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Note from the author…

Hi reader! Thank you so much for starting
the Monsters series with me. Whether you’re a long-time reader or
brand new to the HKW universe, you’re in for one dangerously
delicious treat.

But for my loyal readers, there are just a
few fairly important things I want to point out before you get to
the good stuff. You already know that Monsters takes place in a
world where two dimensions literally collided. Things are different
now. For instance, there are far fewer healers in this world, and
they are far more precious. Resurrection is impossible; as Mimi
puts it, “Dead is dead.” And the Wolf Curse never happened. Think
about what that means. No dormants, for instance. And like a domino
effect, the lives of characters are forever changed….

Pay close attention and get ready.

This strange new world is about to totally
rock yours.

xoxo – The Storyteller


Introduction

(Excerpt #1 from Withered, the bridge
novella between The Kings and Monsters)…

 


“How much longer until they
get here?” asked Evie. The twenty-six Sovereigns of the Thirteen
sat around the enormous table, discussing current situations in
hushed tones. Evelynne D’Angelo turned to her husband Roman, who
sat at the head of the long table. “And how many wardens are
coming?”

“Five will be arriving,” he
told her. “And we’ve just a few minutes until they show up. Long
enough to prepare.”

“For their sentinels too?”
Sentinels were enigmatic beings, human in appearance but otherwise
completely supernatural. They possessed the ability to transport
anywhere at any point in time, even past magical warding. They also
had the power to heal. Both of these gifts were said to have been
given to them by the Storyteller
because a sentinel’s one and only job was to
protect his or her given warden. The Storyteller was this
dimension’s version of a god or overseer or – whatever you wanted
to call it. In that respect, sentinels were a little like guardian
angels.

Evie watched her husband go still. He raised
a brow in interest. “Do you know, I hadn’t even thought of that?
Leave it to you to do so.” His pupils dilated a little, his gaze
darkening on her the way it did sometimes. Usually before he held
her up against a wall, slid his teeth into her neck, and made
crazy-good love to her for hours on end.

Evie tried not to show him how turned-on the
sudden thought made her. She held her emotions in check like a
queen was supposed to and said, “The sentinels will be able to make
it past the wards. They can go anywhere their wardens are,” she
told him. “So I hope you planned on extra possible visitors.”

There had been five extra empty chairs
placed at the end of the table for the wardens, but she wondered
whether they might need more.

Roman thought for a moment, his eyes
dropping to her lips before he finally smiled slowly and looked
away. “Hopefully they won’t deem it necessary. The wardens are
meeting with their sovereigns, nothing more. Sentinels arrive when
their charges are in danger and even then, only when they are
called.”

“Fair enough.”

Roman stood slowly, and the talking at the
table stopped, all eyes turning to him. “As you all know, a new
force has entered our world. His name is Vicium Mehemii, or Vicium
if you don’t feel like the mouthful.”

Smiles around the table, but everyone was
aware of the gravity of the situation.

“With Vicium comes chaos,
and no one knows exactly what form this chaos will take or what
effect it will have on the planet. We only know that our very dear
friend and mentor, Katrielle, is terrified of him. I know that I
speak for all of us when I say that’s enough for me.”

Nods of agreement all around. Some eyes
flashed protectively. Katrielle – or Lalura Chantelle – had been
there for each and every one of them in their time of need.

“Katrielle is not present
tonight because I feel it’s crucial to avoid involving her any more
than absolutely necessary. If experience has taught us all
anything, it’s that Vicium will target her above all others. Even
his greatest enemy, Bantariax.”

No one could disagree with
that. The Table of the Thirteen was well acquainted with mortal
enemies going after loved ones, particularly beautiful mates. It
was something Evie sometimes felt guilty for writing about in her
paranormal romance novels. After all, if this new world was truly
watched over by someone called the Storyteller, what if
everything Evie wrote actually happened in some alternate dimension too? How
much pain was she causing innocent people?

“I’m not even sure how
comfortable I am with you being here, Evangeline,” Roman said,
turning to the Dragon Queen.

“But you’re also well aware
you can’t keep me away,” said Eva with a slight smile.

Evie grinned. “Yep, basically.”

Roman’s eyes sparkled as he went on. “And on
the subject of loved ones, it’s also important to note that when
Vicium entered our world, so did Bantariax the Great Black. As you
know, he is Katrielle’s first and greatest love. Unfortunately, in
the struggle with Vicium, Bantariax was viciously dismantled,”
continued Roman.

He waited a moment for this to sink in
before continuing. But they were all aware of the situation anyway,
so he didn’t wait long.

“Now Katrielle is not even
certain he is alive. According to her latest report, his locations
were snuffed out on her map. It’s possible he’s dead. It’s also
possible he’s simply too weak to emit magic. Whatever the case, his
location or locations must be ascertained. And more importantly –
so must Vicium’s.”

More nods.

“We are unfortunately new
to this dimension and are not as acquainted with its slightly
different nuances as I would like us to be for the magnitude of
this situation. Which is why I’ve brought in outside
help.”

“The wardens,” said Caliban
the Unseelie King.

Roman nodded once. “As you’re now aware, the
wardens in essence work for us in this world. However, they are
still divided into groups – clans, they’re called. And each clan is
tended to by its own leader. I made the warden leaders across the
globe aware of the dangerous state of affairs. I then chose the
five most successful warden clans, and asked that representatives
from each be sent here tonight. They were given devices to allow
them past our warding, and they will arrive any minute.”

It seemed kismet that he stopped talking
just then, as in that very moment, five separate lights began to
form in the empty space at the end of the long room. It would have
been nice to believe that wardens were just extra punctual, but the
truth was the items they’d been given were charmed to transport
them at that precise point in time. Ready or not.

The five lights brightened, condensed, and
hardened into five people. There were no open portals or swirling
pathways; the items they’d been given were transport charms, usable
only once, and capable of taking someone directly from one place in
time to another in a single blink. The transport charms took
forever to make and a lot of magic. But they were the only items
capable of containing the magic necessary to carry their passengers
past the wards around any meeting of the Table of the Thirteen.

“Welcome,” greeted Roman,
addressing the five new guests. “Thank you for coming.”

The newcomers had barely finished coalescing
fully into solid form when Roman spoke, so he had their attention
at once. But these were wardens, cautious by nature, so it was only
a matter of seconds before they were looking around the room.

Evie studied the five figures. As quickly as
she could with her vampire attention to detail, she allotted their
appearances to memory.

There were two women and three men. They
were all dressed similarly in practical clothing such as jeans,
boots, and either military-styled canvas or leather jackets.
Weapons were not generally allowed at meetings of political
leaders, but the sovereigns in that room were more than capable of
taking care of themselves, especially against human weapons, so no
such rule had been extended to the wardens. Hence, despite the fact
that they all hid their weapons with experienced acuity, it was
clear they were all armed. To the teeth.

According to Roman’s intel
they hailed from the Sirius, Rigel, Draco, Vega – and
Monsters – clans. By
general rule, the warden clans acquired their names from the stars
in the sky, or celestial bodies in general. All clans followed this
rule but one of them. The Monsters MC clan was different. It was
nomadic. It lacked any specific geographic jurisdiction. And most
importantly, it was composed completely of monsters. At least, that was how they
saw themselves. The motto on their black leather jackets was
evidence enough to that end. The scrawled white lettering read: The
good, the bad, the cursed.

There were thirteen Monsters clan members,
twelve brothers and one leader. Evie had no idea who the leader of
the Monsters clan was; he went unnamed, and no amount of magic
researching seemed capable of divulging the information. For Roman
to contact him, he’d had to go through one of his men.

But according to record, so far the clan had
been successful in every single job the sovereigns had sent them
on. They always got their man or woman, always did what needed to
be done. Always. Evie saw no reason to deny the clan their privacy
by insisting on any meetings with their leader. If it isn’t broken,
don’t fix it.

Evie’s gaze fell on one of the women first
as if drawn to her. She wore a thick braid of long honey blonde
hair streaked nearly white in places with sun, and had light
greenish-gray eyes so intense, they made Evie feel the woman was
older than her appearance of perhaps early- to mid-thirties. She
was tall and slim. Evie recognized the cording of plenty of muscle
underneath her practical clothing. Her fingernails were short, and
there were cuts and scrapes across both sides of her hands. The
wounds were common for a warden and did nothing to detract from the
woman’s exceptional beauty. There was honestly something about her…
something un-nameable or place-able, that bewildered Evie.

The woman looked warily at the lot of them
from where she stood, those eyes taking in every single detail of
the room. Their light gray-green color was severe and lovely, but
their keenness was frankly unnerving. Based on the general
description Evie had been given before the meeting, this was
apparently Genevieve Rayne, from the Sirius clan.

The other woman had a similar build and bore
similar marks of battle. But she was a brunette with a mass of
shining dark brown hair pulled into a ponytail behind her. Wisps of
it had escaped the elastic to frame a lovely face with big brown
eyes, thick lashes, and full lips. One of those lips had been
busted open recently, and a fading bruise marked her left cheek.
Somehow despite the trauma, she was still quite beautiful. This was
Angela Clemens, “Angel” to her friends, and she was sent by the
Vega clan.

Interesting, Evie thought.
Are all female wardens gorgeous?

She moved on to the men.
All three were tall, and because they were wardens they were not
surprisingly built strong. But that was where their similarities
ended. The first she studied was a man somewhere in his mid-fifties
with short-cropped gray hair and skin hardened by the sun. He had
eyes the same color as his hair, slate and hard as the rest of him.
There was something commanding about him, calm and capable. He met
her gaze as if he could tell she was sizing him up – and he did the
same to her. She felt herself blush a little, which was strange.
His gray eyes glinted, and his lips curled just the tiniest
bit. Okay, she
thought, her heart rate increasing. Again, based on the
descriptions of the wardens she’d been given prior to the meeting,
she figured this one was Graham Campbell from the Rigel
clan.

The second guy had light
brown hair, shoulder-length. He was young, probably no more than
somewhere in his mid-twenties, but already bore the brutal evidence
of his difficult job in the form of a scar across his forearm. It
ran through a tribal tattoo of a dragon. Ah, she thought as the young man
studied the room with eyes the color of sapphires. This was Elijah
Crestfall from the Draco clan. He was a little famous in warden
circles, as he was apparently quite the expert with swords.
Particularly katanas. Particularly in taking off people’s heads
with katanas.

Evie swiveled her gaze to the fifth and
final clan member.

At once, she straightened in her seat, her
muscles clenching instinctively, her predatory senses prickling.
She watched her vision go all-pupil, and the colors in the room
changed.

The Monster, she thought as her fingers
and toes tingled. This was Jacob Crow.

 



 


(Excerpt #2 from Withered, the bridge
novella between The Kings and Monsters)…

The mirror was old, and part of it was
chipped. Time had darkened a good portion of it, and the frame was
cracked where it sat on the workbench in the large garage. But it
was still a mirror, and it served its function when it showed David
what he was expecting to see. He pulled the collar of his shirt and
jacket down on the right side to reveal a tattoo across the top of
his corded shoulder.

The tattoo was a pair of scythes crossed
beneath a skull like a Jolly Roger with a gothic twist. It was
expertly done, careful and intriguing like every tat on any of the
Monsters members. They didn’t settle for anything less than the
best, not in anything. But this work of art was special.

David Sharpe slowly traced his thumb across
one of the scythe blades. It had been inked-in to cover something,
a dark moon-like birthmark. Once upon a time, what felt like
another lifetime, the mark had been dark red. He was born with
it.

It had changed the night he’d died and come
back. Along with his soul, it had grown darker, shifting into a
charcoal gray. Now it was black and hidden.

But he knew it was there and he always
would. Because it defined him. It was what made him a monster. It
was the reason he was standing there in front of that mirror,
staring at a reflection that all but shoved that fact back in his
face.

The man staring back at him wasn’t the one
his friends and family had once known. The emerald eyes he’d been
born with were a light jade now, far too light to be natural. His
skin was pale, but in life, he’d loved the sun. His hair had
darkened from sun-streaked blonde to nearly black. He’d grown two
inches in height, put on nearly ten pounds of pure muscle, and most
alarmingly, he’d acquired a strict and dangerous diet – and the
slightly elongated, distinctly sharpened incisors to help him
obtain it.

The reflection infuriated him, reminding him
of all he’d lost and would probably never have. And suddenly, David
was hauling back, his hand curled into a fist, to drive it into the
glass of the mirror. But before his knuckles could connect, his
wrist was grabbed in a strong, solid grip.

The punch stopped an inch short, and David
glanced to his right as his eyes laced through with lightning. He
found himself staring into eyes that were so similar to his in
color, most humans automatically assumed they were birth
brothers.

Jacob Crow tilted his head toward the
mirror. “That’s our last one.” He held David for a few seconds
more, the vampire’s power wrapping around his clan brother with a
strength he didn’t usually exude. Jake’s eyes searched his. “It’s
the new kid, isn’t it?” Jake asked him calmly. “It’s got you
thinking… remembering.”

David blinked. He was right.

The discovery of Poe Tessla
and his “withering” had David on edge. On the one hand, he felt
sorry for the kid; Tessla was going to have to get used to a daily
regimen of magic spells and cautionary wards to get through his new
existence. He would have to feed… if he didn’t, his mere presence
would make those he cared for most – those he desired most – feel sick. Dizzy.
Weak. They would end up instinctively pulling away from him, and he
in turn would wind up withdrawing from the people who could have
helped him the most.

David knew this better than anyone.

To say nothing of having to learn how to
deal with the smell and the pain. And then there was the Veil….
Tessla would be able to see past that now. It could be highly
unsettling.

But on the other hand,
David couldn’t help but wonder how many like him there actually
were out there. Was Tessla just the beginning? Were there dozens
of Withered?
Hundreds? If so – why?

He nodded, just once at Jake’s suggestion.
“Yeah, guess so.”

Jake let go of his arm. But a tingling
sensation remained, a handprint of the man’s power. Dave glanced
down at his arm and his gaze narrowed. He was pretty sure Jake
didn’t realize how much vampire magic he was leaking.

Clearly distracted, Jake smiled a tight
smile, patted him on the shoulder, and turned away, running a hard
hand through his raven-black hair. David watched him go, his
expression thoughtful as he scrutinized his best friend and clan
brother. There was a definite energy coming off Crow, sharp and
jagged. Dave had often felt Jake get angry over the years. Hell,
they all lost their cool from time to time.

But this was new. David wasn’t sure he’d
ever felt anything quite like it. So he decided to tread
carefully.

He moved away from the
mirror, watching Jacob closely as the vampire strode to one of the
cars in the garage. The building housed three cars at the moment,
and seven bikes. Six bikes were out, their Monsters clan riders on jobs. The
cars belonged to their leader and two of the clan members. One of
the cars was Crow’s, a ’64 Pontiac GTO. It had been his before he’d
been… cursed. Now he kept it here and messed with it from time to
time, but it was his bike he used for everything else.

The hood of the jet-black Pontiac was
propped open. The vampire leaned against the front of his car,
peering into the open engine. David knew he wasn’t actually seeing
anything inside.

Without turning back to look at David, Jake
said over his shoulder, “Look at it this way, Sharpe. At least you
know you aren’t alone anymore.”

“No,” agreed David as he
slid his hands into his front pockets. “I’ve got the company of a
genius teenager and a seriously dodgy warlock.” He stopped and
considered that. “Actually, the warlock isn’t even technically
marked.” The warlock he was talking about was Darryl Maelstrom, and
though he appeared to have risen from the dead and possessed many
of the same properties as David Sharpe and Poe Tessla, he bore no
scythe birthmark. “So I guess that means it’s just me and the
emo.”

Jake didn’t say anything. He’d braced
himself on strong arms and gone very still as the air charged up
around him. David stopped where he was and studied him. The energy
radiating from him was growing stronger. Harder. Sharper. It was
almost as if Jake were in pain.

“Something happen at the
meeting?” David ventured cautiously.

No answer. But as he
continued to watch, Jake’s fingers curled in, bending the metal
beneath them as his grip tightened under vampire strength. David
raised his chin and took a deep breath. Understanding dawned on
him. I think I see.

“So… who is
she?”

Jake’s head lifted.

David closed his eyes,
nodded to himself, and took a deep breath. Bingo, he thought with a sinking
feeling. None of the Monsters had been in love since the clan had
been formed. Lust, sure. But this sensation Jake was exuding was
just too strong for something so insignificant. And if he was
right, it promised trouble. “You met someone at the sovereign
meeting, didn’t you?”

Jake pushed off the car and straightened,
but he didn’t turn around, and Dave was left staring at his broad
back.

Jake said, “We’ll be meeting again tomorrow
to form a plan for the job the sovereigns gave us. In the
meantime….”

David waited, feeling the air thicken.

“Dave, I need you to do me
a solid.”

David hesitated just a second before saying,
“Yeah?”

“I need you to find
everything you can on one of the wardens in the Vega
clan.”

Oh shit, she’s a
warden, he thought, as that sinking feeling
turned to metal in his gut. Hell and
damn. The number of very serious problems
that could pose were positively endless. But he wasn’t surprised by
Jake’s request. In another lifetime, a man named David Sharpe had
been an expert in covert operations. He was the best in the
Monsters clan at gathering intel.

“Alright,” he said, though
he knew it meant untold amounts of conflict. Anything for a
brother. “What’s her name?”

Jake smiled to himself and finally turned
around. The fact that David knew it was a woman wasn’t lost on
Jake. But he let it go. Instead, he said, “Angela Clemens.”

David digested the name. “Clemens.”

“She goes by Angel among
friends.” Jake’s tone was lowering. There was hunger in it now;
Dave knew him well enough to recognize that much.

David nodded. “And when you say ‘everything
you can,’ you really mean it?” Dave’s look was serious. Every clan
member had their talent. No one was as good at this as he was.

Jake’s gaze hardened, becoming shadowed. “I
do,” he said, his voice harsh. His inhuman eyes fired up like
lanterns. Fangs peeked from behind his lips as he added, “And then
some.”

 



 


“We gotta get out of this
place,

If it's the last thing we ever do.

We gotta get out of this place.

There's a better life for
me and you.”

-We Gotta Get Out Of This Place,

The Animals

1965

 


 


“There’s battle lines being drawn.

Nobody’s right if everybody’s wrong.”

-For What It’s Worth

Buffalo Springfield

1967

 


 



Prologue

1967-1968

Most of the Chippewa had been “relocated” to
Canada a hundred and thirty years ago, but my father’s clan
remained behind. Minnesota was where we’d made our home.

Things were dangerous for the Crow Clan. My
father, White Wolf, was madly in love with a white woman. I can
tell you she loved him right back. But when a group of armed men
came sniffing around their home in warning, Wolf knew it was
because of her love. For her people, it wasn’t allowed.

He told her to leave him. He was afraid she
would come to harm. But she wouldn’t leave. She was stubborn as
hell. It was one of the things he loved most about her.

So Wolf made a decision to save her life. He
made the clan push her away. For him, it was an ultimatum of love,
done for her own good.

He didn’t know she was pregnant with me at
the time.

My red-haired, green-eyed mother knew
though. And for me, she gave in and took us both away. But we
didn’t go far. Just to the city. I was born there.

It turned out the city wasn’t any better for
us. The color of my hair, my last name, and it didn’t matter that
my mother was white. But for my eyes, I took after my father. And
out of love and respect, my mother took my clan’s name. Knowing
her, she probably also did this just to piss him off if he ever
found out. She was good at that. It was something else he loved
about her.

I know because she told me everything about
him. Some women might have wanted to forget. Out of anger, maybe.
But my mother wanted to remember. And she wanted me to know my
father as well as she did.

In any case, people in the city didn’t want
to have much to do with me.

That was until I grew up a
little, what my dad would have called “growing into my skins.”
Then women wanted
to have something to do with me. And that just made things
worse.

By the time I was in my early thirties,
tensions were so high, I knew I was on the verge of either being on
the run or in jail for assault or murder. Then came the Selective
Service Act of 1967, expanding the ages of eligible males for
military service. Seemingly at once, my ticket was drawn, and I was
drafted. My people would have told me that was “the crow” at work,
with its tricky fate that always stung a little and laughed a lot
in the background.

But it was already for shit at home, so when
my mother died earlier that same year, I gladly took my place in
the ranks of death. I had an edge the other boys didn’t have in
boot camp, and later in the field when we were sent to the lines
overseas. That edge? I already knew what it felt like to be
surrounded by people who wanted to kill me.

But… it was so bad. Things were so wrong
there, every single soldier I’d gotten to know in training was gone
within the first five weeks. We were falling like bowling pins, and
replaced just as quickly.

In that baptism by fire, I had enough
chances to prove my mettle to make it to sergeant by the time the
’68 TET celebration started up in Hue, Vietnam. It was an annual
feasting time, fireworks, food, whole shebang. The boys and I were
ready for a break from the nightmare. For once we didn’t have to
drag our tired asses into the city. We were happy. Well, as happy
as someone covered in blood and bad memories can be.

Some of the boys wanted food and rest,
others wanted dew or skag. Most of us needed both. “Dew” was
marijuana, harmless. “Skag” was heroin. I turned a blind eye to all
of it; to each his own, especially in Hell.

The gunfire that night began alongside the
fireworks, so it took a bit for us to realize what was going down.
When we did, we ran for our weapons only to find that our enemy was
in every single home around us, and this time dressed in plain
clothes. Our black pyjama rule was no good anymore. “Aim for the
black pyjamas….” It had been our basic tenet. It was the closest we
could come to identifying the Viet Cong.

But this was different. We were taken
completely by surprise.

In the chaos, I ran into one of the homes
I’d seen a member of my squad enter earlier in search of skag. All
I could think about was rounding up as many of my men as possible
to formulate an attack. He was the closest.

But I didn’t find what I’d been
expecting.

Hind sight is always twenty-twenty.
“Scotch,” as we called him, had already been falling way down. Back
home his girl had left him, he’d lost his best friend to Viet Cong
traps the week before, and I knew there was an emptiness in him now
that used to hold hope. That was why he’d sought relief by coming
to this house.

But when I found him, he wasn’t getting
drugs. In the heat of the attack, something in Scotch cracked wide
open. He was out for some kind of mad revenge, and he was taking it
out on the daughter of a screaming Vietnamese couple who couldn’t
pull him off her.

I rushed into the hut and grabbed Scotch by
the back of his uniform, hauling him off the girl with all I had.
She screamed like mad and curled up on her side. Scotch fought like
a beast in my grip.

Just after I tossed him to the side, in
walked the girl’s grandmother.

Over time, you learned to recognize the ones
who could curse you. Not everyone believed in that shit, but I did.
I’d been raised to. I understood.

She had it in her eyes. She
was Ruc. A
Vietnamese witch. And I could just feel it too… she was
powerful.

I froze, taking in the site of this tiny,
skinny woman who had hard, hateful eyes, and my stomach turned to
lead. It was rare as hell for a Ruc to leave the solitude of the
mountains of Vietnam and join the rest of society. Must have been
the TET that drew her down here to be with her family. I would
never know.

When she saw me standing over her sobbing,
shaking granddaughter – she pinned that mess on me. She whispered a
few words, and an evil breeze blew through the hut, touching my
skin like snake fingers.

I didn’t have time to think about it. None
of us did. What would later be called the TET Offensive was now in
full swing. When I would look back on it in the years to come, I
would learn the Battle for Hue was one of the bloodiest of the
Vietnam war.

Three days later, the medic said I was
finished. I couldn’t eat. I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t open my damn
eyes or really even move in daylight. He said it was some kind of
poisoning, probably Agent Orange. Either way, I was useless. So I
was sent home.

Right back to a world that hated me even
more now than it had before I’d left for the war.

Now… Well, now I’m different. Like every one
of my twelve clan brothers. We were pulled into the club over time,
given refuge in a leather jacket, and freedom in a V-twin.

A white patch warns the world who and what
we are:

Monsters.


Part Two – from the diary of Angela
Clemens

No one knows what they want to do when they
are fresh out of high school, wide-eyed and wet behind the ears.
They have a vague impression of their very near future: Dorm rooms,
all-night cramming sessions, rowdy parties, quiet mornings-after in
the library, meeting new people, maybe finding a best friend, maybe
finding a soul mate.

I didn’t know what I wanted either. I had no
idea what to choose. In the end, it didn’t matter. Fate chose for
me. And fifteen years after that decision, I found myself kneeling
next to one of my trainees to give him instruction.

“Remember what the dossier
instructed?” I nodded my head at the sniper rifle the young man in
front of me was staring down. He had one eye closed, but when I
spoke, he opened it and straightened a little to settle both eyes
on me. He was on his belly and elbows, so straightening wasn’t
easy. He managed, though.

“Yeah,” he said. “He’s a
member of a gang in a territory where a number of rogue werewolf
victims have turned up cold.”

I nodded. “So what does that mean?”

He thought for a moment, glanced at the
gun’s scope, then back at me. “We need more information.”

“Exactly,” I told him.
“Just knee-cap him. We don’t want him dead; we need him
alive.”

The kid, a twenty-two year old from Indiana,
thought fast. “What makes you think I wasn’t going to wound him?”
There was no malice in his tone, only sheer curiosity.

I smiled knowingly. I’d learned long, long
ago to gauge such things.

“Right,” he said,
swallowing hard and blushing a little. “Of course. You can tell.”
Then he shrugged, which was also hard to do in his position. “Fine,
you got me. I was aiming deadly.”

I gave his shoulder a reassuring pat and
straightened, coming to my feet again. “Don’t let it rattle you.
That’s why we’re here.”

The area was a marked training facility for
the Vega warden clan. It was constructed out of seven underground
racquetball courts, strung together with their adjoining walls
knocked out. Support beams had replaced them, opening the area up
to what felt like a virtual airfield underground.

Right now there were eight new members on
that field, five of them running 3D simulations, including Mark.
Mark was the sniper in training, and aptly named I might add. The
other three were younger and still in basics.

I turned from Mark to a much younger recruit
behind me, around three meters away. She was kneeling in front of a
cast iron stove. The stove’s piping ran all the way up to the
ceiling and disappeared in shadow. It was functional, but the stove
was used for training purposes only.

The girl, an eleven-year-old named
Annabelle, was struggling, and I could tell she was becoming
impatient. I moved to join her, but was intercepted by Caleb, my
training assistant. He simply blocked my path and caught my eye.
“Gabriel just point blank asked me via text whether you were still
here training. I’m pretty sure he thinks you’ve been here long
enough.”

“What did you tell
him?”

“I told him ‘no.’ That
you’d left already.” He smiled a wry smile, shrugging.

I was admittedly proud of Caleb. Standing up
to Gabriel, much less lying to him, was risky. I felt honored that
Cal would do it for me. But I also felt worried. Caleb would catch
hellfire if he was caught.

I ran a hand through my hair and nodded.
“I’ll finish quickly and head out.” Just in case.

Caleb nodded, no doubt grateful.

I turned and knelt beside Annabelle as Caleb
left me to return to supervising other trainees. I glanced at the
stove to assess it. Once I had, I turned my attention back to her.
She looked up at me with big eyes, waiting.

“It seems to be giving you
a hard time,” I said gently.

She looked over at me, then quickly glanced
away. Most young recruits behaved this way toward me, a product of
my high ranking in the clan. A lot of them had even been treated to
stories of my warden exploits.

No doubt Caleb’s doing. The son-of-a-bitch
liked to brag way too much.

I glanced over my shoulder at the
brown-haired man helping someone with a fighting stance. He looked
up as if he felt my attention, and grinned at me. I shook my head
and returned my attention to Annabelle.

“You know,” I started
conversationally as I sat down cross-legged beside her to put her
at ease. “It took me thirty-one tries to light my first
fire.”

Annabelle blinked, clearly surprised. She
turned wide eyes on me.

“No lie,” I assured her. It
was true. Of course, my first fire hadn’t been during a training
exercise, but during the middle of a rainstorm, and I was slowly
freezing to death. Long story.

But Annabelle seemed to contemplate my
confession a little, then sighed heavily. I noticed her once-full
box of matches was almost empty. We always used matches in training
rather than lighters just to make things more difficult, the way
marathon runners trained at high altitudes.

According to the box in her hands, Annabelle
had three tries left to get the fire going. The discarded burned-up
match sticks lay in mocking evidence all around her.

“Okay,” she said, and a
touch of her confidence and strength was returning, giving me a
hint of the reason she’d been chosen to join as a warden in the
first place. “So what the hell am I doing wrong?”

Straight-forward language
was the norm for Vega clan members, and probably for most wardens
in general despite age. The crap they had to deal with as wardens,
and the crap they’d most likely dealt with that had led them
to being wardens
in the first place was just too intense for anything but down to
earth behavior, and that included speech.

I studied the fire. I’d noticed what was
wrong with it at first glance of course, but I didn’t want her
reminded of that and I wasn’t going to make it easy for her. No one
learned that way. Instead I asked, “Well, what steps did you
take?”

She pursed her lips, then responded. “All of
them. I loosely crumpled the paper – using the monopoly money and
game pads from those board games over there because it was all I
had.” She gestured to the props I’d left for her to utilize to her
best abilities.

I nodded. “Go on.”

“Then on top of that, I
tore up the boards themselves, making sure the edges were thin
enough to catch fire easily. I put them on top of the paper as
kindling.”

I nodded again.

She went on. “Then I grabbed the cinnamon
scented pinecones from that centerpiece and put them on top for
thicker kindling.” She looked at me as if checking to see if she’d
done good so far. But I kept my face impassive. So she went on with
a little less confidence. “I decided to leave off anything big
until I’d made sure the fire caught.”

I waited a moment, then asked, “So, did the
fire light?”

“It always lights, but then
it goes out! And I’m blowing really gently!”

“Why do you think it might
be going out, then?”

“I have no stupid
idea.”

I smiled patiently. “Let’s remember our
chemistry for a second. What does fire need to continue to
burn?”

She shrugged, but she knew better by now
than to assume there wasn’t a good reason I was asking her
something. There was always a good reason. “Fuel and oxygen,” she
replied.

I stared at her. Then I looked down at the
cast iron stove. Underneath the paper she’d crinkled – and singed
with her unsuccessful attempts – was a thick pile of ash from
previous fires.

Annabelle looked from me to the stove,
trying to pick out what I was staring at. A beat passed before her
entire body straightened, and her cheeks flushed pink. “Oh! Crap!”
She laughed at herself. “I forgot to clean out the ash first.”

“And what does that mean?”
I asked, bringing her home.

“If I try to start a fire
on top of a bunch of ash, no air can flow beneath the flame, and
the fire will suffocate and go out.”

I grinned. “Nice,” I told her, winking. “Now
you’ve got three tries left, but something tells me you’ll only
need one.”

She beamed at me. “Damn straight,” she
muttered, biting her lip and turning her fierce concentration on
the fire. I stood and left her to her work, scanning the other
trainees.

There were a number of reasons people could
find themselves in a warden clan, training to become a police
officer of the supernatural world. Sometimes you just happened to
see something. Sometimes you were brought in by someone else. But
most of the time, it was because that supernatural world took
something from you. And usually that something was your entire
life.

That was the case with Annabelle, whose
parents had been taken from her by the supernatural powers that be
at the age of eight. She’d been rescued on the verge of death and
raised by the Vega clan ever since.

Watching Annabelle struggle was hard
sometimes. I knew that she was capable of amazing things. The kid
had a knock-out IQ and a knack for puzzles, but there were road
blocks in her head – walls she’d thrown up to protect herself. From
what she’d seen. From what she knew.

It reminded me of things. And I didn’t need
any reminders.

With a last quick scan to make sure everyone
was on track with their lessons, I glanced over my shoulder at
Caleb, who was still standing to the side, waiting to take over if
I needed him to. I nodded at him. He nodded back, grinned that
rakish grin again that he was so good at, and strode forward to
take my place at center field.

I left the training grounds with a grim
determination settling over me. There were only two things that
could bring me out of the mood I was quite suddenly in: Beer and
bullets. Beer was out of the question; I had to go to my own
training after this, and I needed to be stone-cold sober for
that.

So I headed to the warden shooting range,
pulling my gun from its holster at my back as I strode through the
exit. “I’ll be next door!” I shouted over my shoulder.

It was a split second before Caleb replied,
a little too smugly for my tastes, “I know!”


Chapter One

Lord Malek Taal of the Unseelie Taal nation
stared grimly down at the letter in his hands. It was a
summons.

From the Unseelie King.

Malek folded the parchment and closed his
eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose. His head was beginning to
hurt. With a thought, he could have ended the pain. Physical
sensation was the domain of the Taal, down to the molecule. He
could have made himself forget all about the dull but persistent
pulsing behind his eyes, the building unease in his gut, and the
way his teeth wanted to gnash together.

But because the Taal could so easily control
physical sensation, they tended to become numb to it after a while.
Sometimes and in some cases, such as this one, it helped to leave
everything in place. As a reminder of how dire the situation
was.

Malek was facing a crisis. After thousands
of years of peace between his people and the rest of the fae and
mortal worlds, there was now very great unrest in the ranks.
Something had shifted, upsetting the balance to a dangerous
degree.

The Malek Taal unseelie fae were named after
their leader, Lord Malek Taal himself. But as a people, they were
called the Taal. Within the Unseelie Realm, the Taal lived in the
Unlit Forest on the kingdom’s far edges. Their neighbors were the
Shades, another Unseelie race both dubious and dangerous, and the
Taal lands bordered the Shadow Kingdom.

They’d lived there for as long as their
existence had been recognized and recorded by the realms, but it
was generally understood by those in the know that they’d been
around far longer. And those in the know would be correct.

Malek moved across the room like a ghost
cat, his tall form both filled and embraced by grace and magic, so
much so that it radiated from him. A human would feel drunk or high
in his presence if he didn’t make the effort to carefully rein it
in. At the moment, he was alone and he let his mind – and power –
wander.

He thought of his people and the calamitous
turn of events they were suddenly facing. The Taal were a strong
society, ancient beyond measure, and they’d faced their share of
problems over the plethora of centuries. Unfortunately the most
pivotal aspect of the Taal was that they were a fae society
uniformly male. Their continued existence would defy the logic of
physics – even fae physics – if it weren’t for the fact that the
Taal were immortal.

The Taal could not proliferate with the
females of any other race; something in them made reproduction
impossible. No woman, whether mortal or immortal, could carry a
Taal child. The opportunity had never even arisen. The seed never
took.

In all these years, their number had never
changed. No man had been born, and no man had died. Like the mortal
legend of their “human” counterparts the vampire, the Taal were
infamous because they subsisted on the blood of the living. As fae
and especially as unseelie fae, they were cloaked in a glamour that
hid the very long, sharp, and deadly fangs that were one testament
to their true design. Fortunately they needed to feed only once a
month to survive, because the feeding was almost always lethal.

