering length of his cock. Ulric’s back arched in a silent demand for more.

			He forgot the evil darkness that lurked just outside the cottage. And the knowledge that Rainn had offered her heart, but not her future.

			Right now, there was nothing but his female, and the soul-shattering pleasure of her touch.

			“You’re killing me, my love.” The words were forced through his clenched teeth.

			“I’m just getting started,” she murmured.

			Her fingers glided to the tip of his cock, exploring the crown before moving back down. Ulric forgot how to breathe as she continued to stroke him. Up and down. Her touch as soft as a summer breeze.

			“Enough,” he finally rasped, reaching down to gently tug her hand away. “You can play later.”

			She smiled, clearly pleased by her bewitching power over him.

			“Not such a big, bad wolf after all,” she teased.

			Ulric lowered his head to nip at her bottom lip. He wasn’t bothered by her taunt. He fully intended to have the last laugh.

			Settling between her legs, Ulric claimed her mouth in a sizzling kiss. Rainn moaned and twined her arms around his neck. The movement pressed her soft breasts against his chest and allowed the top of his cock to slide into the entrance of her body.

			The last thread of Ulric’s control snapped.

			He had to have her.

			Now.

			Fiercely reminding himself she was considerably smaller than he was, Ulric pressed his erection deeper into her silken heat. She sighed, her legs lifting to wrap around his waist.

			Heat spiked through him. Nothing had ever felt so good. Nothing.

			With a groan, he started to move. Slow and steady, then faster and faster.

			Beneath him the wind whirled like a tiny tornado. Something shattered. Maybe a window. And then a chair smashed into the fireplace.

			Rainn’s power.

			The furious tempest was echoed inside Ulric as the pressure of his looming climax clenched his muscles. He was close. So close. Still, he continued to pump deep inside her, waiting until she cried out in ecstasy before he at last crested in one explosive burst of bliss.

			A howl was ripped from his throat as the orgasm roared through him. Then, bending his head, he allowed his fangs to lengthen before he was sinking them into the tender flesh of her throat.

			The bite would heal, but she would carry his mark for the rest of eternity.

			Mine.

		


		
			Chapter 18

			Levet nervously paced from one end of the treasure room to the other. Inga had been gone forever. Or at least it felt like forever.

			Where was she? Had she changed her mind? Non. Levet shook his head. He’d seen that stubborn expression on her face before. It meant that nothing was going to stop her from charging into danger.

			He couldn’t even hope that she was busy gathering her royal guards. Inga hadn’t been raised as a queen who depended on others to willingly bow and scrape and rush to do her bidding. She had survived her grim life by taking care of herself.

			Levet spun on his heel and marched back across the room. He barely noticed the piles of gems and stacks of gold. Instead he brooded on what could have distracted the ogress.

			Or who.

			Troy had disappeared shortly after Inga. Was it possible he was responsible for her tardiness? The thought burned like acid through Levet.

			What was wrong with him? It was almost as if he was jealous. Which was ridiculous, of course. Completely locomotive.

			He was Levet.

			The Prince Charming of gargoyles.

			The ladies adored him. And he adored them. But he didn’t allow his heart to become involved. After all, there were plenty of mermaids in the sea.

			He was still brooding on his stupid fear that Troy was keeping Inga entertained when the ogress stomped into the room.

			Levet’s breath caught in his throat. She was always an impressive sight. Now she was magnificent.

			Her gown had been replaced with the mer-folk’s strange, pliable armor. The small, overlapping scales were as tough as steel and shimmered with an iridescent rainbow of colors beneath the muted fairy lights. She’d scrubbed the makeup from her face and combed the curls from her fiery tufts of hair. In her hand, she proudly clutched the mighty Tryshu.

			A glorious warrior preparing to go into battle.

			It wasn’t until Levet waddled toward her that he noticed the color staining her cheeks.

			“What’s wrong?” he demanded, inwardly promising to throttle Troy if he’d upset this female.

			Inga ground her pointed teeth together. “I don’t understand why my guards insist on treating me like I’m some delicate flower.”

			Ah. She hadn’t been with Troy.

			Something that might have been relief flowed through Levet.

			“You are their queen,” he reminded the ogress. “It is their duty to protect you.”

			She snorted. “I’m a grown demon who can make my own decisions. I don’t need them fussing over me while I’m putting on my armor. Or trying to convince me I’m supposed to sit on the throne, twiddling my thumbs, while they decide what threats are worthy of the mer-folk’s attention.”

			“They will eventually learn that you are not the twiddling type.”

			“I most certainly am not.”

			Levet studied her flushed face and the hint of crimson in her eyes. Inga might be half mermaid, but right now she was full-on, pissed-off ogress.

			“Did you injure any of them?”

			“Nothing serious.” Inga hunched a shoulder. “One guard tried to block me from leaving my rooms. And another threatened to contact Rimm. They will heal.”

			Levet started to wince in sympathy for the hapless warriors who had no doubt been pulverized by Inga, only to find himself distracted by the familiar name.

			“Rimm is still alive?” he demanded in surprise. Rimm had been Riven’s most loyal servant.

			Inga nodded. “He’s the captain of my royal guards.”

			“I thought you planned to kill him.”

			Inga glanced away, as if hiding her expression. “I did, but my mother convinced me that a male capable of such unwavering loyalty to the throne was worth keeping.”

			Levet parted his lips to protest, only to snap them shut. He was not the most insightful demon. In truth, he found it difficult to comprehend the complex emotions that tormented so many demons. His own were less complicated.

			If he was alive, it was a good day. Or rather, a good night.

			But with surprising ease, he realized why Inga had allowed Rimm to stay on as the captain of her guards. The male hadn’t been devoted to Riven. Just the opposite. But he’d been devoted to his people, and to performing his duty to the best of his ability.

			That’s exactly what Inga had been doing when she’d agreed to help Riven hold Tarak as a prisoner. She’d been a victim of the merman’s evil manipulations.

			No doubt her decision to offer Rimm forgiveness was a silent plea for her own past to be absolved.

			“Your mother sounds like a wise female,” he assured the ogress.

			“Yes.”

			Levet cleared his throat and squared his shoulders. The reminder of Inga’s painful past only intensified his urgency to rattle some sense into her thick skull. “Now about this foolish journey—”

			“Shit.”

			With amazing speed for a female her size, Inga spun in a half circle and headed toward the door.

			Levet blinked in shock. Had he offended her? Non. He had said far worse things to her without her storming away.

			He waited for her to explain, but without even glancing back at him, Inga left the room and hurried down the corridor.

			“Wait.” Levet scrambled to follow her. Something that would have been a lot easier if she didn’t have legs that were far longer than they needed to be. “You are not going without me,” he called out. She turned the corner and headed up a pair of wide stairs. “Inga, did you hear me?”

			“I’m not leaving yet,” she muttered.

			They climbed two flights of stairs, racing toward the private wing of the castle. Levet’s concern was drowned by confusion. “Then where are you going?”

			“Waverly’s rooms.”

			They dashed down the wide hallway lined with brilliant frescoes and marble columns. More than one guard appeared to investigate the sound of running footsteps, only to duck out of the way. Anyone stupid enough to get in the path of a charging ogress deserved to be squashed like a bug.

			“Is Waverly here?” he asked.

			“I can’t tell. I felt something.” Inga gave a frustrated shake of her head. “But it’s muffled.”

			They skidded to a halt in front of the heavy wooden door. Inga tilted her head to the side, listening for any sound that would indicate the young mermaid had returned. Silence. Inga frowned, lifting her hand.

			“Wait, Inga,” Levet rasped, grabbing Inga’s arm.

			Making a sound of impatience, she glared down at him. “What?”

			Levet glanced toward the door. He wasn’t afraid. He was a hero with nerves of…Well, he couldn’t remember what they were supposed to be made of, but they ensured he was never scared. But he’d survived on his instincts for centuries. He wasn’t going to ignore the unease that was prickling over his skin like a nasty rash.

			“Are you sure we should rush in without allowing your guards to check it out first?” he asked.

			Inga glanced down at him, something that might have been disappointment in her eyes. “Not you too?”

			Levet squeezed her arm. He didn’t want to hurt her, but he would say or do whatever necessary to keep her from rushing into danger.

			“I am just suggesting we not be overly hasty,” he assured her. “Once we know what is inside, then you can go in and kill it with your big fork.”

			She shook her head. “We can’t wait. I need to make sure there’s nothing that’s going to harm my people.” She sent Levet a stern frown. “Stay behind me.”

			Levet sniffed in outrage. He did not cower behind females. “Hey.”

			Inga waved the Tryshu. “Who has the big fork?”

			Levet grimaced. No arguing with that.

			Returning her attention to the door, Inga was reaching toward the knob when there was a tingle of magic, quickly followed by a warm, salty scent. Levet turned to watch as a portal formed in the center of the hallway and Waverly stepped out.

			“Inga, stop,” the young mermaid called out.

			Freezing in place, Inga glanced over her shoulder. “Waverly?”

			“What are you doing here?” Levet demanded. The female was supposed to be helping Ulric escape.

			A tall, dark-haired vampire stepped out of the portal, lowering the temperature as he glared at Levet. “I could ask you the same question. You were supposed to find the book.”

			Levet sniffed. He was happy enough to see Waverly, but she could have left her walking-dead mate in Ireland. “I did find it,” he announced.

			Tarak looked caught off guard by Levet’s response. “Where?”

			“Not now,” Inga snapped, pointing the Tryshu at the nearby door. “I sense something entered your rooms,” she said to Waverly.

			The mermaid nodded. “Yes, I know. I sent her there.”

			Inga looked confused. “Her?”

			“Brigette,” Waverly said.

			Levet’s unease solidified into fear. “Bad Brigette?”

			“Yeah. Only now she’s badder than before.” Waverly shuddered. With lightning speed Tarak had moved to wrap a protective arm around her shoulders. “She’s been infected with Zella’s poison.”

			Inga huffed out a shocked breath. “She’s infected and you brought her here?”

			“She’s trapped in the safe room that my father created when he built the castle,” Waverly said in soothing tones. “There’s no way for her or her toxin to escape.”

			Inga glanced toward the door, her jaws clenched. “You’re sure?”

			Waverly moved to place her back against the wall, as if she was on guard duty.

			“I’ll keep watch until we know that Zella is destroyed,” she assured her queen. “Then we can move her to the dungeons.”

			Inga remained unconvinced. “And what if Zella isn’t destroyed?”

			Tarak took a position next to his mate. “Then Brigette will be the least of our concerns.”

			A bleak silence followed his words. The thought of a world covered by the nasty fog was enough to make Levet’s heart sink to his toes.

			“We will stop her,” Levet said, his tone not as certain as he wanted it to be.

			As if sensing his dark warning was threatening to paralyze them with fear, Tarak glanced toward Levet. “Tell me about the book.”

			For once, Levet didn’t bristle at the commanding tone. He was as eager as the vampire to concentrate on how they could defeat the darkness rather than the nightmare awaiting them if they failed. “It was written by various demons who all warned of a corruption of magic,” he said.

			Tarak and Waverly exchanged a glance.

			“We saw it for ourselves.” Waverly’s face paled, her eyes darkening with revulsion at the memory. “It was horrifying.”