To the outside world, they were a race of
beautiful, calm, refined, and highly intelligent men. A few more
powerful Taal, those who had learned the skill necessary to keep
their glamour thick and secure in order to spare those around them,
even possessed identities in the mortal world. They were CEO’s or
rock stars or politicians. They attended functions in which they
projected a presence charming, witty, and utterly disarming. They
seamlessly maintained a façade. But beneath that façade, they were
pure predators – always hungry, always hunting, ever on the
prowl.

For feeding, they normally
chose women who were not needed by society, either fae, mortal, or
otherwise, and made certain to erase all evidence they’d ever
existed. On the rare occasion the Taal allowed a victim to live,
the bitten was
considered “chosen,” and given a choice. They could remain alive as
a slave to the Taal who’d bitten them, or they could be taken
before their leader, the original Malek, to be “erased.” Their
memory would be wiped clean of the traumatic event, and they would
be set free.

Rarely did this last, however. The Malek
Taal had chosen them and allowed them to live for a reason after
all, and the Taal breed was tenacious, if anything. Hence, the
cycle was almost always repeated until eventually the woman grew
too weak to resist any longer. She would become a slave, and would
later die from a weak constitution. For this reason, the leader of
the Malek Taal strongly discouraged becoming attached to any
victim. It wasn’t nice to play with your food.

They were not what one would call a
benevolent society to begin with. But recent events had further
complicated matters dramatically. There was a new hunger rising in
his people. It wasn’t a new need for physical sustenance that was
shifting the balance, but something else. Something deeper,
stronger and far more dangerous.

Rogue Taal with no immediate need to feed
were now slipping into the night, singling out mortal women, and
taking them from their lives. The Taal and the woman would
disappear together. Without fail, the woman would be found dead
days or weeks later, drained entirely. Bodies were turning up
everywhere. There had been sixteen so far.

A long-standing treaty between Malek Taal
and the Unseelie King ensured no more war with the other Unseelie,
and a place for Malek on the Unseelie Court. But it was as if chaos
had touched the group of men in the Unlit Forest, and the summons
Malek held in his hands just then made Malek wonder whether the
treaty was about to be broken.

Malek was uncertain of the source of this
sudden change in his people, but he was absolutely certain of the
effect it was having.

It was happening to him too.

He felt a need he’d never
before experienced, and of all things loneliness was at its core. There was
no other word to pin to it, no other phrase to describe it. Having
never suffered the emotion, Malek was at first confused by the
discomfort, a hollow sort of feeling somewhere behind his heart.
But Malek was not young. The centuries had given him a front row
seat to the behaviors of the mortal world, and within a few weeks,
he’d come to realize what was plaguing his people. And keeping him
from sleeping.

Now the Malek Taal were hungry, and in a far
more dangerous manner than before.

As he saw it, Malek had two options. He
could meet with the Unseelie King unprepared for anything but war,
or he could get some answers and go prepared to fix the problem.
Given that he, too, was beginning to feel this “sickness” come over
him, as far as he was concerned, the former wasn’t really an option
at all. Only finding a solution mattered.

Malek pocketed the note, slipping it inside
his suit, then turned and left his study. What he needed was a
seer. And not just any seer, but one who specialized in… curses.
She was called the Prophet, a woman bathed in darkness and time so
much so that her form wavered between states of being, and her
words echoed with eerie delay.

With a nod at his servants, who stood back
and watched silently, Malek transported from the designated
transport circle in the grand hall of his mansion. The transport
walls were inky black shot through with what looked like smoke, a
testament to where the spell was speeding him off to.

When it opened again, Malek was deposited
into a cold chamber. The only visible life signs were those of the
illuminated face that waited at what Malek knew was the center of
the chamber. He’d been here before.

“My lord,” said the one who
owned the face. She had the appearance of a twelve-year-old and
reminded Malek of the Child-like Empress from the film, “The
Neverending Tale.” Yes, he enjoyed movies. Especially of late… they
were a welcome distraction from the menace of the Taal’s recent
troubles.

Malek knew the Prophet’s outer appearance
was nothing if not deceiving. She may have become what she was at a
young age. But that was a long time ago.

“Prophet,” he returned
curtly.

“You’ve come seeking
guidance concerning that hole in your chest.”

Malek stopped in his tracks, and the corner
of his mouth twitched with the threat of a smile. The Prophet
always did know how to get right to the point.

She smiled instead, beckoning him to come
forward. “Come. Sit down. Share some tea with me. No one ever comes
to visit me anymore, and my dog died two years ago.” She looked up,
and Malek heard a clapping sound.

The lights came on in the chamber.

He looked around, noting the newest
additions to the Prophet’s living space. She’d added sixties-style
couches, lamps and rugs, and the center of her chamber was now
recessed. It looked like the meeting house for the Scooby gang. He
turned back to face her with an arched brow. She shrugged
innocently and said, “I have a taste for modern amenities.”

“The Clapper is almost
forty years old.”

She shrugged again. “We have different ideas
of what is modern.”

He swallowed another smile and joined her in
the recessed center of her chamber. She was seated on a floor
pillow in front of a table. As he approached, a tea set for two and
a plate filled with pastries appeared on the table. Most of the
treats were fae in origin, but Malek noted that many of them were
human.

“I think what you have a
taste for is humanity,” he said teasingly as he sat down opposite
her.

She was thoughtful for a moment in her
twelve-year-old countenance, almost pensive. Then she said,
“Perhaps. And I’m afraid that you now do as well.”


Chapter Two

Malek went still, and his eyes settled
steadily on the Prophet.

She didn’t make him ask for clarification;
she didn’t make him wait at all. She’d never been the kind to beat
around the bush. “The new, hotter fire that burns in your veins?”
she said, arching a brow meaningfully, “It’s for a human
alone.”

Malek’s strong jaw ticked. “Explain.”

“Of course,” she said
lightly, pouring herself a cup of tea. “There is no miracle spell
that will rescue you from this discomfort. You and your men are
changing because of the added chaos that has entered our realms. It
has disrupted matters at a molecular level.”

She stopped and looked back up at him,
lifting her tiny teacup with delicate grace, and even stretching
her pinky out as if she were the Queen of England. “Attempting
magic to halt what you’ve become would be as successful as taking
away what makes you Taal and turning you into fairies.” She put
down her cup as something cold settled in Malek’s gut. “In short,
it is impossible. There is only one way to save yourselves.”

Malek lifted his chin slightly. His eyes
glinted; he knew they were heating up with fae power. “What is
it?”

She grinned maliciously, and her bright blue
eyes sparkled. “Love!”

Malek frowned. “Come again?”

She shrugged as if it should have been
obvious. “It won’t be easy, mind you. You have been savages for so
long – no offense,” she said, her grin slipping into an utterly
disarming twelve-year-old imp’s smile. “You’re a little out of
practice on the romancing front. But like it or not, my tall, dark,
and hot mess,” she said before pausing and fixing him with a
no-nonsense gaze. “Only eternal love can save you from this
disaster.”

Her voice had lowered, and her tone was
changing. She leaned forward, waving her hand. The tea and sweets
disappeared at once and all of her attention was focused on him. He
felt a force surround him, heavy and dire, and he recognized it.
This here was her prophecy. Everything else was pretense. This
alone was what made her who and what she was.

Her voice now echoed as she spoke, and the
air around them began to fill with mists. They swirled and gathered
as the Prophet’s blue eyes lightened to green, and then a glowing
yellow.

“Your men must find their
match, their Kindred. None will recognize her at first. The truth can be revealed
through the Taal Kiss alone.”

The Taal Kiss…
Malek closed his eyes and swore softly despite his
present company. A heady cocktail of dread and possibilities
coursed through him like the yin and yang of oil and water. But the
Prophet wasn’t finished with him, and he knew what she was going to
say when she said it next.

“The desire must be
matched. She must fully surrender to the Kiss. And when it is
finally given…” Her voice trailed off as she paused, and the yellow
glow of her irises flashed with importance. “You will then know if
she is the right one.”

It’s impossible,
Malek thought. His men were powerful, and they
were strong. But the Kiss was maddening. Could any of them hold
back during this single act that he had banned among his people
long ago because of its inescapable dominion? Could any of them
really keep control long enough during the Kiss to ensure his
victim’s survival?

“You’d best hope so,” said
the Prophet as the glow left her eyes, the mists began to clear,
and the weighted atmosphere began to lift. He felt it easier to
breathe once more. But it was nevertheless unsettling that she had
been reading his mind. There were very, very few beings in the
realms who could read the mind of the Taal lord.

“Bear my warning, Malek
Taal,” she said seriously, despite the return of her voice to the
normal intonations of a twelve-year-old. She captured his attention
as if she’d tied him down and propped his eyeballs open with
toothpicks. He couldn’t look away, and his ears were pricked. A
warning from the Prophet was life-altering.

“If a Taal’s Kiss reveals
that she is not his Kindred, he must relent. The woman must be
released completely unharmed. This, above all, is essential. If she
is not…” Again, she trailed off, but Malek was settled with blue
eyes that suddenly became stormy, like a highly troubled sea. “I
see separation. Loss. And most importantly, war. The empire you have built will
crumble. This will be the fate of the Taal.”

Malek let her words echo through his mind as
he leaned back and ran a hand through his hair. But then the little
girl Prophet cocked her head to one side and asked, “Would you like
a hint?”

Malek blinked. “What do you mean?”

“About you and
your Kindred, my lord.”
She grinned a broad, white smile.

Malek’s jaw clenched. He was about to face
the Unseelie King and attempt to glue a tenuous crack in the
relationship of the Taal and the rest of the dark fae. His blood
was burning in his veins with a new and driving need that grew
worse every day, and his men were already succumbing. There was
more the Prophet could tell him that would help in this situation,
and she hadn’t been planning on sharing?

“Of course I was going to
share,” she told him, her expression as happy-go-lucky as ever.
There was not an ounce of fear on her face, nor regret. “I just
hate it when you leave.” She shrugged, looked down, and said, “You
will find the answers you seek in the form of a warrior, Lord
Malek. A force against wrong, strong to the end.”

Malek stared at her with
wide eyes. A warrior who fought against wrong? The Unseelie fae
were not exactly right. The Taal, in particular.

A peal of childish laughter drew him from
his ruinous thoughts.

“I never said it would be
easy.” She had somehow conjured a cup of tea while he was
ruminating, and now she sipped at it innocently. “But I know you.
You wouldn’t have it any other way.”

She was right. He enjoyed a challenged –
though the current situation with his men was potentially
calamitous. Still, as it always did when he was faced with a
contest, his mind began to work meticulously. The word warrior made
him think of wardens. But there were so many of them. Where would
he even begin among them?

The wardens who’d met with the sovereigns…
that was a place to start. They’d been chosen specifically because
they were among the best, high ranking, and nearly infallible. Two
of the five had been women.

Malek Taal looked up and refocused his
attention on his companion when the twelve-year-old’s visage became
a wincing, decidedly worried face. He cocked his head to the side,
interested, if puzzled at the sudden change.

She shook her head and gritted her little
teeth. “Malek… you sometimes scare me, you know,” she said in
reprimand.

He raised a brow, a little perturbed.

She continued, gesturing with her chin as
she reached distractedly for her cup. “Yeah,” she confirmed,
chewing on her cheek with uncharacteristic disquiet. “You’re
fearsome when you smile like that.”


Chapter Three

Jacob Crow shoved the sleeves of his thermal
shirt up on his forearms as he came out of the hallway and glanced
around the main room of the silo bunker his clan was currently
using as their safe house. He was heading toward the fridge on the
other side of the room when David Sharpe came through the door that
led from the kitchen to the garage.

Jake saw the file in David’s hand and
stopped short. Dave gave him a sidelong look, continued to the
recessed main sitting area, and tossed the file onto the coffee
table.

“You sure about this?” Dave
asked as he crashed onto the sofa and kicked his booted legs up
onto the table. He draped his arms over the back of the couch.
“Last chance to back out and play fair like a
gentleman.”

Jake gave him a heartless smirk and grabbed
two beers from the fridge, tossing him one.

“Yeah, I didn’t think so,”
said Dave. He put the heel of his boot on the file and quickly slid
it across the table as he twisted the top off his beer.

Jake sat down opposite him, legs wide,
elbows on his knees, open beer dangling lazily from between his
fingers. He eyed the file warily for a moment. Inside held
everything he wanted to know about Angela Clemens, a warden from
the Vega clan.

“You work fast, Sharpe,” he
said, glancing up. They’d only finished the Vicium Mehemii job a
few days ago, and it had been exceedingly difficult to crack.
Eventually they’d pinned the mark down in Manhattan masquerading as
one Victor Maze, the CEO and president of a large, powerful
corporation called Maze Industries. Sharpe had been occupied nearly
twenty-four seven with research Jake had asked him to look into for
that job because it was priority one. Anything handed down directly
from all twenty-six of the sovereigns like that took precedence
over everything else, period.

Yet, just a few days after
the job was done, here was Dave with a complete work-up of Angela
Clemens. It almost pissed Jake off. It made him feel jealous for some reason. As
if David had encroached on his territory by simply doing what Jake
asked of him.

Dave grinned like he knew what Jake was
thinking. “Time flies when you’re having fun. I had a very
interesting subject.”

Jake’s gaze narrowed to warning slits, but
his lips curled.

David laughed. “It still took a bit longer
than I’d have preferred, though. A lot of this shit was really
locked up tight.” He took his feet off the table and leaned
forward, holding Jake’s gaze. “Your girl is something special.”

Jake put his beer down and picked up the
file. He hesitated in opening it, though.

Dave laughed again, leaning back against the
couch. “Getting cold feet, I see.” He took a long pull from his
beer, then said, “I’ll give you a rundown if you want.”

Jake watched him silently.

Dave took it as a green light. “In there,
you’ll find one Angela Clemens, formerly Angela Ortega. Angel, as
she’s known to family and friends, is thirty-five years old,
five-foot-five, all muscle, with dark brown hair and big, beautiful
dark brown eyes.” He smiled a sharp smile at Jake, revealing a peek
of fang just for fun.

Jake just looked at him.

Dave gleefully took that as a sign that he
was getting under Jake’s skin, and actually he was right. “She’s an
orphan. Her parents died due to injuries sustained in a car
accident when she was seventeen. She spent seven months in foster
care, then left town.”

She’s an
orphan. Jake’s chest felt strange. It
seemed every day, he found another reason to be impressed with
Angel’s strength.

“She loves classic muscle
cars, ice hockey, and –”

“Moonlit walks on the
beach?” Jake quipped, his patience growing short. Suddenly it
thoroughly irritated him that David knew so much about
Angel. Fuck. He
really was jealous.

Dave laughed. “Fine. She’s been a warden in
the Vega clan for fifteen years and is currently second-in-command
and lead trainer. She’s trained in tracking, hand-to-hand, and
long-range with a variety of weapons, but her specialty is
marksmanship. She’s Vega’s sharp shooter, but prefers handguns to
rifles.”

Jake asked, “Is there anything she can’t
do?”

“I’m pretty sure she can’t
cook,” Dave shot back with a smile. “She’s a TV and film buff, the
kind who manages to memorize every line after seeing something
once. The Empire Strikes Back
is her favorite, FYI. And she always eats while
she’s watching the screen, but she never cooks a damn thing. She
pretty much survives on take-out, delivery, and fortified protein
bars. I’d say two-thirds the last one.”

Jake shook his head, but smiled as Dave
continued.

“Her only living relative
is her brother, who’s a year younger. He, his wife, and their three
kids live in the Twin Cities. He’s a CPA. They’re estranged from
Angel, and he has absolutely no clue what she does for a living.
They haven’t talked in more than a decade.”

“Minnesota?”

“Yep. She was born
there.”

It had actually been a while since he’d met
someone from his home state. He wondered at the coincidence of
that.

“She’s had seven broken
bones and two surgeries. She’s got two dental implants and is
currently missing a back tooth, scheduled for her next
implant.”

None of this was surprising, much less
alarming to Jake. It was standard wear and tear for a warden, and
he hadn’t failed to notice the bruise across Angel’s cheek during
the initial meetings with the sovereigns. He wouldn’t soon forget
it, in fact. Fortunately for the man who’d given it to her, he was
already dead.

“You said her last name was
Ortega,” Jake said, going back. That was something interesting. He
met Dave’s eyes.

Dave ran a hand through his hair and said,
“I’ll get to it, I promise.” Then he returned to the file summary,
giving Jake all of the pertinent information up front. The rest,
such as food and drink favorites, sleeping patterns, and shit like
that would still be in the folder.

“Typical warden
pharmaceutical line-up,” said Dave. “Benchmark chronic pain meds
and occasional muscle relaxers or sedatives. She takes vitamins,
along with prescriptions for thyroid and supplements for anemia.
In-house PC and surgeon, of course.”

The warden-specific surgeon
and PC were also orthodox for wardens. Many of them were not human,
and what happened to them was certainly far from human, so it all
had to be kept under wraps. The pain meds were part of the warden
Bible, and in fact he usually smelled narcotics in a warden’s
system. Wardens had learned a long time ago that between pain and
narcotics, the thing that distracted you from the job more was
pain. It made you angry, and when you were angry, you became
aggressive. Itchy trigger fingers, unnecessary and reckless
movements, rash decisions that put people at risk – these were the
yardstick measurements of a warden who’d neglected to deal with
their pain. Even the CIA, NSA and FBI had learned long ago that
torture only made a prisoner insubordinate; the real way to get
information from someone was to make them comfortable.
Really comfortable. It
worked almost every time.

But what got Jake’s attention a little here
were the thyroid and anemia. “What happened with her thyroid?”

“Cancer at seventeen. It
was removed entirely. A specialist went in surgically behind the
ear, so there’s no scar.”

Jake processed that, cataloguing it with
everything else. “And the anemia – you said she takes something,
but you didn’t say what. What type of anemia?”

“That’s unclear,” he
replied, sighing. “Her medical records become painfully hazy there,
an obvious well-done cover-up. Something happened to her around a
decade and a half ago, just before she joined Vega. I’m sorry to
say I don’t have enough intel on it. All I could make out was that
she was anemic. I’m fairly certain Vega’s clan warden is personally
responsible for getting rid of the information, probably to keep
his warden safe. But I would guess it’s a normocytic iron
deficiency.”

“You mean from blood loss.”
Jake hazarded.

Dave gave a nod. “It would
make sense. She’s a warden, it’s a damn dangerous job, and the
anemia comes and goes. She handles it though. She’s an exceptional
warden, ridiculously gifted, never misses a detail. A bi-product of
this is that she’s always up to the minute on her meds.” He paused
and ruminated, pursing his lips as he slowly twisted the bottle
between his hands. “But I think it’s partly that she feels the need
to be on top of everything, and at all
times.”

Jake’s lips curled into a
smile. “A control freak,” he provided softly, musing. He understood
the type well. Normally they were people who’d felt terribly
out of control during
some formative portion of their lives, and were subconsciously
attempting to make up for it in the years since.

“Yeah.” Dave sighed,
shaking his now empty bottle before getting up to get
another.

David Sharpe was a rare
type of being known as a Withered. He could be likened to a
zombie, minus the gross decomposition and lack of intelligence. For
years, Dave was the only one Jake knew existed. Earlier that month
however, another had appeared, a teenager who’d made a surprising
and impressive transformation after first dying in an
explosion.

In the days since, approximately a dozen
more had popped up on the radar. Like a spreading wildfire, they
were in effect quickly forming their own new supernatural faction,
and at their head was the rather dubious, more than a little
infamous “undead” warlock, Darryl Maelstrom.

The Withered came from all walks of life, or
rather afterlife, but one thing they seemed to have in common was a
love of alcohol. They could go through it like water, and it never
seemed to effect them. They were capable of drinking anyone under
the table, even werewolves.


Chapter Four

But now Dave moved back to the couch and sat
down leaning forward. He waited to open the second beer, and Jake
looked up to see his grave expression.

Jake didn’t like that expression. It meant
bad news. Every time. He started to open the file.

“This part’s not in there,
bro.”

Jake froze again. His gums twinged. It was
something that happened when he was irritated and his fangs
reminded him they were right there, ready to back up his knee jerk
reactions. He pinned David with green-gray ice. “Okay?” he asked
tightly.

Dave twisted off the top of the beer, but
held Jake’s gaze. “She’s Santiago’s personal recruit. And the one
he’s most proud of.”

Jake’s strong jaw clenched. Gabriel Santiago
was head of the Vega clan. He was good at what he did, one of the
best, which meant he was well trained in dealing with troublesome
vampires. Jake was man enough to admit that what was even worse was
that Santiago was attractive. He was one of those men capable of
making a daily choice on whether or not they would be sleeping
alone that night.

Worst of all was that Santiago was a
reputable man. He was one of the good guys, a former soldier like
Jake. And Angela Clemens was working right under him.

In short, Gabriel Santiago was worrisome
competition.

“To the trained eye, it’s
obvious Gabe has designs on her,” said Dave. “He’s shrewd. He’s
careful and he’s patient. A little meticulous scheduling, and the
two are partners on all the longest jobs.”

Jake felt his body stiffen. “Does she know
how he feels?”

“Honestly I’m not sure,”
Dave said, sighing. “Like I said, he’s careful. It took me a while
to find the pattern, and that’s rare. He covers his tracks, too.
Angel isn’t the only one Gabriel schedules on these jobs with
him.”

Jake swallowed the news and returned his
attention to the manila folder he had yet to open. He could see
paperclips over the sides, probably fastening things like
photographs or newspaper clippings. He could feel Dave holding
back, though. There was something else, something big, in this file
that Dave knew Jake probably didn’t want to know.

Like maybe about the last name
“Clemens.”

“How did she become a
warden?” Jake asked, giving voice to the question like a death
knoll.

Dave said, “Remember I said some things were
hidden really well? This is one of those things. But I managed to
get to it anyway.”

Jake waited.

“I know you tried to read
her mind at the first meeting and failed, so you’re already aware
that she was hosting magic cast by someone with enough experience
to block vampire probes,” said Dave.

That was true. The very first thing Jake had
tried to do when he’d laid eyes on Angel at that first meeting with
the sovereigns was enter her mind. Immediately, he’d come up
against a well-placed wall. While it was common practice for
wardens to block their minds with magic pretty much all the time,
this wall was stronger. It was like the difference between a rock
wall placed atop the ground and one that sunk several feet into it
just in case. It was extra careful, and it took an impressive
amount of inherent magic to cast it.

“What you don’t know,” Dave
continued, “is that Angel is the one who cast the
spell.”

Jake blinked. Angel was a mage? And not only
a mage, but a damn powerful one?

But from the shit-eating grin on David’s
face, it was clear he wasn’t finished. “What’s more, she’s not only
a practiced mage… she’s a healer.”

Jake felt well and truly stunned. He could
hear his blood moving through his veins, hear his heart hammering.
There was a buzzing in his ears. It had been a long time since he’d
experienced that.

Slowly, he looked down at the closed folder.
Then he mechanically took a long pull from his beer. “I’ll be
damned,” he whispered after he swallowed.

Healers were exceptionally
rare. That he knew of, literally only a handful existed or had been
discovered by the sovereigns, and hell, most of them
were sovereigns. And
Angel was one. He was suddenly very grateful for the protection
she’d been wearing to mask her true nature in front of him. If he’d
been able to smell that magic in her blood….

“Crap,” he muttered,
shaking his head. He didn’t even want to think about what might
have happened.

But Jake tensed up again. Other than the
fact that being a healer made her even more invaluable to her clan,
this wasn’t exactly devastatingly bad news. It was good news, if
anything. Which meant David hadn’t given him the bad news yet.

“There’s something you’re
not telling me. Spit it out, Sharpe,” said Jake tersely.

David pursed his lips, obviously not wanting
to move forward. Finally, he sucked in a breath and said, “Fine.
Here’s where you start to regret having her vetted.” He looked
defeated. “Angela Clemens is licensed to ride a motorcycle but she
doesn’t ride. There’s no bike in sight and she won’t even look at
them.”

Jake was instantly torn between intense
intrigue and intense concern.

“She sold it and bought a
Jeep fifteen years ago.” His face grew very serious. “When her
boyfriend was killed laying it down in Duluth, Minnesota. His name
was Michael Clemens.”

Jake closed his eyes and
felt the world sink beneath him. He swore internally. That was
already bad enough, but he knew – just knew – that David wasn’t finished
with him. He braced himself.

David didn’t disappoint. “She adopted his
last name and joined the wardens because of that ‘accident’,” he
said, making the quotation sign with his fingers. “And yeah… though
the records all but vanished, I managed to learn there were fangs
involved. Apparently at the time, Angel had the unwanted and
devoted attention of a very infatuated, very determined
vampire.”

Dave’s voice lowered, and he shook his head
as if weary. “Man, I’m sorry. This information was killer to get,
it was locked up so tight. But it’s pretty clear it was this
vampire who caused the bike accident and took Michael’s life. It
looks like she faced off with him in the end and set things right.
But now….” Dave shrugged helplessly.

She hates bikes and
vampires, Jake’s mind supplied.

He vehemently swore out loud before he
finally bit the bullet and opened the file to start reading.


Chapter Five

Angel fiddled with the coffee cup in her
hand as the sound of a passing motorcycle outside drew her
attention like a magnet. The V-twin’s engine thundered, hugging the
street corner as it made a turn. Its rumble moved through her like
an obscene promise spoken in her ear.

Like pretty much everything else these days,
it made her think of one person in particular. She couldn’t help
but wonder what make and model the bike was. She listened to the
sound with guilty pleasure until her friend spoke again, pulling
her out of her wanton stupor.

Cassiana Honeywell leaned her elbows on the
café table between them and said, “Twenty-three years I’ve been
with that man. Not one orgasm during sex.”

Angel had her eyes on her friend, but her
mind was elsewhere and it was killing her. Her friend deserved
better, she deserved for Angel to be one hundred percent in the
here and now. This was a momentous occasion for Cass, her fortieth
birthday. And the birthday girl wasn’t having an easy time of it.
Right now, Cass seemed to be on the verge of an all-out nervous
breakdown.

Not one orgasm. Shit. Why
did you stay with him? Angel automatically
thought. She was really glad she didn’t say it out loud. There were
other reasons to stay with a man, after all, reasons far more
important than sex. It was just that Angel had sex on the mind
lately.

“Why did I stay with him,
you may be wondering,” Cass mumbled.

Angel tried not to smile. She shrugged.
“Maybe.”

“I was definitely
wondering,” said Elena Garcia, the third member of their small
party.

Angel shot her a warning look, and Elena
shrugged innocently. “What? I was!”

“I met him when I was
seventeen,” said Cass. “Straight out of high school. I’m from a big
family, as you know. Lots of dysfunction in it too. In the
rigmarole, I was never taught to be self-sufficient. No one taught
me how to apply for a job, much less keep one, and much
much less how to create
my own career or follow my own dreams. I wasn’t taught to respect
authority, just the opposite. I was basically set up to fail at job
keeping. Plus, you know me. Despite being told I couldn’t make it
in the creative world, my brain is wired to work creatively, and
the work-a-day world doesn’t allow for that. So frankly, when I
graduated and was suddenly out on my own, I started to fail left
and right, and I got scared. Terrified, really. I latched onto the
first man I felt could actually make it in life and even though he
was dirt poor at the time, I recognized that drive in him. That will to succeed.
And I stayed with him.”

“Well…” said Elena
somberly, “I guess you were right about him succeeding.”

They fell silent.

Angel was thinking that was true; Cass’s
husband had a good job. But Cass made good money too, and finances
were not the sole issue here, by far.

She was about to say as
much, when she suddenly felt strange. She felt off, as if without warning she’d been
removed from the conversation by some outer, stronger
stimulus.

Something had her immediate attention,
something under the radar. It was like a vibration in the air, an
instinct she’d learned to hone and follow during her training as a
warden and a mage. Of course, right now she wasn’t in warden mode.
She had no wards up, no spells, and she wasn’t carrying any
weapons. Her nearest weapon was in her Jeep. But magic ran through
her, and it was always at work to some degree, as much as the blood
that ran through her veins kept her heart beating.

The feeling she had wasn’t necessarily bad.
It was just strong. That strength in and of itself was
troubling.

She glanced around as an unexpected warmth
spread through her, like the pleasant numbing of a heavy drug. She
felt her cheeks flush, and her lips parted. She knew her pupils
would probably be dilated. This was definitely powerful she was
sensing.

But nothing in the café was out of order.
There were a few people in line getting drinks, and a few scattered
at the tables farthest from hers. Nothing else. So what was going
on?

Hot on the heels of the
warmth was a stomach-knotting wave of genuine anticipation.
Oh hell no, she thought.
She recognized that feeling. No way. I’m
definitely imagining things now. I’ve really got to get that damn
man out of my head!

Angel uncrossed her legs, shifted, and
re-crossed them to try to tame her hormones. She forced herself to
dislodge the sensual feelings moving through her, chalked them up
to wishful thinking and tiredness, and willfully concentrated on
her friends.

“We moved in together,”
Cass said. “I even took a huge risk and left the state with him,
moving across country. At that age? With nothing to fall back on?”
She shook her head and laughed. “I was nuts.”

“Yeah, you were,” said
Elena, punching her gently in the shoulder. “I woulda loved to meet
that crazy Cass.”

Cass grinned a shy, sad smile and continued.
As she did, even that smile slipped away. “I gave up everything for
him and yet it took the son of a bitch four years to propose to me.
And all that time, I still stayed with him. He left the door wide
open. I watched the world go on beyond it, and I could have walked
out at any time. But I stayed. Like I was frozen to the spot.”

The way you freeze in a
dream, thought Angel. Her husband must have
been a fool. Cassiana was so beautiful. She looked no older than
thirty, with a slim build, long thick wavy gold-streaked hair,
clear and wrinkle-free skin, a quirky smile, and a kind of wild,
untameable air to her that made her instantly appealing to men
around her. That her husband had left that proverbial door open as
long as he had was beyond foolish. He had no idea what was right in
front of him, or how lucky he was that it hadn’t slipped
away. What an idiot.

She was so tired of
clueless men. Weak men. Men who didn’t recognize their fortune or
have the guts to really go for it and the talent to make the
attempt attractive. Where have all the
good men gone? she thought wryly, echoing
Bonnie Tyler. She was beyond ready for a knight on a fiery steed, someone fast
and strong and fresh from the
fight. She pretty much wanted to just slip
into a comic book Take On Me
style and have a one-nighter with Thor.

Nah, he probably smells
like lutefisk, she thought then, and it
made her laugh out loud.

Her friends stopped mid-speech and looked at
her questioningly. “Sorry,” she said, meaning it. “You know how I
get when I’m tired.” She smiled a winning smile, and her friends
shook their heads.

Elena ignored the outburst and turned to
Cass. “You know what? You should go find some hot college student
and make out with him for your birthday. Or better yet, just let
him ravage you.”

Cass’s eyes grew very wide. “Yeah… because
infidelity solves everything.”

“Not everything,” said
Elena blithely. “But it sure as hell solves some things.”

Angel was about to smile, but she tensed in
her seat again as that feeling was suddenly back, this time harder
and heavier than before. It was much stronger, edged with a kind of
sharpness that indicated proximity and instantly had her turning in
her chair.

She looked toward the
entrance just as the café door chimed open. A whiff of mist-touched
night entered the coffee shop right on the heels of the tall, dark,
broad-shouldered and green-eyed Monsters warden, Jacob
Crow.

Oh… holy…
hell, thought Angel numbly as the world
sank out from under her and she felt a sudden shift in perspective,
like the planet had been tilted a little more on its axis.
This isn’t happening.

It just wasn’t possible!

Yet there he was, stepping
with his black boots into the serenity of the coffee shop like a
calm, beautiful portent of trouble. What were the chances? Bogey’s
voice played in her head, though his words were a little different
this time… Of all the coffee shops in all
the towns in all the world, he walks into mine….

 



Chapter Six

Crow’s green eyes scanned
the shop’s interior, but before he could catch her staring at him,
Angel forced herself to look away. I’m not
staring at him. I’m not staring!

Wait. Why did I just look away like a child?
We worked together, for crying out loud! We can talk like normal
adults! What is wrong with me?

She gritted her
teeth. Nothing is wrong with me! He’s just
too much! And I wasn’t expecting to see him tonight!
She wasn’t exactly dressed for a night out; no
dress, no heels, no makeup. Not that she ever wore those things.
But she was just with friends! And she wasn’t ready to be a warden
tonight either; no spells, no wards, no weapons. She was utterly
unprepared to see him in any capacity.

How many cafés were there in San Francisco?
And this one wasn’t even in Monsters jurisdiction. Though wardens
weren’t required to stay within their working area when not
actually on jobs, they tended to remain within that proximity
anyway, just like regular cops did. It was faster and easier.

He was really coming out of his way to be
here. Why was that? She realized that was the main reason for her
sudden reticence. She couldn’t figure out why he was there, unless…
was it for her?

“And I’m the stupid one for
marrying him,” Cass was saying. “Even dumber for further falling
into convention’s expectations of me and becoming a
mom.”

Angel barely heard her. She
and Elena had continued talking, but Angel’s attention was once
more completely hampered. There was a humming in her ears, and she
could no longer feel her fingers and toes. Gods, what is wrong with me? she
wondered. He’s just a man, for fuck’s
sake!

But he happened to be the man she’d been
thinking of non-stop for the last sixteen days.

I’m an idiot. Get up and say “hi” and
introduce him to your friends. What are you, twelve?

She wondered if he’d seen her yet. And would
he care if he did?

That otherworldly heat was back then,
stealing over her like a pleasure cocktail, and forcing her heart
into hyperdrive. Oh, he’d seen her alright, she was positive of it.
Because she could literally feel the weight of his gaze on her as
surely as if he’d wrapped his arms around her and was holding her
up against his very sculpted chest.

Every time he looked at her, that was what it felt like. Angel had
spent two frustrating weeks feeling the hot, heavy presence of that
gaze and wishing she could feel more.

She’d gone without him for a mere two days
and Crow was all she could think about.

Is he going to come over
here? her brain wanted to know.

Yeah, you’re definitely twelve.

“I wound up giving him all
of my best years,” Cass was saying, “hell giving him my entire damn
life. I never even kissed
another man.”

To Angel’s right, Elena shook her head and
said, “That happens to a lot of women, actually, though probably
their marriages don’t last as long as yours has.”

“You’re right, they don’t,”
said Cass. “I looked it up, you know that? I seriously
did.”

Angel forced herself to do
something – anything. She focused on her friend’s words like they were a life line
in white water rapids and she was seconds away from drowning. “So
staying with him for as long as you have,” she said softly, taking
her willpower in both hands and squeezing the life out of it,
“makes you kind of an enigma.”

After a few seconds, Elena said, “Nah.” She
sat back, sighing. “There’s no enigma here. There’s no mystery
about it. Cass is co-dependent.” She looked over at Cass. “Sorry
babe, but you are.” Then she looked back at Angel. “She was afraid
of being alone when she was young because she hadn’t been
adequately exposed to the world and what it required for survival.
Now that she’s older with a child and debt and a house and all of
the bullshit that comes with it, she’s still scared, but for
different reasons.”

“Not that scared,” mumbled
Cass.

Elena snickered. “Sounds to me like you’re
having an awakening. Good for you.” Elena was probably thinking
maybe she could get Cass to agree to make out with some guy after
all.

“I wish,” Cass rolled her
eyes. “I wish I could just summon the courage to leave him.” She
shook her head, staring into her coffee. “Or separate for a while.
I feel so trapped. You know… he finally clued in after I pointed it
out in plain English about a dozen times that I’m not satisfied
with our relationship. And last week, as an early birthday present,
he took me out for drinks for the first time in literally a decade.”

Cassiana’s birthday was the reason they were
there at the coffee shop at nine p.m. on a Tuesday. The girls had
wanted to buy her drinks and give her a few presents, but since it
was a weekday and Cass had to work and homeschool her kid the next
day, they’d settled on coffee.

Cass went on. “It was an
okay night I guess. I had my first taste of a mojito and my first
martini. How sad is that?” She shook her head winsomely, her eyes
misty. “But anyway, what does he do when we get home? He assumes
everything is all better now because he finally did something
half-way romantic, and he tries to French kiss me as I’m on my way
out the door to the gym. His mouth is all wet and warm and all I
could think about was how much it felt like licking a slug and I
was totally not in
the mood. Fuck, I hate sloppy kisses. And I had a piece of food in my mouth, for
crying out loud! Part of a protein bar!”

Cass looked ready to cry
now, her hazel eyes shiny with emotion, and that grabbed Angel’s
attention pretty damn hard. In the background, she could certainly
feel Jake was still there. Just a few feet
away. She could even feel he was still
watching her. But the pain in her friend’s eyes was so palpable,
Angel could not ignore it. Not even for a man like Crow.

“He tried a bunch of times
after that too… for a few days. He did little things like bringing
me coffee or leaving me notes before he went to work, but for some
reason they just didn’t rekindle any kind of passion in me. I still
feel nothing. I’m numb. Like I have nerve damage inside or
something. In my soul. And when he finally caught on to that, he
just went around with this sad, put-upon look on his face.” Cass
shuddered.

Angel watched her friend
with real and mounting concern. She caught Elena’s gaze, and the
two exchanged worried looks. If this were a midlife crisis, it
would be right on time. Text book. But nothing about Cass was text
book. This was more than that. It was worse because Cass
really was trapped. It sent shivers down Angel’s own spine to think of a
woman as stunning as Cassiana being hopelessly caught in the gulch
of passionless matrimony.

“Meanwhile, I’m still doing
all the shit life expects me to do, going through its motions like
I’m treading sludge. Working eighteen to twenty-hour days, trying
to meet deadlines that carve chunks out of me. While at the same
time, I’m trying to maintain some semblance of control over my body
given what time and nature want to do to it. And I’m feeling like…
what life I have left is slipping through my fingers,” said Cass
numbly. “Guys, I’m telling you from the bottom of my heart that if
I could go back in time, I would do things differently.”

Crap, thought Angel. This is unbearable. I
need to get my friend drunk. Coffee just isn’t going to do. And
Elena’s right. I need to get Cass laid by someone she isn’t married
to, someone seriously hot. Or better yet, I need to get her laid
by two someones
who are seriously hot….

This was an emergency. Work and chores and
errands and all of the crap life piled on a person so they wouldn’t
notice time’s passing, they could all wait. If Angel didn’t get
Cass some kind of deep healing remedy soon, there wouldn’t be any
time left to pass. She was honestly afraid of that. She was
honestly afraid that Cass would do something rash – and something
final.

Angel was about to suggest
that they go somewhere else with stronger drinks,
screw tomorrow, when a
shadow fell over the table. With that darkness came the presence
she’d thought she’d been successfully ignoring, when in reality it
had only been her tremendous will to be there for her friend that
had allowed her to put it on a backburner.

Now it was front and
center, burning like the sun, and she was literally having to
remind herself to breathe. Breathe….

“Angel.” His voice was deep
and smooth as ever, and his tone managed to convey all kinds of
forbidden things with one seemingly innocent word. She looked up to
see him slowly sipping his coffee, his green eyes glinting at her
in amusement over the top of his paper cup. “How are you?” he asked
as he lowered the cup.

Angel’s lips parted, but no
sound came out. He was just too beautiful, as usual. He was dressed
in worn jeans that hugged tall, impossibly sculpted legs, a gray
thermal shirt that did the same for his chest, and a black leather
jacket – the black
leather jacket – that displayed his Monsters MC patch on the back.
He smelled like leather and soap and a little bit of engine oil.
His shirt and jacket were both shoved up at the sleeves to reveal
thick forearms with defined veins. She’d always found that part of
a man incredibly sexy. A few leather bracelets adorned his wrists,
keeping her eyes there.

Her mouth went dry. When she looked back up,
it seemed his intense eyes laughed at her.

She mentally kicked
herself. Moron! Just say something! “Hi Jake!” she squeaked, obeying her own order at once. Then
she blushed furiously, cleared her throat, and tore her eyes from
his so she could think without feeling like he was burning her up
from the inside out. “I’m good! It’s good to see you!” she
continued as she pushed herself to her feet out of politeness. She
almost wobbled a little at first, her legs had gone so weak. But
she recovered quickly and focused like mad.

“Ladies, this is Jacob
Crow, a guy I… work with.” She realized at once that since they
were both wardens, the working together thing could get messy if
she didn’t snow over it fast. Neither of her friends were aware of
her real occupation. They were certain she worked as a job
coordinator in a corporate firm downtown, on the fortieth floor of
a sky scraper that made her a number, a cog in the machine, and
nothing particularly special.

“Jake, this is Elena
Garcia, and this is Cassiana Honeywell. They’ve been close friends
of mine since middle school.” Focusing on her friendship helped
calm her down a little. Her friends meant everything to her. And
now she was able to stand on her own two feet without feeling she
was going to faint, at least.

Jake played his part to charming perfection,
flashing her friends a drop-dead killer smile. He lowered his cup
to nod amiably in their directions. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,”
he said, sounding for all the world like he actually meant it. “Any
friend of Angel’s.”

Cass and Elena were wide-eyed. They looked
from him, to whom they frankly beamed at, to Angel, whom she knew
they were going to probe relentlessly for information once Jake
left.

At the thought of him leaving, Angel
knee-jerked and acted fast. “Jake, got a few minutes to spare?” she
said, turning to him. “I mean… you’re welcome to join us.” She
gestured to the one free chair at the table. It was right beside
her. She hadn’t even meant for that to happen. Fate was messing
with her.

She cleared her throat and explained. “It’s
Cass’s birthday today, so we’re celebrating with coffee and cake
pops. We have more than enough to share.”

Her friends readily agreed and asked him to
join them as Angel gestured to the pile of café food at the center
of the table. She wasn’t the only one who wanted his company.

Somewhere out there in the great beyond, the
Storyteller must have been laughing like mad writing Angel’s scene
tonight.

 



Chapter Seven

Jake could read every single thought moving
through Angel’s mind. She’d unintentionally left it wide open for
him in neglecting to raise wards or shields tonight. That was how
he’d found her in the first place. He was almost angry with her for
being so vulnerable, but when he stopped to think about it, he
realized he was actually angry with himself for so shamelessly
taking advantage.

And he really was taking advantage, too.

Once or twice during the course of their
working together, she’d come to work without those shields up,
either too exhausted or too out of magic to bother with them.
Clearly she’d been convinced by that time that everyone she was
working with was human, and she no longer needed to worry
anyway.

But even during those times, he hadn’t
managed to get much past her surface intentions. Now he knew why.
Her inherent magic had kept him at bay, though he hadn’t realized
it at the time. He’d simply had to be satisfied with the fact that
she could keep him out – for some reason. After all, Jake had to be
careful, especially when surrounded by other wardens. If he’d
pushed too much or pried too far, one of them might have noticed,
if not Angel herself. That would mean trouble.

But right now, she was with friends, she was
off the clock, and Jake could also tell she was tired, which made
her extra easy to read. Not even the magic in her veins was strong
enough right now to protect her. She was an open book.

It was a damn good book, too.

For the last two weeks, while David had been
tracking down or hacking information on Angela Clemens and Jake had
been working with her and the other three on the sovereign case,
Jake had fallen harder for Angel every day.

Each time he met up with her, he lost a
little bit of himself. In her small, strong form, he saw something
ephemeral, something he couldn’t quite grasp. Being with her would
be like holding on to fog or fire. He would hold something
beautiful and mysterious, something fleeting and ever-changing, and
something wholly dangerous. And he wanted to hold her so badly, it
was all he could do to make it to the end of the day without
breaking about twenty different laws, moral and otherwise.

As they worked, he found himself using any
excuse to get closer to her. To touch her. He watched the flush of
blood to her cheeks when she met his gaze or when they accidentally
brushed against each other, and it gave him hope. He memorized the
sound of her voice, the angle of her jaw, the way her hair always
fell in wisps around her face when she tried to put it in a
ponytail. As if that hair wanted to touch her face as much as he
did.

He’d been forced to feed every night after
their meetings. Normally he broke down every two weeks or so, and
had even gone months before. But Angel had awakened something
inside him, something he wasn’t proud of: Hunger.

He left his victims alive, naturally. It was
only newly turned vampires or fanged psychopaths who lost control
while feeding. When he was finished taking what he needed, he made
sure his unwitting donor had stopped bleeding, was of sound health,
and possessed no memories of his encounter. He hadn’t been quite
mad enough with need for Angel to be pushed to the point of
violence with any of them, despite his cursed nature.

But now that he was so close to her and she
was defenseless in every possible way and there were no other
wardens around for miles…. Well, she was under his skin like a
terrible itch.

But he played nice. He was good at that.
Being a warden meant learning to play the game from time to time,
and a big part of that game was social interaction with civilians.
But hell, Angel’s thoughts actually sounded in his mind as if she
were whispering them in his ear. She was not only strong
physically, her will was impressive. He wasn’t going easy on her
with the vampire influence he radiated tonight, and yet she managed
to actually ignore him for a short while in favor of supporting her
friend.

That kindness, that righteous tenderness she
showed for others was so stunning, it made him dizzy with desire.
And if he’d had any doubts before concerning whether she
reciprocated that desire, those doubts were pummeled to death
now.

She wanted him. She was thinking about him.
And he could hear her little heart beating painfully fast.

For Jake, this was like tossing gasoline on
a fire. It was a green light and a waved checkered flag, and it was
everything he could do not to take her by the wrist, drag her out
of the shop, and throw her up against the alley wall to have his
way with her.

At the same time, her heart was going so
fast, he wanted to use magic to calm it down. It had this strange,
unsolicited and unwanted effect on him, the need to lay claim to
her tempered by the need to protect her. Even from herself. And
especially from him.

“I’ve always got a few
minutes for charming company,” Jake said, flashing a practiced
smile at Angel and her friends as he grabbed the seat, spun it
around, and sat down, draping both strong arms over the back of the
chair. “Happy birthday, Cassiana,” he added with a wink.

He could hear Angel’s friends’ hearts too,
and he wasn’t surprised at all when they both sped up as well. It
might have been cocky, but he was well aware women found him
attractive. Before the war, it had been real trouble. But after
being cursed, that attraction changed, intensified. It slid
dangerously up a notch, making a sound like a cocking gun.

Unless he was drunk and really just wanted
to work off some steam, his effect on women actually irritated him
a little. He was a vampire; he was playing with a stacked deck, and
at times it even felt like this curse of his made a mockery of
women. He would sometimes remember his mother and how formidable
and bold she’d always been. At those times, he hated himself a
little. Women deserved better.

But right now?

Jake glanced at Angel to see her looking
steadfastly down into her coffee cup, her cheeks flushed
beautifully. Right now, he couldn’t have cared less about playing
fair. He would take and use every weapon in his arsenal if it meant
gaining ground with her.

If he wasn’t careful, he would push too
hard, go too fast. To take his mind off his target, Jake forced
himself to pull out of her thoughts and scan those of her friends.
Elena and Cassiana…. They were interesting, complex women, if his
first impression was any good.

Elena Garcia considered herself wild. He
didn’t even have to read her mind to know that much. It was clear
from her confident posture, the slightly suggestive curve of her
smile, and was amplified by the way she dressed. She sat a certain
way in her seat, as if she owned it and was perhaps hoping someone
would dare try taking it from her. She had the hands of a warden,
that is to say, her nails were short and un-manicured and she had a
few callouses. The thumb pad of her right hand and the fingertips
of her left were roughened and a little thicker, indicating she
played guitar. He was betting it was electric.

In her thoughts, he read a
love of the night – interesting
– motorcycles – also
interesting – and bad boys.
Very interesting. But
what impressed him most was what was hidden beneath the tough girl
exterior. It was something he found alone in a shadowed corner of
her mind. She was uncertain. And a little sad.

Jake took note of that and
moved on to Cassiana Honeywell. As if in complete contrast to her
friend Elena, Cass appeared reserved, and even demure. Her
countenance was careful, from head to toe. Her nails
were manicured, though
they were painted black and they were still short, and her hair was
well cared for. He smelled expensive shampoo.

Though her clothing was
understated, consisting of jeans and a T-shirt, gray cardigan and
boots, Jake recognized that every item was designer. And although
it was the only jewelry she wore, she sported a very expensive 18k
pendant of a serpentine dragon with sapphires for eyes. The dragon
was really what was known as an Ouroboros, a serpent that swallowed
its own tail and was always represented in a circle.

Jake almost smiled thinking of the supes
that could be held at bay with that pendant. Gold was caustic to
many dangerous creatures, and the more pure the gold, the more
powerful the warding. This one here? He’d pin a five figure price
tag to it easy.

So when he dove into her head, he was
expecting thoughts about work or taxes, or perhaps worries for her
child or children.

He was shocked as hell to find something
else entirely.

Cassiana Honeywell was a dark horse; not
even her two best friends were privy to the truth hidden behind
those luminous eyes.

Jake blinked, and felt his own eyes go a
little wide. But Cass and her companions were sure to notice the
change in his demeanor, especially Angel the warden trained in
noticing details, so he tamped his reaction and took another drink
of his coffee to get himself back in line.

Elena helped him out when she leaned forward
and asked, “Was that your cruiser I heard pulling up earlier?”

Jake smiled and nodded, figuring she’d
pinned him as the rider by what he wore.

Elena smiled back, pleased with herself.
“I’m guessing by the sound of it, it’s an older Ironhead?”

An “Ironhead” was what people called Harley
Davidson Sportster models from the late fifties to mid-eighties.
And she was right. It wasn’t his only bike. It wasn’t even his only
Harley. Hell, it wasn’t even his only Ironhead. Like every member
of the Monsters, he had several bikes, for various reasons. That
was one of the many ways they differed greatly from other MC’s. But
the bike in the lot happened to be one of his favorites, a ‘71 X
Super Glide.

He nodded. “And I’m guessing that’s your
crotch rocket out there?” he asked. He knew it wasn’t Angel’s. She
didn’t ride. And Elena loved bikes.

Elena beamed, and to his left, Angel’s heart
rate kicked up a notch. Whether it was due to their talk of
motorcycles and the unpleasant memories she no doubt tied to them,
or the fact that Elena was outwardly flirting with him, he wasn’t
sure. He hoped it was the latter.

“Yeah, the Ducati’s mine,”
she admitted happily. “Just got it last year.” But her smile
slipped a little. He brushed her mind out of curiosity to hear her
mentally add, Because my Ninja was fucking
stolen and I swear to the gods when I find the son of a bitch poser
who took it, I’m gonna….

He pulled out again and hid his smile just
as the phone in his pocket vibrated. He put down his drink, pulled
out the phone, and glanced down at the name. It was from Cain, and
it was priority one. Something big had just gone down. It was all
hands on deck.

He re-pocketed the phone,
glancing at Angel. She was looking down at the table, trying not to
watch him. But from her expression, it was clear she understood the
message had been for a warden job. It was rare for different warden
clans to be called in on the same situation – rather like going fed
for the cops. But priority ones
were another matter, and Jake was betting Angel
would soon receive a message too.

They’d be working on the same case
again.

With that to look forward to despite the
danger, Jake stood up. “Forgive me ladies, but you’ll have to
excuse me. Something just came up and I’ve got to head out.” He
gave them another winning smile, allowed some of his magic to
accompany it so they wouldn’t bombard Angel with too many questions
when he was gone, and said, “It was good meeting you both.” He
turned to Cass specifically and added, “Happy birthday, again. I
hope you get what you’re wishing for.”

Something flashed in the depths of
Cassiana’s hazel eyes, there and gone so fast most people wouldn’t
notice it. But he did. It was unconscious to her, just as was the
secret he’d found hidden in her mind. He wondered if it would ever
come to light.

He turned one last time to Angel and caught
her eyes with his. She read the look on his face. She had to wrap
things up fast with her friends, because a call might come through
any second.

He left the three of them
there at that table and exited the coffee shop. The San Francisco
fog wrapped around him as he made his way to his bike and turned
his senses to the night. He had to admit he felt good.
Really good. Better than
he had in a long time.

The girl of his dreams was into him almost
as much as he was her.

He smiled to himself like an idiot as he
mounted his bike and started it up, pulling out of the lot to the
sound of a beast that ate up the ground with an appetite mirroring
his own.


Chapter Eight

The second Jake left
through the coffee shop door, Elena was leaning over the table and
addressing Angel. “Damn, girl! Why didn’t you tell me you got to work in an office
with a man like that? I’m switching jobs!”

Angel tried to shrug it off, but her body
was still humming from the intensity of his proximity. It was going
to take her a few minutes to come down off that high.

Cass shook her head and lifted her coffee to
her lips. Before she drank, she said, “Angela Clemens, if you don’t
tap that, I will disinherit you as my friend.” She took a sip and
winced, making a displeased face. “Damn. It’s cold.” She unhappily
plonked the cup back down and leaned forward like Elena. “Angel, do
it for me if for no other reason. As my birthday present. Let me
live vicariously through you. It’s obvious you like him.”

Elena snickered. “You almost fell down when
you stood up! And….” She smiled lasciviously. “I could see the way
he looked at you.” She shook her head. “That was smoldering,
seriously.”

Angel lifted her hands as a sign of
resignation. “Okay, that’s enough. It’s more complicated than you
think. And inter-office relationships are messy.”

“Marriage is messier,” said
Cass. “And that’s actually encouraged.”

Angel and Elena looked at her, but she
wasn’t frowning any longer. She seemed dreamy-eyed instead.

Angel glanced at the door,
thinking. She was a little scared. Jake was hot. But what she was
telling her friends was also true; dating someone you worked with
was never clear cut. Dating a warden? Especially when you were one
yourself? It was frowned on for a reason. To make matters worse,
Jacob Crow never stayed in one place. And then there were
the Monsters to
consider. Motorcycle clubs were tight, and his was probably the
tightest. She knew damn well how too many male bikers viewed women.
They saw them as baggage. Women were nothing more than ass and
tits. They were disposable and replaceable.

That attitude was bad
enough. Never mind the actual motorcycles the bikers rode. There
were too many memories there for Angel. She mentally shook her
head. No. She
wasn’t stupid. Going for it with Jake was out of the
question.

A chill moved through her suddenly, and she
closed her eyes, experiencing a loss of hope. If Cassiana, who any
man would probably have given his right nut to screw like mad, was
luck-sucking at passion and romance this bad, what hope in the nine
circles did Angel have? She was only a few years behind her in age.
Would she ever find love again?

Angel…

Angel’s body tensed. Her brow furrowed. She
turned in her seat and looked around. Had someone said her name?
The coffee shop was settled, and no one was watching her.

She could have sworn, though… and it was a
man’s voice, too. But Jake was long gone; they’d all heard his bike
tear out. Plus, she could always sense when he was near, and he
wasn’t right now.

Elena and Cass failed to
notice anything out of the ordinary. They continued talking as if
she hadn’t just looked around nervously. Across from Angel, Elena
moved a little on her seat before leaning back and flicking a long
lock of black hair over her shoulder. “See, this is what I love
about Matt,” she said. “The man is the opposite of safe, but I’m
well aware of that, and it’s okay with me. We’re not co-dependent,
and I certainly didn’t hook up with him because I was scared not
to. Hell, I was far more scared to be with him than without
him.”

That caught Angel’s attention. She gave
Elena a side-long glance. “He runs a gang for crying out loud.
Maybe not the best comparison.”

Elena shrugged again, but
her smile was sly. “No, it is. Because Matt’s all fire. But the
nice thing about that is that there are never any lulls in our
relationship. I get mad, he gets mad right back, but he’s so used
to being in control and in command, he never yells at me or screams
at me, never breaks anything or makes me feel small. Instead, we
settle our differences in the bedroom. No silent treatments. No
secrets. No under-handed passive aggressiveness. Just plain
aggressiveness.” She leaned forward again and looked Angel right in
the eyes. “Now you tell me which one you’d rather have. A man who
plays games with your mind? Or a man who plays games with your
body?”

Angel shivered. A chill suddenly rushed up
her spine and down her arms, raising goose bumps along her skin.
She blinked, glanced around again, and frowned. There was something
familiar about the sensation, and this time it wasn’t pleasant. It
wasn’t just Elena’s words that had set it off. It was too deep, too
hard.

She turned thoroughly scanned the coffee
shop now, taking in details like laptops, hand bags, any sign of
bulges under jackets that could conceal weapons. But there were
very few people in the shop to begin with, and they were all
utterly innocent. No one was looking at her. There was nothing out
of the ordinary.

However, the night yawned
dark and deep beyond the shop windows, and she had that
feeling. That feeling
that someone was watching her.

The night just gazed back at her from the
windows, and her feeling didn’t resolve itself. In fact, if
anything it deepened. She wasn’t a detector like Caleb, but when
something was personal or directed at her, she noticed it. The
magic inside her pointed it out.

Angel had the distinct impression there was
something beyond those windows that was all too interested in her.
But this was not the time to go into warden mode. Not in front of
her friends.

She hated lying to them. Countless times,
she’d considered telling them the truth about what she did. But
this was the life of a warden. It was probably equally difficult
for federal agents or spies.

Being a warden meant making a life long
decision to keep the danger of the job far and away from the ones
you cared about. With any luck, Cass and Elena would grow old and
die natural deaths. It was probably more than she could say for
herself. She didn’t know a single warden who’d died of old age.


Chapter Nine

Once Cass and Elena went home, Angel stood
alone in the coffee shop parking lot and turned a slow circle, her
eyes searching the darkness of lining trees and buildings. Earlier
inside, she’d had the feeling she was being watched. But the truth
was, she’d had that feeling a lot lately. And if she was being
honest, she had to admit there were other feelings, too.

Yes, she’d had Jacob Crow
on her mind. But when she wasn’t thinking about him, other things
would hit her, and at random times. There were unpleasant
sensations like dizziness and weakness, and there were voices and
dreams that haunted her well into waking hours. There were
unsolicited good feelings too, sensations of weightlessness, comfort and
warmth, even euphoria and of blatantly sexual pleasure.

All of these sudden impressions, whether
good or bad, always came without provocation or explanation, and
they were fleeting. They were there one second, gone the next.

As Angel stood alone in the lot and sensed
absolutely nothing again, she finally wondered… if maybe she was
going a little crazy. It would be about time.

What happened to her fifteen years ago had
been traumatic, to say the least. She’d never seen anyone
professional about it. No counselors, no therapists, nothing like
that. She’d simply been snatched up by Gabriel Santiago and she’d
become a warden. But she hadn’t climbed back on a bike since.
Clearly she hadn’t really dealt with it at all.

Gabriel had been there that night, the night
she faced off with Dmitri once and for all. At that point, he’d
already been a warden for several years, and apparently he’d been
assigned to Dmitri’s case. Wardens were good at tracking rogues.
Dmitri Voronin was a rogue vampire who’d chosen to break the rules
due to an obsession.

Gabriel tracked the vampire to Angel’s
location that night, and as it turned out, he arrived just in time.
But in the end, Gabe wasn’t the one to kill Dmitri. Angel was.

She would never forget
it, could never
forget it, and she knew damn well no therapist in Hell could make
it otherwise….

(Fifteen years ago)

She was taking a walk in the Bronx. Alone.
On a Saturday night. She had a death wish.

And Death had come to grant it.

Angel stopped in the middle of New York’s
High Bridge when she felt him approach. Harlem River flowed fast
and deep below. She’d come here because this bridge had been closed
to pedestrians for eons. It was empty. No one else needed to get
hurt.

She stared straight ahead along the empty
cement walkway, but her gaze was unseeing. Her eyes were tired and
no longer wanted to bear witness to the reality that was the world.
The world without Michael.

As the vampire drew near, Angel’s fingers
curled around the small ring of metal in the left pocket of her
jacket. The authorities had found it in Michael’s pack after the
accident. It had been tucked inside an emerald colored box with her
name on it. The box had probably been green to match the emerald in
the ring. Emerald, not diamond. Because she didn’t care for
diamonds, and because emerald was her birthstone. Michael was like
that. How he’d managed to afford it, she would never know. And she
was sure she would never care.

Her other pocket held something else. And
that was the thing she hid from her pursuer, blocked him from
detecting as he came upon her.

Angel sensed the vampire’s magic attempt to
wrap around her as usual, but this time he failed to take control.
Through sheer will and dying determination, she defied him. There
was too much pain in her this time, so much that it was numbing her
from the inside out, acting like a barrier of static, pulsing
misery that kept his influence at bay. Inch by inch, her insides
were changing. They were molting into hatred.

As if he sensed the difference in her,
Dmitri finally stepped out of the shadows, no doubt wanting to come
physically closer. He was off to her right, so she couldn’t see
him, but she heard his boot touch the cement. She remained still
and listened to him as he began circling her. His fingers of power
continued to inch around her, curious, testing, and adamant. She
ignored them.

When he was directly behind her, he
stopped.

And she spoke up. “You killed him,” she
said. The words came out of her mouth monotone, as dead as her
heart.

“Yes. I did.” He admitted
it freely, if softly.

“How could you ever
believe this would change my mind about you?” She almost didn’t
realize she was asking the question. Her mouth was running without
forethought now. She was simply speaking because some part of her
somewhere had yet to go numb, and that part was terribly
confused.

“You misunderstand,” he
told her, still speaking softly. “I am under no misconceptions.” He
stepped closer; she felt as well as heard him close the distance.
“I knew you would lament his passing. But I also knew this would be
easier on you in the long run.”

Angel felt a bucking of something inside.
Was it rage? Was there still something of that left in her? Some
kind of spark still smoldering underneath all that ash that was the
wasted remains of her spirit?

Dmitri stopped at her back, so close that
she could hear him breathe. “You know,” he said, his accented words
laced with quiet menace. “If you had wed him, he would have been a
lot harder to get rid of. Breaking up a couple is one thing,” he
paused, and she imagined he shook his head. “But splitting a union
like that calls for much more force.”

Angel still didn’t move. “More force than
death?”

“Oh yes.” Dmitri then
continued to circle her like a shark, hungry but patient and
calculating.

Someone had once said that there was nothing
more dangerous than a man with nothing left to lose. But now Angel
knew they’d been wrong. There was. The only thing more deadly than
a man with nothing left to lose – was a woman. She’d known Michael
such a short time, and yet she’d fallen for him completely. He’d
had her, body and soul. And now he was gone.

For Angel, there was no point to anything
any longer. No reason to keep going, no reason to get up in the
morning. That was the worst, she knew now. There was no
circumstance more ruinous than when there was nothing left to look
forward to. That was the moment when the individual atoms making up
a living being became the most volatile, erratic and
uncontrollable.

She was a time bomb. The ticking echoed
loudly in her eardrums.

Slowly, cautiously, like the predator
hemming in his skittish prey, Dmitri moved around her until he was
standing in front of her, towering over her like the beautiful
monster he was. She let him come and still didn’t move. She
remained stoic, her gaze fixed on some point in the distance, some
point right through his body. Her fingers curled around the hidden
ring.

She slipped it on. It fit perfectly.

Despite the bewildering numbness wreaking
havoc with her soul, Angel had meticulously executed her plan to
the letter. She’d robotically gone through the motions of this
final, momentous act as if they were instructions in a cake recipe.
She’d ticked them off in her mind one after the other without
emotion, and without pause. She hadn’t slept in three days. She’d
barely eaten. Electricity rode along her nerve endings, static and
strange.

“Are you finally done
running, little one?” He whispered to her, but he didn’t touch
her.

She almost smiled at his hesitation. “Yes,”
she admitted. She was definitely done running.

She wasn’t sure how much longer she would be
able to keep his magic from invading her mind. It was pushing hard
now; the vampire could sense something was wrong and he wanted in.
But she needed to keep her secret from him a little while yet. Just
long enough for him to do what he’d come to do.

“Then why don’t you let me
in?” he asked, a playful smile on his lips.

“My thoughts of Michael
are my own,” she admitted. That much was true, at least. “You’ve no
right to them.”

He lifted his chin. She wouldn’t look up at
him, but she could sense that her reply had satisfied him to some
degree. “Ah, I see,” he sighed. “You wish to mourn him in
private.”

She swallowed hard, pretending to hold back
tears. But the truth was, she had no tears left. She was utterly
and completely dry.

He raised the backs of his fingers to her
cheek, and she managed to keep herself from flinching. She did have
to close her eyes, however. His touch was powerful, and with it
came an influx of his magic that battered at her defenses like a
hurricane on a straw house. She was losing control.

Her body shivered.

“Always having to be so
strong,” he whispered next. He’d lowered his head, and his words
were spoken against her lips like a caress. “It must be exhausting.
Give in to me now. There’s no need to be strong any longer. I will
take the pain from you, Angel love. You need never hurt again.” He
brushed her lips delicately with his own, a butterfly kiss that
nearly forced her to her knees. “Let me make you mine.”

Now was the time. Angel exhaled a shaking,
defeated sigh – and nodded. Just once.

That was all Dmitri needed.

He’d been waiting for this since the
beginning. He’d been waiting for her consent. Not that he needed
it. He just wanted it. He was that kind of creature. And now that
he had it, he moved over her like a tidal wave.

Swiftly his hand slid around her neck to
fist in her hair, and his arm came around her lower back to hold
her against him. His body hit hers like a brick wall filled with
otherworldly power. His fangs lengthened deadly and sharp, and as
he sank them into her now exposed throat Angel’s defenses came
crashing down with the internal noise of an avalanche.

She cried out in shock, outrage and bliss.
But she thanked the Storyteller for the oblivious state that would
now come over the vampire, because in that blurring world of
colorless grays, in his complete distraction at finally taking what
he wanted, Angel was able to pull the second item out of her other
pocket.

And plunge it into his neck.

He went still against her as she depressed
the syringe, emptying its contents into his bloodstream. Magic then
carried the poison throughout his body, and Dmitri very slowly let
her go.

He pulled his fangs from her throat with
oddly tender care and straightened before her with bizarre calm. It
was surreal to Angel. In that moment all she could do was stare up
at him wide-eyed. The now empty syringe fell from her limp fingers,
clattering to the cement. She’d always hated needles.

Dmitri’s vivid eyes sparkled, shifting at
once from ruby red into amethyst purple, and finally their original
electric blue. “Clever Angel,” he whispered.

The poison had literally cost Angel
everything she owned. All but one hundred dollars of her savings
and all of her jewelry but the ring in her pocket, she’d handed
over without emotion. Along with a full pint of her blood.

Apparently healer blood was worth a small
fortune in the shadows of the supernatural underworld. She was
learning something new and disturbing every day.

Made from hawthorn tree ash, colloidal gold
containing gold nanorods, the blood of a dead vampire and a
powerful warlock spell to hold it all together, the poison worked
like a very strong sedative at first. After a few seconds, it would
begin to burn. And by the time a minute had passed, every last drop
of blood in a vampire’s veins would be dried up, leaving them dead
– truly dead – at long last.

Dmitri smiled sadly. “I should have known
you had it in you.”


Chapter Ten

That night fifteen years ago was burned like
a brand in Angel’s mind. She would never forget the look on Dmitri
Voronin’s face when he’d stepped back from her. It was like she’d
hurt him emotionally, not just physically. Other than those few
final words, he’d never had a chance to say anything more to
her.

Gabriel had shown up then. His bullets
ripped through the night, speeding past her so close that she felt
as well as heard them. They were a warden’s bullets, bespelled with
magic meant to hold a vampire immobile until a warden could
decapitate them. But when they struck Dmitri, he’d already been
affected by her poison and was off-balance.

The impact of the bullets knocked him
backward. He took one and a half steps exactly before he was
toppling over the bridge and into the dark and troubled waters
below.

Angel had run to the stone wall, moving on
auto-pilot and not really caring who’d fired the shots. She saw the
white of a splash in the river – then nothing. Nothing but darkness
and the wind and the sound of water rushing. In a few seconds, she
heard footsteps running toward her, but she didn’t turn to see.

Instead she gazed long and hard into that
wet grave. Was it really over?

“You’re hurt,” said a kind,
deep voice. “You’re bleeding; he bit you.”

Angel remembered blinking slowly, languidly.
“Yeah,” she’d said numbly. “He did. But he won’t hurt anyone ever
again.”

The man who stood behind her said, “I’m
afraid… that isn’t quite true. I only managed to injure him. He’ll
survive the bullets and the fall.”

But she’d shaken her head. “No. I poisoned
him.”

Strong but gentle hands had taken her by her
upper arms then and turned her around. Eyes the color of amber
searched hers. They were beautiful eyes, sparkling and vivid, in a
handsome young face framed with thick black hair. He was so tall,
she craned her neck to look up at him.

“What do you mean?” he
asked, his tone gentle. Those searching eyes kept glancing at her
neck. She could feel her collar was wet. She knew she’d lost a lot
of blood. Dmitri had been hungry for her and making up for lost
time. He’d pulled her blood to him and swallowed with abandon.
Angel wasn’t going to become a vampire; Dmitri had never had a
chance to give her his blood in return. But he’d taken so very much
of hers.

After donating a pint already to acquire the
poison, Angel hadn’t had much left to lose.