			Levet didn’t ask for details. His fleeting brush with Zella had been enough.

			“It also revealed an ancient dragon symbol that translates to ‘a doorway that isn’t a doorway,’” he continued.

			“Doorway?” Tarak appeared disappointed by the explanation. No doubt he was hoping for step-by-step directions to defeat the darkness. “The one in Ulric’s village?”

			“Non. This one is under the ocean,” Levet said.

			Tarak glared at Levet, as if it was entirely his fault that the book hadn’t provided the answers they needed.

			“Then why is the creature holding Ulric captive in the burrow?”

			Levet snapped his wings. “How should I know?”

			“I’m about to find out,” Inga announced, halting the brewing squabble.

			Tarak reluctantly shifted his attention to the ogress. “How?”

			Inga jutted her chin. “I’m going to find the doorway that’s not a doorway.”

			“You know where it is?” the vampire demanded.

			“There’s a fresco in the treasure room that has the same symbol that we found in the book,” Inga revealed. “There are also two dragons sealing a door shut with their fire.”

			“Oh.” Waverly widened her eyes. “I remember seeing that painting. I thought the dragons were fighting.”

			“Me too,” Inga admitted. “But if we believe the book, then it suggests they were holding back the darkness. I need to find the doorway and see if it’s been opened.”

			Waverly stepped away from the door, reaching out to grasp Inga’s hand. At a glance the two females couldn’t look more different. Waverly was a typical mermaid: a slender, golden beauty with the long, pale hair that was tinted with blue. Inga was…Inga. A massive warrior with the features of an ogress.

			But they possessed the same soft, salty scent and the aura of ruthless determination. These were two females who’d sacrificed everything for their people in the past. And would do so again if necessary.

			“You can’t go there alone,” Waverly said. It was a command, not a request.

			Levet sent Inga a meaningful glance. “See?”

			The ogress flushed. “Why does everyone assume that I’m suddenly helpless?”

			Waverly refused to back down. “You’re our queen.”

			“I know that,” Inga muttered.

			Waverly held the ogress’s gaze. “Do you?”

			Inga lifted up the Tryshu. “It’s hard to ignore.”

			“The mer-folk were terrorized by Riven for centuries.” Waverly continued to press. “They need a leader they can depend on. Someone who puts their people’s needs ahead of their own.”

			Inga released a harsh sigh. “That’s what I’m trying to do.”

			“No.” Waverly planted her hands on her hips. “Putting their needs first means that you don’t risk your neck chasing after danger.”

			Inga pressed her lips together, sparks of crimson in her eyes as she struggled to control her quick temper. “I’m only going to see if I can find the location of the door and if there’s anything leaking out of it,” she said, the words no doubt intended to be soothing. Instead they were a fierce warning that she wouldn’t be talked out of her foolish decision.

			Waverly gave one last effort. “The guards—”

			“Need to stay here and make sure we’re not attacked by the darkness,” Inga interrupted.

			“She’s not wrong.” Tarak intruded into the argument, glancing toward the door. “Zella might come in search of her pet Were.”

			There was a tense pause before Waverly at last heaved a resigned sigh. She turned her head to send Levet a warning glance.

			“Don’t let her get hurt.”

			Levet could have pointed out that it wasn’t his duty to protect the female on her foolish quest. Inga wasn’t his queen. But he didn’t. In fact, if he was being honest with himself, he would acknowledge that he would have battled anyone who tried to keep him from standing at Inga’s side as she went into danger.

			Placing a hand over his heart, he offered a formal bow. “You have my pledge.”

		


		
			Chapter 19

			Rainn released a deep sigh of satisfaction.

			The sex had been great. No, not great. Earth-shattering. Better than any fantasy that had filled her dreams. But as much as she savored the climaxes that were still quaking through her body, it was the bundle of awareness that was tucked in the center of her soul that was responsible for her current state of utter bliss.

			Ulric.

			It felt as if the wolf was entwined with her heart. As if they truly had become one.

			Drifting her fingers over his bare chest, Rainn relished the rich musk that drenched the air.

			“I feel your wolf,” she murmured. It wasn’t a physical touch, but the sensation of his animal reaching through their bond to connect with her.

			It was astonishing.

			Ulric rolled to the side, balancing on his elbow as he gazed down at her with smoldering eyes. “He’s eager for another bite.”

			Rainn shivered, hot anticipation clenching her stomach. “Insatiable.”

			“Absolutely.” Ulric swooped down, nibbling a path of kisses along the side of her neck. “He’s waited his entire life to find you.”

			Sharp prickles of pleasure darted through her as he reached the spot where he’d bitten her. The skin had healed, but it remained exquisitely sensitive. The lightest brush of his lips was enough to make her back arch in silent invitation.

			“And the man?” she asked.

			His lips moved to explore the tender line of her jaw. “The man is utterly enchanted.”

			Enchanted. Yes. That perfectly captured what Rainn was feeling.

			“Mating magic,” she whispered.

			“Mmm. My tasty zephyr,” he rasped, placing a lingering kiss on her mouth. But even as her lips parted, he was lifting his head. Then, without warning, he grabbed her arm and turned it over to study the mark that revealed the Oracles’ ownership. “Mine,” he growled. “I don’t share.”

			Rainn’s euphoria dimmed. When she was young she’d bitterly complained about her fate. Why was she the one who had to battle evil?

			But over time she’d come to accept her duty. She still didn’t know why she’d been chosen, but it didn’t matter. The Oracles had ordained her destiny, and that was that. She would protect her people, no matter what the cost.

			She’d never really considered the fact that someday she might have a mate. And that he would be forced to share her fate.

			Now she studied his fierce expression with a pang of regret. “Ulric.”

			“Once we’ve destroyed the beast, I want this mark removed,” he insisted.

			“It will vanish when it passes to another,” she told him, torn between the hope that she would someday be free, and dread at another of her people being forced to shoulder the burden. “I have no idea how the Oracles will decide if I’ve fulfilled the bargain.”

			He studied her in silence, as if trying to read something on her face.

			“How did you become indebted to the Oracles?” he demanded, frowning as her lips parted to offer the glib explanation her people always used. “It has to be more than the fact that you are not the most powerful fey creatures,” he contended. “Dew fairies aren’t offered protection, and they are by far the most fragile creatures in the demon world.”

			Rainn grimaced. “It’s a history we don’t like to remember.”

			“Can you tell me?”

			She hesitated. It was a tightly held secret. Then again, Ulric was destined to be a part of her life for the rest of eternity. She couldn’t keep it from him forever.

			“I suppose you have a right to know now that you’re my mate,” she conceded, trying to ignore the bad taste in her mouth. It happened every time she forced herself to consider her ancestors. “But I hope you don’t think badly of my people.”

			He arched a brow. “I’m a Were. Our history is about as bloody as it gets.”

			That was true. Werewolves had a long tradition of death and destruction. Still, she had to force the words past her stiff lips.

			“A very long time ago we weren’t weak.”

			Ulric snorted, deliberately glancing around the room. “I would never call you weak.”

			Heat crawled beneath Rainn’s cheeks as she belatedly realized the extent of the damage she’d caused to the room. The windows were shattered, the pottery tumbled off the mantel and the firewood splintered across the floor. Her blush deepened. She’d sensed she was losing control of her magic.

			But…wow.

			Giving a shake of her head, Rainn pushed away her embarrassment. She wanted to tell her story and be done with it. Like ripping off a bandage. Quick and painless as possible.

			“Our powers were far greater than they are today,” she told him.

			“What sort of powers?”

			“We could build lairs out of air, which were impenetrable. For a long time we lived among the clouds,” she said.

			Ulric’s eyes widened in shock. Rainn didn’t blame him. It truly must have been an amazing sight.

			“Like angels?” he asked.

			She wrinkled her nose. “We were no angels.”

			He brushed his finger over her cheeks. “Tell me.”

			“We could also use our minds to enter the thoughts of others.”

			He frowned in confusion. “You can still do that.”

			“Only on humans,” she corrected. “And while I can wipe memories, or even encourage them to obey me, I don’t have any ability to force demons to bend to my commands. And I certainly never enslaved anyone.”

			“Slaves?”

			Rainn flinched at the edge in his voice. Ulric had every reason to look disgusted. He better than anyone understood the horror of being held hostage by another demon.

			“Unfortunately.” She glanced away, unable to watch his reaction. “And there’s worse,” she warned in harsh tones. “There were a few zephyr sprites who were capable of becoming the wind.”

			She felt him stiffen, almost as if preparing for a blow. “Becoming the wind. What does that mean?”

			Rainn considered the best way to explain the unique talent. It was difficult for someone who wasn’t a zephyr.

			“They could turn their corporeal form into a mist,” she said.

			His brows snapped together. “That’s worse than having slaves?”

			“They were completely invisible to their enemies. And they could approach without making a sound.”

			A slow comprehension spread over Ulric’s face. “Invisible and silent warriors?” He grimaced. “I wouldn’t want to fight against them.”

			“There’s more,” she said.

			“More?”

			Rainn nodded. Although the history of her people was nothing more than stories to her, she still felt guilt. How could you claim pride in your ancestry without also acknowledging their faults?

			“My mother told me that her father could travel through a demon’s body and appear on the other side holding its heart in his hand.”

			Ulric hissed, no doubt imagining an enemy that could approach without any hint and rip out his heart. Or throat. Or any other vital organ. “Hell.”

			“Or he become a blade and cut off a vampire’s head,” she continued.

			“Dangerous.”

			“Not in the beginning.” She heaved a regretful sigh.

			Everything would have been different if her forefathers had been content with their peaceful lives. There would have been no Oracles, and no need for Rainn to leave her home to battle evil.

			Of course, that would have meant she would never have met Ulric…A sharp pain sliced through her, making it hard to breathe. No, no, no. The thought was unbearable.

			She instinctively reached out to place her hand against his bare chest. The steady beat of his heart beneath her palm helped to ease her sudden burst of panic.

			Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to continue her story.

			“Zephyrs always preferred to live in isolation. Our warriors were trained to defend us, not attack others. But eventually the leaders became greedy.” Revulsion curled through her stomach. Her grandfather had been destroyed centuries ago, but his legacy of violence still haunted her people. “They began to crave the same things other demons possessed. Land. Wealth. Power.”

			Ulric smoothed a strand of hair behind her ear. “Did they start a war?”

			She shook her head. “They became assassins. They killed whenever and wherever they wanted, terrorizing anyone who refused to give in to their demands.”

			Ulric pointed out the obvious. “I doubt that made them popular with the other demons.”

			Rainn grimaced. That was the understatement of the millennium. According to her mother, their ancestors would sweep through a territory, murdering indiscriminately until the leader of the local population would offer up obscene amounts of treasure to get them to leave. Sometimes they would simply drive every creature from the area, keeping the land for themselves even if they had no intention of living there.

			“Eventually the demons banded together and put a bounty on our heads,” she told him. “And it wasn’t just warriors. Males. Females. Even children were targeted. They paid vast rewards for each kill.” A cold chill wiggled its way down her spine. Although she’d been born after the purge, the zephyrs never forgot how close they’d come to utter devastation. “We were nearly exterminated.”

			Ulric leaned down to brush his lips over her forehead. “No one deserves that.”