She knew something had
happened to her, maybe even something permanent, because of
Dmitri’s attack. She could feel it. Her body felt
wrong inside; she was
aware of that wrongness on a molecular level. But the physical
discomfort was being compartmentalized by a traumatized brain, and
it was distant and shuttered.

Angel nodded to the syringe on the ground by
her boot, and the man looked down.

“Hawthorn ash, colloidal
gold, dead vampire blood, and a warlock spell.” She listed the
ingredients off in a soft robotic voice that was growing distant
even to her own ears.

She recalled the way Gabriel’s bright
hazelnut eyes had widened in admiration, shifting from the syringe
back to her just before her world began to tunnel black. Through
that tunnel, she heard him say something and saw his expression
change again, becoming devoutly worried. She felt his arms come
around her just as everything went dark.

That was fifteen years ago.

That Saturday night had been the first night
of her life as a warden. Gabriel Santiago had been
second-in-command of the Vega clan at the time, and he’d taken
Angel under his wing. It turned out the sovereigns paid wardens
quite well fortunately, and Angel was able to rapidly rebuild her
life, at least material-wise. She’d also been granted a
sentinel.

That was a trip.

Gabriel had taught her about sentinels.
Sentinels were magical beings, a little like guardian angels.
They’d been created by the Storyteller to protect wardens in their
dangerous jobs. Sentinels were an enigma. No one understood how
they came into being. No one ever actually saw it happen. They only
knew that once an individual signed on to be a warden, the sentinel
was assigned to look after them. Just like that. It was as easy as,
“I’m in.” And boom. The sentinel was theirs.

Sentinels had three main
strengths and two big weaknesses. For strengths, they never took
damage dealt by supernatural means, nor did they take damage dealt
by wardens. Werewolves couldn’t claw them, vampires couldn’t bite
them, wishers couldn’t enact revenge on them, unicorns couldn’t run
them through, and wardens couldn’t pump them full of lead. This
immunity allowed sentinels to enter into the fray of many warden
battles, when and where they were needed. They could also transport
instantaneously as if they were simply popping in and out of
existence anywhere they wished. Anywhere. Not even a sovereign’s ward
could keep them at bay. And most importantly, they possessed the
ability to heal. As long as their warden still lived, even a wound
that would have been mortal could be completely repaired by a
sentinel’s touch.

However, everything had a
weakness. Sentinels had two. One, just like any mortal
healer, their ability to heal was limited. They could only heal
sudden wounds, damage taken by any unnatural means. Nature’s
particularly cruel damages – such as disease and aging – they could
not touch. Also, each time they appeared, a sentinel could heal one
person, and one person only. This was beyond frustrating for Angel,
but admittedly more so for Darius because she normally instructed
her Sentinel to use that power on someone else, someone she was
certain needed it more.

And two, sentinels could only approach their
wardens if they were called by them. Fortunately, this could even
be a mental call; sentinels could hear their names spoken in the
minds of their wardens from anywhere in any realm. It could also be
a desperate call for assistance in general. But if they were not
called in either of these ways, they could not appear and were
prevented from aiding their warden in any manner.

The moment Angel signed the papers making
her a warden, she knew she had one of her own. But she never called
out to him.

The idea of someone watching over Angel
frankly creeped her out. She had to admit that being stalked by a
vampire probably had a lot to do with that, if not everything, and
yeah maybe she should have taken Gabe’s advice and seen a
warden-appointed therapist. But she’d always been stubborn first.
Everything else second.

So the first time Darius
had appeared to her was by accident. She was carrying boxes up the
stairs of her apartment, determined to make it up three flights of
stairs in one trip. Always one trip, never two. She
hated making several
trips. It was a pet peeve.

In her stubbornness, she’d
piled the boxes too high. The top one slid sideways, she bent to
keep it from going, and when she did she slipped on the marble
step. Out of reflex she cried, “Oh shit, no! Help!”

Darius was there in a flash, wrapping his
strong arms tight around her waist to steady her on the stairs. But
she’d still flipped out and decked him because her instincts kicked
in before her memory. He took the blow expertly, his head snapping
to the side but returning with an amused grin before her wide
eyes.

To her, Darius looked like a Greek god or
perhaps Michelangelo’s David with slightly longer hair. He was
beautiful; all sentinels were. They were perfectly symmetrical and
technically flawless. Male or female, they were evenly
proportioned, with strong, sculpted limbs and vividly colored eyes
filled with a natural compassion and understanding.

Like all sentinels, Darius
was replete with muscles. He had soft light blond curls that
literally made him look like an angel. Cupid, maybe. Or rather,
Eros. Apparently he had a sentinel twin brother named Ashrim
who behaved like
Eros. Even though Angel had never met Ash, she’d admittedly spent
many a guilty night trying not to imagine herself sandwiched
between the twins. And failing. Those were good nights.

Wardens were incapable of damaging
sentinels, thank goodness. According to Darius, her violent
reaction to his sudden appearance happened to a lot of sentinels
the first time they met their charges. The beautiful man laughed it
off, then insisted on healing her twisted ankle.

She hadn’t even realized it was twisted
until he mentioned it. That was another cool thing about sentinels.
They always knew exactly what was wrong. It was also annoying,
especially if you didn’t want their help.

Now, Angel unlocked her Jeep, tossed the
keys on the driver’s seat, and left the door open to lean against
the side of the vehicle for a moment. She took a deep breath. The
temperature tonight was nice, which it always was on San Francisco
nights. There was a gentle breeze, and on it she caught the scents
of coffee grounds, sourdough bread, and unfortunately garbage. City
smells.

But it was peaceful at the moment. There
were no sirens, no one was yelling or busquing nearby, and she
could even hear the water lapping against the pier across the
street. The night was calm and empty.

Not empty, Angel. I’m here.

Angel froze. Her heart stopped, then
re-started a second later with a vengeance, bruising itself against
her ribcage. She exhaled shakily, lifting off the car to step
forward, her wide eyes searching the area around her deep and
slow.

I wasn’t imagining
it? Maybe she wasn’t going crazy. Maybe
there was someone
out there.

Oh yes,
came the reply.


Chapter Eleven

Angel’s heart pounded faster, and her guts
twisted with primal fear. She spun, reached under the seat for her
gun, and unholstered it with mad speed. Then she continued to turn
in a slow, searching circle, holding the gun in both hands. She
kept it pointed toward the ground, but she nudged the safety off
and eased onto the trigger.

In the back of her mind, there was a voice
that spoke rationally to her. It told her that people who were
going crazy were also convinced that they weren’t crazy.

She licked her lips as her
head began to ache. Damn
it, she thought, still unable to see a
single thing that was wrong with her surroundings. Her vision had
adjusted to the relative darkness and she could see into the
shadows beneath the trees, around the few other cars there, and
into the alleys between buildings. She appeared to be
alone.

She waited for the voice to contradict her
thoughts again, to give her proof that despite her warding against
probes or mental influence, something out there had somehow managed
to read her mind. She expected something like, “No, you’re never
alone.” Or some equally creepy shit like that.

But this time, there was no reply.

She waited another thirty seconds. A full
minute. Two minutes.

Still there was no reply. And now the
strange feelings that had come over her earlier were gone too. The
chills, the sensation of being watched, the dizziness were all
gone.

Angel took a deep, shaky breath. She
reholstered the gun and placed it back underneath her seat. Then
she sighed, running an equally shaky hand through her hair. “Okay,
it’s official,” she said, fully disheartened. “I’ve finally come
unglued.”

For half a second, she thought about calling
Darius. But he couldn’t help her if she was nuts. No healer could
fix what was wrong with Angel because it was too complicated and
completely normal. It was the result of something that happened
long ago. One would have to turn back time and change fate. Not
even erasing her memories would work. In forgetting where a wound
had come from, the scar always remained.

In an episode of
Xena: Warrior Princess,
the heroine and Gabrielle had painted the picture perfectly while
resting on the shore of a lake.

Xena said,
“See how calm the surface of the water is. That
was me once. And then....” She threw a stone into the lake and the
water became troubled. “The water ripples and churns. That’s what I
became.”

Gabrielle pondered it,
then said, “But if we sit here long enough, it will go back to
being still again. You’ll go back to being calm.”

“But the stone’s still
under there,” Xena told her. “It’s now a part of the lake. It might
look as it did before, but it’s forever changed.”

That was what happened with
mental trauma, and no amount of memory erasing could fix it. The
neurons of fate had made their scarring journey, burning the pain
into the mind like a brand.

Also, there was always the
chance Angel wasn’t crazy, and there was something out here with her after all. As
a warden, she had to consider that. It would have been stupid not
to.

On that note, Angel got into her Jeep,
locked the door, and prepared to reinforce the wards on the vehicle
so she could drive safely home. She was half-way through the first
extra layer of wards when her phone buzzed in her jacket
pocket.

She swore, pulled the phone out, and looked
down at the message that flashed for a few seconds before it
disappeared. It was from Gabriel. It was probably the message that
had been sent to all clan members, the one Jake had replied to
earlier.

He’d waited a very long time before
contacting her with it. Which meant this was something urgent and
big and even though he’d probably wanted to avoid getting her
involved, he no longer had any choice in the matter.

The notification vanished before she could
read the entire message, so Angel swiped on her phone and opened it
properly.

All fields. Wall break from Unseelie Realm
Prison. Terrors, cantorips escaped into mortal realm. Two or more
Terrors in Manhattan area. Possible unidentified dangers. Dire were
suspect at helm; stay alert. Meet in quadrant two ASAP.

Angel gazed down at the
message and took a deep breath. It’s about
time, Gabe. Bizarrely, a feeling of
tranquility stole over her. She almost laughed at that – her,
feeling peaceful at the thought of a job that was possibly fatal.
She was running a little low on energy, both physical and magical,
after all.

But mentally, the job was just what she
needed right now. It was the perfect distraction. It was like she
always said: Bullets and beer. Now was clearly not the time for
beer.

 



Chapter Twelve

The sheer beauty of her combat was inspired.
It almost looked choreographed, and if he hadn’t been able to smell
the fear, the sweat and blood in the air around her and her
companions, he might have believed it was exactly that. But as the
seconds and minutes ticked by, he realized the reason it appeared
so well-timed and precise was because Angela Clemens and her team
were so well practiced at this point, they were able to tell what
their enemy was going to do before they did it.

It was a simple matter to meet someone’s
movements half-way if you knew ahead of time what those movements
were going to be. And the dance continued.

There were more than two-dozen wardens
spread throughout several acres of the redwood forest that night,
their ranks filled by warriors from six different clans. They’d
broken into teams of around eight to ten. Anyone and everyone who’d
been available had apparently answered this call. Something had
gone awry in the Unseelie Realm…. He could sense the shift. He knew
there was an unbalance now. Part of that other world had leaked
into this one.

He knew the warden detectors could sense it
as well. He watched them “feeling” what was nearby, and wondered
how many different creatures they could detect. The only thing he
was certain of was that they wouldn’t detect him.

He was old. He was powerful. And he’d taken
special precautions to remain physically and mentally anonymous in
the fray of the battle around him. He’d come here to watch her. It
was his sole purpose.

She was a warrior in every sense of the
word. And she was going to be his.

*****

“Get down!” Angel gave the
warning a split second before pulling the trigger, having no choice
but to shoot when she had. The bullet exploded from her barrel and
sped through the night with careful aim, thank goodness, because
the young warden she was trying to save was a hair too slow in
responding. Caleb was unable to duck before the enemy behind him
attacked.

She was a good shot. Her bullet hit its mark
and Caleb’s face was spared.

But Angel had never before come up against
anything like what she was facing that night. She’d been lucky so
far in her warden career. In all fifteen years, she’d only had to
fight two Terrors. Both had left her scarred, and neither had done
what this one was doing. She didn’t even know if her bullets would
do any good against it. If she ever got to it.

She was too busy fighting off all of its
help at the moment. The Terror was called the Terror for a reason.
Its enigmatic form and function left wardens baffled and unprepared
because they never knew what monster it was going to ultimately
inhabit.

And this Terror took the cake. The moment
Caleb had sensed it was near, Angel had ordered her team to move
in. Every warden was protected with the usual mind shields to keep
the Terror from leveraging their fears. The team wasted no time
hemming it in with anti-transportation magic, then prepped their
weapons. But when they reached the center of the area where Caleb
was positive the Terror was located, it was to find it empty.

It took only seconds for the entire attack
plan to be skewed. Some people lowered their weapons to look around
in confusion. Others had sudden, uncertain feelings. A few wardens
began bellowing in absolute, rampaging fear.

The Terror had made it past their mental
protections. Angel barely recognized this was the case and had no
time to further process it, much less wonder how it was possible
before her people were being attacked from all sides. This Terror
had not only made it past their wards, it had people working for
it. What Angel blithely called “minions.”

All hell broke loose in the forest that
night. Angel spent more time disarming fellow wardens and knocking
them senseless to protect them than she did fighting off the
werewolves the Terror was controlling. Werewolves were a favored
victim for rogues since they were incredibly fast and strong, and
wardens were less willing to kill them. Werewolves were rare, and
most wardens knew one or two personally. They were the good guys.
No one wanted to see them go extinct.

It made Angel’s job exponentially more
difficult.

Getting to the Terror itself would have
brought the entire fiasco to an end, but that was where things
became terribly tricky. This monster had possessed the body of an
insanely powerful creature, the clurican. The host was tricky,
manipulative, composed of pure magic, and as it had decided to
prove that night, it could not only vanish into thin air at will,
it could delve into the minds of humans and animals far more easily
than the Terror inhabiting it. No magic could keep its mind control
at bay.

The clurican was rather like an evil version
of a leprechaun, though no one was stupid enough to say this out
loud – because apparently the clurican could hear you talk about it
anywhere in the realms, and they hated leprechauns. Contrary to
myth, neither was short nor particularly fond of shamrocks or the
color green, though one leprechaun Angel knew personally ran a bar
called “Lucky’s” and flaunted both because he felt it was
funny.

The clurican always wore black from head to
toe, and that same black was reflected in his eyes. Come to think
of it, Angel had never come across a female clurican, just like
she’d never come across a female Terror, though both did supposedly
exist. A clurican’s main love was thievery. Anything beautiful was
coveted by their kind. Unfortunately, the clurican they were facing
off with in the forest that night was only interested in stealing
one thing: lives.

Angel watched the werewolf she’d shot flash
back into human form with the bullet’s impact. She was lucky. The
wolves in battle that night were proving too fast for wardens to
take aim. When a shooter had to move that fast to meet their enemy,
they relied more on their ability to keep the gun from kicking too
much in their hands than actual aiming. But aiming definitely
helped.

Fortunately this one had been coming head-on
for Caleb, so it was distracted when she’d shot it. A normal bullet
would not have harmed such a beast. In fact, emptying an entire
load into a werewolf sometimes failed to stop them. To make matters
worse, they healed with alarming speed, usually within seconds.

But these bullets were special of course,
ironically warded with anti-magic. When they hit their mark, the
werewolf would be trapped without its supernatural power for a
short period of time and would remain human until the spell wore
off. It evened the odds a little.

Caleb nodded his thanks to her a split
second before he turned and engaged the now-human but still strong
werewolf in hand-to-hand combat.

Angel’s attention was pulled from them
almost at once by a low growl to her left. She instantly dropped
into a roll to avoid the lunging attack of a wolf who flew right
over her, then jumped back to her feet to continue running.

She never wasted bullets. And yet, her
current clip was almost out. There were just too many moving
targets. She’d managed to send five back into human form, but eight
rounds had missed their marks, and from the sound of things around
her, other wardens were faring just as badly. All they could do was
wear their body armor and continue to shoot their rounds at a high
angle to ensure they didn’t accidentally hit one another in the
mayhem and destruction of the night around them.

Angel decided to change clips right now,
even with the two shots remaining. As she ran, she reached inside
her jacket pocket, pulled out one of two spare clips, and discarded
the current clip with a press of the magazine release button. She
let it drop; there was no time to do anything but run and reload.
She felt the beast behind her, felt its hot breath bearing down on
her, and spun and dropped to her knees just as it attacked a second
time.

The sound of her gun firing filled the
night. It was met by similar retorts around the circumference of
the area. And the fight dragged on.

It was the better part of an hour from start
to finish before the wardens in the forest that night managed to
contain the immediate danger from the prison break. The prison for
rogue supernaturals had been breached where it rested in the
Unseelie Kingdom, and that created a potential problem for future
escapes. But the Unseelie King and the Goblin King both made
appearances at the end, and talk of moving the prison’s location to
some place more secure – the Goblin Kingdom – ensued.

Angel knew the job wasn’t
completely over. More escapees, not to mention the boss at the head
of this escape, were in other territories and would need to be
brought in. But by and large – she felt better. By the time she was
back at her apartment and hitting her shower, she felt like she’d
actually accomplished something.

It made her feel like she was important.
Like she was worth something.

And as her head hit the pillow, those
thoughts accompanied her into the short period of sleep her job
afforded.

Somewhere nearby, a
powerful gaze looked on, and a powerful mind listened. As the
subject of its study drifted off to a fitful sleep, wicked sharp
fangs exposed themselves in a secret smile. You have no idea just how important you are, Angel. Nor how
much you’re worth….

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Thirteen

“You’re tense.”

Angel gritted her teeth and looked up at her
mentor over the tops of her wrapped fists. She didn’t say anything
as she moved around the ring, trying to concentrate on her next
opening in his defense.

“You need a break,” he
continued. “And I’m betting you could use some healing too. Have
you contacted Darius lately?”

Angel’s sentinel.

At the thought of the
sentinels, Angel automatically thought of all the wardens on the
planet they were assigned to. And then she thought of the clans
that housed them. And then of course she thought of the
Monsters clan and her
throat tightened, sending her bad mood up a notch.

She glared at her mentor. “Quit telling me
what I need, Gabe.”

Gabriel moved so fast, she wasn’t expecting
it, which was probably the point, and his blows landed one after
the other in quick succession. Angel doubled over at the impact in
her abdomen, and then hissed in pain as his second punch made it
into her side. He was always careful to pull his punches, but that
didn’t mean they didn’t hurt. And she was already bruised. He was
right.

“Whatever you say,” he
teased, giving her no indication of any coming quarter. “I knew I
shouldn’t have let you in on that last job. It went against my
better judgment.”

Angel was forced to keep her guard up as he
came in again, taking easy advantage of every single point of
weakness that she couldn’t hide from him. She was starting to feel
very sore and very frustrated. “You let me in because you needed
me,” she insisted, furiously scanning his strong body for
openings.

“Contrary to your big
beautiful head, Clemens, the Vega clan can actually handle a job
without you once in a while.”

Beautiful?

She forced herself to let the word go and
thought about the rest of his comment. It might have been true in
general, but they both knew that in this particular instance, what
he was saying was total bologna. They would be down a very good
warden right now if it hadn’t been for her.

It was such a blatant spoken attempt at
sabre rattling, that it didn’t even require a response from Angel,
so she concentrated on the fight instead. Finally she accomplished
one good shot with a faked round kick, for which he nimbly dodged,
followed up by an unexpected spinning hook kick that snapped his
head to the side.

She immediately felt bad for it, but her
regret was short lived when he retaliated with an expertly
coordinated move that knocked her dangerously off-balance. In that
fatal opening, she was grabbed, spun around, and locked against his
hard chest. Her arms were crossed and trapped against her own body,
her wrists in his strong hands. His face was beside hers,
preventing her from slamming the back of her head against his nose,
and he was quick to maintain her off-balance stance by knocking her
legs wide with his.

She struggled uselessly in his arms, her
frustration rising. For fifteen years, she’d been training with
Gabriel, and she’d never managed to get the upper hand with him
when he meant business. Not once. She could have used it today for
sure. She felt angry. She wanted to hurt something!

“You’re in pain and you
need a break,” Gabriel said calmly beside her ear as she squirmed
in his hard grip, gritting her teeth. “You clearly haven’t taken
anything for the injuries you sustained on our last job,” he
continued. She growled, her heart hammering like a Metallica drum
solo. “Let me buy you a drink, Angel.”

Angel gradually went still. Her breathing
shook, and a drop of sweat threatened one of her eyes.

He was right again. As she remained in his
arms, slowly coming down from her peak of anger, she realized two
things. One, she was aching all over. And two, his arms felt
good.

She was not indifferent to the effect he had
on her. He was more than six feet of solid muscle that had been
military trained. He was warm and smelled like soap and strength.
His words, so close, were spoken with such calm control he
destabilized her.

He had that effect on her a lot,
actually.

But he was her friend, her
mentor, and clans were like family. She had never crossed the line
with him in all these years for fear of causing a rift in that
precious bond. She needed
her family. She would literally die for
it.

And right now she was edgy
and raw. She didn’t feel like being nice, she didn’t feel like
going somewhere and socializing, she wanted to fight. There were just too many
little things bothering her, and they added up to one big thing,
one entire body on pins and needles.

“You know I’m right,
Clemens. You’re hurting, and it’s making you want to wage war. You
need to get past this and breathe. Let me take care of
you.”

Angel swallowed. She licked her lips and
closed her eyes, trying to see ahead – into the future. In the end,
Gabriel’s words won out. He knew her well. If she could take the
ragged, sharp edges off everything, they might stop slicing her to
ribbons. And maybe she wouldn’t be so fuming. She needed a break
whether she was agreeable about it or not.

She breathed in slowly through her nose, and
released it even slower through her mouth until her jaw unclenched
and her teeth separated at last. “One drink.”

Gradually, Gabriel released her, allowing
her to regain her balance before stepping back so she wouldn’t
fall. Angel straightened up and pushed some of her wayward hair
from her eyes. “I’ll go shower and meet you outside in ten.”

Gabriel didn’t say anything. She didn’t face
him, but she could hear him turn away and leave for the men’s
locker rooms. For a moment, she stayed there like that, in the
middle of the kickboxing ring, by herself. She closed her eyes
again and paid attention to her body.

It was trembling. There really was too much
pain moving through her, and she’d neglected to take care of it.
Her mind was all over the place. She was a mess. She’d been a mess
for more than two weeks. She’d managed to keep a firm hold on it
until now. But now the dreams were getting to her.

“You’re weak, Angel,” she
whispered. “Get a grip.” She cursed herself as she left the ring
for the showers. Ten minutes later, she was clean and dressed again
and heading back through the gym. It was closed now, and the lights
were off. The owners always left at the same time, and set the
locks so the doors could be opened from the inside, but not the
outside, allowing stragglers to free themselves for the night.
Aside from the air conditioner humming steadily, all was
quiet.

But her footsteps slowed. Something felt
off.

She stopped and turned a
slow circle, her instincts notching into a higher gear. Her ears
pricked, and her eyes searched the shadows of the cavernous space.
For some reason, her heartbeat was accelerating. She felt light
suddenly. Not light-headed – just light. As if she were floating or
even high.

The bodily aches that had been pulling her
unconscious strings under the radar of late were suddenly gone.
There was no pain, no throbbing, no numbness in any extremity due
to injury-related nerve damage.

She exhaled shakily, all at once very alert,
and pulled the gun from the holster at her back beneath her jacket.
It hadn’t been that good a shower. She hadn’t taken anything.
Something was definitely wrong, and being a warden, she knew that
feelings like this often came at very high prices. They often
accompanied supernaturals.

She gripped the gun expertly between her
hands as her eyes continued to search all around her. “Who’s
there?” she asked quietly. She knew the bullets in her gun wouldn’t
kill most of the things she had to face in her job as warden, but
they would slow them down.

However, nothing moved in the gym. Nothing
answered her. The air conditioner overhead suddenly shut off,
making her start a little. She waited, ears tuned into the
slightest sound, but when her breathing became too loud for her,
she decided she was overreacting. She’d simply… worked out really
hard and was experiencing a delayed runner’s high. Yes, that made
sense. After all, it had only been a few minutes since she and
Gabriel had stopped training.

Angel lowered her weapon, straightened, and
took a deep breath. Now that she wasn’t in so much pain and the
endorphins had kicked in, she was much more susceptible to the idea
of going out and having a drink. She hadn’t cut loose in a long
time – and this was just a drink with her mentor. What could go
wrong?

She reholstered her gun, ran her hands
through her still-damp hair to fluff it so it would dry properly,
and straightened her clothing. She’d chosen a simple pair of
skin-hugging jeans, Fiorentini and Baker boots, a white tee, and a
hooded black leather jacket. The essentials. She was an
“essentials” kind of girl. Luckily for her, she looked good in
them.

With one last glance at the gym’s interior,
she made her way to the exit and joined Gabriel outside. He was
leaning against his vehicle, a black Range Rover that had seen its
fair share of action over the years but still looked mint. Gabe’s
well-honed arms were crossed over his broad chest, and his gaze was
distant. He was staring at the ground, lost in thought.

But when he heard the door to the gym open
and saw her come out, he came off the bumper and uncrossed his
arms, keys in hand. “Ready?”

“Yes,” she replied easily,
trying not to ogle him too much. The man was sexy, so it was never
easy. He’d gone from a twenty-three year-old highly trained
soldier boy to a
thirty-eight year old highly trained warden man in the time she’d known him, and
time had been kind to him.

His black hair was thick and fell over his
eyes sometimes during training in a way that made their amber
irises flash appealingly in the overhead lights. They did the same
now in the light of the parking lot lamps as they met hers.

Angel quickly looked away, hastening to the
passenger’s side door. “Where are we going?” she asked as she
vaulted herself up into the seat. He joined her on the other side,
and their doors slammed shut in unison.

“The Gasoline
will be open for another five hours.” He started
the ignition and pulled the SUV out of the lot. “Imported beer from
ninety-nine different countries. Sound good?”

“Sounds perfect,” she said
as she stared out the window at the passing buildings. She couldn’t
help it. She was really looking forward to relaxing for a while.
And to not thinking about that meeting. Or her past. Which for some
reason was making a return trip in orbit lately and wouldn’t leave
her alone. But that was why the gods had invented
alcohol.


Chapter Fourteen

“You must be certain she
takes this job.”

Roman glanced up from his desk just as
Katrielle the Nomad dropped a file folder on top of the documents
he’d been studying. He lifted a brow.

“It’s good to see you as
well, Lady Chantelle.”

Katrielle had once been Lalura Chantelle,
the ancient witch who’d looked after the Kings and Queens, guiding
them and teaching them and basically driving them nuts but while
acquiring their love and respect. She was a Nomad, a Traveler, an
enigmatic and ancient creature beyond time, so old and so powerful
there really was nothing else to liken her to. When a Nomad died,
but for special circumstances, they were simply reborn as something
or someone else.

Katrielle was a tall, slim woman with masses
of beautiful red hair and blue, blue eyes. Those eyes… they always
stayed the same for Kat. In every form she ever took, she had those
eyes. But this current form had also been Kat’s original form, her
first – and she’d intimated that it might just be her last.

Despite her youth and beauty now, Roman
D’Angelo would probably never stop seeing her as Lalura Chantelle,
the ancient and wrinkled hunched figure with a voice as dry and
sharp as parchment paper. So he called her by that name now as he
sat back in his chair and folded his fingers gracefully across his
lap.

Katrielle simply gave him a tight smile, but
her eyes caught the mess on his desk. “I seem to be
interrupting.”

“A matter brought to my
attention by the Unseelie King,” said Roman.

“Oh?” It was clear she was
trying to stay calm, but that she also felt what she had to say was
very important. “What’s Caliban done now?”

Roman held back his chuckle. This matter
really was very serious, actually. “As of yet, nothing. However,
Lord Malek Taal and his men are facing a crisis.”

At this, Katrielle’s eyes flashed. Her
demeanor changed. She frowned and took a deep breath. “They’re
hunting for mates.” She said it in the form of a statement, not a
question. This surprised Roman. And then it also didn’t. He’d known
her a long time, and she’d always been ahead of him in the
knowledge department. She was ahead of everyone.

“Yes,” he said simply. “I’m
assuming you know what is happening, then.”

Katrielle sighed. Then she nodded, just
once. “The Unseelie Prophet and I had tea. She told me what
transpired between herself and the Taal lord. She filled me in on
what is happening among their ranks. Now they are searching for
Kindred, the Taal equivalent of a soulmate. But they’re Taal, so
the search is far from peaceful. I’m assuming Caliban came to warn
you that if the situation isn’t resolved, there may be another fae
war.”

Roman looked at the documents on the desk in
front of him. They were ancient papers, scrawled with the wording
of a treaty that spanned millennia. It was the treaty between the
Seelie, the Unseelie, and the Goblin Kingdom. He was admittedly
worried there was trouble on the horizon. “Yes,” he said. “But I’m
not certain there’s anything I can do other than warn the other
sovereigns and have them tell the wardens to keep wary. If a warden
kills a Taal as he is searching for his mate, there will surely be
a bloody feud. The warden clans will therefore need to stay alert
and patient of the situation.”

Katrielle let him finish. And then she
sighed. “On the other hand, if the Taal are given free reign and
wind up harming a warden while conveying a Taal kiss, it would be
worse.”

“True. What do you
suggest?”

“At the moment, a few extra
precautions. Wards. Spells. Most warden mages are aware of the
weakness of the fae to iron. They can work with that perhaps.
And….” She closed her eyes and touched her forehead gently. He
noted that her fingers were trembling. He frowned.

She lowered her hand and
said frankly, “Roman, I hate to change the subject so harshly, but
there’s really no time. The leader of the Vega clan must be
instructed at once to include Angela Clemens in the team that takes this job.”
She leaned forward and tapped her forefinger on the file atop his
other documents.

Roman glanced at the folder, then back up at
Katrielle. She straightened and waited, but with clear impatience.
He said, “I’m assuming there is something fatally important in this
folder.”

Katrielle took a breath. “There is. Or there
will be. But Gabriel Santiago will not call Angela in unless
commanded to do so. You’ll need to give the order. Make it a
priority; this has a bearing on the Taal as well.”

Roman’s brow lifted.
Interesting. “Do I need
to warn Miss Clemens of the Taal threat?”

Katrielle considered that
for a moment. Finally, she nodded. “It couldn’t hurt. Speak with
the clan heads as soon as possible and be certain Santiago speaks
with Clemens as well. As fate would have it… there
is a Taal with her in his
sights.”

Roman tried to process that. One of the Taal
men was after a warden, and not just any warden, but a
second-in-command. And a healer. It sent a cold unease through him,
as if his blood were flushed with ocean water. He wondered which
Taal it was.

“Very well,” he said. He’d
known the woman standing before him long enough to trust her
implicitly. If she said something was important – that meant it
was. Kat stayed where she was while Roman pulled his cell phone
from the inside pocket of his suit jacket and opened the file. He
read with vampire speed as the call connected.

After a single ring, Gabriel Santiago picked
up on the other end.

“Mr. D’Angelo,” Gabriel
said.

“Santiago,” Roman replied.
He grabbed a fresh piece of paper and began to write. “I have a
priority job for you. The file will hit your desk tomorrow morning.
I’m requesting certain members for your team. I’m also sending an
addendum that you’ll need to discuss with a specific subordinate.”
He said this as he made a final note on the file, included the new
document, and re-closed the folder.

“Understood,” said
Santiago. The line disconnected and Roman re-pocketed his
phone.

He then picked up the folder and stood,
preparing to deliver it to the job distributor who would take it to
the Vega safe house. But as he moved around his desk, he paused and
studied his old friend.

Kat wasn’t looking so good.

Roughly two and a half weeks ago, the
sovereigns had tasked the best wardens available with tracking down
Vicium Mehemii’s location. They’d worked diligently, eventually
accomplishing what should have been impossible and pinpointing his
position to Manhattan. The embodiment of mayhem and chaos had taken
the tall and handsome form of one very powerful man by the name of
Victor Maze. He was the president and CEO of Maze Enterprises, also
known as Maze Corp or Maze, Inc.

Suitably, Maze Inc. mainly specialized in
purchasing and dismantling other companies and corporations.
Dismantling… that was entropy’s forte. Maze Enterprises was brutal
in its mergers and acquisitions. The company of more than
forty-thousand employees owned offices in every major city in the
US and overseas. Every single one.

Chaos, it seemed, was capable of spreading
at the speed of light.

At the same time, no one had yet seen or
heard from the one man who’d been capable of standing up to Victor
all these millennia, the one who’d kept him in his own realm all
this time, the one who Victor Maze had finally defeated and
escaped, no doubt due to the weakness in the dimensional walls
caused by the Time King and the recent collision and cohesion of
two separate dimensions.

Bantariax the Great Black was missing.
According to location spells cast by every mage capable of casting
the spell, his essence was not completely destroyed but weakened
and scattered throughout the realms. And while Bantariax was
dismantled at the hands of Victor Maze, the beautiful and unique
Katrielle was without the legendary dragon’s love and
protection.

To Roman, this was a terrible concern.
Katrielle was the last of her kind. She was the last full-blooded
Nomad in existence. And she was much loved by the sovereigns. If
Victor Maze got his hands on her….

Roman tried not to think of what he might
do. He tried not to think about the fact that he could have done it
many times so far and still hadn’t. It was confusing. What was Maze
playing at?

He knew Victor was out for revenge.
Bantariax had held him prisoner for so long, and now that Victor
was free, he no doubt wanted retribution. The best way to exact
punishment on someone you hated was to destroy something that
person loved. For Bantariax, there was nothing more precious than
Katrielle and their daughter, Evangeline. But Evangeline was the
Dragon Queen, ripe with draconic power and the protection of an
entire hideously powerful dragon kingdom. She was never alone, and
Victor had not yet shown any interest in Evangeline.

In Katrielle on the other hand, he’d shown
plenty. To date, he’d managed to reach her one way or another more
than a dozen times without any of Katrielle’s protectors being able
to stop him. He’d first approached her on the sidewalk in front of
a jewelry store. She’d stopped to rest, and he had come upon her as
if he’d simply been out for a stroll. She hadn’t known who he was,
thinking him a stranger. Victor did not tell her, either. He
complimented her, flirted with her, gave her just enough of a hint
to figure out who he was, and then he left by limousine and driver
just as she was realizing his identity. Later, as she shared this
experience with her friends, she described him as tall, poised,
handsome, and imposing.

His following meetings with
her were always similar and entirely frustrating for those who
wished to protect her. Always, he was cool and unruffled. Always,
he was in complete control. Not once did he outwardly threaten or
even touch her. But he came to her. He spoke with her. He made
innuendos, softly and expertly. He left her notes or gifts. He
seemed to slip right past all her defenses, magical and otherwise.
Her powerful wards, her powerful guardians’ wards, and those guardians
themselves – he bypassed every one, doing so with such dignified
composure it was clear he was toying with her.