			Rainn blinked back tears. She’d expected Ulric to recoil in horror at her story. Or at least look at her differently. Instead, he offered her the comfort that she needed to continue.

			“As our numbers dwindled, so did our powers,” she confessed. “No one knows if it was the result of some divine punishment, or simply the death of our warriors, but we were no longer capable of maintaining our lairs in the clouds, so we retreated to hidden caverns in the middle of the desert.”

			Ulric lifted his head to study her with a somber expression. “A heavy price to pay.”

			It had been. And it had only been the beginning of the cost.

			“We hoped we were finally safe, but the other demons refused to withdraw the bounty. We were constantly in danger, with no true power to protect ourselves.”

			Ulric’s lips twisted into a wry smile. “I suppose that’s when the Oracles made their appearance?”

			“Yes.” Rainn shivered. She’d known about the Oracles since her birth. After all, she carried their mark. And she’d been warned that they would eventually demand she fulfill her duty. But thinking about the all-powerful beings and actually being in their presence had been two different things. She hadn’t come close to anticipating the crushing fear when she’d actually been standing in front of them. “They promised to keep us from annihilation if we agreed to their demands. Ironic, I guess, considering that’s what my ancestors did to other demons.”

			Easily sensing the guilt that had been a part of her from the day she’d been told of their past, Ulric sent her a chiding frown. “None of this was your fault, Rainn.”

			“The sins of the father,” she murmured, using a human quote she’d overheard. “Or in my case, the sins of my grandfather.”

			“No.” Ulric gave a sharp shake of his head. “You may be forced to pay the price for the sins of your people, but you weren’t responsible for the carnage.”

			She moved her hand to brush her fingers over his cheek. “Neither were you,” she said in soft tones.

			He flinched, his wounds still raw despite that it’d been over five hundred years since his village was destroyed.

			Some pain never healed.

			“Touché,” he murmured. “Clearly, we were destined for one another.”

			* * * *

			Ulric stared down at his mate.

			It amazed him to think that all those years of working with her at the casino, he’d never realized the fierce emotions that churned beneath her calm façade. The guilt, the ruthless sense of duty, the fear that she might fail her people…

			Or maybe he had sensed the turmoil and had been unconsciously drawn to her. His wolf had certainly accepted that they were two kindred souls.

			On the point of wrapping her in his arms so he could convince her to forget the past and concentrate on the future, Ulric was distracted by a prickle of evil in the air.

			There was no other way to explain it.

			The sensation crawled over him. Like a cobweb clinging to his skin.

			“As much as I want to stay here and forget the outside world, I’m afraid we’ve pressed our luck far enough,” he rasped.

			Rainn gave a shaky nod, scurrying out of the bed to pull on her clothes. Ulric did the same, shoving his feet into his boots before he led her into the living room.

			With a soft gasp, Rainn came to a halt, glancing around the floor that was littered with glass and bits of pottery, along with slivers of wood from the overhead beams.

			“Oh,” she breathed in horror. “I’ve made a mess.”

			Ulric chuckled. The tempest that had swirled around them as they’d made love had only added to the intensity of his pleasure.

			“We made a mess,” he corrected, bending down to place a soft, lingering kiss on her lips.

			“Yes.” She pushed him away with a teasing smile. “It really is your fault.”

			“I’m good with that,” he assured her. “It lets me know when I’m doing things right.” He paused, pretending to consider the hazards of a lover who could cause complete chaos. “Of course, I need to make sure I clear out any projectiles from our lair. I’d hate to be skewered while I was—”

			She pressed her fingers against his lips. “Ulric.”

			He savored the sight of her rosy blush. His wolf wanted to nuzzle against her cheeks, absorbing her delightful heat. Instead he settled for one last kiss.

			“We’ll finish this later,” he promised.

			She nodded. “After I’ve destroyed Zella.”

			Ulric frowned at her choice of words. “After we’ve destroyed her,” he corrected.

			“Ulric, it’s my duty—”

			“You’re wasting your breath.” He overrode her words. “We’re in this together.”

			“Like the Justice League?” she demanded in wry tones.

			He tapped the end of her nose. “Yeah, but I refuse to be Wonder Woman.”

			“Pfft. You should be so lucky. I’m Wonder Woman.”

			He gazed down at her, refusing to be distracted. “What do you need from me?”

			“I need you to get out of here.”

			He shook his head. “Not happening.”

			“I’m serious, Ulric,” she insisted. “If Zella gets her hands on your blood, she can destroy the last barrier. We can’t let that happen.”

			He refused to consider what would happen if Zella managed to burst through the barrier and fully enter the world. He wasn’t leaving Rainn. End. Of. Story. “We’re partners.”

			Her eyes darkened to a steely gray, her hair floating around her face as her powers leaked out.

			“We are, but nothing is more important than preventing the darkness from infecting the magic.”

			Ulric stiffened as he caught the sound of running footsteps outside the cottage.

			“Too late,” he muttered.

			“Dammit.” Rainn sent him a frown of frustration before the door was shoved open and Chaaya rushed inside.

			“Showtime, kiddies,” she announced in breathless tones. As if she’d just run a marathon. Then, with a frown, she glanced around the living room. “What the freak did you do to my house?”

			Rainn ignored Ulric’s stifled laugh. “Sorry. Things got a little…”

			“Catastrophic?” Chaaya suggested when Rainn’s words trailed away.

			“Energetic,” Ulric corrected.

			“Eww.” Chaaya wrinkled her nose. “TMI.”

			Ulric returned his attention to his mate, reaching out to grasp her hands. They felt as cold as ice despite the heat that lay thick in the air. “Are you ready?”

			She forced a smile to her lips. “I don’t think it matters.”

			“What are you going to do?” Chaaya demanded.

			Rainn shrugged. “Wing it.”

			Chaaya blinked. “That’s the plan?” Her voice dripped with sarcasm. “Winging it?”

			“Do you have a better one?” Rainn challenged.

			“I’m just the sacrifice.” The girl glanced toward Ulric. “I guess we’re both sacrifices.”

			“Which means you should both get out of here,” Rainn reminded them.

			Chaaya shrugged, holding Ulric’s gaze. “She’s not wrong.”

			He sent her a glare that would have made a full-grown troll cower in fear. Predictably, the aggravating girl blew him a kiss of complete indifference.

			He muttered a curse and forced himself to concentrate on his mate. “You can’t kill her on your own,” he insisted. “You need me.”

			“Hmm.” Chaaya tapped the spear in her hand against the side of her leg. “Maybe you don’t have to kill the beast.”

			“What are you talking about?” Rainn asked.

			“If you can seal the doorway again, it will lock the beast in this place.”

			Ulric snorted. “I forgot to bring my dragon with me.”

			Chaaya narrowed her eyes, turning toward Rainn. “How can you stand the mutt?”

			“He’s an acquired taste.”

			“Doubtful.”

			Ulric made a sound of impatience, glaring at Chaaya. “Can you take us to the doorway?

			“Yeah. But first.” The girl picked her way across the littered floor to pull open a closet door. Reaching inside, she pulled out a spear identical to her own. Then, making her way back across the room, she tossed the weapon to Rainn. “Copper is the only thing I’ve found that the beast doesn’t like.”

			Rainn nodded, clutching the weapon. “Let’s go.”

			Chaaya headed toward the open door. “This way.”

		


		
			Chapter 20

			Levet intended to spend the journey to the doorway that wasn’t a doorway urging Inga to return to the castle. It was madness to face whatever was down there without a shoal of mer-folk warriors at their backs.

			But as soon as they stepped out of the portal, the words died on Levet’s lips.

			He’d expected to be at the bottom of the ocean. A cold, dark place that could crush lesser demons. Instead they were floating in a ball of magic created by the Tryshu.

			The shimmering sphere was clear enough to reveal the fish swimming past them, as well as providing a soft glow of light. Astonished, Levet reached out to place his hand against the bubble, pleased by the effervescent magic that tingled against his palm.

			“I did not know you could do this,” he breathed.

			Inga’s features twisted into a wry smile. “Neither did I,” she admitted. “It has to be coming from the Tryshu.”

			“Amazing.” Levet jumped as if he was on a trampoline, delighted as the ball bobbed up and down even as it continued to zoom through the water. “We should float away.”

			“Don’t think I’m not tempted,” Inga muttered.

			Levet swallowed a small sigh, a portion of his delight vanishing. Slowly he turned to study his companion. “I am sorry.”

			She looked surprised by his soft words. “Sorry for what?”

			“I had hoped that discovering the truth of your parents and being reunited with your family would bring you happiness.”

			“Is that why you abandoned me?”

			Abandoned her? Levet slammed his fists on his hips. “I left because I was angry. You had violined with my mind.”

			Inga’s brittle defenses shattered as her shoulders slumped and a deep sadness rippled over her face.

			“Fiddled,” she absently corrected him. “And you’re right. I don’t blame you for leaving.”

			Levet waved away her apology. He’d been furious at the time. What demon wanted to be manipulated by magic? But over the past weeks he’d come to accept that Inga had been desperate. And desperate demons sometimes did stupid things.

			Not himself, of course.

			“It will get easier,” he said, patting her arm.

			“Will it?” Inga released a bitter laugh. “I don’t know how to be a mermaid, let alone the Queen of the Mer-folk.”

			“You have your mother to help you,” Levet pointed out. “That’s more than most of us have.”

			His own mother had tried to kill him. More than once.

			Inga’s features softened. Well, as much as ogress features could soften. “It’s…nice to have her in my life.”

			Levet tilted his head to the side. “Just nice?”

			“Wonderful,” Inga admitted. “For so long I believed she’d considered me a blight. And that she couldn’t bear to have me in her life.”

			Levet gave her arm another pat. “Just as you fear your people will not accept you. Once they realize who you are—”

			“Who am I?” Inga interrupted in harsh tones. “A slave who helped their crazy-ass king stay in power for centuries.”

			Levet refused to be silenced. Inga wasn’t angry. She was afraid.

			“He deceived you just as he deceived everyone else. There’s no shame in that.”

			She scowled. “You don’t understand.”

			“Probably not. I rarely do, for some odd reason,” Levet agreed. “Explain it to me.”

			She clicked her tongue. As if Levet was being deliberately dense. Then, thrusting out her arm, she pushed up the armor to expose her wrist.

			“I’m a slave,” she said, flashing the ugly tattoo that marred the skin. “Not a queen.”

			Levet shrugged, even as he inwardly seethed. He wanted to track down the stupid mer-folk who dared to make Inga feel unworthy, and…Okay, he did not know precisely what he wanted to do to them, but it would certainly include boils and pus and seepage.

			For now, he gently tugged the armor back over the tattoo. “Have you ever considered the fact that the Tryshu chose you because you have been forced to battle to survive from the day you were born?”

			Inga stilled, like a dog waiting to be kicked. “Why?”

			“The mer-folk were isolated and abused by Riven,” Levet reminded her, his voice low and solemn. “Then they were forced to accept he was a fraud. Now they need a leader who understands how to crawl out of a shattered past and create a new future.”

			“That’s…” Inga’s voice cracked, then she gave a loud sniff.

			Levet studied her in confusion. He’d tried to help, but now he worried that he’d only made matters worse. “Are you crying?”

			“Don’t be stupid.” She turned away, still sniffing. “I have something in my eye.”

			“Oh. I can help,” Levet assured her. He stepped forward only to be tossed against the side of the bubble as it jerked to the side and then began to sink at an alarming speed. There was another jerk and Levet struggled to stay upright. “What are you doing?”

			“Nothing.” Inga glanced downward, her face paling. “We’re being pulled down.”

			Levet followed her gaze, belatedly noting the black, inky liquid swirling around them.

			“What is that?” Levet dropped to his knees, trying to peer through the darkness. He was surprised to discover they’d nearly reached the ocean bed. And that the entire area looked as bleak and desolate as the land around Ulric’s old village. There were no fish, no coral, or even rocks. The only thing that remained was a large crack that was leaking the oily darkness. “I think we found the doorway that isn’t a doorway.”

			Inga knelt beside him. “Or it found us.”

			They shuddered in unison.

			* * * *

			Rainn hissed as they stepped out of the cottage. Her sensitivity to the wind made the thick, tainted air even worse. It was like being shrouded in a blanket of sheer filth.

			Easily sensing her distress, Ulric stepped toward her. She waved him away, grimly concentrating on keeping pace with Chaaya. She could physically feel Zella out there, just waiting to attack. Rainn wanted to get Ulric to the doorway before the fighting started.

			She didn’t know how she was going to force the stubborn Were to leave without her. But that was a worry for later.

			As if sharing her urgency, Chaaya picked up speed. Rainn did the same, her feet pounding against the hard ground to send up puffs of powdery dirt. She coughed, her eyes watering, but she never slowed.

			She didn’t have a clue how Chaaya knew where they were going. Everything looked exactly the same to her. A flat, endless hellscape.

			Chaaya, however, never hesitated as she led them forward. Or maybe they were standing still, and the weird space was moving around them. Hard to tell.

			It was equally hard to determine how much time was passing. They might have been in this place for a couple hours or days.

			The sensation was unnerving.

			Clutching the spear that Chaaya had tossed to her before leaving the cottage, Rainn glanced over her shoulder.

			There was a pressure building behind them. Like the pulse of lava before a volcano erupted.

			“The beast is coming,” Chaaya muttered.

			Rainn scanned the horizon. “I can’t see her.”

			“She won’t be in her human form,” Chaaya warned. “Hurry.”

			Rainn didn’t need to be coaxed. Swiveling her gaze back to the empty land in front of her, she ran as fast as her feet would carry her.

			The swelling sense of doom followed closely behind them, the stench of evil washing over the land like a wave. Rainn gagged, then skidded to a halt as she nearly smacked into Chaaya’s back. “Why are you stopping?” she rasped.

			Chaaya sent her a puzzled frown. “This is it.”

			Ulric stood next to Rainn, scowling at the girl. “Is what?”

			“The doorway,” Chaaya said in impatient tones.

			Rainn and Ulric glanced around. There was nothing to see beyond the empty landscape.

			“Is it invisible?” Ulric snapped.

			Chaaya appeared genuinely confused. “You can’t see it?”

			Ulric snorted. “I see a big crack,” he said, pointing toward the wide fissure that split the powdery ground.

			Chaaya nodded. “That’s it.”

			“That?” Ulric demanded in disbelief.

			“What did you expect?” Chaaya sent him a mocking smile. “The Pearly Gates?”

			Ulric glanced toward Rainn, his teeth clenched. “This place truly is hell.”

			“It’s about to get a whole lot worse,” Chaaya warned.

			“Zella,” Rainn breathed without bothering to turn. She could feel the malevolent heat blasting against her skin.

			Chaaya paled. “Yep.”

			Rainn reached out to grasp her mate’s arm. “Ulric,” she pleaded in soft tones, glancing toward the crevice. The male could easily fit through the opening. Hell, a tribe of trolls could squeeze through.

			“No.” Ulric jutted his chin to a stubborn angle. “It’s not happening.”

			“Listen to me.” She dug her fingers into his arm, as if she could force him to listen. “If we both die, there will be no way to warn the world about the danger.”

			He shrugged. “Screw the world.”

			Stubborn, aggravating male. She barely resisted the urge to poke him with her spear.

			“And what if we don’t die?” She tried a new tactic. Anything to convince him to leave. “We might destroy Zella and then be trapped here. If you go now, you can return with the dragons to get me out.”

			“No.”

			Rainn glanced toward the crevice. If she wrapped Ulric in her magic, she might be able to stuff him into the—

			“Too late.” Chaaya intruded into her frantic thoughts. “It’s time for you to wing it.”

			“Great,” Rainn muttered, forcing herself to turn and confront her destiny.

			Her entire life had been waiting for this moment. This was why she’d been born with the mark on her skin. And why she’d been whisked to the meeting with the Oracles. And why she’d been sent to Vegas.

			This…

			Her mouth went dry as she watched Zella approach. Only it wasn’t Zella. The old woman was gone and in her place was a towering nightmare of flames.

			Sweeping forward like a tornado, it sent a choking cloud of dust swirling around them.

			“Rainn.” Ulric grasped her shoulders, turning her to meet his glowing golden gaze.

			“I know,” she whispered, lifting her hand to lightly touch his cheek. “I love you too.”

			“Aw.” Chaaya intruded into their brief moment of intimacy. “Group hug?”

			Ulric snarled in frustration, but Rainn turned toward the girl. “You said copper can hurt the…” Her words trailed away. She didn’t know what to call it. A fire spirit? A creature from her deepest nightmares? “Beast,” she settled on. “How?”

			“Watch.”

			With blurring speed, Chaaya abruptly charged toward the fire creature, waving her spear in front of her. The flames veered away, as if afraid of the weapon. Then, spinning on her heel, Chaaya was racing back to stand next to Rainn.

			“Does it actually injure the thing?” Ulric demanded.

			The girl grimaced. “I think so, but I’m usually just trying to run it off, not kill it. I don’t know how much damage it actually does.”

			“Let’s find out,” Rainn forced herself to say, annoyed when her voice quavered.

			She wanted to confront her fate with the sort of bravery that was worthy of her people. If she was going to die, it would be with her dignity intact.

			Her lips twisted into a wry smile. At least she hadn’t run away in terror. Maybe that would have to be enough courage for today.

			“I’ll keep her distracted,” Ulric said, brushing his lips over hers before he stepped back.

			Magic swirled around him, the sparkles dulled by the strange air. Rainn heard the sound of bones snapping and muscles stretching before there was a howl that was a cross between pain and ecstasy. A few seconds later the large wolf was bounding toward the fire.

			Rainn lifted a hand, as if she could call him back, but before she could say a word, an arm wrapped around her shoulder.

			“Ready?” Chaaya demanded.

			A lump formed in Rainn’s throat. “No.”

			“Yeah, me neither.” Chaaya dropped her arm, giving her spear a twirl. “Let’s do it.”

			With a cocky grin, the girl dashed forward, releasing a war cry as she headed toward the side of the beast.

			Rainn sucked in a slow, deep breath, forcing herself to ignore the sound of Ulric’s snarls as he slashed his claws through the flames, and Chaaya’s grunts as she stabbed at the beast on the other side.

			Instead she gripped the spear in a sweaty hand and charged forward.

			As if sensing her approach, the fiery spirit spun to the side. Exactly what she wanted. She gathered in the stale air, using it to catapult herself upward at a sharp angle. At the same time, she slashed her arm from side to side, slicing the spear through the outer flames.

			Rainn thought she heard a scream. Not with her ears, but inside her head. Startled, she dropped back to the ground and hastily glanced toward Ulric. The wolf was busy nipping and clawing at the trailing tendrils of fire, while Chaaya was slashing and dashing with her spear.

			The scream had come from the beast.

			Which meant it could be hurt.

			Squaring her shoulders, Rainn once again used the wind to launch herself upward. This time, unfortunately, the beast wasn’t so easily fooled. Even as Rainn jabbed the spear into the flames, it whipped out to smack her across the chest. The blow sent her flying backward, and she lost control of her power. Flailing her arms, she plummeted downward, hitting the ground hard enough to crack a rib and rattle her brains.

			She blacked out for a minute before struggling back to consciousness. Distantly she heard Ulric howl in fury, but before he could rush to her rescue, Rainn forced herself to her feet. She groaned as pain shot through her body. Every instinct told her to curl into a ball until she healed, but instead she stiffened her spine and held up a hand. Ulric snarled, but he returned to badgering the spirit.

			On the other side, Chaaya had attached a leather strap to her spear and was whirling it over her head, tossing it into the flames before yanking it back.

			Even at a distance Rainn could tell the girl was growing tired. Her movements were slower, and her shoulders were beginning to slump. She wouldn’t be able to continue at this pace for much longer. Neither would Ulric. They were both risking everything to allow her the opportunity to strike the killing blow.

			A damned shame she didn’t have a clue how to do that.

			Squashing the urge to panic, Rainn studied the swirling fire.

			There had to be a way to destroy it. There had to be. Otherwise they might as well lie down and die.

			No. That wasn’t going to happen.

			Fiercely she concentrated on the flames that swayed and twirled in front of her. She could see a lingering slash where she’d struck it with her spear.

			It had not only been injured, but it was taking time to heal.

			The thought had barely formed when there was the sound of a sharp yip. Jerking her head to the side, Rainn was horrified as she watched Ulric being circled by a wall of flames.

			Shit. He was trapped. She had to—

			Before she could move, Chaaya was leaping over the barrier of fire and landing on top of the wounded wolf. She stabbed the looming flames with her spear, trying to keep them at bay.

			Rainn fiercely turned her back on her companions, even when the stench of burnt fur assaulted her nose. Every second that passed made it more likely they were going to die.

			She had to do something.

			Now.

			Concentrating on the beast, Rainn battled back the bleak despair. There had to be a weakness, so what was it?

			Her gaze lingered at the very center of the beast. There was something there. A dark core. Or a black hole. No, wait. Not a hole. As she studied it, she realized it was pulsing.

			The heart of the beast.

			If she could stab the copper spear into that place, it might actually damage the spirit. But how did she reach it?

			There was no way she could throw the spear hard enough to prevent the creature from slapping it away. Not even Ulric would have the strength. And she would be fried to a crisp if she tried to force her way to the center.

			A strangled laugh was wrenched from her throat. For the first time in her life, she regretted not possessing the power of her ancestors. Not to conquer or terrorize, but to save the world from evil.

			All very noble. Unfortunately, the magic had been lost long ago…

			Or had it? Surely magic didn’t disappear? It was a part of who she was as a zephyr. What had faded was the power necessary to tap into the ancient gifts.

			Power that Ulric possessed.

			Rainn sucked in a slow, deep breath. Was it possible? Only one way to find out.

			Gripping the spear, she allowed the sensation of the mating bond to flow through her. She urgently latched on to his presence that was nestled in her heart, using it to pull at his power. There was a mere trickle at first, as if Ulric was fighting against her. Or perhaps he simply didn’t understand what was happening.

			Then, as if sensing her need, he abruptly halted his struggles. Instead he fiercely shoved his power through the bond.

			Rainn gasped, shocked by the force of the raw animal energy. It surged through her body and heated her blood. Holy crap. No wonder Ulric was so eager to shift into his wolf. The power was intoxicating.