Now Roman noticed a slight
darkness beneath Kat’s eyes. His gaze slid to her hands. They were
indeed trembling. It was perhaps the first time he’d ever seen any
sign of human-like weariness on the ancient Nomad. And it occurred
to him, perhaps this was Victor’s revenge. Perhaps he meant to tear Katrielle apart
where it would hurt the most, in the sanctity of her
mind.

Roman looked back up, catching her eyes.
“Kat… how are you feeling?”

Kat watched him for a
while, her expression unchanging. But she said, “I’m trying
not to feel, Roman. It’s
too painful to feel.”

Ah, he thought. Victor Maze was indeed
winning this round.

Kat continued, changing the subject with a
wave of her hand. “Which is why I need you to cooperate with me
right now. Take what is in that file immediately and see that it
falls into the right hands.” She turned to leave his office by its
door rather than the way she usually left his company, which was by
transport spell. Normally accompanied by some kind of flashy blast
and the scent of lavender.

Once at the door, she stopped, the handle in
her grip. She looked back at him over her shoulder. “Right now,
it’s all about Angela Clemens, Roman. This is devastatingly
important. Love is a powerful weapon. It’s a strong bond, holding
things together in the face of forces that would otherwise rip them
to shreds.”

Roman digested that, recognizing that she
was not only speaking of whatever was in this folder, but of Victor
Maze.

“If I can’t fight with that
particular weapon,” she continued softly, “hopefully someone else
can. And help us even the odds just a little.”

She left his office, and Roman was alone
with his thoughts.


Chapter Fifteen

The Gasoline
was relatively quiet at the moment, which meant no
one was fighting. Angel almost regretted that. The truth was, she
felt obsessed. And nothing took her mind off her obsession like a
good fight.

“This way.” Gabe took her
by the arm and led her to an empty table in the corner of the bar.
It was strange, but that table always seemed to be empty when Angel
came here with Gabe and their warden friends.

Gabriel nodded at the bartender as they
passed by, and the bartender nodded back, turning to the rack of
liquor and glasses behind him to prepare their drinks. Angel tried
not to be impressed. Bartenders had really good memories. So did
baristas. She would always be impressed with how they managed to
remember what people ordered. Or maybe she just drank way too much
coffee.

“Sit,” ordered Gabriel
amicably. She obeyed, smiling softly.

Gabriel sat across from her. Neither of them
removed their jackets; wardens often didn’t. A warden’s jacket
normally contained crucial things like cards, money, medicine and
even small weapons, but more importantly it concealed the guns they
wore in holsters at their backs.

No sooner had they taken
their seats than the server was beside the table placing different
beers on coasters in front of them. Angel smiled. The bartender had
gotten it right. Gabriel’s drink was a DuckRabbit stout from the
tap, and hers was an Irish red ale. Hers was still in the bottle,
the way she liked it. Better yet, the bottle was very, very cold;
miniscule ice crystals hugged the glass. Perfect.

“Thank you,” she told the
waiter. Then she leaned forward to wave at the bartender. He
grinned and winked at her before returning to his job.

When the waiter left, she and Gabe peered
around the room, looking for clues. This was something they always
did before accepting opened drinks in a public venue. It was
unconscious at this juncture, they’d been doing it for so long.
When they didn’t notice anyone behaving in a give-away manner, they
turned back to each other and lifted their respective drinks for a
toast.

“To the wardens going out
of business.”

That, too, was something they always did.
And that was their usual toast. A world without the need for
police, whether in the mortal realm or otherwise, was something
every peace keeper should strive for. And if that wasn’t their
goal, then they were in the wrong business.

Angel placed the bottle to her lips, took a
big swig, and almost groaned with pleasure. It went down so easy,
she continued to drink, emptying half the container before she
replaced the bottle in front of her.

When she looked up, Gabe was watching her,
an amused glint in his eyes. “Either you dread my company, or you
already needed that even more than I thought.”

She laughed. She definitely didn’t hate his
company… though sometimes she was admittedly uncomfortable with it.
For two reasons.

One, he was
Gabriel – a tall, built,
strong, fast, fresh from the fight good guy. He was the whole
shebang. The entire package. She didn’t hate his company; she was
just not indifferent to it, and sometimes that was the
problem.

She pulled her eyes away
from his and tried to think of something to talk about. Anything to
keep him from seeing through her. She found herself looking at his
beer. DuckRabbit.
Ducks and rabbits combined. She laughed a little. “You drink like a
wolf,” she told him, nodding to the beer. “It’s like you got your
hunting and your boozing in with one go.”

She turned her smile on him, and his vibrant
eyes lit up. He joined her in laughter. “Good thing you like
wolves.”

That was true. She’d always been fond of
wolves. The natural ones. The ones that were endangered because
people were stupid.

That thought sobered her again, and she
forced a few more swigs down her throat. Now was not the time to
dwell on depressing matters. It would only make her more vulnerable
– and that wasn’t good. Because the second thing that made her
uncomfortable about Gabe’s presence was that he was a little too
perceptive for her liking.

Right now, she was falling for someone she
wasn’t allowed to fall for, a warden from a different clan. And if
she wasn’t really diligent, then before the night was out Gabe was
going to see right through her. The shit would hit the fan.

It had only been a few days since the Vicium
case closed, and clearly this was only the beginning with Victor
Maze. Everyone was on eggshells where he was concerned. No one knew
what his game plan was. In the meantime, warden jobs were popping
up left and right like going rogue was the latest fad for
supernaturals. Angel also hadn’t been sleeping well. She’d had
dreams. They were troubling. And then there was Jacob Crow.

It had been one lousy day, and she already
felt starved for Jake’s company. The few short minutes he’d
mysteriously spent at the coffee shop with her and her friends had
only whet her appetite all the more, making her feel like he was
some kind of dealer supplying her with just the right amount of
drugs to keep her addicted.

The entire two weeks they’d
worked together, his presence had all but shoved her to the deep
end of the pool. Every time he came near her, which was quite
often, she felt hot. Not unpleasantly hot, just too warm, a little
too unsteady. When he accidentally touched her or brushed up
against her, which was also quite often, she would inevitably
flush, and there was always a kind of electricity.

Whenever she chanced a glance up at him to
see if he noticed it or was feeling the same thing, she found he
was already watching her. Every time. And she would get caught in
the jade sea of his gaze and feel hopelessly lost.

When she took time to consider her reaction
to Jake, she realized it made little sense. She didn’t really know
anything about him. She hadn’t even had a chance to ask anything
about him, much less do research on him. Which would have been
rude, anyway. The case the five wardens were tasked with was
brutally difficult, requiring help from other wardens as well. In
the end, they were professionals on a kind of deadline, and nothing
personal got in the way of their work.

But damn. Everything about the man was
captivating. There was a chance she was actually smitten. She even
thought about calling him. She hated calling people. She hated
talking on the phone! But she wanted to hear his voice…. What’s
more, she seriously wished he would call her. Or even text her.
Just one small text. Just to say “hi.”

“Checking for anything in
particular?”

Angel’s head snapped up. She realized she’d
been looking down at her phone where it rested in her lap beneath
the table. She’d been unconsciously going through her messages. Her
cheeks flushed. “What?” she asked stupidly.

Gabe smirked, his light amber eyes flashing.
“That’s the third time you’ve looked at your phone since we came
in.” His beer was gone, and so was hers. The server appeared just
then with two brand new ones.

“Can I get you two anything
else? Something from the menu?” he asked.

Angel wasn’t particularly hungry. She knew
she should eat, but she was just too preoccupied for food.

“We’re good,” said Gabe.
The server nodded, smiled, and left.

Angel looked at her second beer. It was as
beautifully cold as the first had been. She started to wonder
whether the bartender had a special reserve of the stuff in some
case somewhere set for 32.01 degrees fahrenheit.

Angel re-pocketed her phone and picked up
her beer. There had been no messages from Jake. She didn’t know
what she was expecting. Maybe what she’d seen in his eyes as he’d
watched her during those meetings had been an illusion. Maybe it
was wishful thinking on her part.

Angel knew better than to let romance
jeopardize her job. It was why she’d never pursued anything with
Gabriel. Not that he’d ever pursued anything with her either. He
was professional, one of the best clan leaders in existence.

I need to get out
more, Angel thought. The only guys she knew
were wardens. She took a long pull from her second beer just as the
first one started to kick in. It felt good. She noticed it when she
shifted in her seat, and her bruises didn’t hurt as much. She ran a
hand through her hair, and her back and shoulder didn’t scream at
her with soreness.

“So tell me about the
people you worked with on the Victor Maze case,” said
Gabe.

Angel met his citrine gaze. He was fixed,
his expression unreadable. It occurred to her that Gabe was very
good at “interrogations,” and some tiny part of her wondered
whether this was the beginning of one. But the alcohol was
loosening her up, and that tiny part of her was getting even
smaller, so she didn’t care as much as she probably should
have.

“Okay,” she said easily.
“What do you want to know?”


Chapter Sixteen

“I know the names of those
you worked with, and I know a little bit about their specialties.
But not much more.” Gabe shrugged casually. “I’m just curious. What
was it like working with the leader of Sirius?”

“You mean
Genevieve?”

“Genevieve Rayne.” Gabe
nodded. “That’s right. I’ve heard good things. Tell me about
her.”

Angel thought about the
fair-haired warrior. Holy hell, that woman was tough. She could
take a punch, turn around, and double its intensity when she
returned it. She had a fitness model’s body, tall and lean. She was
a stunner with those shining green-gray eyes and that impossible
mass of gold hair. And she was seriously smart. In all honesty, if
Jacob Crow hadn’t been possessing nearly every waking moment of
Angel’s attention, she would have taken the opportunity to emulate
Rayne a lot more than she had. It was Genevieve who came up with
most of their ideas, and it was Genevieve who’d made the main
discovery toward the end that led them to Victor Maze’s
whereabouts. In fact, it was Gen who figured out Vicium was Maze in
the first place.

But she was covered in her fair share of
scars from battles and she always wore jeans and long-sleeved
shirts because of it. She even had a small scar on her left temple
from where a bullet had supposedly grazed her.

Angel shook her head. “Gen’s amazing,” she
said honestly. “She’s more than earned her position as head of
Sirius. She’s brilliant, talented.” She laughed, chugging from her
beer before she went on. “And not that it matters, but she’s drop
dead gorgeous.”

Gabriel was quiet a moment; Angel could feel
his eyes on her. Then he asked, “And the others? I know one was
from the Draco clan. What was he like?”

Angel nodded. “Eli.” She took another drink,
barely noticing that she was drinking a lot faster now. “Elijah
Crestfall, assassin for Draco. Yeah….” She thought about the man
for a moment. “He was quiet, really. But he supplied invaluable
tactical advice when we would move in on an area. And boy can that
man take off a head.” She would never forget the images of his
sword slicing cleanly through the necks of his enemies. “He gives
me the impression of being someone who will do whatever it takes to
get a job done, and in as short a time as possible.”

The waiter reappeared, and Angel found
herself looking down at a third beer as it was placed before her.
She blinked, frowning a little. She never drank this much. When was
the last time she’d had more than a beer, or beer and a half? She
couldn’t even remember, it had been so long. Some kind of alarm was
going off in the back of her mind, but it was oddly muted, and she
was able to ignore it.

“Go on,” instructed
Gabriel. “Who else?”

Angel obeyed, not even realizing she was
doing so. “There was Gray,” she said. “Graham Campbell from Rigel.
He’s second-in-command. Vet, war hero, decorated. Became a warden
when he returned home and a week later, a warlock killed his son.
They were fighting over a girl, apparently.” Angel grabbed her
fresh beer and took a drink. “He’s not overly fond of mages, as you
can imagine.” She remembered being grateful that her own abilities
were masked by the wards she automatically wore every day when
going in to work.

All wardens with anything to hide wore these
wards. The clans employed every manner of beast, human and
otherwise. Yet it was understood that prejudices sometimes formed
amongst their ranks. If a werewolf killed your family, you probably
wouldn’t want to work with werewolves that much. Hence, because it
was imperative wardens worked together without judgment hindering
their decisions or actions, wards were worn as commonly as clothing
to all warden meetings.

Angel had her own. No one but Gabe and the
sovereigns knew she was a healer. It was very important. She
wondered if any of the members of the team she’d worked with on
Victor’s case had secrets like hers. Were they all human? They bled
like humans, and they ate and drank like humans. But then again,
the wards allowed for that too. Even vampires could eat and drink
with them. It was why they were so powerful. They really did make
it impossible for others to tell what your “secret” was. For all
she knew, a dragon could have been among the team of five who
tracked down Victor Maze. She wouldn’t have known it.

“He doesn’t know you’re a
mage, right?” Gabriel asked, as if following her train of thought.
She shook her head, and after swallowing her next sip of beer, she
said, “No. Not likely. I kept my walls up just like always and just
like everyone.”

She was feeling a little
light headed. And a lot good. Nothing hurt now, and her brain was
feeding her mouth words without running them through any kind of
filter first. It was surprisingly refreshing to not worry. Or at
least, to not realize that she should worry. It was nice to
relinquish control.

“Who else?” Gabe
asked.

“The only one left is
Jake,” Angel said. As she spoke his name, she saw his face in her
mind’s eye, and she felt her body grow warm. Her lips parted in
that new flush of heat. She couldn’t stop it.

“Jacob Crow?” Gabe
asked.

“Yeah,” she volunteered
with far too little reluctance. “From Monsters.” She moved a little in her
chair as she remembered the way his eyes felt on her. And the sound
of his voice. And then she had the urge to check her phone, and
just as she was straightening so she could slip her hand into her
jacket pocket to retrieve it – it hit her what she’d just
done.

When she looked up at Gabriel across the
table, her sudden realization was confirmed. And just like that, it
all became clear to her: The empty table just waiting for them in
the corner of the bar, the non-stop service and ice-cold beers that
went down so easy, the deceptively casual questions.

Angel was a light-weight when it came to
alcohol of any kind, and a heady buzz happened after only one beer.
Finishing two bottles was a contract with danger. And the leader of
the Vega clan knew that. He was adept at strategy, he was always
one step ahead of her in everything they did, and he was very, very
good at deciphering small clues.

There had been no coincidence in them coming
to the Gasoline. He’d probably called the bar from the parking lot
while she was showering and changing. Nor was it a coincidence that
the bartender knew what to bring them and that the server continued
a steady supply. Least coincidental of all was Gabriel’s
interrogation.

He’d planned this all
along, and she’d just given herself away then and there. She had it
bad for Jacob Crow, a fellow warden. And now Gabriel – her
boss – knew all about
it.

By the flash of victory and disappointment
that passed through Gabriel’s eyes, it was clear he snatched up the
evidence of her guilt with keen perception. Angel cursed herself
for daring to drink anything at all in his ultra-sharp presence,
especially when she was already tired, and extra especially three
whole beers.

He didn’t say anything. But his eyes sparked
like amber fireworks in a shaded gaze that darkened further as he
sat back in the booth across from her. Angel swallowed hard,
suddenly feeling all too sober. She couldn’t help but wonder what
his look meant. It made her uncomfortable, like she was playing
with fire, and Gabriel was walking, talking lighter fluid.

But the pregnant silence
between them was interrupted when Gabe’s phone emitted a unique
ring tone from his jacket pocket. Angel’s eyes widened a little.
That ringtone was reserved for calls coming from
up top.

Gabe gave her a meaningful look that was
completely different from the one he’d been wearing a few seconds
ago. He pulled his phone out quickly and answered it. “Mr.
D’Angelo,” he said calmly.

Angel could hear the Vampire King on the
other end of the line. He had a distinctive, deep, and decidedly
sexy voice. She might not be overly fond of vampires, but she’d
been a warden for a long time and she wasn’t uneducated. She
recognized and admitted that vampires were virtually composed of
sex appeal.

“Santiago,” D’Angelo
replied. “I have a priority job for you. The file will hit your
desk tomorrow morning. I’m requesting certain members for your
team. I’m also sending an addendum that you’ll need to discuss with
a specific subordinate.”

“Understood.” Gabe said
when D’Angelo had finished. He hung up, re-pocketing his
phone.

Angel stood up and pulled a twenty from one
of her jacket pockets. But Gabriel shook his head. “It’s on
me.”

No, she thought, because then I have to
admit you were in charge here the whole time and you just played
me. “I’m covering the tip,” she insisted,
turning away from the table before he could argue. She heard his
boots right behind her on the wood flooring, so she wasn’t
surprised when he reached a strong arm around her to open the bar’s
front door for her.

“Thanks,” she said,
stepping out into the cool night air.

The ride home was relatively quiet and
tense. Angel felt weird. She’d had enough alcohol to still be under
its influence, but not in the way she would have liked. She felt
slow and a touch sick, but still worried. Still stressed. Even more
than before maybe, since Gabe had caught her out. She really,
really didn’t want to lose her job.

When they pulled up in front of her
apartment, Angel reached for the door handle, but he stopped her
with a hand around her wrist. It was firm but gentle. “Hey,” he
said, pulling her back on the seat and drawing her gaze to his.
“Please get some sleep. You need it.”

“Gee, thanks,” she said
with a wry smile.

“I mean it. I might be good
at what I do, but I trained you. You normally catch onto things a
lot quicker than you did tonight.”

Angel blinked, frowning. “Were you testing
me?”

Gabe shook his head; the dashboard light
reflected in his amber eyes. “No. I was grilling you,” he admitted,
his voice deep and calm. “I wanted information that you hadn’t been
willing to share.”

She swallowed hard, glancing at his hand
around her wrist. He kept it there a little longer, and that sent a
strange warmth through Angel.

“And you gave it to me,” he
rubbed in. “The thing is, under normal circumstances you wouldn’t
have. Whatever is happening with you….” His tone lowered, becoming
quieter but harder. “Whether it’s Crow’s doing or not, it has to
stop. You need rest. Don’t make me pull rank on you.”

She stared up at him, and after a few
seconds, his expression softened. He smiled a small smile, easing
the tension in Angel’s gut. “Okay?” he asked, as if he was joking
about the last part. But she knew he wasn’t. And she also knew he
was right.

She didn’t say anything, but she nodded.

Gabriel finally released her wrist, and
Angel turned away from him. She opened her door, dropped out of the
Rover to her booted feet, and shut it firmly behind her. Then she
made her way to the downstairs entry to the building and fished for
her keys. Normally she had them already out and ready in her hand,
but she was off her game tonight.

She could feel Gabriel watching her from
parking lot, making sure she made it safely inside like he always
did. She was torn about that. As usual.

But once she had the door open, she turned
and waved. He waved once back and pulled out of the lot, and Angel
trudged upstairs as if weights had been tied to her ankles. By the
time her head hit the pillow a few minutes later, she was easily
ten times heavier than usual… and sleep claimed her with a greedy
embrace.

 



Chapter Seventeen

… I’m here… Angel
love….

Angel came awake with a
start. Again. It
marked the hundredth time that night.

She lay breathless a moment, trying to
remember the words that had just moved through her mind, but they
were muffled and faded and eluded her grasp.

So she stayed on her back and allowed her
eyes to adjust until she could make out the shape of the exposed
piping on the loft ceiling above her. Her apartment building had
once been a cannery. And her room was on the third floor, where the
meat used to be. The holes where chains for meat hooks once hung
were still there. For some reason, she always searched for them,
even though they made her feel eel-like and wriggly inside.

Eventually she rolled over onto her side and
closed her eyes in that familiar but useless attempt to slide back
into sleep. But a general and strong feeling of unease had by now
settled fully over her, and this time it was too much.

She finally kicked impatiently at her
covers, trying to get them to straighten back out around her feet.
But that only pulled them down around her elbows so her shoulders
were too cold. She lifted the sheet and quilt, eyed them
maliciously in the dark, and noticed they were rotated ninety
degrees. That tended to happen with the amount of wrestling she was
doing in her bed.

With a cry of frustration, she tore them
both completely off the bed and let them crumple into a white pile
on the floor. Then she sat up. Her hair feathered all around her
face, and her heart hammered in her chest.

Suddenly flashes of her dreams played in the
darkness. The white wolf. The trees. The moon. The crow.

Most of all, she saw light green eyes that
branded her as they penetrated her mind. She shivered violently,
trying to shake their hold over her, but failed. She was well and
truly haunted.

Angel gritted her teeth in frustration.
“Stupid covers,” she mumbled, kicking her legs over the side of the
bed to stand. “Stupid dreams!”

Dressed only in underwear and a white tank,
she made her way out of her bedroom and down the hall, running an
exasperated hand through her long dark hair. It tangled around her
fingers toward the ends, and she swore again as she yanked her hand
free. Her hair was too long; she needed a trim. She was already
starting to get it caught in things like hoodie zippers and her
Jeep door. But she’d been so busy.

Angel stopped in front of the fridge, opened
the door, and then froze, shutting her eyes tight and muttering
another curse. Speaking of Jeeps, she’d left her Jeep at the gym!
Gabriel had dropped her off at her apartment after their drinks at
the Gasoline, and now she was without transportation!

She needed her Jeep!

“Damn!”
she hissed vehemently.

Tomorrow was supposed to have been her day
off, hence her decision to have drinks with Gabriel. She would
never have agreed had she known she would be called in to work.
Angel made a sound of exasperation that ended in a kind of groan.
She ran a hand over her face and the refrigerator light illuminated
her world.

“I’m so tired.”
It was a sigh and a moan and a whisper. It was
also very true. Gabriel had hit the nail on the head.

She and the other four wardens charged with
tracking Vicium Mehemii had worked two weeks of eighteen to
twenty-hour days to find him. They’d used every resource available,
and the damn job had been draining in every possible way for Angel.
They’d only finished a few days ago.

Once it was closed, Angel caught up on
training sessions with new recruits and trainees because the kids
relied on her. She never talked about it or brought it up; she
didn’t want to seem conceited. But she naturally enjoyed teaching,
and she was good at it. Trainees never failed to score better on
warden tests when she’d been the one to teach them.

Gabriel hadn’t been happy about her
returning to work so quickly, but when one of the younger children
ran up to hug her right in front of him, he’d acquiesced with a
small but sincere smile.

She’d also had to join her
friends for Cass’s birthday. Though she loved them dearly, she had
to admit it took more of Angel’s time and energy. Especially
when he’d shown up
at the coffee shop…. The man who was frankly driving her to
distraction. Seriously, what were the chances that Jacob Crow would
walk into that same café while she was there?

Then there was that Terror job. She had the
bruises and sore muscles to show for that one.

Angel pinched the bridge of
her nose as pain shot from the base of her skull, through her head,
and threatened her right eye. Great. A
migraine. The beer probably had something
to do with that.

Then there were the dreams. They were
strange, dismantled, and disturbing. Actually, they weren’t dreams.
It was one recurring dream. It came to her every night, and it was
always the same. She saw a white wolf watching her from the shelter
of tall trees and shadows. Then she heard the distinctive rumble of
a cruiser motorcycle. And then she saw the crow. It took wing as
she watched, alighting against the full moon with spread wings,
blue-black and magnificent.

And last came the
eyes. Always those
eyes. His eyes.

Light green irises, vivid and stark against
the tanned skin of his face, pierced her spirit and pinned her to
helplessness like an insect on a collector’s board. She was
immobile in that gaze. She couldn’t run away. She couldn’t
flee.

Her heart would begin to race and she would
become frantic. She would try to move over and over as the sound of
the bike drew closer. And closer. When she knew it was right there,
and she could no longer hide, she would wake up sweating and
tangled and exhausted.

So for her day off, she had planned to
sleep, take an extra long hot shower, work out a little, and sleep
some more. But that was thrown to the wind when D’Angelo had called
Gabriel with that special job. Apparently the sovereigns were
pleased with her performance with the Victor Maze assignment and
wanted her on this new case. Now she had to be back at the safe
house later this morning.

Angel looked up at the clock on the
microwave, squinting when her migraine blurred the numbers. She was
hoping the time would tell her she could take some medicine and
crash a good four or five more hours. But it didn’t. Time hated
her.

“Crap.”

The sun was going to be up any second now.
She sighed. She needed to get ready. And she would have to take an
Uber to work. She hated taking an Uber, she didn’t care what people
told her about wasting gas. She recycled and reused; driving was
her freedom. It was her control over her own life and she needed
it.

Now she didn’t have it. What’s more, she had
to face Gabriel again after what had turned out to be a somewhat
trying night together at the club. Angel sighed, leaning her head
on her arm against the fridge. Her forehead burned the skin on her
arm. She closed her eyes. She really didn’t want to meet up with
Gabe again just yet.

She was pretty pissed at the sovereigns for
requesting her on this case. Yes, it showed they respected her. But
did they not know humans needed sleep? Had they been inhuman for so
long they’d forgotten what it felt like to be exhausted?

She shivered again. This one was stronger
than the last, and felt like a flu chill. “Ugh,” she muttered. “I
don’t feel good.” It was just after four in the morning, and her
skin was covered in goosebumps. Her mouth was dry, her head hurt,
and she was stuck between being hungry and being too anxious,
nauseated, and tired to eat.

The beeping inside the fridge alerted her to
the still-open door. The sound brought Angel back to herself and
into the moment. She swore in absolute misery at last, slamming the
door shut so hard the fridge shook.

“A shower. That’s what I
need.” A long, hot shower would help.

Darkness engulfed her in the sudden absence
of the fridge light.

And piercing green eyes sought her out in
that darkness. She felt like a deer in headlights; they would
hypnotize her, she was sure. Then they would strip her down to her
soul.

She gritted her teeth.
“Maybe a long, cold shower.”

Thirty minutes later, she finally stepped
out of the shower and into a fog-filled bathroom. She loved it when
it was like this, cocooning and secretive. She loved fog in
general, actually, which was why she’d chosen to live in San
Francisco. Plus it made it easier for work. Many supernaturals
lived in the Pacific Northwest. The Redwood Forest was where one of
Roman D’Angelo’s safe houses was located. It was where she’d met up
with the other clan members and the sovereigns for the Victor Maze
case.

Angel dried off, brushed her teeth, and
gargled with mouthwash, then hung her towel on the hook and shook
out her hair. She didn’t feel like blow-drying it. She felt like
letting the wind dry it for her.

She smiled to herself as she dressed in her
regular outfit of jeans, tee-shirt, boots, and jacket and made sure
her weapon was loaded before she holstered it at her back. Then she
grabbed her phone and ordered an Uber.

The Uber driver dropped her off in the
parking lot of the Gasoline bar. Her Jeep was still here. Thank
goodness for that at least.

The dark army green 2005
Special Edition “Willys Project” was a treasure to her, despite its
simplicity. She especially loved the army white star on its hood.
The Jeep was a six-speed standard and had no electronic locks, no
automatic windows, nothing but the basics. It was what she
considered to be the automobile’s equivalent to the
motorcycle’s hooligan: built rudimentary but strong, ideal for what it was made
for.

Angel checked it over for damage or hiding
creeps, then unlocked the door and got behind the wheel. The smell
of leather engulfed her, making her feel safe and warm. She inhaled
deeply. Originally, the Jeep had come with cloth seats, camouflage
and black to match the “army” feel of the vehicle. But as a warden,
she knew she would have to change that at once. All too often, her
kind tended to climb into their vehicles covered in blood. Cloth
seats wouldn’t clean easily. And leather reminded her of –

“Damn it,”
she hissed, closing her eyes and shaking her head.
Her eyes stung.

If it wasn’t a biker bad boy here in the
present, it was one from her past who haunted her. Men on
motorcycles wouldn’t leave her sanity alone, it seemed.

Angel leaned over and rolled down the
passenger-side window, then rolled down her own. She turned the key
in the ignition and chose a song from the thumb drive lodged in the
stereo. That, too, had been switched out in place of the
original.

She took a moment to let the guitar riffs
roll over her, smiled when the drums kicked in, and pulled out of
the lot. As she stepped on the gas, the wind hit her the way it
used to on her own bike, long ago, in another lifetime.


Chapter Eighteen

Angel ran her hands one last time through
her mass of locks and made her way down the hall to the briefing
room at the end. She’d gone in that morning as instructed, but the
meeting had been postponed due to emerging evidence.

After she’d stifled her grumbles that she
could have slept in after all, Angel decided to make a coffee run,
order lunch for the Vega wardens on duty, and catch up with some of
the kids in training. The meeting was rescheduled for eight p.m.,
as they were apparently waiting for lab results on something.

Now she was just a little early for the
second meeting, but she preferred to be early rather than late, so
she’d foregone her third cup of shop coffee in favor of heading
back to the safe house.

The door at the end of the hall was open and
three other people were already inside. Gabriel was one of them.
The other two were Hannah Peabody and Casey Graham, probably two of
the best Vega wardens in the thirty-five man clan. Apparently she
wasn’t the only one who wanted to get this meeting going.

“What’s up boss?” Angel
asked as she entered.

Gabe looked up at the sound of her voice and
nodded at her in greeting. “You’re early too, but it’s just as
well,” said Gabe. “Close the door behind you.” The three of them
watched her enter the room, Hannah and Casey nodding a greeting to
her in turn.

At once, Angel had a strange feeling. She
closed the door, then turned back to them, suddenly and
inexplicably afraid of the impending meeting. She’d been through
hundreds, if not thousands of job briefings, and she’d always faced
them head-on. But now she found herself short of breath, of all
things. It was like there wasn’t enough oxygen in the room.

Gabriel was turning to a screen on the wall,
the control in his hand, when he must have noticed something
strange about her because he stopped, his arm mid-raise toward the
screen. A furrow creased his brow. “Clemens. You okay?”

Angel opened her mouth to reply that she was
fine when a fifth clan member ran into the briefing room, slamming
the door open without knocking. The four of them looked over, and
Gabriel turned a hard eye to the door. But it was Harold, the clan
messenger, and Harold was allowed anywhere he needed to go at any
given time, if the situation called for it.

Apparently the situation did call for
it.

“Mr. Santiago!” Harold
addressed Gabriel directly. “There’s been an update on the Apex
case.”

“What?” Angel asked, her
body tingling uncomfortably. “What
Apex? What’s going on?”

“Apex?” Casey repeated, his
expression dire. “Seriously?” He was questioning Gabriel. Clearly
the briefing hadn’t yet begun, and they were all on the same empty
page.

Angel fixed Gabriel with a questioning gaze
and a raised brow.

The Apex was one of the most dangerous
creatures the wardens were tasked in policing. Easily ranking in
the top five worst creatures to face, the Apex was an improbable
and highly catastrophic hybrid of werewolf and vampire. They were
blessed with all of their breeds’ strengths and none of their
weaknesses. Sun did not slow them or harm them, and neither did any
precious or semi-precious metal. They possessed the impossible
speed of the vampire, and could even heal wounds made by fire. The
Apex could flash into wolf or vampire form at a moment’s notice.
Worst of all, like their vampire counter-parts, they were able to
manipulate the minds of those left unprotected.

Killing them was next to impossible. It
required nothing less than complete decapitation or explosive
destruction of the Apex body.

Thank the Storyteller, not all Apex were
trouble. In fact, most were just the opposite. They were usually
werewolves who’d become vampires in the moment of death in order to
preserve their lives. Becoming a vampire didn’t make them any more
evil than they’d been as werewolves. Contrary to Hollywood’s
perceptions and insinuations, the good or bad that comprised a
person’s soul almost always remained intact and unchanged during a
transformation into something supernatural. Personalities,
memories, everything that made an individual who and what they were
was unaltered. Becoming a vampire didn’t make someone evil. It made
them a vampire. And in the case of a werewolf, it made them an
Apex.

Gabriel shot her a look that said he’d have
preferred to fill her in on this one in private, but then turned to
the others, addressing them all together. “Over the course of the
last seven hours, five bodies turned up in the city, all Apex
victims. However, three are approximately three days old and were
weighted down in the bay to prevent their discovery. And now,”
Gabriel nodded at Harold and sighed heavily, moving forward to take
the file from Harold’s outstretched hand, “there appear to be new
developments.”

Casey, Hannah, and Angel
all exchanged unsettled glances. Angel watched Gabriel’s fingers
close over the folder, and suddenly an image of something horrible
flashed in her mind’s eye. There was blood. Lots of it. But the
image was gone as quickly as it had appeared, and she quelled the
sudden sweeping sickness that came with it. “Five victims in three
days?” Her voice was tight and high-pitched. “What the
hell?”

“Yeah,” said Casey.
“Whoever this guy is, he’s going through humans like free
cheesecake samples at a hookah party. Why are we only hearing about
the murders now?”

Gabriel sighed as he flipped the folder open
and began to read it. “Like I said,” he addressed Casey without
looking up, “most of the bodies were weighted down. Every one of
them was found this morning, within hours of each other.”

“It’s almost like we were
meant to find them all at the same time,” said Hannah, who had
visibly paled. She was echoing Angel’s thoughts exactly.

“Any DNA matches yet?”
Angel asked, trying to focus.

Gabe shook his head, still not looking up.
“Not according to this. The tests were rushed due to the severity
of the case, and so far the results have come back negative.
Doesn’t match any human, vampire, werewolf, or Apex on record.”

The problem with that was that records had
only been kept for the last ten years. So DNA matching almost never
worked. It was just another step they took, just in case.

“Anything else you need,
sir?” Harold asked as he prepared to leave the room.

Gabriel looked up, clearly distracted by
what he was reading. But then he slipped into warden leader mode
and thought for a minute. “Madeline and Jonas are about to tend to
a domestic dispute call in the Tenderloin. Warn them to take extra
precaution. This Apex is on a rampage, and everything and anything
could be a trap right now.”

Good
thinking, thought Angel. The thing about
being a warden was that wardens were the police of the supernatural
realms. Which meant they were just as likely to have to respond to
something like noise pollution or theft or even family squabbles as
they were murders. The only difference was that wardens didn’t
police humans. As far as Angel was concerned, that meant the cops
in the mortal realm had the harder job.

Except when dealing with shit like this.

“Right away, sir.” Harold,
or “Harry” Shanks, spun on his heel and left the briefing room,
closing the door again behind him. He was a mere sixteen years old,
short and lanky with light brown hair, hazel eyes, and glasses.
Like most of the younger wardens, he was orphaned. Wardens started
young, but there was a reason for that. Clan leaders and sovereigns
alike felt it was best to reach orphaned or otherwise “lost”
children before they turned to something irredeemable on the
streets or were flat-out killed. They were taken in, cared for, and
trained to defend themselves. They were given purpose and jobs that
saw to that purpose. And no one could argue that the Kings and
Queens of the Thirteen Realms didn’t take good care of their
wardens.

Add a sentinel to the mix, and being chosen
as a warden more often than not turned out to be a blessing. As
long as the training was good enough. For the Vega clan, that was
where Angel came in.

Harold was of course one of
her pupils. But Harry was a quiet and shy kid, extremely
intellectual, not nearly as physical as many of the other trainees.
This made him a last choice for missions, especially any that could
land a warden with injuries. Most importantly to Angel, Harry had a
scythe-shaped birthmark on the inside of his wrist. It was
something she’d noticed right away but that hadn’t insinuated
itself as something important until just recently, when the clans
had learned that a new breed of supernatural known as
Withered was appearing
across the globe. And each and every one of them had been born with
that same birthmark.

They became Withered when they died, then
returned to life. In this unexplained and mysterious resurrection,
a Withered changed physically, becoming taller and stronger, which
would probably have benefitted Harry. But a Withered changed
mentally too. And Angel didn’t know enough about that change yet to
want to chance it with Harry. She liked who he was right now. He
was a good kid.

Angel had initially sent Harry on a few
light-weight jobs to gather intel on rogue anime that had escaped
from the Phantom Realm into the mortal realm. But when news of the
Withered hit the streets, she pulled him right back out of the
field and informed him that he’d been “promoted” to Vega clan’s
messenger. It was a tasking job; a clan’s messenger had to be
up-to-date on absolutely everything regarding the clan and its
jobs, but Harry was capable of amazing mental feats and it meant a
raise for him, so he didn’t mind. And it also meant Angel could
keep him safe. Hopefully.

Once Harry was gone, Gabriel turned back to
the other three in the room. “This Apex is obviously mobile, but
he’s still sticking to a general area. Earlier, I pin-pointed the
locations of the first five killings here.” He clicked the remote
and the screen illuminated with a map of the general vicinity,
highlighting five red circles.

While Angel, Hannah, and Casey studied the
map, Gabriel looked one last time through the file containing the
latest info on the Apex and lab results. Angel watched him. As he
read the file, his expression became increasingly troubled. By the
time he was finished, his hazelnut eyes were dark indeed.

He lifted his head to find Angel studying
him. She didn’t like what she saw in his expression.

“There are six bodies now,
aren’t there?” she asked quietly, somehow knowing the file
contained more death.

Gabriel didn’t respond right away. He placed
the closed file on the table and slowly unbuttoned, then rolled up
his shirt sleeves. Angel had always found that particular move
sexy. The way his watch glinted in the overhead light, the way his
veins stood out on his well-built forearms – for some reason, it
was a heady combination that always shot warmth into her belly. She
couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was, but for her it felt like a
power move, one made by someone in command of the situation.

Still, she could see that his fingers were
tense, and the muscles of his forearms were flexed. She glanced at
his face, but he avoided her gaze. A muscle twitched in his jaw.
Angel sensed that he was fast building steam, like a pressure
cooker, and that he was hiding it behind a professional façade that
was almost as scary as the potential explosion.

Finally he went to the open laptop on the
other end of the table and made a few entries. The map on the
screen updated, flashing blank before reappearing. When it
solidified, it revealed the locations of two more murders.

“Holy shit,” whispered
Hannah.

“Not six,” said Gabriel.
“There are now seven known Apex victims.”


Chapter Nineteen

The killings formed a circle on the map.

“Well, what do you know…”
whispered Casey. “A ring of murders. Do you think the killings will
stop now?”

Hannah moved from one foot to the other,
eyeing the map through narrowed slits. “No, obviously this monster
is focused on something in that area.” She scrutinized the screen,
stepping around the table to come closer to it. “Most likely right
smack in the middle of the ring. This is a geometrically perfect
circle.” Hannah was very good at deciphering things of that nature.
It was one of her gifts.

The perfect circle reminded
Angel of Michael. He had loved circles too, and spheres as well.
Any round thing, really. He even had an Ouroboros tattoo on his inner arm
that had been made out of a geometrically perfect
circle.

He’d told her there was “magic” in a perfect
circle. She used to smile and shake her head, and he would insist
that all she needed to do was look around at the cosmos to see that
round things were fate’s preference: stars, planets, rain drops…
and he would smile a cocky, killer smile and nod to his bike before
adding wheels to the list.

Angel flushed a little at the memory of his
voice and that smile, but the strange feeling was chased hard with
a kind of despair that made her dizzy. She put her hand on the
table for balance and yanked her attention ruthlessly back into
focus.

“Assuming this is
exactly where the bodies
were found,” Hannah added, gesturing to the map.

“It is,” said Gabriel
solemnly.

“Any idea what’s at the
center, then?” asked Casey, who was studying the map carefully now
too.

Angel looked at the map. She happened to
know there were several stores, restaurants, coffee shops,
apartment complexes, and even a warehouse and a mall in the
vicinity outlined by the red circles. But Angel didn’t answer
Casey’s question. She couldn’t. Gabriel didn’t respond either, and
Angel knew why.

“Given how perfect this
circle is, we should go to the trouble of determining the exact
single point center,” said Hannah as she picked up a marker and
began drawing on the screen. That’s what the dry-erase had been
made for, after all, but Angel didn’t need Hannah to do any
calculations. And the more she made, the more worried Angel
became.

She looked over at Gabriel. His eyes met
hers.

It was a general rule that no warden was
aware of the “resting place,” or in other words, “home” of another
warden. These locations were obviously kept secret so wardens
couldn’t accidentally divulge the information if interrogated by
the enemy.

The exceptions to this rule
occurred on two counts. One, warden couples or family were clearly
given leeway, but that was rare, and inter-clan romance was frowned
upon for safety reasons. And then there were the clan leaders. They
knew everything about their members, from home addresses to blood types. And
Gabriel very well knew where Angel lived.

Hannah finished with her calculated drawing.
Angel’s one-bedroom apartment was at the map’s bulls-eye.

It’s
coincidence, she told herself.
It doesn’t mean anything. But she knew she was lying to herself.

“It doesn’t matter,” said
Gabe calmly – too calmly. His gaze captured Angel’s again, and that tension
between them seemed to solidify the air she tried so hard to
breathe. “Because the last two victims were found in someone else’s
jurisdiction. This is officially no longer our case.”

Angel’s eyes widened.

“You could have told me
that before I put in the work,” said Hannah, who popped the top
back on the marker and a little too forcefully set it back down in
its holder.

Angel felt the blood drain
from her face. Her eyes flew to the map. He was right. The last two
circles had landed across the border of their district. No sooner
had they even learned of the Apex killings than the job was thrown into someone
else’s lap.

“Damn it,” swore Casey
through clenched teeth. He expressed what they were all
feeling.

“That’s Monsters
territory,” said Hannah with a sigh. “The job is theirs
now.”

Like
hell, thought Angel. “Please excuse me,”
she muttered and spun away from the meeting without another word.
She practically threw open the briefing room door to storm out into
the hall. But Gabriel was right on her tail.

His hand enclosed her wrist, but she yanked
it back out and turned to face him of her own accord. She leaned in
so only he could hear. “Gabe, you saw the same thing I did. There’s
some crazy Apex out there with a vendetta against me.”

Gabriel put his finger
against her lips, glanced back over his shoulder, and gave her
a look. He leaned
in even closer, whispering, “Not here, damn it.” Then he took her
arm and lead her down the hall to a room they normally used for
interrogations. Angel hated this room. As a rule, the wardens never
tortured prisoners for information. But they weren’t opposed to
finessing it out of them, which often called for pharmaceuticals.
Sometimes there were syringes in this room. Angel hated
syringes.

Right now, the room was empty save for a
metal table and a single metal chair. Gabriel closed the door
behind him and faced her. “We need to talk.”

Angel was ready to argue, but the in was
just too perfect. She lifted her brows. “You breaking up with
me?”

Gabriel blinked. Then he pursed his lips and
clearly tried not to smile. “Have a seat. There’s something you
need to know.”

“You mean other than the
fact that an Apex is hunting me?”

“Yep, pretty
much.”

Now it was Angel’s turn to blink. She didn’t
sit down, though. She was too on edge. “Okay, so just tell me what
it is, Gabe.”

“Damn woman, why won’t you
just do what I tell –”

“Gabe!”

Gabriel took a deep breath, put his hands on
his hips, and said, “You remember learning about the Taal during
training, right?”

Angel frowned. The Taal? It had been a while
since they’d come up in conversation. “You mean Malek Taal and his
band of merry men?”

Gabe didn’t smile this time though. “Not so
merry at the moment.” He let out a sigh and nodded to the chair.
“Please sit, Angel.”

Angel didn’t move. If she sat down, she
would probably vibrate the chair.

Gabriel swore softly, crossed his arms over
his chest, and looked down at the floor. He began to pace,
muttering something about stubborn people and not needing any more
problems than he already had.

Angel watched him as she chewed on her
bottom lip. She ran a hand through her hair and waited. After a few
seconds, she finally made a frustrated sound, moved to the chair,
pulled it out and sat down. One caged lion in here was enough. But
her leg bounced nervously as she waited for her boss to tell her
whatever it was he so obviously needed to tell her.

Gabriel finally turned to face her, planting
his boots in a strong stance. He seemed as troubled as ever. “The
Taal are attacking mortals. And one of them is after you.”


Chapter Twenty

Angel listened as Gabriel explained the
situation with the Malek Taal. When he finished, she sat still in
the chair and processed it. She could handle a rogue Taal.

Right?

According to Gabe, he didn’t want to kill
her… right?

But the more she allowed herself to think
about it, the more she remembered about the Taal – and what she
remembered filled her with dread. So she pushed this new problem to
the side with quite a bit of mental force and straightened in her
chair.

She took a deep breath. “Okay. So there’s a
second threat I need to be wary of… but from what you’ve just told
me, it doesn’t seem related to the Apex killings.”

“I don’t think it is,” Gabe
told her frankly, shaking his handsome head. “But the Vampire King
felt it important you be warned about the Taal
nonetheless.”

Angel didn’t want to be a pest, so she kept
her smartass comment about the irony of the Vampire King’s warning
to herself. But it was as if Gabriel could read her mind, because
he gave her a slightly exasperated look.

“And as far as the Apex
case goes,” he said, returning their discussion to its original
parameters. “You know the rules, Angel. Officially this job is no
longer ours. It belongs to the Monsters.”

Angel inhaled quickly and started to argue.
“But Gabe –”

“I said, ‘officially,’” he
went on, signaling with his hand for her to be quiet. “But
yes, I saw what you saw.”
He took a deep breath and fell silent.

In that silence, Angel found herself hoping
against hope that he was going to break the rules for once. That he
would give her the okay – under the table – to go after the Apex
herself. And that was the only reason she remained quiet. She
didn’t want to mess up her chances.

“Letting you take this one
on would probably be the dumbest idea I’ve ever had,” said Gabe
without looking at her. He was still staring at something in the
general vicinity of the floor rather than at her. “Especially with
rogue Taal on the rampage. And given your history
with….”

“Insane, obsessed bad
guys?” Angel supplied, feeling a familiar bitterness creep
in.

Gabe shot her a sideways glance before
turning away to shove a hand through his hair. “You won’t be in
your right mind. The past will screw with you.”

“Gabe, I can’t sit still
and do nothing. It’s a ninety-nine percent chance this thing is for
some reason focused on me. I’m the only warden living in that
area.”

Gabe shot her a surprised look. “How did you
know that?”

She smiled. “I didn’t. You just confirmed it
for me.”

He exhaled and swore softly.

She went on, all seriousness again. “This
thing is either circling in for an attack like a shark, or its
trying to get my attention,” she said. “If it’s the former, then
I’m in mortal danger, Gabe. And if it’s the latter and I pretend
not to notice, the Apex will just up its game.”

“I’ll handle
it.”

Angel watched him for a few shocked seconds.
“Oh?” she finally asked, bewildered. “How exactly will you do
that?” He’d just told them all that the job belonged to the
Monsters clan.

“It isn’t your concern,” he
said without looking at her.

“Oh, I think it very
much is my
concern. This creature is gunning for me.”

Gabriel put his hands on his hips and took a
deep breath as if preparing for something. He still didn’t look at
her, and Angel’s wariness grew. He closed his eyes for a moment and
rolled back his shoulders.

Then he asked, “Angel, what aren’t you
telling me?”

Angel froze. She blinked a few times and sat
back in the metal chair. She put her hands on the arm rests to try
and calm her nerves. “What do you mean?”

Gabriel dropped his hands and opened his
eyes. He turned the full search beam of his attention on her,
leaning over the table to brace himself against it with two strong
arms. The color of his beautiful eyes had lightened dramatically,
going from amber to citrine that caught the light overhead and
focused it like a magnifying glass.

At once and like a slap in the face, Angel
remembered where she was. This was the interrogation room. She was
in the chair. And Gabriel Santiago was the Vega clan’s best
interrogator.

He’d brought her in here on purpose, and not
solely because of the Apex job. He was planning on questioning her.
He was planning on getting answers out of her. And for that he had
her right where he wanted her.

Gabriel waited there a moment, allowing her
to fully realize the situation before carefully formulating his
words. “You haven’t been sleeping.”

Angel opened her mouth to protest out of
general stubbornness, but he held up his hand, silencing her before
she’d made a sound. “Don’t insult me by denying it. We’ve already
established this much.”

He lifted off the table and
circled around it. She watched him come with mounting trepidation.
“What you haven’t admitted, but that we both know, is that you’re
being haunted. Now. After a decade and a half of flawless work.” He rounded the
table and stopped beside her chair, but she refused to look up at
him. Instead, she stared at his boots.

“I want to know why, Angel.
I want to know why you’re so tired you can barely stay on your feet
– yes, I noticed.
I want to know why you’re unable to defend yourself when we train.
I understand you’ve had no break since the Victor Maze case, but
you’ve managed to handle stints like this before.” He leaned down,
resting his hands on the arm rests of her chair. “This is
different. Something is eating
you.” He spun her chair around, scraping its legs
on the cement as he did so.

She stifled a cry of surprise and instead
chewed on her bottom lip. She could feel it tremble between her
teeth.

“I want to know why you’ve
chosen not to heal yourself before going to sleep the way you used
to.”

He was brutally laying out the evidence of
her problems like suffocating layers of truth she couldn’t hide
from. He was right about everything, including the healing, and she
hadn’t even realized that one until he pointed it out.

Before all of this, she’d developed the
habit of using some of her healing magic to tend to really bad
bruises or bothersome injuries before resting because she knew she
would regain that magic power in sleep just like a human regained
energy. But she hadn’t done that for some time.

“Why are you holding out
every night, Angel? What is it you are so afraid will happen to you
while you sleep?” He spelled out her actions and their reasons with
crystal clear comprehension. She couldn’t hide a damn thing from
him.

“And most of all,” he
continued, his tone lowering, “I want to know why you were
absolutely certain before we’d even pinpointed your apartment’s
exact location on the map that you
are the Apex’s target.”


Chapter Twenty-One

Angel chewed furiously, until a sudden sharp
pain in her bottom lip drew her up short, and she winced, finally
freeing her lip from her teeth. She tasted blood, but sucked it in
and straightened in her chair. “It was a hunch, that’s all.”

Gabriel’s silence stretched, his eyes
narrowing dangerously. “Wow.”

Angel lowered her head. Her hands curled
into fists.

Gabriel’s voice was half bitter
disappointment, half stark impatience. “I thought we were past this
too.”

“What do you want me to
say, Gabe?” Her head jerked up and her eyes flew toward his as she
prepared to force him away from her and stand – but he was right
there, a few very small inches from her face. His eyes tore into
hers, bright amber lanterns that lit her from the
inside.

And for the umpteenth time since she’d
joined the Vega clan, Angel found herself caught in Gabriel
Santiago’s sway. There was a reason he was clan leader. He reminded
her of that reason as he took a slow, deep breath and lowered his
voice, speaking to her almost intimately. “If you can look me in
the eye and tell me in all honesty that you have not been
contacted, that there is no one messing with your head, and that
the predator hasn’t already made himself known to his beautiful
prey.... If you can do this right now Angel, I will believe you.”
He paused for effect. “Otherwise, you will go back to your
apartment with heavy escort, gather what you need for one full
week, and be escorted back to my place, where you will stay under
twenty-four-seven guard until I get this mess figured out.”

Angel felt trapped between
a rock and a hard place, and really she was. Her body was stiff, the metal
chair cold at her back, Gabe solid and scary in front of her. Her
lip pulsed with pain, and her mind spun with a mix of fear, fury,
and indignation. She knew she couldn’t give him the answer he
wanted. And he knew it too, which was why he’d brought her here in
the first place and delivered his ultimatum.

After nearly a full minute of silence from
them both, Angel took her courage in both hands and said, “You have
to let me help with this, Gabriel.” She licked her sore lip, and
his eyes finally slipped to her mouth as if he’d been controlling
himself, preventing himself from doing so until now.

His pupils dilated before
returning to reclaim her eyes. She added softly,
“Please.”

“Why?” he asked
point-blank, not letting up.

He wanted her to confess. He wanted her to
confide in him.

“Because,” she replied
stubbornly.

Gabriel’s eyes sparked with anger. She
glanced down. Where he held her chair, his knuckles were white. She
was pushing it.

Very softly, he said, “It’s Monsters
territory, Angel. No one crosses those lines for a job unless
invited. No one is willing to face off with Cain.”

“Fuck Cain,” said Angel suddenly and with hard and sharp vehemence.
She was as shocked as he was that she’d said it, and knew her own
widening eyes mirrored his.

The truth was, she was actually terrified of
the notorious motorcycle club leader, and she hadn’t ever even
personally met him. But she guessed that her anger and her
crabbiness due to lack of sleep were overpowering her sense of
self-preservation just enough to make her obstinate.

“He and his gang will be
gone before the year’s out, I can almost guarantee it,” she
continued defensively. “The Monsters clan is transient; they’re
always on the move. I don’t know why we designate jurisdiction to
them in the first place.”

But Gabriel wasn’t budged from his track by
her attempt at subject change, and he wasn’t fooled by her bluster.
He simply smiled a hard, tight smile and said, “Yes you do.” Which
was true. The Monsters clan was the only clan in existence that had
never failed at a job. Not once. So they were given whatever they
needed, along with a healthy dose of respect.

In truth, the clans of a host city were
always grateful when the Monsters came riding into town. It meant
the host city could finally catch up on their own sleep a little,
and it meant fewer people would die. Well, fewer bad people.

Angel tore her eyes from his at last and
crossed her arms over her chest. It was all she could do. He was
making her feel a dichotomy of things. Fury, for one. And something
less unpleasant due to his nearness.

“I’m going to give you an
order, Angel, and as my subordinate you’re expected to follow it.”
He spoke in his calm clan leader voice that made Angel feel
powerless and livid when he was using it on her. “You’re going to
go back to your apartment with the men I assign you. You’ll have
one hour to gather your things. And then you will be escorted to my
house and you will stay
there. Under guard. Until I deem it safe to do
otherwise.”

She didn’t say anything, so he slowly
straightened and stepped back, giving her a little space. He knew
her by now, it was true. He knew she would buck at being bossed
around, and he probably didn’t want to press his luck.

But he drove home his command with one final
jab. “Have I made myself clear, Clemens?”

Angel felt her jaw tick. Her heart was
hammering wildly. Her blood pressure was probably through the roof.
Already, her head was spinning with mutinous ideas and plans.

In the meantime, to placate
her boss and give herself more time, she said, “Crystal.” Then she shoved out of her
chair and moved around him without touching him, heading for the
door. Before her fingers had curled around the handle, he called
out behind her.

“Angel.”

She stopped, but didn’t turn around.

“Knight, Hudson, and
Daniels will accompany you.”

She stiffened, her back going ram-rod
straight. Those three men were the Vega clan’s assassins. They were
trained in all manner of combat, both hand-to-hand and long-range,
they were cunning and quiet, and they made Angel feel…
uncomfortable. And that was putting it mildly.

She didn’t trust them.

Well, that wasn’t quite accurate. She knew
they had her back in general because they were Vega, and clan
members stuck together. But they were assassins, so trust was
ambiguous. And even though they supposedly only went after secret
enemies of the sovereigns, Angel had an old brain reaction to their
presence when she was around them. Frankly and basically – she was
afraid of them. They were killers. Not just wardens, not just cops.
But killers, pure and simple.

Angel clenched her teeth and chanced a
glaring look at her mentor. He caught it and held it, determined
and hard. Oh, he knew what he was doing. He knew she feared those
men. They would be shadowing her, and in their proximity, she
wouldn’t be able to think clearly. She wouldn’t be able to plan.
And she wouldn’t be able to run.

“Yes
sir,” she said curtly.

His expression remained unchanged, but
something dangerous flashed in Gabriel’s eyes.

Angel opened the door, stepped through it,
and left him alone in the room she hated.


Chapter Twenty-Two

There was only one way to
get out of this, and that was to leave immediately.
Immediately. Right here,
right now, right this very
second. No slowing down, no getting
sidetracked. Don’t even make eye contact with anyone.

In any situation where rank was pulled,
there was a precious corridor of time, a few short seconds, between
the moment an order was given and the moment that order was carried
out. In that vital space of time, there was a kind of pause where
nothing happened. There was no getting around it. Either it took a
bit to get to a phone, or it took a while to move from point A to
point B, or whatever – the mobilization of an order always required
that pause, no matter how brief.

For Angel, that vital space of time was
now.

She made the most of it, closing the door to
the interrogation room with an exaggerated finality that would
hopefully signal to Gabriel that she needed to not see him for a
little while. It would hopefully also signal that he should stay in
that room and regain his patience and composure before returning to
his work as leader in the Vega safe house.

The moment the interrogation room door was
shut, Angel strode into a fast walk, heading right past her desk,
right past Harry – who would have been the one to take Gabriel’s
order to contact her assassin escorts – and right past everything
and everyone else that might have slowed her down. A few of them
glanced up; she could see them in the sidelines of her vision,
including Hannah and Casey. But she put on her “I don’t want to
talk” face that kept them at bay and didn’t even grab her coat or
purse. Just her keys, on her way out the door. That way, they would
figure she’d be right back.

Once she was outside, she ran.

She ran for all she was worth, shoved her
key into her Jeep door, and jumped inside. It welcomed her as it
always did, with the scent of leather and the sound of silence, but
she barely noticed because her blood was roaring so hard through
her head, all she could hear was its steady pounding and all she
could smell was metal. She slammed the door shut.

This is my job,
her mind warned her ceaselessly.
This is insane. It’s all over if you do
this.

But I have to,
she argued with herself. I have to. I know I do. It’s everything. Somewhere in this city, a monster was closing in on her. It
had already taken seven lives. But now that she knew about it, she
absolutely would not, could not, allow anyone else to get caught in
its crossfire. Especially not someone she knew, like a fellow
warden. Or… someone she cared about.

Not again.

An image of Jacob Crow’s jade green eyes
flashed in her mind.

She made a desperate
sound. Not again,
she thought. Please, not again.

Forget firing you, Gabriel
is going to fucking kill you! screamed the
little voice in her head.

Oh, shut up!
she retorted as she gritted her teeth, plunged the
key into the ignition, turned it hard, and ripped out of the lot
for all she was worth. She was aimed directly for Monsters
territory and broke the speed limit. Her legs were shaking, her
hands were shaking, and her heart was going a million miles a
minute. She felt the seconds drag at her, as if they were physical
and they were wrapping around her to hold her back. The warden safe
house felt like a gaping maw behind her, trying to suck her back
in.

Does Gabe know yet?
she wondered as she lucked out with another green
light and crossed the sixth city block that drew her closer to the
territory border. Had he noticed she was
gone?

As if in answer, her phone buzzed in her
pocket. She ignored it.

Almost there… almost there….

When she was fortunate enough to meet a
green light at the last intersection and her tires passed over the
invisible line made by warden maps, Angel let out the breath she’d
been holding. But she didn’t feel any better. She felt sick.

The phone stopped buzzing. Then started
immediately again.

She drove another two blocks, pulled over to
park illegally, and was grateful that if her plates were run, her
vehicle would come up as off-limits at the highest levels. FBI,
CIA, NSA, take your pick. There would only be enough information to
clear her and keep any curious cops moving along.

Angel put the Jeep in neutral and engaged
the emergency brake. She closed her eyes, gripping the
leather-wrapped steering wheel with trembling hands. She really was
shaking hard… too hard, in fact. This wasn’t normal.

Her phone stopped and then at once began
buzzing again. She still ignored it. Her guts twisted, and suddenly
she was severely light-headed.

Oh no, she thought as she realized what was taking place inside her
body. Fear was making her heart beat too fast, which was burning
through her energy like wildfire. She was on the verge of fainting.
No wonder she felt sick. Syncope was a terrible feeling. She needed
to get something in her stomach right away.

I left all of my
meds. “Oh…wow,” she whispered, squeezing
her eyes shut so tight they hurt. The nausea rolled again through
her, but she fought it down, trying to think. “Damn it!” she cried
through clenched teeth. She used to leave an extra store of meds
and food in the Jeep, but San Fran had been experiencing heat waves
recently, and the food kept melting or going bad, and the meds
reached dangerous temps, so other than the water, which was still
in the back, she’d taken it all out and placed extra stores of
snacks and prescriptions in her backpack instead.

Which she’d left in the safe house. It also
had her bottled protein shakes and extra ammo. And her wallet.

With her money.

She couldn’t call her friends. They were the
first people Gabe would have traced and followed. Elena’s
boyfriend, Matt lived around this area… but asking him for a favor
was risky business. He’d probably grant it straight away, but
nothing with Matt ever came free. And with his criminal reputation,
she wasn’t sure she wanted to go there.

She was trapped. By this time, Gabriel had
probably spoken with Harry. He was no doubt aware she’d run. He
would see her things left behind and he would figure out that she
was disobeying orders, that she was without supplies, and that she
was on Monsters turf.

He would probably want to cross right over
the border after her, but he wouldn’t dare. Would he? She honestly
wasn’t sure.

He could always send Harry. As a messenger,
he was allowed in this case. Technically, what Angel was doing was
seeking sanctuary. It almost never happened, but the rules were on
the books for a reason. The sovereigns had accounted for every
contingency when they’d made the code, including this one.

For all intents and
purposes, Angel was fleeing one clan territory out of fear for her
personal safety and seeking shelter in another clan territory until
the issue could be resolved. Granted, that wasn’t
actually what was
happening, but for lack of any other guideline for this situation,
that was how the clan leaders would no doubt approach
it.

She just had to pray the Monsters clan would
grant her that sanctuary. More importantly, she had to pray they
would be willing to let her in on the Apex case. Otherwise, nothing
she was doing would be worth it.

Even through her closed eyes, the world
tipped on its axis. Angel’s body flushed hot and cold, and a
ringing erupted in her ears.

It doesn’t
matter, she thought hopelessly as she let
go of the steering wheel because her grip was growing too weak. Her
entire body felt too light. I won’t last
that long.

It was Dmitri who’d done this to her.
Fifteen years ago on that night. According to the
sovereign-appointed doctors who tended to her after the attack, her
healing magic had gone into overdrive when Dmitri began draining
her – and something happened.

They likened it to her immune system
overreacting, attacking something benign within her in order to
protect itself. In this case, it attacked the iron in her body.

Now when things grew rough for Angel, when
she was stressed physically or mentally, the iron slowly dissipated
from her blood. It was magically removed by the healer in her. The
consequences were rather devastating.

The doctors had attempted
to give her affliction a name, but she’d told them to just “fucking
call it magic anemia.” She’d been so pissed when they told her what
happened, what Dmitri had done. Because of him, she’d lost control
over yet another aspect of her life.

Now she was different, but as was so often
the case she’d grown accustomed to it. She took a daily
“supplement” for this unique ailment. The supplements were created
for her by warlocks. If she hadn’t been a warden, she never would
have been able to afford them. Fortunately, the sovereigns supplied
them to her for free.

Unfortunately, she didn’t
have any right now and it wouldn’t have mattered anyway. They were
preventative, not curative. She’d had a few similar episodes in the
past, moments where she’d burned too quickly through her energy on
an intense job and felt a fainting spell coming on. But she’d
always dealt with it. And more importantly, she’d had
time to deal with it, by
eating, drinking, chewing iron tablets, and resting.

This was hitting her harder and faster than
ever before. And she had a feeling she knew why. The dreams, the
feelings of being watched, the voices in her head. It was him
again. Her body remembered him.

Angel held back a sob. Her
legs were tingling terribly, her heart was dancing painfully, and
she was freezing. Shaking. Dying.

“Oh
gods,” she whispered miserably. The reality
of her impending doom struck her like a dire werewolf’s backhand.
This was it. This was really the end.

As the world tunneled
around her, she saw flashes of her recent life, random but clear.
She heard sounds, even more random. She smelled things too, like
leather. She tasted coffee. Strangely enough, though, she
felt absolutely nothing.
She was physically numb, floating, and insubstantial.

She heard the theme song from Scooby Doo;
she’d been watching it when she couldn’t sleep the other night. She
heard a motorcycle, distant but distinguishable. She saw Gabriel,
Cass and Elena. She saw her Jeep and a white wolf. She saw the
tunnel closing. And just before it did, she saw jade green eyes, so
fiercely beautiful, so very sharp as they forged their way into her
soul.

“Jake….”
It came out as a whisper, her final spoken
word.

Darius, she thought as a stubborn last resort. Please help me….

As darkness surrounded her, she sensed a
powerful presence. She heard the Jeep door open and felt herself
being pulled into warm, strong arms. The numbness receded in that
embrace, and she felt protected. She wanted to speak, to give voice
to what was wrong.

But unconsciousness would not be denied. It
claimed her like it was piss drunk on New Year’s Eve, 1999.

 



Chapter Twenty-Three

Jacob Crow studied the electronic pad in his
hand as he entered the safe house living room, sat down on the
couch, and braced a boot on the coffee table in front of him. It
was the job that had just come down from Cain. A rogue Apex running
rampant through the City by the Bay.

The pad screen displayed a map allocated
with seven red “X” marks that formed a perfect circle across part
of the city of San Francisco. Five of the marks were in the Vega
clan’s province, and two of them were in his. The last two.

It was exceedingly fortunate. The
Storyteller must have been on his side for once. Because at the
center of that circle was the residence of the Vega clan’s
second-in-command, Angela Clemens.

Jake wasn’t stupid; he knew she was the
target. Angel was special. She was beautiful, smart, strong, and
magically inclined in the rarest of ways. The Apex was watching
her. After all, Jake had been watching her too. She wore her wards
strong, and Dave had been right; she kept her guard up to an OCD
level, but she was getting weary. In that weariness, she was
slipping up, displaying moments of weakness.

Like her night out with her friends. She’d
been wide open to him. He’d been able to read every surface thought
she had, and though he’d been happy about it at the time, in the
end it troubled him. She was a pro; why had she been so
careless?

Something was wrong. His instincts had never
failed him. He could sense trouble around Angel in the wind.
Something wanted her. Something other than him. And it was haunting
her.

Jake had come to a decision. Angel was
called in on the same big job as every other available warden that
night. So, he was able to keep an eye on her while she fought in
that forest. But as soon as the fight was over, she headed home.
And he turned to the Monsters.

They’d all been more or less keeping tabs on
her for weeks, from the moment they’d found out she was special to
him. That was just what they did for each another; it went without
saying. But he amped up her protection after that night at the
cafe. Now there was always at least one of them with visuals on
her.

And a few of them had sensed the danger
around her too. It was impossible to pin-point, and nothing ever
happened. But it was like feeling a storm on the wind, being able
to smell it coming.

Now Jake knew why.

He frowned at the
information in his hand. The fact that the Apex hadn’t yet attacked
or killed Angel meant he had something much different in mind. Apex
weren’t known for their discretion. It took serious amounts of
control to rein in that kind of crazy potency; only a few
circumstances made it possible. One, it had to be
worth it to the Apex for
him to hold back on his main mark this long while killing all
around her. And two, the Apex had to be very old. Control that
strong only came with centuries of practice.

Jake was grateful as hell the last two
victims were in his territory, landing this job in his lap.
Something big and bad was targeting his girl. You couldn’t ask a
man to stand down in a situation like that.

She’s not your girl,
Jake, his conscience reminded
him.

Oh yeah? Just wait,
he ruthlessly shot back.

Jake had only been seated and studying the
job for a few minutes when he heard a few of his MC brothers come
in through the garage door of the Monsters safe house. Most of them
stayed in the garage, but one continued on through the kitchen door
to enter the living room.

James Killian stopped there and addressed
Jake. “She’s gone rabbit, Crow.”

Jake’s body went stiff. He looked up.

Killian’s storm gray eyes looked serious as
he re-pocketed his phone. “Clemens has left the Vega district,” he
explained. “She fled from Santiago and was spotted crossing our
border on the east side two minutes ago.” He paused meaningfully.
“Obviously we let her come.”

In his true form, Killian’s eyes would
lighten to nearly white and start glowing. But Jake’s went red –
and that’s what they did now. His brothers knew how he felt about
Angela Clemens, so not only would they have let her come, they
would have helped her if needed.

“She stopped her vehicle a
few blocks in, and hasn’t gotten out,” said Killian.

Jake ran that over in his head, but all he
could hear was that she’d been running from Gabriel Santiago. “Why
was she running from him?” He was unable to keep the growl from his
question. He was standing and didn’t remember getting to his
feet.

Killian raised his hands placatingly. “I
don’t know, Jake. The Vega safe house is too warded for Dave to get
any video from inside, and you know it’s sound proofed like all our
houses. But once she left the building, it was clear no one had
physically harmed her. She was just in a big hurry.”

Jake forced himself to calm down. She was
safe. Whatever the reason, she was on his turf now.

“But we do have a problem,”
continued Killian carefully, his tone even as if he were speaking
to an unpredictable beast. “Nate and Val have eyes on her, and both
of ‘em can tell she’s not doing well.”

“How?”

“Something about her
blood.” He shook his head. He didn’t know.

Jake felt his teeth lengthen. He tried to
push them back in, but they refused to go. “There’s not enough iron
in it,” he said between those fangs. “She’s got some kind of
anemia.”

She’d no doubt left all of her medications
on the other side of that warden line when she’d run. What could
make her leave in such a rash hurry?

“What the fuck did he do to
her?” It took a second for Jake to realize he was now standing only
a foot away from Killian. He’d paced across the room without
realizing it. “Shit.” He ran a tense hand through his hair,
focusing hard and fast.

Angel needed help. There was a store of
every pharmaceutical known to man inside of every warden safe
house. The Monsters clan stash was in the lowest level of the
bunker. It was never touched; the Monsters clan members never
needed medicine. Not the mortal kind. But they had it on hand
anyway for others.

Not that it mattered. Any pill he had to
force down her throat would take too long to work if she was in a
bad way. There was really only one solution. It would throw
everything to Hell, and the charade would be up then and there, but
he would deal with that later.