			Wishing she could simply savor the sensations that were supercharging her, Rainn instead concentrated on her magic. She allowed it to tingle through her, as soft as a breeze. It felt even…lighter than usual, and Rainn started to panic.

			Was Ulric’s power not enough to stir her most ancient gifts?

			Then, without warning, she felt the ground dissolving beneath her feet. No wait. It wasn’t the ground dissolving. It was her.

			It was the weirdest thing she’d ever experienced. It felt like she was turning to mist. No, that wasn’t quite right. She wasn’t a cloud. It was more that she’d become a part of the air. Or the air had become a part of her.

			She could still feel herself. The beat of her heart, her legs that seemed to dangle off the ground, and her jagged breath. But at the same time, she was as weightless as a summer breeze.

			Amazing.

			Clutching the spear in fingers that shouldn’t be capable of holding the weapon, Rainn returned her attention to the dark core at the center of the beast. Awkwardly she drifted forward. It wasn’t like floating. She lurched to the side, buffeted by the wind. Crap. She was drifting away from the beast. Frantically she used her magic to take command of the breeze.

			Inch by inch she managed to spin herself back around and even started to pick up speed as she glided closer to the flames. She held the spear in front of her, allowing the copper blade to pierce the fire.

			Heat seared through her. Hotter than anything she’d ever felt before. But while the pain was grinding, it didn’t halt her forward momentum. In fact, she was going even faster.

			As if the flames were sucking her in.

			Imagining herself as an arrow, she held the spear in front her. Then, with a last burst of her magic, she headed toward the dark center.

			She heard the screams again. So loud and piercing that they threatened to shatter the earth. This time, however, they held more than pain. There was fury and hunger and…

			Fear.

		


		
			Chapter 21

			Ulric was melting.

			Not figuratively. Literally.

			The intensity of the flames that surrounded him had reached a thermonuclear level. The only reason he hadn’t been utterly consumed was Chaaya’s frantic efforts to keep the fire from sweeping over him.

			Still, as much as he appreciated her efforts, he knew it was a losing battle. The girl was swiftly weakening. Within a few minutes the flames were going to overwhelm them both.

			Using the last of his strength, Ulric turned his head toward Rainn. If he was going to die, he wanted her to be his last thought. But even as he caught sight of her on the other side of the beast, he felt the tug on his waning strength.

			Instinctively he tried to fight against the leeching. It was only when he sensed the soft, misty presence of Rainn that he realized she was pulling at their mating bond.

			She needed his power.

			Without hesitation, Ulric lowered his barriers and shoved every last ounce of his strength through their mystical connection.

			He wasn’t sure what he’d expected. Perhaps for her to use the energy to throw the spear. Instead she…

			Disappeared.

			What the hell? His eyes had to be playing tricks on him. Or maybe he was going blind from the agonizing heat.

			No. He could see the spear. It was darting directly into the center of the fiery beast.

			Rainn.

			She was invisible. Which meant she’d somehow called on her ancient magic. It was the only explanation.

			Then all thoughts were wiped from his mind and he howled as he felt her pain drill through his body. She was being obliterated by the creature.

			No, no, no.

			He attempted to stand. He had to get to her. Chaaya obviously had the same impulse as she slashed through the flames and tried to take a step forward. At the same time, the spear that Rainn was holding penetrated the dark core of the creature.

			The world came to a complete and utter halt. As if they were all frozen in place. Ulric didn’t dare to breathe. Even his heart stopped beating. Then the air pressure thickened, a weird buzzing ringing in Ulric’s ears before a violent explosion sent him flying through the air.

			He hit the ground with a heavy thud, knocking the air from his lungs. But thankfully he’d been tossed away from the flames, allowing him to slowly regain his strength.

			Once the most dire injuries had been healed, he scrambled to his feet. Glancing around, he wasn’t surprised to discover the scorched pit that had been gouged into the ground. It’d felt like he’d been hit with a bomb.

			But what he hadn’t expected was the realization that the towering inferno was gone. As if Rainn had managed to blow the creature to smithereens. Whatever smithereens were.

			Was it possible?

			Ulric gave a shake of his head.

			He didn’t care what had happened to the fiery bitch. All he wanted was to find Rainn.

			Remaining in his animal form, Ulric loped across the shattered landscape. For a frantic few minutes he couldn’t see her. In fact, it was only because he could sense her through their mating bond that he wasn’t in an instant frenzy. She was alive. And nearby.

			After what felt like an eternity, he finally caught her scent. Digging his claws into the dirt, he leaped over a pile of jagged rocks that had been blown out of the pit, landing next to her unconscious body.

			With a shimmer of magic, he was shifting into his human form and kneeling next to Rainn. She didn’t look injured. Hell, he would assume that she was sleeping if she hadn’t just battled an evil spirit that had nearly roasted them into the netherworld.

			Gently he reached out to touch her cheek. It was pale but warm beneath his fingertips, and he could hear the steady beat of her heart.

			So why didn’t she wake up?

			The wolf in him wanted to stretch out beside her and pull her close against his body. The man, however, understood that the only way to protect her was to get her out of there.

			He had no idea if the evil spirit was dead or just regrouping, but he didn’t intend to stay around long enough to find out.

			Scooping Rainn’s limp body off the ground, he pressed her against his chest. He cast a quick glance around, trying to orient himself. This weird-ass place screwed with his senses. Where was the doorway?

			His breath abruptly caught in his throat at the small form sprawled near the edge of the pit.

			Chaaya.

			He told himself to ignore the sight. Chaaya had been sacrificed endless centuries ago. This was now her domain, right? It was quite likely he would destroy her if he took her out of here.

			Trying to force himself to turn away, he realized that his feet wouldn’t obey. They were glued to the ground, refusing to budge.

			Dammit.

			The girl had saved his life. If she hadn’t jumped in front of him to fight back the flames, he would have been destroyed.

			He couldn’t leave her here.

			If she wanted—or needed—to come back to this nasty place, she could. For now, he was taking her with them.

			Ignoring the inner voice that told him he was being an idiot, Ulric raced over the charred ground. Then, slinging Rainn over one shoulder, he bent down to grab the unconscious Chaaya and flung her over the other one.

			Straightening, he grimly jogged in the direction that he hoped would take him to the doorway.

			Dear goddess, let him be right.

			He had a terrible premonition that their time was running out.

			* * * *

			Levet pressed his snout against the bubble, his wings fluttering with unease.

			Why did Inga have to be so stubborn?

			They were supposed to find the doorway that wasn’t a doorway. Very well. They’d found it. Now they needed to return and warn everyone that it was broken.

			But was that what they were doing?

			Non.

			Inga had regarded the inky sludge that boiled out of the crack on the ocean floor and announced that she was going to take a closer look. What did she need to see? A hole in the ground? Nasty black goop?

			Before he could halt her, however, she’d somehow stepped out of the bubble and was bobbing along the crack.

			Horrified, Levet banged his fist against the invisible barrier that surrounded him.

			“Inga,” he roared. “Get back in here.”

			She bounced along the edge of the opening, moving with astonishing ease through the crushing pressure of the water. With her ogress features it was easy to forget her mermaid blood until she was in this element.

			“You don’t have to shout,” she said, her voice echoing through the bubble as if she was standing next to him. “I can hear you just fine.”

			Levet stomped his foot. He could feel the evil churning around her. What if it touched her? Or worse.

			“I will shout when you are being a hog-headed idiot!”

			She turned her head to send him an outraged glare. “Excuse me?”

			“Non. I do not excuse you,” Levet retorted, giving another bang on the side of the bubble. “It is time to return to the castle.”

			She stubbornly shook her head. “I think I can fix it.”

			Levet scowled. “What?”

			“I think I can close the opening,” she told him.

			“How?”

			She gave a wave of the Tryshu. “With this.”

			Levet wasn’t impressed. Inga had been in control of the mystical weapon for a handful of weeks. Hardly long enough to have any idea what it could or couldn’t do.

			“Do you even know how to use that thing?” he demanded.

			She puffed out her chest, her tufts of hair swaying as the current swept past her.

			“I’m the Queen of the Mer-folk,” she snapped. “Of course I know how to work it.”

			Levet held her crimson gaze. “Really?”

			There was a long silence before she heaved a frustrated sigh. “Fine,” she at last muttered. “I might not understand how the stupid thing works, but I don’t need to. It…” She halted, as if considering her words. “It tells me what to do,” she finally admitted.

			Levet snorted. Big forks didn’t speak to people. Even if they were magical. Then he realized there was a strange noise vibrating through the air.

			“Is it humming?” he asked.

			“Yes.”

			Okay. Perhaps it was talking to her. But that wasn’t necessarily a good thing. “Inga.”

			She looked impatient. “What?”

			“Have you considered the idea that the Tryshu might be in the control of whatever evil is leaking out of that hole?”

			She frowned, studying the end of the trident as she released a burst of power. Sparkles swirled through the water.

			“The magic is mermaid,” she announced.

			“But—”

			“Shh,” she interrupted. “I need to concentrate.”

			Levet stomped his foot in frustration. “If you get yourself killed I’ll…”

			“You’ll what?”

			“I will follow you to the netherworld and torment you for the rest of eternity,” Levet warned.

			A wistful smile touched her lips. “Would that be such an awful thing?” she whispered.

			A funny, fluttery thing happened in the center of his chest. Was that his heart?

			“Inga.” He tried to force his way through the wall of the bubble. If she was going to put herself in danger, he needed to be at her side.

			The humming intensified, and Inga pointed the Tryshu at the long crevice.

			“I have to do this,” she said, releasing the magic of the powerful weapon.

			Levet watched as the sparkles shot directly toward the darkness. Astonishingly, the power of Inga’s magic managed to drive the evil back into the crevice that it was boiling out of and, at the same time, pull the ground into a smooth seam, as if she was knitting the solid bedrock back together.

			Stunned into a rare silence, Levet simply admired the female’s outrageous display of power. He’d once seen a dragon in full-out battle mode. He’d assumed that nothing could come close to such raw strength.

			Inga was every bit as powerful.

			Sacré bleu.

			Lost in awe, Levet nearly missed the strange scent that was suddenly teasing at his snout. What was that? And why was it familiar?

			Oh no.

			“Inga,” he called out. “Wait.”

			She refused to glance in his direction. “What now?”

			“Something is coming.”

			That got her attention. She darted her gaze from left to right while continuing to seal the crevice. “Where?”

			“From the crack.”

			She tightened her fingers around the Tryshu. “Is it the corruption?”

			Levet shook his head even though she wasn’t looking in his direction.

			“It smells like werewolf,” he told her. “I think it’s Ulric.”

			He heard her gasp of surprise. “You’re sure?”

			“I’m certain,” Levet said, bouncing on his toes. Now he could also get the scent of Rainn. Along with another female he didn’t recognize. “Here they come,” he warned.

			The words had just left his lips when Ulric burst through the crevice with two unconscious females slung over his shoulders.

			Inga grabbed the naked male and with one mighty heave shoved him into the bubble. Then, turning back, she used her magic to finish closing the crack.

			Intent on Inga, Levet barely paid attention to Ulric, who was squatted on the other side of the bubble, both women still held in his arms.

			“I’ve gone from one hell to another,” the werewolf rasped before he collapsed with a soft groan.

			“Stupid dog,” Levet muttered, concentrating on Inga as she finished up her task. “Come on, come on.”