He could feel Killian’s eyes on him as Jake
rapidly brushed past him to grab his jacket from the open kitchen
bar. But as he exited the kitchen door and entered the garage,
Killian called out behind him. “Jake, hold up! You’re gonna scare
the crap out of her looking like that!”

Jake could hear the urgency in his clan
brother’s voice, so just before he reached his bike, he stopped. He
felt time pressing in on him. But he also felt his eyes burning
fiery red, and he felt his fangs fully lengthened, and he knew
Killian was right. He glanced back at the man.

Killian shook his head. Jake was going full
monster. It was bad enough he was going to make Angel take his
blood. If she saw him like this?

Killian’s phone beeped. He pulled it back
out, looked from Jake to the phone, and silently read the message.
When he was finished, he tapped a few times and held the phone up
for Jake to see. The screen displayed a text, and thanks to Jake’s
vampire sight, he could read it even from across the garage.

Cain: “I’m taking care of this.”

Jake’s guts filled with a heady mixture of
relief and dread. His entire body was on red alert. When Cain felt
the need to get involved in something, it usually meant things were
even more serious than any of them thought. The text moved up a
slot as a second message came in. Jake read that one too.

Cain: “Tell Crow to meet me at my place in
ten with Angel’s things.”

Cain knew him well. And as always, he was on
top of the situation, even from a distance.

A third message appeared.

“Also tell him to calm the
fuck down. His girl is in good hands. He’s probably in kill mode
right now, and that won’t win her over.”

 



Chapter Twenty-Four

Cain could smell her blood from a block
away. He could smell everyone’s blood at a distance if he wanted,
but Angel’s blood was special. She was a healer, and that magic in
her veins pinpointed her location for him like a beacon on a stormy
sea.

When he reached her vehicle, she was
slipping into unconsciousness. He could hear her heart; the pulse
was erratic and faint, fast and highly unsteady. Her organs were
shutting down, and her heart worked desperately to keep them going.
But it was losing the battle.

He opened the Jeep’s door and gently pulled
her into his arms. He knew what he had to do. He’d known before
he’d even found her, and he had to do it quick, because he’d heard
her mentally call out for her sentinel, and he had little doubt the
protector was on his way.

“Excuse me,” came a deep
voice behind him, on cue.

Cain turned a little and glanced over his
broad shoulder to find the sentinel standing a few feet away. He
looked very familiar to Cain. The man’s expression was dour, and
his orange eyes burned. They really were orange, like the middle
part of a candle flame.

“May I ask where you’re
going with my warden?”

Cain gritted his teeth behind his calm
façade. He hated wasting time, especially when there was no time to
waste. But if Darius really wanted to, he could very well stop
Cain. Sentinels were at the top of the food chain in a manner of
speaking; no supernatural creature could hurt them and no warden
could hurt them, and Cain was both. “I’m guessing you’re Darius.”
Then his gaze narrowed on the man. He suddenly realized where he
recognized him from. He looked exactly like the sentinel of…
someone he knew very well, someone from another lifetime.

“Are you Ashrim’s
twin?”

Darius didn’t respond. His gaze was focused
solely on Angel, and it was clear he was losing patience.

“Got it,” said Cain. He
nudged the door of the Jeep shut with his knee and strode around
Darius, keeping Angel gripped tight to his chest. He had a feeling
this might not end well. It all depended on how possessive or
protective Angel’s sentinel was. And if Cain had been her sentinel,
he would have been very protective indeed. So he threw in a little
honey to sweeten the pot. “I’m not here to hurt her,” he told
Darius frankly. “I’m here to help.”

He left it at that. Either the man would
believe him or he wouldn’t, but Cain didn’t have any more time to
waste worrying about it. He carried Angel to the sidewalk. He half
expected the sentinel to rip her away from him at any second – but
it never happened.

Instead, Darius was waiting for him on the
sidewalk when Cain got there. Sentinels could pop in and out of
existence in a blink, so Cain wasn’t surprised. He joined him,
“Hold her for me,” Cain instructed. “I don’t want her on this
ground; it’s filthy.” Plus, that would give Darius recognizable
control over the situation. His precious warden would literally be
in his grasp.

Darius nodded, gently
taking Angel from his arms. “You’re going to give her your blood.”
His expression was dark, his eyes troubled. Darius the sentinel was
definitely Ashrim’s twin. Cain and Ash went way back. And that
meant Darius probably knew who and what Cain really was.

Cain nodded. “Right now, it’s pretty much
our only shot.”

He could tell Darius was concerned, and for
good reason. Cain’s blood was for lack of a better word, tainted.
But the wrongness in Angel was taking her over. There wasn’t a
thing in the world a doctor could do at this point to save her, nor
were the warlocks’ supplements she took every morning going to help
her. She’d grown increasingly enervated over the last few weeks,
and her flight from Santiago had stressed her system to its limit,
pushing her over the edge.

He could scent that the iron in her blood
was all but entirely gone; her veins pumped blue beneath her skin,
giving her a strange, ethereal pallor. Ancient and dark magic was
at work on her at a cellular level. It was going to take equally
ancient and dark magic to reverse it.

“This ride’ll get bumpy,”
Cain warned. He met Darius’s gaze and held it meaningfully. Darius
nodded. The sentinel knelt on the sidewalk, sitting Angel’s limp
form on his knee so the blood would glide down her throat. Her head
rested on his shoulder while he wrapped both of his strong arms
around her body, trapping her arms at her sides.

Cain exposed his long, sharp fangs and bit
down hard into his wrist; blood welled fast from the vein. He
pulled his fangs free and shoved a hand through Angel’s hair to
grasp her head and hold it still. Then he pressed his wrist to her
lips. She was unconscious, so his command was going to have to go
deep.

He closed his eyes and focused on the fading
presence of her spirit. It was a tiny candle’s flame on a dark,
windy night, but he found it and zeroed in. Then he issued his
command, strengthening it with a heady dose of mind control.

Drink.

At once, Angel’s lips
parted. His powerful blood welled into her mouth, and she
swallowed. If she’d been conscious, it would have burned like acid
going down, stronger than Spirytus. But she was well under. Her
body had been well on its way to a complete shut down. So she drank
without coughing, flinching, or pulling away.

But they weren’t out of the woods yet. The
hard part was coming.

He knew his blood had reached her heart when
her eyes suddenly flew open, and she arched her back, bucking
violently in her sentinel’s strong grip. The change was sudden and
extreme. But Cain didn’t have to remind Darius to hold on tight;
sentinels had by default been around the block a few times.

Cain held his wrist firmly in place until he
felt she’d taken enough to negate the damage. Then he pulled away.
His wound closed at once.

“It’s working,” Darius
whispered. He held Angel lovingly. His vivid eyes watched as the
blue-gray pallor of her skin slowly shifted into a healthy glow.
Her brown eyes flashed once with unearthly light, the vampire blood
in her veins changing them to gold. Then they fluttered closed, and
she settled down in her sentinel’s arms.

Cain listened to her heart. The erratic
pulse evened out to become stronger. He could smell the iron in her
blood being replaced. It worked.

Thank the Storyteller.

Cain stood up. Darius followed suit,
gripping the now sleeping but healthy Angel to his chest. “Don’t
take her back into Vega territory tonight,” said Cain. This, he was
prepared to go to blows over if he needed to. Angel was Jake’s
girl, and she’d run from Santiago for a reason. Until he knew what
that reason was and dealt with it, he was officially granting her
sanctuary. “I have a place she can stay.”

“Cain,” said Darius. His
voice was laced with warning. “I won’t allow her to be
–”

“No,” said Cain, who
understood clearly. Darius wasn’t willing to leave Angel alone in
the Monsters safe house. Smart sentinel. Though Cain knew damn well
not a man there would touch her because of Crow. “There’s a hotel
nearby,” he explained calmly. “They know me and will take good care
of her until I can get things settled with Santiago.”

He wasn’t looking forward to that phone
call. But a clan leader’s job was never finished.

“We can’t walk through the
doors of any hotel with Angel like this.” Cain understood his
concern and had anticipated it. Cameras were everywhere these days.
The cops would be alerted to the fact that two men were walking
around with an unconscious woman in no time.

“We’re going to transport
directly into the room. It’s warded against everyone but me when
the boys and I are in town.”

Darius eyed him warily, but with obvious
interest. “Why’s that, exactly?” he asked.

“Because I own
it.”

Darius blinked, lifted his chin, and nodded.
They stepped into a nearby alley, out of the view of passing cars.
Then Cain drew close and spoke several ancient, powerful words that
warped space and bent time around them. The street and alley
blurred, their dark colors melting, then swirling together. Cain
felt their change in location, the magic sending them across town.
Once there, he felt the barrier of his ward press back in warning.
Once it recognized him, he passed through it, making certain it
allowed the safe passage of his two companions as well.

When the swirling colors re-formed and the
area around the three solidified once more, Cain stood in a massive
sitting room with a grand piano. It was a room big enough to double
as a ballroom. This was the most opulent suite in San Francisco,
and he knew the sentinel would recognize it too. Sentinels always
knew exactly where they were; it allowed them to better care for
their charges.

Beside him, Darius non-discreetly looked
around while he stood at the center of the plush room, Angel still
in his arms. After a moment, a small smile curled the corner of his
lips. Cain knew he was putting two and two together. He was
remembering what he’d no doubt learned of Cain from his brother
Ashrim. “Of course,” Darius said under his breath. “He’s Cain, so
why not?”

“Why not what?” asked Cain
because sometimes it was fun to brag. He left Darius’s side to
stroll through an adjoining hall that led to the master suite. “You
can lay her down in the master suite down that way.”

But Darius eyed him circumspectly and
remained where he was. “Why not own the penthouse suite at the
Fairmont San Francisco Hotel?” said Darius under his breath. He
shook his head. “After all, it’s only twenty-thousand a night.” It
was clear he trusted Cain about as far as he could throw him.
Fortunately, he could probably throw him pretty far.

“Exactly,” said Cain
casually. He shrugged as he made his way back down the hall to the
phone on a side table near him and picked it up to let the staff
know he was in-house. “It’s a drop in the bucket.”

“Then… everything my
brother told me about you was true.”

Cain waited before pressing the button on
the phone since he knew the concierge would pick up immediately.
“Not everything, I imagine,” he said with a slight smirk. “There’s
only so much Ashrim knows.”


Chapter Twenty-Five

Cain turned in the rotating office chair and
glanced at the plethora of cameras along the walls as Gabriel
Santiago spoke with collected calm in his ear. The leader of the
Vega clan was not a happy man. Cain could not only hear the quiet
fury in the man’s forced words, he could practically feel it coming
through the sound waves. But Cain also knew that most of the man’s
anger wasn’t directed at him; it was reserved for Angel. She’d
blatantly disobeyed orders, was putting herself in danger, and he
was worried about her.

At the same time, Cain had been down a road
or two like this himself over the years. And he could see where
Angel was coming from too.

“I suggest we keep this
incident between ourselves,” said Cain softly once Gabriel had
finished speaking. “At the moment, none of your clan members are
aware that she is seeking sanctuary in another clan’s territory.
You were wise to keep your deductions to yourself. It would be best
for everyone involved if things stayed that way.”

“Agreed.” Gabriel was a
smart man. Very smart. So Cain couldn’t help but wonder why he’d
kept his second-in-command in the dark on some things for so long.
But that was an issue for another time. “I want her back here in
three days, Cain. And you can’t let her have any part in that job.”
His words were short, terse, and to the point, but they were shy of
disrespectful. He’d clearly had a lot of practice giving orders
while angered, and Cain smiled as he wondered how much of that
experience was due to the hot-headed Angela Clemens.

Really, she was perfect. Jake was a lucky
man.

“I can’t make any promises
on either count,” Cain replied frankly. “You and I both know she
came here because the Apex job landed in our laps and she wants in
desperately. She won’t leave it be. And if I escort her back to the
Vega safe house before she’s ready, I can guarantee she won’t
cooperate and the trip will wind up going shanghai. You’ll have an
exceedingly irate second-in-command to deal with.”
And a seriously pissed off Chippewa vampire with
old Native American magic at his disposal.

Gabriel was silent on the
other end. Cain propped his legs up on the security desk while his
eyes kept track of the cameras. Jake would be appearing on one of
them any second now. Myths about vampires not showing up in film or
having reflections in mirrors was just that – myth. As were the
myths about them not possessing heartbeats, not being able to get
drunk, and being cold to the touch. Vampires were intricately tied
to blood. So they experienced any and all effects blood provoked:
beating hearts, rising blood-alcohol levels, and warm – even
hot – bodies.

Finally Gabriel sighed. “Cain, I have a bad
feeling about this Apex.” He paused again for a number of seconds
before adding, “It feels familiar.”

Cain’s gaze narrowed. He lowered his legs
and sat forward in the chair. He’d been feeling the same thing. Not
a familiarity so much as…. “It’s deliberate, and it’s leaving
clues. Like a copycat.”

“Yeah,” agreed Gabriel.
“And yet… not like
a copycat.”

“You think this is someone
from Angel’s past coming after her.”

Gabriel paused again. Cain could picture the
tall man with his hands on his hips, dark head bent, too-vivid
amber eyes staring fixedly at the floor while he tried to put his
thoughts into words. “I’m having one of my wardens gather
information on the backgrounds of the people the Apex killed here
in San Francisco.” Another pause. Then, “There’s more than one
pattern here, and I think that’s on purpose. This bastard wants us
to find it.”

“Or,” Cain offered, giving
voice to his own thoughts, “he wants Angel to find it.”

“Yeah. That crossed my mind
too. Which is why I’m doing it first.”

Cain smiled. Movement on one of the cameras
to his upper left caught his attention. Jake was here. Cain stood,
turning to face the man behind him. He gave the man a nod, and the
man left, closing the door to the security room behind him. The
man, like so many people in cities across the nation and even the
world, secretly worked for Cain.

“Santiago, I’m going to
give you some advice. Because I’ve been where you are and believe
me, I know the routine. You have people, human and otherwise,
looking for her all over the city, and you were gutsy enough to
send a few onto Monsters turf. Trust me, I noticed. I have to hand
it to you. You’re the first to show such balls.”

The silence that greeted him this time was
pregnant with danger.

Cain sighed. “My advice is to pull everyone
off Angel’s unsolicited detail. Fall back. Let us handle this on
our end.”

More silence. Santiago was a hard sell. Then
again, if he hadn’t been, he wouldn’t have been worthy of leading a
warden clan.

“Think about it, Gabe,”
Cain said, lowering his tone and focusing. Man to man. Monster to
monster. “You know she’s going after the Apex no matter what. She’s
afraid someone she cares about will be hurt if she doesn’t stop
this here and now and personally. That’s pretty strong
motivation.” I’ve used that motivation to
get my way once or twice myself. “Let her
take the job on this side, and she’ll have thirteen monsters as
backup.” He didn’t mean that figuratively. And Gabriel knew
it.

There was more silence, but this time Cain
could sense an ease-up in the tension.

“Three days, Cain,”
Santiago finally said. “That part’s non-negotiable. I’ll call you
when I have intel on the Apex victims.”

Cain decided to let it go. Chances were
really damn good it wouldn’t even come to three days anyway. There
was too much up in the air right now; the situation was
volatile.

“We’ll talk later.” Cain
hung up. Whatever Gabriel Santiago’s thoughts were now, they were
his own. Cain had other shit to deal with.

Jacob Crow was Cain’s
second-in-command and Crow was in a bind. He was falling hard for a
warden, and not just any warden, but a second and a healer. Worse
yet, she had a past with vampires and it wasn’t pleasant. Things
were going to get worse before they got better. But… given what
Angel had whispered just before she’d passed out in her Jeep, Cain
had a feeling they would
get better. Jacob’s feelings were not
one-sided.

Regardless, Cain could only see one viable
ending to this scenario. To reach it, the game had to be played
carefully. The ending had to be finessed. Otherwise, the entire
bloody mess would blow up in his face.

Cain sensed the other vampire drawing near,
and he met Jake in the hall. Jake was wearing mirrored sunglasses.
Paired with the thick black hair, black leather jacket, jeans, and
boots, they made him look like a movie star fresh off the set. Cain
almost laughed. He sorta wanted to snap a photo and send it to
Angel for her to wake up to.

What was he, twelve?

He shook off his impulse to match-make and
led Jake into the security room. Ironically, it was the only room
not filmed by cameras.

When they were alone and the door was
closed, Cain turned to Jake. He could feel waves of untapped power
rolling off his second-in-command. So Cain started in right away.
“Before you say a goddamn thing, shut up and listen. Angel is safe
and she’s sleeping peacefully. She’s in the penthouse suite under
strict security. No one’s getting anywhere near her without my
permission, and she’s not going anywhere I don’t want her to
go.”

Jake didn’t say anything at all, actually.
But when he slowly removed his sunglasses, his green eyes were
glowing like street lights. They weren’t red yet. He’d managed to
tamp that much of his beast down. But there was a definite lava
flow of fury moving through him at the moment.

“I also don’t want
you anywhere near her
right now,” Cain said next.

Jake’s green gaze shifted to yellow, then
orange, and flickers of fire erupted in their pupils. Cain held up
his hand. “Like I said, she’s sleeping. If anyone ever needed rest,
it’s Angela Clemens, and I doubt you plan to give her any.”

Jake smiled a seriously mean smile, and with
poisonous calm he said, “I think I’m offended that you believe I’m
so hard up I would force myself on an unconscious woman, Cain.”

Cain had known he was going
to say that. “What I think you’re hard up for is answers. And you
won’t think twice about drilling her for those the moment she shows any sign
of waking. You want to know why she ran from Gabriel. You want to
know if he threatened her. That makes sense. But I think what
you really want to
know,” he said, narrowing his gaze so it burrowed into Jake’s soul,
“is whether she feels anything romantic for him.”

Jake’s face remained expressionless. But
Cain heard the evidence of his spoken truth in his friend’s
heartbeat. Jake broke eye contact and looked absently at the
computer screens. “I have no fucking idea what to do right now,
Cain. She hates what I am. How am I supposed to get around
that?”

Cain felt a pang of something deep in his
chest. It was an old scar. “You just will.” He turned away from
Jake to sit back down in the leather rotating chair. “Right now, I
need you to trust me. Go back to the safe house. Do something to
take your mind off this shit, but stay there.” He waited while Jake
remained motionless, his eyes fixed on the screens. “Will you do
that?”

Jake swallowed, his Adam’s apple sliding as
he did. He slipped the sunglasses back on, faced Cain one last
time, and nodded wordlessly. He slipped his hand into the pocket of
his jacket and pulled out a clear plastic bag of various pills,
tossing them onto the desk in front of Cain. “These are Angel’s.
She’ll need them when she wakes up.”

Cain glanced at the bag gratefully. He
nodded. “Thank you.”

Jake didn’t say anything further. In a few
short strides, he’d made his way out of the office, closing the
door again behind him.

 



Chapter Twenty-Six

There was no blaring alarm, no haunting
nightmare. There was no sweat-inducing heat or shiver-causing cold.
Nothing unpleasant forced her from her bed this time. For once, as
Angel left the realm of sleep and rejoined the world of the living,
it was because she wanted to.

When she opened her eyes, light streamed
gently into her vision, filtered by the soft veil of a gauzy
curtain at the bedroom windows. They were floor-to-ceiling windows,
framed by the most beautiful drapes Angel had ever seen. She
blinked as uncertainty set in. She didn’t have curtains like that.
She didn’t even have windows like that.

Her mind felt fuzzy, but it was oddly
comfortable. Her entire body was comfortable, in fact. Deliciously
so. She looked down at the bed.

These weren’t her covers. She didn’t own
embroidered silk duvets and… what was this, thousand-count sheets?
“Oh… my….”

Memories flooded her all at once, as if a
dam had been broken and her head was now flooding. She remembered
the Apex case, her argument with Gabriel, her drive from the safe
house into Monsters territory, and she remembered pulling over… on
the side of the road….

Where she passed out just as someone was
taking her from the Jeep.

“Oh gods, who –”

“I’m a little loathe to
admit it, but apparently you’re in good hands,” came a voice to her
left. Angel cried out in surprise and sat up like a shot. Her hair
flew all around her like it always did when she sat bolt-upright in
bed, but she shoved it hastily out of her face.

Darius was seated on the edge of some sort
of plush chaise lounge, the kind you’d find in a prince’s room. His
elbows were on his knees, and his fingers were laced. He was
watching her calmly through his beautiful pumpkin fire eyes. His
smile was genuine.

It took Angel a few seconds to process what
he said. She looked around. The room was beyond opulent. It had
that impression about it that it was very old, around a hundred
years old or so in fact, and had been kept in perfect condition
since then.

That made her nervous. She didn’t know
anyone this wealthy. Did she? The air was fresh, clean, and lightly
scented. It reminded Angel a little of a luxurious bath bomb scent.
She could hear the sound of gently lapping water somewhere nearby.
The furniture was the kind of solid carved wood stuff only the most
excruciatingly rich could afford.

It all made her wary. But Angel looked down
at herself to find that most unnerving of all was that she had been
stripped to her underwear. “Shit.”

Out of habit because she
was a warden, she quickly turned her wrists over and felt her neck
to search for bite or claw marks. But she was clean. In
fact… all of the
bruises, cuts, and scrapes she’d acquired over the last few weeks
were gone. Her skin was smooth and unmarred, as if she’d cast heal
on herself.

Angel blinked a few times. Now her confusion
was so great, she was starting to feel a little numb. She knew
Darius was there with her, which steadied her nerves enough for her
to look around. On the other side of the bed was a bedside table.
Atop it she found her emergency stash of medicine and
supplements.

She kept the emergency medicine in a plastic
bag in one of her backpacks at her apartment. Someone had obviously
found it. And now it was here.

Wherever here was. “Darius, where am I?” she
asked, slowly turning back around to face the handsome
sentinel.

“You’re not going to
believe me when I tell you.”

“Try me.”

He smiled, laughing a little. “Very well.
You’re in the penthouse suite of the Fairmont San Francisco
hotel.”

“I don’t believe you,” she
quipped. He grinned. But actually… she did believe him.

She looked away toward the double doors at
one end of the room. “Okay, so I guess you know what I’m going to
ask next.”

“It was Cain.”

Angel started. Her body
actually jerked in surprise as her head snapped back around to face
him. Her heart felt strange. Oh… maybe I’m
still dreaming. That would explain
it.

“You’re wide awake Angel,”
Darius said as if he could read her mind. Really, he just knew her
that well. “And it was the leader of the Monsters clan who brought
you here last night.” He stood up and shoved his hands into the
pockets of his jeans. “He owns the damn room.” He laughed, shaking
his head in slightly offended bewilderment. “And in fact, it was
Cain who saved you too. You’re alive because of him. If he hadn’t
shown up when he had, pulled you from the Jeep, and –”

“Wait. Wait a minute.” She
closed her eyes, touching her forehead. “You mean, that was
him?” She remembered
being pulled into strong arms. But she’d thought they were her
sentinel’s.

“Yes,” said
Darius.

Angel was still trying to
process the fact that Cain had been the one to find her first when
she remembered what he’d said about the penthouse suite. “Wait. And
he owns this room?
What do you mean?”

Darius looked at her steadily. He seemed
terribly undecided. Shadows of something passed over his eyes
before he finally straightened and said, “Cain is a man with
resources. He’s quite wealthy. He knew you needed help because he
has eyes all over the city. So he helped you, and he brought you
here.”

Angel processed that. All of it.

Cain looked to be in his
thirties, but this suite was notorious for its price. Wasn’t it the
most expensive in the United States? Maybe the world? What kind of
second job did a warden have to have to stay in a room like this,
much less own it? Much less own it and still be capable of employing
enough people to have “eyes” all over the city?

The Monsters MC was always on the move.
There was no telling what they did in each city they visited. Their
records were not only impossible to come by for even the best
hackers and investigators, they were literally nonexistent. She
should know; she’d tried to get background information on Jake a
few days after she’d started working with him. But the warden
investigator had returned to her several days later empty-handed.
She hadn’t even been surprised. No one knew anything about the
Monsters.

And now… she wasn’t sure she wanted to
know.

“Okay…” she began slowly,
licking her lips. Her throat had gone a little dry and her tongue
suddenly felt thick.

“Hold that thought.” Darius
strode to the double doors and opened them. “I’ll be right back.”
He disappeared through them, and she heard the sound of a
refrigerator opening. When he came back a few seconds later, it was
with one of the bottled protein shakes she often had for breakfast,
along with a fresh bottle of water.

He sat on the edge of the bed beside her and
placed the protein shake on the night stand while he twisted the
top off the water. “Drink up.”

She nodded thankfully and took several long
pulls from the bottle. It stung her teeth as it passed by, it was
so cold, but she was grateful for it anyway. After a few swallows,
she lowered it, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and
asked, “How did he save me?”

Darius stiffened. He caught her gaze and
held it. “I’m sorry Angel, but I can’t tell you that.”

Angel frowned. “What?”

“I can’t tell you. I was
sworn to secrecy.” He took the water from her, put the cap on it,
and opened the protein shake next, handing that to her instead.
Angel sat there in silence, her eyes darting from him to the shake,
and realized he was treating her like a child and trying to
distract her.

So she pursed her lips, took the shake, and
said, “Okay, fine. I’ll let it go. But only if I get to have every
breakfast food on the Fairmont’s menu delivered up here through
room service and only if I get to take an extra long, hot shower in
the penthouse suite’s bathroom.”

“There are several
bathrooms.” Darius grinned. “Because the penthouse has three
suites, each with its own full bathroom.” He picked up the phone on
the nightstand and began ordering room service.

Angel shook her head. She still couldn’t
believe all that was happening. As she got out of the bed and her
feet sank into the high-pile plush rug, she realized she had no
idea where any of her stuff was.

“Don’t forget your meds,”
Darius told her, placing a hand over the receiver to nod toward the
bag of thyroid pills and supplements. “And your clothes are in that
closet there. Your phone is in the bedside table drawer.” He
returned his attention to his phone conversation.

Angel ran a hand through her hair, fisted it
at the scalp, and took a deep breath. Darius was right. She needed
to come to grips with this and continue her day. Then she would
thank Cain. He’d not only saved her and let her stay in this room,
he also hadn’t taken her right back to Gabriel. She had no idea
why, but she was grateful. So grateful in fact, she hated that she
was going to have to ask him if she could have the Apex case.

As if she didn’t already owe him.

Angel sighed. She took her medicine, pulled
her phone from the nightstand drawer, and went to the closet. She
opened it expecting to find it empty, but it was instead filled
with numerous highly expensive tailored suits, freshly cleaned and
pressed and draped protectively in plastic. Her clothes were there
too, also freshly cleaned and neatly hung along with the suits.

“Holy cow,” she whispered,
running her hand along the arm of one of the suits. “This thing
must cost more than… well, pretty much everything I own combined.”
Suddenly she felt guilty for touching it and pulled her hand
away.

Hurriedly, she gathered her clothes – and
the boots, which had been placed neatly on the floor below, and
made her way through the room. But once she was at the double
doors, she realized she had no idea where the bathroom was. And all
it took was a peek through the open doors to see that she had
choices of where to go. Lots of them.

“For crying out loud, this
place is stupid big,” she muttered, turning a helpless look on her
sentinel. He was just hanging up. When he saw her dishevel, he
laughed again.

“If you want the nicest
one, it’s at the end of that hall down there. The mirror literally
doubles as an enormous flat-screen TV, no joke. But personally, I
think the shower in the suite down that other hall and to your
right is more to your tastes.”

“How so?”

“The room is just small
enough that it’ll fog up.”

She laughed out loud. He really did know
her. “Got it. Thanks.”

When she’d closed the door behind her and
set down her things in this “smaller” bathroom that was four times
the size of her own, she turned on her phone to run the usual
morning checklist everyone ran: Messages, weather, Instagram,
Facebook, Email, and so forth.

But she didn’t get past the messages,
because the last one that had been sent to her was from Cain.

Cain: Good morning, Angel. Darius won’t
leave your side until you tell him to. He’s a good sentinel. But if
you want the Apex job, come to the Monsters safe house alone when
you’re ready. You’ve probably already ordered, but room service
will deliver anything you wish to eat, and the concierge can supply
anything else you need. I’ve already logged the address on your
map.

The message stopped there. But Angel
suddenly felt a tightening in her gut. Cain knew everything. That
was scary enough. But going to the safe house alone…. Her heart
hammered. A warm flush moved through her, and her mouth was dry
again.

As if by magic, a new message appeared,
pinging her phone. She looked down and read it.

Cain: Don’t be afraid, Angel. We won’t
bite.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Gabriel looked up, meeting Harry’s worried
look as the messenger closed the door behind him and moved toward
him. “I got the intel you asked for,” Harry said, handing him a
thumb drive as if it were contraband. And maybe it was, in a way.
It was background information on a mark, and not just any mark, but
the mark that was after Angela Clemens. More specifically, it was
information on all of his victims.

“Thank you Harry. I owe you
one.”

Harry shook his head, smiling. “You don’t
owe me anything, boss. I’m just doing my job.” He turned and left
the room quietly, again closing the door behind him.

Gabriel watched him leave, then turned his
attention to the small piece of technology in his fingers. He
flipped it over slowly in his hand, watching the overhead light
play on the metal. He’d broken at least fifty rules to acquire it.
Cain may be aware of what he was doing, but in running this search,
Gabe had officially taken on a job that wasn’t his, he’d allowed a
member of his clan to trespass into another clan’s district, and
he’d involved yet another member of his clan in gathering the
intel. If the sovereigns found out what he was up to, he would be
out of a job. And probably worse.

But what was on here was vital. It was all
the information any of the clans had managed to gather on the Apex
now roaming free in Monsters territory. Gabriel turned to his
computer and inserted the drive, opening the file.

Quietly, the Vega clan leader read. As he
did, his fingers tightened on the mouse until it threatened to
crack. He glanced at it in irritation and let up on his grip. But
returning his attention to the file did not improve his mood.
Tension rode through him, turning his blood to a soup of adrenaline
and testosterone.

“Shit.” His hopes sank, and
his stomach morphed to lead.

Every single one of the Apex’s vics had been
a scumbag. From his very first kill here in San Francisco, his
victims all had histories and rap sheets: Child pornography,
cruelty to animals, aggravated rape, assault and battery, armed
robbery. He kept reading. Spousal abuse, dog fighting rings,
stalking, burglary. It went on and on. Not a single one of them had
been a decent human being before death.

Gabriel ran his hands over his face and
swore over and over again into the muffling sanctity of his palms.
This was the worst intel he’d come across so far with the Apex. The
absolute worst. Because the Apex was after Angel, and this right
here was Angel’s greatest weakness. She wanted to make the world a
better, safer place. Getting rid of the bad guys made that happen.
The Apex was fulfilling her greatest wish and she didn’t even know
it.

But a horrible, terrible feeling had him
pulling up another, separate file from the more dated folders on
his computer. This file was password protected and encrypted. He
went through the veritable tollbooths of electronic security and
opened the file.

This was everything the Vega clan possessed
on Angela Clemens and the attack on her fifteen years ago. Gabe had
never really looked at it because she’d successfully managed to
kill the vampire who attacked her. But he’d been a dutiful
second-in-command at the time, and he’d followed protocol to the
letter, making certain the fact finders in the clan had the
incident thoroughly researched and logged. Once that was finished,
he’d tucked the file away safe and sound without giving it another
thought. He was simply grateful that Angel would never again have
to pay it any attention.

In here, he would find information on the
vampire and on each of his victims.

Gabriel readied himself,
taking a deep breath before he read the information on the vampire.
One Dmitri Voronin, age unknown, origins unknown. However, it was
decided he was not one of the Offspring. Whether he was a member
of The Fallen or Cain’s Children
was unknown.

There were three kinds of
vampires in the Storyteller’s universe, or rather three that anyone
was yet aware of. They were broken into categories based on their
origins. Vampires who were the literal offspring of Akyri and
warlocks were called Offspring. Roman D’Angelo was one
such vampire.

Vampires who were said to
be descended from those created by the ancient Azrael, one of the
five fabled "Nephilim," were called The
Fallen. The Nephilim were a handful of
mythical beings said to have appeared on Earth two thousand years
ago, all possessing different powers. Azrael had been the only
vampire among them.

And Cain’s Children were those who fell
into the line of humans turned blood-sucker by vampires who
followed the notorious and legendary Cain. As in Cain, of the
mythical ancient vampire brothers, Cain and Abel.

The only line Gabriel was really certain of
was the Offspring line. The other two, he likened to myth and not
much more. No further evidence of the existence of Azrael or the
original Cain and Abel had been discovered or proven, and it didn’t
matter anyway. Just as it didn’t matter which pack a werewolf came
from, a vampire was a vampire. Regardless of their origins or
allegiances, they all possessed the same strengths and
weaknesses.

So this information was useless to Gabriel.
But his body stiffened when he opened the document containing the
information on the first of Dmitri’s victims. His gaze darkened as
he read. With a clenched jaw, he opened the second victim’s
document. Then the third.

With a mounting sense of doom, he opened
every last form for each of Voronin’s targets, except the last,
which was Michael Clemens. Clemens had been Angel’s boyfriend, and
the reason for his death was obvious, so no further research was
necessary.

But by the time Gabe had finished reading,
he was sitting straight-backed and fuming in his chair, and fire
burned through his veins. His guts were twisted, his teeth were
clenched. And he knew – he just knew – his instincts were
right.

The patterns of Dmitri Voronin’s murders and
the current Apex murders were nearly identical. There was a tight
generalized area, the victims were all criminals , and the killings
were violent but swift. There was no drawn-out torture, no evidence
of psychopathic serial-killer agendas. The victims were simply
drained entirely.

Except Michael, Gabe thought.

With that thought, his sense of horror
deepened. His hand shook very slightly as he moved the mouse over
the file containing the background information for Michael Clemens.
He’d been investigated thoroughly, just like everyone else on this
screen. But Gabriel had never had cause or desire to look. It had
seemed too personal an invasion.

Now he clicked the file open. Line by line,
inch by inch, he read who and what Michael Clemens was. His chest
grew tight. His lungs didn’t want to expand all the way.

Never in his life had he felt more torn.

Michael Clemens was Angel’s one true love.
His death at the hands of a vampire had set her on a vampire-hating
path that she’d never fully managed to venture away from. She’d
made progress, but there was still distrust there. There remained a
prejudice, however deep and hidden, just as there always did when
someone was wronged by another.

But Angel had thought Michael was a good
man. She could not have been more wrong.