			Seconds later the ogress had shoved her way back into the magical sphere and was dropping to her knees in exhaustion.

			“That’s as good as I can do,” she breathed.

			Levet moved toward her, framing her face in his hands. “Take us home.”

		


		
			Chapter 22

			Rainn snuggled next to Ulric, rubbing her nose against his chest. The warm musk of his wolf spread over her like a blanket.

			She’d awakened when they’d arrived at the underwater castle. There had been a mass of folks talking and asking questions, but one growl from Ulric and they’d parted so he could carry her to a private bedroom.

			They’d had a few minutes to discuss how the beast had exploded when she’d rammed the spear into its heart. And how he’d carried her, along with Chaaya, through the crack. She was still fuzzy on how they’d come to the castle. Something about an ogress and gargoyle and a floating ball.

			At the time, she’d been too weary to care, tumbling into a deep sleep.

			Now she allowed herself to stretch out her stiff muscles and relish the fact that she was alive.

			Warm lips brushed the top of her head as Ulric’s arms tightened around her.

			“Good morning, sleepyhead,” he said in a voice husky from sleep. “Or rather, good evening.”

			She tilted back her head to study his gorgeous male features. “Evening?”

			“You’ve been asleep for over twenty-four hours.”

			“Oh.” She was only mildly surprised. “I had a big day,” she reminded him.

			“You certainly did.” His fingers skimmed up and down the curve of her spine. “You battled Zella, got sucked into another dimension, then turned into the Invisible Warrior Woman to destroy the fiery beast who intended to destroy the world.”

			“Invisible Warrior Woman?” She wrinkled her nose. “That’s not nearly as good as Wonder Woman.”

			“It’s exactly what we needed.” He brushed a kiss over her forehead before studying her with a searching gaze. “How did you do it? I thought the ancient magic was lost?”

			“It was.” She lifted her hand to rub it over the center of his naked chest. Beneath her palm she could feel the steady beat of his heart. Nothing had ever felt so wonderful. Against all odds, they’d survived. A miracle. “Until I managed to boost it with Wolfman power.”

			“Wolfman?” He grimaced in horror. “Absolutely not.”

			“It’s better than Invisible Warrior,” she chided.

			“Maybe we can just be Ulric and Rainn from now on.”

			A soul-deep longing twisted her heart. That’s exactly what she wanted. No more fighting. No more evil. No more destiny hanging over her head like a guillotine.

			“Do you think the beast was destroyed?” she asked.

			“Either it was destroyed, or Inga managed to seal the door with enough power to block it from entering our world.”

			She blinked at the sheer confidence in his voice. “You sound very certain.”

			He smiled. “I am.”

			“How?”

			“This.” He reached to wrap his fingers around her wrist, holding up her arm.

			It took her a second to realize what he was talking about. Then the breath was driven from her lungs.

			“It’s gone,” she rasped, gazing at her skin where the Oracles’ mark used to be.

			“You’re free,” Ulric told her.

			Joy raced through her. She’d never dared to think beyond her duty to the Oracles. It was too painful. Now…

			Now she could barely contain her happiness. Twining her arms around Ulric’s neck, she gazed at him in wonderment. This male had given her more than his heart. He’d given her a reason to fight for a future.

			“Not exactly free,” she murmured, tugging his head down to nip at his lower lip. “Now I have a mate.”

			Easily sensing her wakening passion, Ulric rolled on top of her, his eyes smoldering with a golden heat. “A very demanding mate.”

			She pressed a lingering kiss against his lips. “You talk too much.”

		


		
			Epilogue

			Ulric and Rainn remained at the castle for another day, returning to Vegas just as the sun was setting. Escorting his mate to his private rooms, he left her to enjoy a hot bath, while he went in search of Chiron.

			He found the vampire seated at his desk in his sleek silver-and-black office. Closing the door, Ulric watched as the vampire rose to his feet and crossed the carpet to stand directly in front of him.

			“How is Rainn?”

			Ulric wrinkled his nose. “Still exhausted, but delighted to be released from her duty to the Oracles.”

			“Hmm.” Chiron studied him with a faint smile. “And you?”

			Ulric felt a shiver race through him. Not one of fear, thank the goddess. But of anticipation.

			“Ready to conquer the world.”

			“Yeah.” Chiron slapped him on the shoulder. “A good female will do that to a male. You’ll need a larger apartment. The penthouse suite is available.”

			“Actually, I think we might spend some time with Rainn’s family,” he said. Rainn had mentioned her desire to visit her parents shortly before they’d left the mer-folk castle. “She’s been away from them for years. Plus, she wants to search for the child who will be marked by the Oracles. She doesn’t want them to feel alone, as she did.”

			Chiron nodded. “How long will you be gone?”

			“I’m not sure.” Ulric glanced around the office, knowing he was going to miss this hotel. It’d been his home for decades. But now his place was at Rainn’s side. “Don’t worry. I’m sure that Waverly will be more than capable of helping with Dreamscape.”

			Chiron appeared oddly offended. “I’m not asking you as a business partner. I’m asking as your brother.”

			Brother. Warmth cascaded through Ulric. He’d grieved for the loss of his family for so long, always somehow blaming himself for their loss. Now, he was ready to put the memory of his pack to rest. He would always miss them, but he had a new family.

			Chiron and Rainn. And even Waverly.

			Then the thought of family triggered a less pleasant thought.

			“We’ll be gone a few weeks or so,” he told Chiron. “At some point I’m going to have to return to the mer-folk’s lair and make a decision about what to do with Brigette.”

			“A worry for later.” Chiron squeezed his shoulder. “Go enjoy your new mate.”

			Heat prickled through Ulric. It didn’t take much effort to imagine Rainn in his deep soaking tub, completely naked. In fact, it was harder not to keep imagining it.

			But first he had to finish the task that had brought him to this office in the first place. “I do have one request.”

			“Name it,” Chiron said without hesitation.

			“Can Chaaya stay here until we know exactly how she’s going to react to this world?” he asked. He’d brought the girl with him when they came to Vegas. Not out of choice, but because Inga had threatened to have Chaaya tossed in the dungeon if he didn’t get her out of there. “I’d like to have her someplace where she’ll be protected.”

			“Chaaya?” Chiron’s brows snapped together. “The dead human who challenged the mer-folk warriors to a drinking contest and got them so trollied they were swinging from the chandeliers and running naked through the hallways?”

			Ulric grimaced. “She’s like a human teenager. All hormones and smartass mouth. But she did save my life, and she needs someone watching over her.”

			Chiron shuddered, but he offered a grudging nod. “Fine. But you’ll owe me.”

			Ulric abruptly pulled the vampire into his arms for a rough hug. This male had rescued him from the slave pits, given him a purpose in his life, and filled the sense of pack that he’d so desperately needed. “More than I’ll ever be able to repay.”

			Chiron returned the hug for the briefest moment, then he pulled back with a chiding frown.

			“Okay, that’s enough mush. Your mate’s waiting for you.” He waved his hand toward the door. “Go.”

			Ulric didn’t have to be told twice.

			Leaving the office, he sprinted down the hallway. He fully intended to rejoin Rainn before she left her bath.

			He ignored the startled glances that followed his mad flight, his laugh of pure joy trailing behind him.
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			Prologue

			The sun was still struggling to crest the horizon when Angel Conway entered the small park next to Lake Michigan. Shivering, she hunched herself deeper in her heavy coat. Shit. Was there anywhere in the world colder than Chicago in the winter? She doubted even the North Pole felt as frigid. Especially this morning, with the wind whipping the icy droplets from the nearby lake. They stung her face like tiny darts.

			Unfortunately, she had no choice but to drag herself out of her bed at such a god-awful hour to brave the cold. It was the same reason she snuck out every Friday morning.

			When she came to Chicago, she’d intended to have a clean start. No drugs. No men. Nothing that would screw up her one opportunity to climb out of the sewer she’d made of her life. But after the operation, she’d been given painkillers, and the hunger had been stroked to life. Within three weeks of her arrival in the city, she was back to the same old habits.

			Stomping her feet in an attempt to keep blood flowing to her toes, she scanned the shadowed lot. Where was her john? Usually she was the one running late. She did it deliberately to avoid being turned into a human popsicle. She wanted to arrive at the park, climb into the man’s expensive Jag, do her business, and get her pills. No fuss, no muss.

			And no frostbite.

			“Come on, come on,” she muttered, rubbing her hands together.

			Maybe she should bail. She could sneak out this weekend and find a street dealer. Of course, what little money she had…

			Her thoughts were shattered by the sharp snap of a branch. She frowned, glancing over her shoulder at the trees directly behind her. She’d chosen this spot because it gave her an open view of the lot, but at the same time offered her cover in case a cop decided to drive through the park. Now she felt a weird sense of dread crawl over her skin.

			She was from the country. She knew the sound of a critter scrambling through the underbrush.

			There was someone moving in the darkness. The only question was whether it was an early morning jogger. Or a pervert who was spying on her.

			She never considered there might have been a third possibility.

			Not until she felt the cold blade press against her throat…

		


		
			Chapter 1

			Dr. Ashland Marcel entered his office on the campus of Illinois State University. It was a small, dark space that had one window overlooking the parking lot. An office reserved for a professor who hadn’t yet received his tenure. Not that the cramped space bothered Ash. As much as he enjoyed teaching criminal justice classes, he hadn’t fully committed to spending the rest of his life in an academic setting. Especially after a day like today.

			With a grimace, he dropped into his seat behind the cluttered desk. A sigh escaped his lips. It was only noon, but he was grateful he was done teaching his classes for the day.

			The students weren’t the only ones looking forward to the end of the semester, he wryly acknowledged. Early December in the Midwest meant short, brutally cold days. A bunch of twenty-somethings trapped inside for weeks at a time was never a good thing. His classroom was choking with their pent-up energy.

			But it was Friday. And Monday the students started finals. Which meant that in less than seven days he could look forward to a month of peace and quiet.

			Pretending he didn’t notice the tiny ache in the center of his heart at the thought of spending the holidays alone in his small house, Ash opened his laptop. He needed to get through his email before he could call it a day.

			He’d barely fired up the computer when the door to his office was shoved open. He glanced up with a forbidding glare. His students were told on the first day of class that they could come to him during his posted office hours. He’d discovered his first year of teaching that they would follow him into the toilet with questions if he didn’t set firm guidelines.

			His annoyance, however, swiftly changed to surprise at the sight of the man dressed in a worn blue suit who stepped through the opening.

			Detective Jackson “Jax” Marcel.

			At a glance, it was easy to tell the two were brothers. They both had light brown hair that curled around the edges. Ash’s was allowed to grow longer now that he was no longer on the police force, and had fewer strands of gray. And they both had blue eyes. Ash’s were several shades darker, and framed by long, black lashes that had been the bane of his childhood. And they were both tall and slender, with muscles that came from long morning jogs instead of time in the gym.

			Ash rose to his feet, his brows arching in surprise. It wasn’t uncommon for his family to visit. The university was only a couple hours from Chicago. But they never just appeared in his office without calling.

			“Jax.”

			Jax stretched his lips into a smile, but it was clearly an effort. “Hey, bro.”

			Ash studied his companion. Jax was the oldest of the four Marcel brothers, but since they had been born within a six-year span they were all close in age. That was perhaps why they’d always been so tight. You messed with one Marcel, you messed with them all.

			“What are you doing here?” Ash demanded.

			“I need to talk to you.”

			“You couldn’t call?”

			Jax grimaced. “I preferred to do it face-to-face.”

			Fear curled through the pit of Ash’s stomach. Something had happened. Something bad. He leaned forward, laying his palms flat on the desk.

			“Mom? Dad?”

			Jax gave a sharp shake of his head. “The family is fine.”

			“Then what’s going on?”

			“Sit down.”

			Ash clenched his teeth. His brother’s attempt to delay the bad news was twisting his nerves into a painful knot. “Shit. Just tell me.”

			Perhaps realizing that he was doing more harm than good, Jax heaved a harsh sigh.

			“It’s Remi Walsh.”

			Ash froze. He hadn’t heard the name Remi in five years. Not since he’d packed his bags and walked away from Chicago and the woman who’d promised to be his wife.

			“Remi.” His voice sounded oddly hollow. “Is she hurt?”

			This time Jax didn’t torture him. He spoke without hesitation.

			“Her body arrived in the morgue this morning.”

			Morgue.

			“No.” The word was wrenched from Ash’s lips as his knees buckled and he collapsed into his chair.

			Jax stepped toward the desk, his expression one of pity. “I’m sorry, Ash.”

			Ash shook his head. “This has to be a mistake,” he said, meaning every word.

			It was a mistake. There was no way in hell that Remi could be dead.

			“I wish it was a mistake, bro,” Jax said in sad tones. “But I saw her with my own eyes.”

			Ash grimly refused to accept what his brother was telling him. He’d tumbled head over heels in love with Remi from the second she’d strolled into the police station to take her father to lunch. Ash had just made detective and Gage Walsh was his partner. Thankfully, that hadn’t stopped him from asking out Remi. She’d been hesitant at first, clearly unsure she wanted to date someone who worked so closely with her father. But from their first date they’d both known the sensations that sizzled between them were something special.

			That’s why he couldn’t accept she was gone.

			If something had happened to Remi, he would know. In his heart. In his very soul.

			“How long has it been since you last spent time with her?” he challenged his brother.

			Jax shrugged. “Five years ago.”

			“Exactly. How could you possibly recognize her after so long?”

			“Ash.” Jax reached up to run his hand over his face, his shoulders stooped. He looked like he was weary to the bone. “Denying the truth doesn’t change it.”

			Anger blasted through Ash. He wanted to vault across the desk and slam his fist into his brother’s face for insisting on the lie. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d given Jax a black eye. Of course, his brother had pounded him back, chipping a tooth and covering him in bruises, but it’d been totally worth it.

			Instead, he forced himself to leash his raw emotions.

			“It’s official?” he demanded.

			Jax gave a slow shake of his head. “Not yet. The medical examiner is overwhelmed, as usual. It will be hours before they can run fingerprints, even with me putting pressure on them.”

			The anger remained, but it was suddenly threaded with hope. Nothing was official.

			The words beat through him, echoing his heavy pulse.

			At the same time, he continued to glare at his brother. “Why come here before you’re sure it’s Remi?”

			Jax coughed, as if clearing his throat. “I wanted you to be prepared.”

			Ash narrowed his gaze. The shock of Jax’s announcement had sent his brain reeling. Which was the only explanation for why he hadn’t noticed his brother’s hands clenching and unclenching. It wasn’t just sympathy that was causing his brother’s unease.

			“No. There’s something you’re not telling me,” he said.

			Jax glanced toward the window, then down at the scuff marks on his leather shoes. Was he playing for time? Or searching for the right words? “Let’s go for a drink,” he finally suggested.

			“Dammit, Jax. This isn’t the time for games,” Ash snapped. “Just tell me.”

			Jax’s lips twisted before he forced himself to speak the words he’d clearly hoped to avoid. “She was found with her throat slit.”

			Ash surged to his feet, knocking over the chair. It smashed against the wooden floor with a loud bang, but Ash barely noticed.

			“Was there a mark?” he rasped.

			It’d been only a few weeks after he’d started dating Remi that Gage had put together the connection that a rash of dead women was the work of a serial killer. They’d tagged him the Chicago Butcher since it was suspected that he used a butcher’s knife to slice the throats of his victims. Only the cops knew that there had been a hidden calling card left behind by the killer: a small crescent carved onto each victim’s right breast. No one knew if it was supposed to be a “c” or a moon or perhaps some unknown symbol. But it was always there.

			“Yes.”

			“Like the others?” he pressed.

			Jax nodded. Ash reached into his pocket to pull out his keys. He’d gone from white-hot emotion erupting through him like lava to an ice-cold determination.

			The Chicago Butcher had destroyed his life five years ago. If the bastard was back, then Ash was going to track him down and kill him. He didn’t care if he had a badge or not.

			He tossed his keys to his brother. “Go to my house and pack a bag.”

			Jax caught the keys, his brows tugging together. “Ash, there’s nothing you can do.”

			“I have to see her,” Ash muttered, not adding his secondary reason for returning to Chicago. His brother was smart. He knew Ash would be hungry for revenge. “She was my fiancée.”

			Jax grimaced. “It was all a long time ago.”

			Ash snorted. It had been five years, not an eternity. And most of the time it felt like it had all happened yesterday. “We both know it doesn’t matter how long ago it was, or you would never have come down here to tell me.”

			The older man hunched his shoulders. “I didn’t want you to hear it on the news.”

			Ash didn’t believe the excuse for a second. “Pack a bag,” he commanded, reaching down to right his chair. “I’ll be ready by the time you get back.”

			“What about your classes?” Jax tried a last-ditch effort to keep Ash away from Chicago.

			“Finals are next week.” Ash sat down and reached for the cell phone he’d left on his desk. He might be under thirty, but he held the old-fashioned belief that there was no need for phones in his classroom. Including his own. “I’ll call the dean and warn him there’s been a family emergency. If I’m not back by Monday, my teaching assistant can proctor the exams.”

			“Ash—”

			“I can go back with you or I’ll drive myself,” Ash interrupted.

			“Hell, I don’t want you behind the wheel.” Jax pointed a finger toward Ash. “Don’t move until I get back.”

			Ash ignored his brother as he turned and left his office. He not only needed to contact the dean, but he wanted to make sure that his assistant knew he would be expected to take over his classes if necessary, as well as make his excuses to the dozens of holiday invitations that were waiting in his inbox.

			He was back in his office and just finishing his tasks when his phone pinged with a text telling him that Jax was waiting for him in the parking lot.

			Grabbing his laptop and the coat that hung in the corner, he stepped out of the office and closed the door behind him. Then, using the back stairs, he managed to avoid any acquaintances. Right now, he would be incapable of casual chitchat.

			Pushing open the door, he stepped out of the building and headed for the nearby parking lot. The sun was shining, but there was a sharp breeze that made him shiver. Like all his brothers he enjoyed being out in the fresh air, either jogging or spending the weekend camping near the river. But with each passing year he found he was less willing to brave icy temperatures.

			Soon he’d be spending the long winters sitting in front of a warm fire with a comfy sweater and his favorite slippers.

			Shaking away his idiotic thoughts, he stopped next to his brother’s car. Pulling open the door, he slid into the passenger seat and wrapped the seat belt across his body.

			“Have you heard anything from the medical examiner?” he demanded as his brother put the car in gear and headed out of the lot.

			“Not yet.” There was silence as Jax concentrated on negotiating the traffic out of town. It wasn’t until they reached the interstate that Jax glanced toward Ash. “Mom will be happy to have you home for a few days. She complains you never bother to come and see her anymore.”

			Ash pressed his lips together. It was that or snapping at his brother that this wasn’t a damned social visit. Eventually, however, he forced his tense muscles to relax. He wasn’t so far gone that he didn’t realize that Jax was trying to distract him. And that there was no point in brooding on what he was going to discover once they reached Chicago.

			“Mom’s too busy planning Nate’s wedding to notice whether I’m around or not,” he managed to say.

			Nate was the youngest Marcel brother, who’d moved to Oklahoma after leaving the FBI. He had proposed to his neighbor Ellie Guthrie a few months ago, and since she didn’t have a relationship with her own parents, June Marcel had eagerly stepped in to act as her surrogate mother.

			Jax released a short laugh. “She’s been in heaven, running around the city to find the perfect flower arrangements and sewing the bridesmaids’ dresses,” he agreed. “The poor woman assumed with four sons she would never get the opportunity to be so involved in all the frou-frou nonsense that comes with a wedding.” Jax set the cruise control and settled back in his seat. “Still, you must have been gone too long if you’ve forgotten Mom’s ability to concentrate on more than one thing at a time. I remember her baking cupcakes for Ty’s Boy Scout troop while helping Nate with his math homework and at the same time making sure I raked every damned leaf in the backyard because I missed curfew.”

			Ash’s lips curved into a rueful smile. His mother was a ruthless force of nature who’d occasionally resorted to fear and intimidation to control her four unruly sons. Mostly she’d smothered them in such love that none of them could bear the thought of disappointing her.

			“True. She has a gift.” He felt a tiny pang in the center of his heart. It’d been too long since he’d been home. “I could use her in my classroom.”

			“Lord, don’t say that. She’ll be waiting next to your desk with a ruler in her hand,” Jax teased.

			Another silence filled the car, then Jax cleared his throat, and abruptly asked the question that had no doubt been on his lips for the past five years.

			“I never knew what happened between you and Remi.” Jax kept his gaze focused on the road, as if knowing that Ash wouldn’t want him to witness the pain that twisted his features. “One day you were planning your wedding and the next the engagement was over and you were moving away.”

			Ash’s breath hissed between his clenched teeth. “The Chicago Butcher happened.”

			He expected his brother to drop the issue. His breakup with Remi was something he refused to discuss. His family had always respected his barriers.

			But whether he was still trying to keep Ash distracted, or if it was the shock of seeing a woman he believed to be Remi at the morgue, Jax refused to let it go. “You both suffered when she was captured by the Butcher and her father was killed trying to save her,” he pointed out. “I thought it would draw the two of you closer together.”

			Ash turned his head to gaze at the frozen fields that lined the road. The memories of that horrifying night were firmly locked in the back of his mind. The frantic phone call from Remi telling her father that she was being followed as she headed home. Gage Walsh’s stark command that Ash drive Remi’s route in case the killer forced her car off the road on the way home, while he went to his elegant mansion on the North Shore to meet her. And then Ash’s arrival at the mansion to discover that he was too late. Gage’s blood had been found at his home, but his body had never been discovered. No one knew why the Butcher would have taken it, unless he feared that he’d left evidence on the corpse that he didn’t have time to remove. The killing, after all, wouldn’t have been planned, unlike the females he stalked and murdered. Thank God, Remi had been alive, although she’d been lying unconscious in the kitchen.

			But while he wasn’t about to go into the agonizing details, Jax deserved an answer. The older man had been an unwavering source of strength over the past few years. Whether it was to shut down his father’s angry protests when Ash announced that he was leaving the police department, or driving down to the university and getting him cross-eyed drunk when he was feeling isolated and alone.

			“After I brought Remi home from the hospital she started to shut me out,” he said in slow, painful tones. “At first I assumed she would get her memories back, and that she would be able to heal from the trauma she’d gone through.”

			“But the memories never came back,” Jax murmured.

			“No, they never came back.” Ash grimaced. He’d wasted a lot of emotional energy trying to convince Remi to get professional help to retrieve her memories. As if the return of them could somehow heal the growing breach between them. It was only with time and distance he could see that they were struggling with more than the trauma of her being attacked by the Butcher. “But it was the guilt that destroyed our hopes for the future.”

			His brother sent him a sharp glance. “Guilt for what?”

			Ash gave a sad shake of his head. “Remi felt guilty for her father’s death. She had a crazy idea that if she hadn’t called to say she was being followed, her father would still be alive. And to be honest, it only made it worse that his body was never found. I think a part of her had desperately hoped that he would miraculously return. With each passing day, she blamed herself more and more.”

			“And your guilt?” Jax pressed.

			“I should never have let Gage go there alone. I was his partner.”

			Jax muttered a curse. “His younger partner. Gage was your superior, and it was his call to split up so you could cover more ground. Just as it was your duty to obey his order.”

			Ash shrugged. Easy to say the words, it was much harder to dismiss the gnawing remorse. If only…

			Heaving a sigh, he leaned his head back against the seat and closed his eyes. He’d given Jax the explanation he demanded. He didn’t have the strength to argue whether it made any sense or not.

			Ash kept his eyes closed even as the traffic thickened and they slowed to a mere crawl. He’d driven to the morgue enough times to know exactly when they were pulling into the side parking lot.

			Lifting his head, he studied the long cement-block building with two rows of narrow windows. Nothing had changed in the past few years. Maybe the trees lining the street had grown a little taller, and they’d replaced the flags out front. Otherwise it was the same stark structure he remembered.

			Jax switched off the engine, turning his head toward Ash. “I wish you wouldn’t do this.”

			“I have to.” Ash unbuckled the seat belt and pushed open the door before stepping out.

			Behind him was the sound of hurried footsteps as Jax rushed to keep up. Not that Ash was going to get far without him. He was no longer a cop, which meant he would have to hang on to the hope that Remi still had him listed as an emergency contact to get past the security.

			Much easier to let Jax do his thing.

			Quickly at his side, Jax took charge as they entered the building. They were halted twice, but Jax flashed his badge and quickly they were stepping into a harshly lit room that felt ice-cold.

			Ash shivered. He hated coming here. Even when it was a part of his job. Now his stomach was twisted so tight it felt like it’d been yanked into knots.

			They were led by a technician down a long row of steel racks where bodies wrapped in heavy plastic waited for an official ID. Or perhaps for an autopsy. He’d tried not to really notice what was going on behind the scenes. Now he felt as if he was in a dream as the technician waved for them to stop and Jax wrapped an arm around his shoulders. No, it was more like a nightmare. One that wasn’t going to end if it truly was Remi who was being slid out on a steel slab.

			Taking care not to disturb the body any more than necessary, the technician slowly pulled back the plastic cover. Ash made a choked sound as he caught sight of the long black hair that was glossy enough to reflect the overhead light. It was pulled from a pale, beautiful face, just like Remi liked to wear it.

			He swayed to the side, leaning heavily against his brother as pain blasted through him. “Christ.”

			“Steady,” Jax murmured.

			Ash’s gaze absorbed the delicate features. They were so heart-wrenchingly familiar. The slender nose. The high, prominent cheekbones. The dark, perfectly arched brows. The lush lips.

			“I didn’t want to believe,” he rasped, his voice coming from a long way away. As if he was falling off a cliff and was waiting to hit the bottom.

			Would he die when that happened?

			He hoped so.

			What would be the point of living in a world without Remi Walsh?

			“I’m sorry,” Jax said, his own voice harsh with pain.

			Ash’s gaze remained locked on Remi’s lips. It’d been five years but he still remembered their last kiss. He’d just told her that he intended to take a job at the university. Deep inside he’d hoped she would be furious at his decision. He wanted her to fight for their future together. Instead she’d offered a sad smile and leaned forward to brush her mouth over his in a silent goodbye.

			He’d nearly cried even as he’d savored the taste of her strawberry lip balm…

			Ash stilled. Lip balm. Why was there a warning voice whispering at the back of his fuzzy brain? Maybe he was going crazy. What the hell did her lips have to do with anything? He frowned, telling himself to turn away.

			He’d done what he came there to do. What was the point of gawking at Remi as if he hoped she would suddenly open her eyes? It was time to go.

			But his feet refused to budge. He knew Jax was staring at him in confusion, and that the technician was starting to shift from one foot to another, but still he continued to run his gaze over Remi’s pale face.

			Something was nagging at him. But what?

			Then his gaze returned to her mouth and he realized what his unconscious mind was trying to tell him.

			She was wearing lipstick. A bright red shade. And more than that, there was makeup plastered on her skin and what looked like false lashes stuck to her lids. The harsh lighting had washed everything to a dull shade of ash, which was why he hadn’t noticed it the minute the cover had been pulled back.

			“That’s not her,” he breathed.

			“Ash.” Jax’s arm tightened around his shoulder. “I know this is tough, but—”

			“It’s not her,” Ash interrupted, his heart returning to sluggish life.

			How had he been so blind? Remi never wore makeup. Not even when her mother insisted on dragging her to some fancy-ass party. She claimed that it made her skin itch, plus she didn’t feel the need to slap paint on herself to try and impress other people. If they didn’t like her face, then they didn’t have to look at it.

			Her down-to-earth attitude was one of the things he’d loved about her.

			Of course, as far as he was concerned she was gorgeous. She didn’t need anything artificial to make his palms sweat and his pulse race.

			“How can you be sure?” Jax demanded, his voice revealing his fear that Ash had gone over the edge. “Like you said, it’s been five years. She could have changed in that time. Unless there’s something you haven’t told me?”

			Ash jutted his chin. He wasn’t going to explain about the makeup. Jax would tell him a woman might very well change her mind about cosmetics as she started to age. Or perhaps she had a boyfriend who wanted her to plaster her face with the gunk. Besides, now that he was looking at the dead woman with his brain and not his heart, he could start to detect physical differences. The nose was just a tad too long. Her brow not quite wide enough. And her jaw too blunt.

			“I’m sure.” His voice was strong. Confident. “It’s not her.”

			“He’s right.” A new voice cut through the air, echoing eerily through the racks of dead bodies. “I just got the results back from the fingerprints.”

			They all turned to watch as Dr. Jack Feldman, one of the city’s top medical examiners, stepped out of the shadows. A short man with salt and pepper hair and a neatly trimmed beard, he was wearing a white lab coat that didn’t hide the start of an impressive potbelly. He’d been a good friend of Gage Walsh, and had extended that friendship to Ash when he’d become his partner.

			He’d also adored Remi, treating her like she was his own child. It must have been a hideous shock to have a woman who looked so much like her show up in his morgue.

			“Feldman,” Ash murmured, stepping away from his brother so he could pull the older man into a rough hug.

			They shared a silent moment of tangled emotions, then the doctor slapped him on the back and pulled back to study him with a sympathetic gaze.

			“Good to see you, Ash, although not under these circumstances.”

			Ash cleared his throat, his attention moving toward the electronic pad clutched in Feldman’s fingers. “Did you get an ID?”

			Feldman held up a hand before he glanced toward the silent technician.

			“I’ll take it from here, Jimmy,” he told the young man. They waited until Jimmy turned and left the room before Feldman led them to a distant corner. His dark eyes rested on Ash’s face. “I shouldn’t be talking to you, but I’m pretty sure you’ll get the information one way or another. Plus, you’re one of us, even if you did jump ship for a while. Eventually you’ll come back where you belong.”

			They were the words he’d heard from a dozen different lawmen when he’d announced his decision to leave the Chicago Police Department and take a job teaching. And in truth, a part of him had secretly agreed.

			Being a detective was in his blood.

			He shook away the thought, nodding toward the electronic pad. “Who is she?”

			Feldman lifted the pad and touched the screen to call up a file. “Her name is Angel Conway. She’s a twenty-five-year-old white female. Five feet, six inches tall. One hundred thirty pounds.”

			Ash frowned. “Is she local?”

			“No.” Feldman brushed his finger over the screen. “Her address is Bailey, Illinois. A small town fifty miles south of the city.”

			Ash glanced toward Jax, who gave a shake of his head. He’d never heard of it.

			“Do you have any other info?”

			Feldman was silent as he read through the short report. Ash knew Feldman must have shouted and bullied and called in every favor owed him to get any information so quickly. The Chicago coroner’s department was notoriously understaffed and overworked. It was only because of their dedicated staff they weren’t completely overwhelmed.

			“It looks like she worked at a convenience store and has a rap sheet for petty crimes,” Feldman murmured. “Mostly stealing and one count of prostitution.”

			Ash tried to process what he was being told. Not easy when his brain was still foggy from the extreme emotions that had battered him. Fear. Shock. Grief. Soul-shaking relief.

			He did, however, tuck the information away so he could pull it out later and truly consider what it all meant. “Where did they find her?”

			“Jameson Park,” Feldman said.

			Ash lifted his brows in surprise. Jameson Park was built along the shores of Lake Michigan, and popular enough to be crowded this time of year despite the frigid weather. Plus it would have a regular patrol officer who would do sweeps through the area.

			A dangerous place to do a dump.

			“That doesn’t fit the pattern,” he said.

			“No. But everything else does,” Feldman told him, turning around the pad so Ash could see the photos taken of Angel Conway’s naked body.

			For a second his stomach rolled in protest. It’d been a while since he’d seen death up close and personal. And the violence one person could inflict on another. Then he sucked in a slow, deep breath.

			Shutting down his emotions, he studied the picture with a professional attention to detail. He’d learned as a detective it was too easy to get overwhelmed by death. He had to break it down to small, individual pieces to keep himself focused on what was important.

			Leaning forward he studied the cut that marred the slender throat. It was thin and smooth and just deep enough to cut through the carotid artery. There were no hesitation marks, and no ragged edges to indicate nerves or anger. It was a precision kill that seemed to be oddly lacking in emotion.

			Next his gaze moved to the small wound on the woman’s upper breast. It was carved into a neat crescent shape. This was the one detail they’d never revealed to the public.

			“Christ,” he breathed as he straightened. “He’s back.”

			Jax reached out to grasp his shoulder. “We can’t jump to conclusions, Ash.”

			Ash understood his brother’s warning. There was nothing more dangerous for an investigator than leaping to a conclusion, then becoming blind to other possibilities.

			But he was no longer a detective, and his gut instinct was screaming that this was the work of the killer who’d destroyed the lives of so many. Including his own.

			“There’s more.” Feldman cleared his throat, lowering the pad. “She’s had plastic surgery.”

			“Not that unusual,” Jax said, echoing Ash’s own thoughts. “Lots of women, and men for that matter, think they need some nip and tuck.”

			Feldman grimaced. “This nip and tuck was for a particular purpose.”

			A chill crawled over Ash’s skin. Not the frigid air of the morgue, but something else. Perhaps a premonition. “What purpose?” he forced himself to ask.

			“If I had to make a guess, I would say it was to make Angel Conway look like Remi Walsh.”
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