Michael Dillon Clemens had once been a very
dangerous man. According to his file, he’d spearheaded countless
smuggling operations, and had more than a few powerful political
figures in his pockets. He’d owned four mansions in three separate
states in the US, one in the UK, one in Rome, and penthouses in
Tokyo and Hong Kong. He was linked to the mafia of several
different countries, and most horrifying of all, Clemens headed one
of the largest underground human trafficking rings in the
world.

Somehow, despite a poor upbringing, he’d
managed this dark empire by the age of thirty. To Gabriel, that
smelled of dark magic. But there was no mention of Clemens having
been a mage, much less a warlock, in the file. Of course, there
wouldn’t be. He hadn’t been investigated in that light because he’d
been Dmitri’s victim.

Clemens apparently also had a taste for
beautiful things, material and otherwise. His reputation with women
was one of a violent lover with a short attention span. He left
women in his wake by the dozens. This apparently changed when at
the age of thirty-four, he met Angela Ortega.

A few months later, on the night he planned
to propose to Angela, he was killed by Dmitri in a staged
motorcycle accident that ended so bloody, a closed casket funeral
was necessary.

Gabriel closed all of the files, stared at
the screen for a few blank, silent moments, and then put his face
in his hands. “Fuck!” he bellowed.

Then he lowered his hands,
shoved himself up from his desk and let some of his rage slip out
by pacing back and forth in his office. He knew the Vega wardens
outside in the safe house had probably heard him swear. But they
wouldn’t dare bother him. They’d better not.

He had no choice now; he had to take action.
Angel was in danger, but not for her life. If his hunch was
correct, the Apex out there was Dmitri Voronin. He’d somehow
survived the poisoning Angel had given him. And was Gabriel really
surprised? No. After all, neither of them had actually seen the
vampire pass away. He’d fallen from that bridge in New York and
vanished. It was entirely possible he’d had a Plan B in place for
just such an event: A werewolf waiting in the shadows to save him
and turn him at the same time.

If that was true and it was him, then they
were up against a hell of a lot more than they’d thought. Dmitri
Voronin was ancient. Gabriel knew because Voronin had been his mark
fifteen years ago. He was said to have arisen around the same time
as, if not before, both Cain and Azrael. Whether those two were
real or not, Dmitri certainly was. And Gabe honestly didn’t know
whether any of them were a match for the man.

But if he wasn’t stopped, Dmitri would have
Angel turned by the end of the week. It was clearly all he wanted.
It was clearly the only moral line he was willing to cross.

All this time, he hadn’t actually been the
bad guy. And if Angel found that out – if she learned about his
victims, especially Michael – she would cave. It would be the last
straw that broke her will to defy Voronin.

Gabriel closed his eyes and hung his head as
he pulled his phone from his pocket and found the phone number for
the leader of the Monsters clan. After a few seconds to calm
himself enough that the fire left his eyes and his nails reverted
to their normal length, he tapped on the number and put the phone
to his ear.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Angel sat in the driver’s seat of her Jeep
and looked at the building in front of her. Outwardly, it appeared
to be a storage locker facility, and she was guessing most of the
building probably functioned as just such a thing. It made a good
cover. It was large, hosting dozens of lockers the size of two-car
garage. Each sliding door boasted a fresh coat of red-orange paint
that she happened to know for a fact was called “International
Orange.” It was the same color as the Golden Gate Bridge.

There was a front office to the facility,
and surrounding the entirety of the grounds was a chain link fence
topped with barbed wire. There didn’t seem to be anyone around
outside. All was quiet around the building.

She glanced at the pinpoint on her phone’s
map, then looked up again at the storage facility. This was
definitely the place.

Angel took a deep breath, ignored the shiver
that moved through her, and the heat that coiled in her stomach,
then turned her phone off and pocketed it. “Okay, Angel. You can do
this.” She leaned over and locked the passenger door, then got out
and locked her own, shutting it tight. Hands in the pockets of her
leather jacket, she approached the entrance.

The drive was wide enough for moving vans to
come through, but it was also guarded by a tall, black sliding
wrought-iron fence, and there were cameras posted on both sides
nice and high. The gate was closed at the moment, which Angel had
been able to see from a distance. That was why she’d pulled over
and decided to walk up. If she had to, she could walk around the
property’s perimeter to try to find a way in.

But an intercom speaker on one of the gate’s
posts staticked to life, making Angel jump. She whirled around to
face the camera above it.

“Miss Clemens,” the speaker
said. The voice was deep and beautiful, even over the electronic
filter. But she didn’t recognize it.

She tried not to look right up into the
camera; that was awkward. Instead, she just nodded. “Yes,” she
said. She thought about how to explain her presence, but was spared
from having to say anything further when the speaker piped up
again.

“You can drive your Jeep
through, Miss Clemens.” The voice seemed to be amused, as if
whoever was on the other end was quietly laughing at her. That made
her blush.

But she hugged herself – the wind today in
San Francisco was cold and she was already so nervous at the
thought of seeing Jake – and just nodded. “Right,” she said softly.
As she turned away to walk back to the Jeep, she muttered, “You
could have opened the gate while I was sitting there and I would
have driven through automatically.”

As if the man on the other end of the
intercom heard her, which was frankly impossible, the speaker
bristled to life again. “You’re right,” the man said with a
chuckle. Angel paused and blinked at the speaker and camera.
Whoever was on the other end really did have a nice voice, good
natured and attractive. “I was away from the desk and didn’t see
you until just now. My bad,” he said, laughing again. “Come on
through.”

The gate buzzed and began to slide open.
Angel watched it for a moment, then got back into her Jeep, started
it up, and took it through the open gate until her window was flush
with the intercom. She rolled down her window. She was going to ask
where to park, but he beat her to it.

“Head all the way through
to the back and park,” the voice said. “I’ll unlock the gray door
for you. Take the hall to the end and go left down the stairs.
You’ll find a number of underground garages there.” He paused a
moment as she memorized the instructions. Then he came back, and
that amused tone was in his voice again. “You want door number
seven.”

The intercom staticked off, and Angel
squeezed the steering wheel for courage as she drove through the
long lot, around a few corners, and to the very back of the
facility until she was in an empty parking lot facing one long
building with several doors. They were painted different
colors.

She left the Jeep locked up again and made
her way to the gray door. She didn’t fail to notice the plethora of
cameras perched atop the building at various angles. This was no
small amount of security, but it was also a really smart front.
Anyone renting a storage closet would expect such security, after
all. It would make them feel safer.

Angel felt anything but safe when the door
buzzed loudly just as she approached it. Whoever was on the other
end of those cameras was watching her every move. But she tried not
to think about it too much as she went through the door and it shut
soundly behind her. She made her way down the long hall until it
intersected into two sets of concrete stairs that led down to the
left and right.

She turned left, descending the stairs until
she entered a large underground area with more garage-sized storage
lockers. They were numbered five through ten. One through five must
have been on the other side; she would have seen them if she’d gone
right.

As Angel stood there in front of the
lockers, she could make out faint sounds. Metal on metal, shifting
sounds, the clanking of what sounded like tools in a chest. They
were coming from behind door seven. Who was on the other side? She
approached it slowly, and when she was around two feet away, the
noises stopped.

Angel froze. Fear clutched at her; suddenly
she wanted to turn back around and flee.

But she was already in so much trouble… and
she’d already come this far. And Cain knew she was here, so she was
officially receiving sanctuary… right?

She swallowed hard and raised her hand to
press the call button beside the door to garage number seven. But
before she could press it, the garage door began to slide up.

Angel gasped and took a
step back, watching with mounting apprehension as the widening
space revealed a set of motorcycle boots, worn jeans over strong,
sculpted legs, a narrow waist – Shit! He’s not wearing a
shirt! All he had adorning his upper body
was the silver bear claw pendant he sometimes wore. It made him
look like a rock star from the Abyss, sent to drive women to sign
contracts.

Ridges of strength graced his torso, sending
Angel’s little heart into overdrive. Oh holy hell, she thought
breathlessly. The son of a bitch actually had that V-shaped section
of muscle that disappeared beneath the waistband of his jeans.
Elena and Cass had told her it was called the “Adonis belt.” She
could see why. She’d never seen one in the flesh before. She had a
feeling Gabriel probably had that muscle, but he was always clothed
in front of her.

Angel’s mouth had gone completely dry. Like
a brainless zombie, she stood there and let her gaze wander up his
body, raking over his six pack abs, strong broad chest, wide,
god-like shoulders, and… finally landing in the absolute trap that
was his wickedly beautiful face.

Jacob Crow’s gray-green eyes glittered madly
in the overhead fluorescent lights. He was smiling at her like a
cat who’d just found a mouse to play with. “Angel,” he said,
speaking her name like it was a sexual act in and of itself. “Come
in.”

He took a step back, allowing her just
enough room to pass through the garage’s opening. She did so. Then
his gaze fell to her clothing, and his smile became a smirk. “Get
lost on the way to grandmother’s house?” he asked softly.

Angel blinked a few times, her lips parting
in confusion. She was still stunned by his lack of a shirt, but she
looked down and his reference dawned on her. She was actually
wearing a red zip-up hoodie underneath her leather jacket. The hood
was sticking out, of course. She always wore layers; San Francisco
could get really cold.

“Oh,” she said quietly.
She’d lost her voice somewhere along that journey up his
body.

Suddenly she wondered what
the hell was wrong with her. Shy? Quiet? Just because a man was
shirtless? She never behaved like this. Jacob Crow was destabilizing her. She
frowned, angry with herself, but looked up suddenly when Jake
reached a strong arm around her to press the button on the wall
that closed the garage door.

She was so focused on his nearness that she
jumped at the sound of the garage door beginning its descent. She
glanced at it, then whirled back around to face him. He watched her
with quiet amusement as he wiped his hands on a rag, never once
taking his eyes from her. “What brings you to the wolf’s den,
little red?” He leaned his head to the side, his gaze
sparkling.

Angel tried to calm the almost painful
racing of her heart, but failed. It went on beating like an insane
hummingbird. Still, she was stubborn. Playing it nonchalant, she
tossed a lock of hair over her shoulder and said, “I –”

But he moved closer and tossed the towel on
the nearby bench before placing one strong hand to the wall beside
her head. He was a good deal taller than her, and she had to tilt
her head back to meet his gaze.

She inhaled sharply. “I just came to….” Her
voice trailed off.

“Yes?” he asked. His lips
were close. His damn body
was close. He smelled like soap, sweat, and engine
oil, and every marble-sculpted muscle in his body seemed coiled to
pounce. Angel was suddenly very unsure of herself. She was
surrounded by hard metal and power tools, and every single thing in
a fifty-foot radius suddenly felt like a testosterone-laden
innuendo.

She was on shaky ground. This was his turf,
and he was right. She’d stumbled into the wolf’s den.

Courage, Angel. Get
yourself together and do what you came here to do!
She cleared her throat and said, “I came to talk
to you about the Apex job.”

He raised a brow, no doubt impressed with
her audacity, and she had to admit she wasn’t far behind him. Had
she really managed to formulate that sentence aloud? She was
surprised because the spreading heat in the pit of her stomach and
the growing weakness in her legs certainly wasn’t helping her
string any words together.

He contemplated her for a very tense while,
a furious glimmer illuminating his pupils. Angel couldn’t keep her
eyes from darting between his lips and his fierce green gaze.

Finally, he straightened, dropping his hand
to free her from her would-be cage. He slowly turned his broad back
to her, and strode casually to the bike in the center of the
garage.

This was the first time Angel had seen his
back without clothes on. For a moment, she forgot to breathe, but
it was more than his sculpted expanse of bronzed skin that held her
in its breathless sway. It was also the intricate tattoo that had
been inked in deep black across his muscled back. The tattoo was a
crow, its enormous black wings spread in all their glory, their
length sweeping from shoulder to shoulder. A full moon rose behind
the massive black bird as if it were a portent. She’d never seen a
more stunning tattoo.

Except… in her dreams. The crow against the
moon. It was the image from the dreams that had kept her tossing
and turning for weeks now.

“You’re a little out of
your jurisdiction for the Apex job, Vega.” Jake said, using her
clan name to emphasize the fact that the job didn’t belong to her
and he knew it. She didn’t answer. She couldn’t really speak, still
stunned by everything about the man before her.

Besides, even if she had been able to speak,
she didn’t know what to say to that. He was right about the job
being out of Vega’s jurisdiction. She could understand why he
wouldn’t think the job had anything to do with her.

But in actuality, it did. And it was
imperative that she obtain whatever information he had on it, by
any means necessary.

So snap out of
it, she told herself. But the order was
given a little too weakly, and she continued to stare.

He chuckled softly. Angel’s gaze narrowed on
his back as he fiddled with some bike part. His muscles flexed and
flowed with the slightest movement, making her fingers itch to
touch them. Her lips tingled to kiss them.

And now she was more mad at herself than
ever. She wondered what the hell he was laughing at. She was
beginning to lose patience, not just with him but with her own
idiocy. Fear and anxiety were seeping in around the cracks in her
will power. But that was a good thing. It was better than lust. It
was more focused on work, anyway.

His laughter faded, but he remained turned
away from her. Her task seemed insurmountable just then, his back
like an actual wall, keeping her from getting what she needed. But
she was a hot mess. One night of sleep had restored a lot of her
strength, but it was one night after two and a half weeks of doing
without, and she was beginning to think things were only going to
get harder from here on out. After all, this obsession she had with
Crow wasn’t going to go away. And neither would the Apex.

If she didn’t deal with
this now, she would fall apart. Her magic would falter. And where
would she be without her healing ability? She hadn’t even erected
most of her wards today since she wanted to save what magical
strength she had for emergency healings just in case. She’d put up
the most basic of mental defenses for a warden and called it good.
It pissed her off to have to choose. It really pissed her off!
She hated being
weak! It meant a loss of control! And she hated losing control! At
this point, she would give almost anything – No, not almost! I would give anything to be superhuman
strong!

Across the garage, Jacob Crow straightened,
his hard body stiffening as if he were suddenly listening for
something. She could feel his swift shift into tension even from
where she stood against the wall. Slowly, he turned his head to
face her, and his eyes caught hers in a vice-like grip. She had the
abrupt impression that he was undressing her, searching her, as if
looking for something that he couldn’t quite see.

Angel staggered under the intensity of that
gaze. What she wouldn’t have done for a little Dutch courage just
then. But she was working and it was ten in the morning, so she
guessed it wasn’t in the cards. Not that she wasn’t an adult and it
wasn’t a free country, who cared about the time…. But besides, what
she really could have gone for was a cup of something warm and
comforting.

She forced herself to take a deep breath and
tried to swallow past the sandy desert that was forming in her
throat.

“L-look, I know this isn’t
my jurisdiction. I know the Apex’s last victims were here, and that
makes the case officially yours, but….” She faltered. How did she
tell him that this case meant everything to her? How did she word
it without sounding like she’d wandered off the reservation and was
making a mountain out of a molehill? She could just imagine herself
spouting the truth: Sorry, but I really
need to hunt this Apex down and kill him once and for all because
he’s stalking me and giving me nightmares and I can feel him
sometimes watching me, and he’s attacking people and leaving his
victims like calling cards all around me, and I just know in my
heart that he’s leaving them for me.

Angel felt the blood drain from her face as
memories assaulted her. She saw bloodless, lifeless faces, the
drained bodies of dozens. She recalled murders that had taken place
a decade and a half ago… one after another. All because she refused
to see the evidence that was there sooner. She refused to see the
obvious. And then because she refused to face the truth of what she
saw.

She felt dizzy suddenly and
she lowered her head, tearing her gaze from Crow’s. She placed her
hand to her forehead; it was cool against her fevered skin.
I’m not going to make that mistake
twice.

“I was thinking of getting
a drink,” Jake said suddenly and softly – from directly in front of
her.

Angel’s head snapped up. He was less than
half a foot away again, and she hadn’t heard him move.

“Would you care to join
me?” He planted his jade colored gaze in hers, setting her cheeks
on fire. Join me… in what, again? Her thoughts ricocheted uselessly against the
inside of her skull as she once more found herself trapped between
a rock and a hard place. He was so tall, and his eyes dug furrows
into her soul.

She prayed he wouldn’t notice her traitorous
blush when she realized she couldn’t remember what it was he was
offering her.

“For what?” she whispered.
Her voice was hoarse, and barely came out at all.

He smiled slowly, and her eyes slipped to
his lips. They were really nice lips… sensual, curved just right.
Crazy kissable.

“A drink,” he repeated
calmly, in absolute control. “I know a place not far from here that
makes the best Hot White Russians you’ve ever tasted.”

Damn, she thought. I want that
control.

Then again, maybe he just wasn’t affected by
her at all… so very unlike the way she was affected by him and had
been since the moment their eyes met in that meeting with the
sovereigns a few weeks ago.

She tried to clear her
throat. When she failed, she ripped her eyes from his beautiful
face again and looked at the garage floor. Spiked coffee sounded
perfect, actually. She wanted something warm. And she wanted
alcohol. Bullets and
beer….

She said quietly, “That sounds really
good.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Jake was about to lose it.

The absolute last thing in
the world he’d expected this morning was for Angela Clemens to come
knocking on his door. Now he knew why Cain had ordered him to stay
at the safe house. He’d been furious with the command to the point
of seeing red. Desperate to do something with his hands, he’d
decided to work on his car and one of his bikes, hoping it would
calm his nerves. But each passing minute only made him think about
Angel more. Crave her more.

All Jake had wanted to do was go to her.

Instead, Cain had somehow seen to it that
Angel go to him.

When Jake had caught the faintest scent of
her light, clean perfume in his garage, it brought him to a
complete stand-still. He’d stayed there, motionless near his bike,
and opened his senses. He scented the air. He listened.

Holy hell. She was in the lower level of the
facility. In the same building. Less than a few fucking feet
away.

He heard her heart racing, that beating of
butterfly wings, soft, fast and pure. He smelled her fear, mixed
with anticipation. He heard her soft breaths coming quick and
unsteady. Unable to stop himself, he’d taken a chance and reached
out for her mind.

But it was like throwing a match into a
fireworks stand. She’d placed a ward up around it probably out of
habit, but nothing so strong he couldn’t get through with a little
push of his own magic. And what he found when he did made him itch
something furious inside.

Jake listened to her come toward the garage
door, and knew exactly when she raised her hand to push the call
button. He beat her to it, raising the garage door, and then
watched – and listened – as the door slowly lifted.

Her honest, unfiltered thoughts fed to him
like gasoline, fueling the fire, feeding the flames. What he’d felt
from her during the two weeks he’d worked with her and again when
he’d surprised her at the coffee shop was amplified a thousand fold
as she came into view and her big, beautiful eyes fell on him with
the innocent wonder of a woman who hadn’t been ravished in far too
long.

And there was not a single
doubt left in Jake’s mind. Angel Clemens was fiercely and
uncontrollably attracted to him. Him. Jacob Crow. He was the lucky bastard who’d caught
her eye – the eye of a warrior who kept herself in bruises just so
she could save her extra rare healing ability to use on
others. He was the
undeserving son of a bitch who’d won the attention of a
heart-of-gold warden with hair like silk, a smile like moonbeams,
and a soul that loved freedom.

By the time he was reaching around her to
close the door behind her, his gums were already aching, and he was
ready to combust. And the truth was, he wasn’t so sure he’d be able
to go easy on her if he did.

He turned his back on her out of concern for
her safety more than anything, but when her thoughts turned to his
tattoo and her dreams, he started to feel lost. He’d been entranced
with Angel the moment he’d laid eyes on her at that sovereign
meeting. But it was clear they were connected on a deeper
level.

As his mind spun and his
heart literally ached like the rest of his hungry body, Angel told
him she wanted the Apex case. He should have seen that coming. The
Apex was after her; that much was obvious. And when Jake listened
to the inner turmoil of her reasoning, his aching chest tightened
further. He saw the same memory flashes she did. He heard her
anguish. And then he caught her dangerous promise…
I would give anything to be superhuman
strong!

The mentally bellowed desperation had
brought him up short and had him turning around to study her
carefully. Had she meant it? Was she serious? Because… he could
arrange that for her.

All it would take is one bite on his part.
And one swallow on hers.

That thought nearly drove him right over
that ledge and would have done so but for the dizziness that swept
over Angel then in her rising fear. She was not only afraid of the
Apex. She was afraid Jake wouldn’t let her on the job. And then she
was afraid that even if she did make it on the job, she would lose.
And she was afraid of others dying again.

That terrified her most of all. And his
admiration for her shot up yet again.

He felt her unsteadiness, and suddenly he
shared her need for something a little more stabilizing. So as
she’d touched her fevered forehead and tried to gather her wits,
he’d approached her with vampire stealth and offered to take her
for a drink.

He happened to know from reading her file –
over and over again and in memorized detail – that one of her
favorite drinks was the White Russian. Well, this was the perfect
time for one. And he really did know a place where they made the
drink to perfection. He happened to enjoy the drink too. Vampires
were fond of hot alcoholic concoctions because it warmed their
blood in two different ways, and for a vampire that was
heavenly.

Besides, he could damn well use a drink
right now. Angel was on thin ice with him. Maybe a drink would
mellow him enough to keep him from losing his shit.

He’d pulled on a shirt,
much to her unspoken disappointment, grabbed his jacket, and
escorted her out of the garage. He tried desperately not to touch
her – not yet, anyway – as he led her through the back of the Monsters safe house to
the larger, private garage where many of the cars belonging to
Monsters members were parked. The Monsters clan was comprised of
men who’d all had lives, some of them quite long, before becoming
“cursed” enough for Cain to notice them and welcome them into the
fold. Cain was selective, and for good reason. They had secrets to
hide, not the least of which was his.

Due to their individual histories, many of
them had belongings they didn’t yet wish to part with – houses,
land, vehicles, gobs of money. The money was banked or invested.
The homes were tended to by hired servants who lived in the
households and maintained them on a continuous basis. The land was
tended by ranchers, farmers, gardeners, and so forth. And the
vehicles were housed in warehouses or garages across the
nation.

This garage here contained seven vehicles in
total, aside from the two-dozen motorcycles it was capable of
storing. Two of the bikes and one of the cars were his.

Jake pressed a series of numbers into an
electronic pad on one side of the building, allowed it to scan his
hand print, and one of the garage doors opened.

He could still hear Angel’s heart hammering
away behind him in the lot where she waited. He turned a little and
shot her a glance over his shoulder. He’d meant to reassure her,
but the moment his eyes fell on her again, he was lost to the
monster in him. The wind was moving through her hair, framing her
face as if she were some lost specter on a clifftop. Her eyes were
glassy and narrowed against the cold, her cheeks were flushed, her
lips parted. She was an advertisement for some designer perfume or
shampoo. She was too beautiful.

He swallowed hard and cleared his throat.
“This way.”

As if the devil were on his heels, he
entered the garage and made a bee line for his car. The mint ’64
Pontiac GTO gleamed with liquid black shine under the lights of the
garage. He’d taken the tarp off it this morning to rub down the
leather – one of the many things he’d done to keep busy and try to
get his thoughts straight as he waited to hear from Cain. So the
car was ready and waiting as he approached it.

But Angel’s footsteps were slow behind him.
He stopped and faced her. She was moving through the cars and bikes
as if in a dream, her breathing shallow, her eyes gleaming as
bright as the paint on his car.

“Wow…” she whispered. “Are…
are these all….”

“They belong to the clan
members,” he told her, following her gaze. With some amount of
pride, he noted that as she scanned the motorcycles, her gaze
paused and settled on one of his. It was his favorite actually,
a 1952 Vincent 998cc Black Shadow in the
same condition now as it had been when he’d bought it.

As was fairly standard for
Vincent motorcycles, the seat was big
enough for two. What he would give to get her on that seat. To have
her pressed up against him, her arms wrapped tight around his
stomach as he thrust the bike into a higher speed and made her
squeeze him harder.

But he knew how she felt about bikes, and
she proved as much when after lingering for a while on the Vincent,
her gaze flickered and she swallowed hard. She looked down for a
split second as if to compose herself, then turned her attention to
the other vehicles in the garage.

“Most of these bikes are
mint condition vintage…” she said. “A Brough Superior, a Vincent
HRD, a Crocker Big Tank Twin, an Indian Tomahawk from the sixties,
and that ‘52 Vincent Black Shadow....” She
shook her head in frank admiration. “It must have cost the owner a
fortune. And these cars – just wow. They’re all muscle cars, every
one of them, and they’re all mint too.” Her tone was nearly a
whisper now as she moved slowly through the garage.

Jake decided to just watch
her and wait. He was having too much fun observing the expressions
change on her lovely face. Each emotion was displayed so clearly
and matched her inner thoughts so well. She was devoid of
duplicity. It was a beautiful thing.

But then the tone of her
thoughts shifted ever so slightly, darkening a touch from pure
admiration and awe to both of those emotions tainted by
disbelief. But how? she asked herself. How is this
even possible? Does one of the Monsters crew own some kind of
auction house or something? I mean, I guess no one knows anything
about any of them, but… damn. She moved
from a ’68 Dodge Charger to a Plymouth Road Runner from the same
year, both with exquisite paint jobs. Then came a ’69 Cobra Jet,
and finally she stopped on the other side of his GTO and stared
down at it.

Holy
damn, her mind whispered. “Jake… is this
your car?” she asked, bewildered. Her cute little voice actually
trembled. “This ’64 GTO?” She didn’t wait for him to respond. Her
eyes moved down the jet black hood to the shaker scoop. “With a
shaker hood and… shit, the original red leather interior and… every
single upgrade you could possibly get with the package back then?”
She blinked several times, and her thoughts told her a number of
things overlapping: Wake up from this
dream, do you think I’m allowed to touch it, I want to go for a
ride, holy shit.

Jake stifled his laughter
behind a big smile and ignored the fact that his gums hadn’t
stopped aching and his fangs were still waiting for the slightest
green light from him. The windows of his car were down at the
moment. Angel leaned in through the window frame on the passenger’s
side. He bent to lean in the driver’s side, watching her as she
admired his possession.

“You know… this car was the
first of its kind,” she told him. “It was the car that heralded a
new age of muscle and wheels. Made when street racing laws were
just going into effect, forcing a crack-down on racing. The GTO was
the brain child of John DeLorean himself, who was chief engineer at
Pontiac at the time.” She laughed softly, shaking her head, her
beautiful eyes roving over every inch of the car’s fifty-year-old
interior.

“In ’63, GM faced a sort of
crisis,” she said. “Their main market had been the speed-minded
youth, and in fact at the same time Lee Iacocca was already working
on the Mustang for that reason – but that’s a whole other story.
With the new laws facing them, they found themselves suddenly
limited.” She leaned her elbows casually on the window, allowing
her hands to relax. “So DeLorean basically said, ‘Let’s make a race
car and disguise it.’ And they made the GTO.”

She met his eyes, and a
smile curled the corner of her pretty mouth. “This beast dressed up
as a gentleman was still technically a violation of engine
displacement policy,” she said with a laugh. “And even though
DeLorean took the name GTO from the Ferrari 250 GTO, the Pontiac
was faster. Its production made all sorts of purists steam above
the collar.”

She straightened slowly to
come away from the window, and he followed suit, meeting her eyes
again as she placed her hands wide over the top of the car. “They
limited initial production to five thousand, figuring it wouldn’t
sell because of the changing market and regulations.” She grinned a
killer bad-girl grin and said, “But they were wrong.”

Fuck, Jake thought as his guts tightened and his cock hardened.
He’d never seen anything sexier in his damn life than Angel Clemens
with her hands on his car, her smile like that of a speed demon
from Hell.

He wanted to take her on
this car. On the hood. Right now.

“So, is it yours?” she
asked again, now that she’d stopped filling him in on a history
lesson he’d already been well versed in. After all, he’d lived
it.

Jake forced himself to
concentrate on the here and now rather than what he swore to
himself would happen soon, and decided the best answer would be to
just show her. He opened the driver’s side door, and just before he
slid his body behind the wheel, he said, “Get in.”


Chapter Thirty

All of the servers at the bay-side
restaurant were smiling. Angel’s gaze narrowed, and she looked
around, feeling something must be up. Normally, there wasn’t such a
feeling of energy around a bar like this. Locals didn’t really care
for tourists, and since tourists made up the majority of the people
at the café, the impatience of the hard-working local to anyone
with enough time and money to take a vacation came out in body
language no matter how rude it was.

She’d always hated that. After all, the
people working had no idea why or how the people visiting were
there. What if they were there after thirty years of saving for the
trip? Or for a funeral? Or because they’d been forced to move for
work?

Anyway, that was how it went whether she
approved of it or not. So why was everyone here acting so
friendly?

Ah, she thought. She had her answer when she noticed a man in a
suit making his way through the doors that led to the kitchens.
Another two suits, one man and one woman, followed behind
him. Management is here. Everyone’s
walking the tight rope.

That meant two things. One, they would
probably get the best service ever. And two, they would probably
have to show their ID’s. She was glad she’d had the forethought to
stick hers in her pocket before leaving the hotel. Then again, it
was just habit. Years of riding taught you to pack light and find
space for essentials. One day she would die and they would find her
body with her license, lip balm, keys, and a credit card in one
pocket, and her cell phone in the other.

Jake lead her to a booth at the back of the
restaurant, nicely tucked against the wall where they would both
have a view of the door. She smiled to herself at the
thoughtfulness. Every warden wanted a view of the door. It was
self-preservation.

But it reminded her of Gabe, too, and the
way he always managed to find just such a table. It awakened doubts
in her mind.

No sooner had they taken their seats than
the waitress was at their table. The young brunette was
pink-cheeked and bright-eyed, but unlike most of the smiles in the
place, hers was genuine. Angel could understand that. Jake had that
effect on women.

Jake ordered for them, and when the waitress
heard him ask for two White Russians, she got a glint in her eyes.
“Trying to warm up a little, huh?” she asked, moving a smidge
closer to Jake’s side of the table.

He leaned back in his seat, draping a strong
arm over the back of the booth, and smiled. “I guess you could say
that.”

Angel felt her teeth clench.

“Well, I’m sure we can make
that happen,” she flirted. “But since you’re ordering alcoholic
drinks, I’ll have to get one of the other waitresses over to serve
you.” She tried very hard to hide her disappointment in this – and
failed. “I’m only twenty.” She said it as if she were proud, almost
batting her eyelashes. “But next week’s my birthday. Maybe you
should come back then?”

A few more inches, and the waitress would be
sitting in Jake’s lap. Angel’s blood boiled. It was hard and fast
and spiked through her unlike anything she’d experienced.

She blinked, frowning.
Jealousy? Seriously? What the hell?
she thought. Since when
do I get jealous like this? And furiously
so, it would seem. This wasn’t like her at all.

But then she’d never been seated across
someone like Jacob Crow before.

Fuck.

She fiercely made herself ignore the
waitress and turned her attention to one of the screens on the bar
wall. There was a football game on. It was some kind of re-run of a
game from last season. Angel looked away from that nearly as
quickly, feeling irritated now.

“Not a sports
fan?”

Angel returned her attention to Jake,
noticing that the waitress was gone, and Jake was watching her with
steady eyes. The server had probably gone to switch out with
someone who was legally capable of serving alcohol.

“On the contrary,” Angel
replied easily, her irritation giving her a whole lot of courage.
It always had. “I grew up in a small town in the Midwest. The town
had a hockey team; we were quite proud of it. About a week before
each big game, the coach would make his boys go to the hospital to
have blood drawn and stored. Pints of it.”

Jacob Crow was very still, very attentive.
His entire body looked like some gay sculptor’s dream, perfectly
relaxed and perfectly predatory. His eyes resembled cut sea
glass.

She went on. “He did this so that if any of
them were seriously hurt in the game, they would have their own
blood on hand for any necessary transfusions.” She paused for
effect. “This came in handy at least once every year, and one year
it came in handy twice.”

She smiled to herself
remembering those games. They’d been a part of the early, good
years of her life, the years before the car accident that tore her
family apart. She shrugged. “To me, hockey is a game for the well
behaved boy who lets out all his frustrations where they belong, on
the ice.” Or according to Elena, in the
bedroom, she thought. But she was in hockey
land now, and wouldn’t be distracted.

In her head, she replayed some of her hockey
heroes’ best goals – Mario Lemieux, Jaromir Jagr, Brett Hull, Wayne
Gretzky…. “These guys play rough,” she said, unable to help the
small smile that still played on her lips. “Pucks hit hard, sticks
are unforgiving, and skate blades are sharp. I won’t even go into
the fights.” She couldn’t help but shiver at the thought of the
strength, speed and finesse involved in the game. She’d always
loved it.

She glanced at the bar screen, where the
football game was once again being paused for some sort of extra
long break where the players did absolutely nothing and the
sportscasters babbled at high volume to fill the empty spaces. She
tried not to roll her eyes. “As far as I’m concerned, if you’re not
giving blood beforehand, it’s not a sport.”

She wasn’t really curious to know what Jake
thought of her opinion, and she was a little afraid to find out –
maybe he was a huge football meat head, in which case he wasn’t who
she’d thought he was…. But she was saved from having to find out
when their second waitress chose that moment to appear at their
table, and this one wasn’t any less interested in Jake than the
last.

Angel fell silent and forced herself not to
glare.

“Hi!” the woman greeted
happily. Her eyes slipped from Angel to Jake and stayed there. Of
course. “What can I get for you two?” she asked.

“Two White Russians
please,” Angel replied before Jake could. She smiled a friendly
smile.

But when the waitress glanced at her,
annoyance flashed in her eyes. “Sure thing,” she said. “I just need
to see your ID first.”

Angel hesitated. The waitress was only
asking for Angel’s ID. Not Jake’s.

So that’s how it’s going
to be, she thought. She wondered whether a
nice dose of saliva would find its way into her coffee too. In the
spirit of trying her best to make sure that didn’t happen, she kept
the friendly smile on her face, pulled her license from her inner
jacket pocket, and handed it politely to the waitress.

The thing was, she didn’t usually mind
flashing it. Ten years ago, it might have pissed her off to have to
show her license every time she wanted a drink, but in all honesty
when she had to do it now, it was a downright blessing. She knew
she looked younger than she was. A hatred of the sun was partially
to blame. And good genes were the other reason. But any reminder
that she wasn’t yet wrinkling on the vine was a good thing.

This, however, was different.

The waitress glanced at the license in her
hand, glanced at Angel, glanced down at the license, glanced back
at Angel, and very rapidly, Angel’s patience boiled away. Finally,
the waitress turned the card over, did a drawn-out mental
calculation that Angel could almost see, and at last nodded,
breathing out a sigh as she placed it down on the table. “Okay
then!” she said through her great big smile, straightening up to
jot something down on her waitress pad.

She focused her smile on Jake, where it
softened into sincerity. “I’ll get your drinks right out to you.”
Then she spun on her heel and walked away, putting a decent amount
of swing into her hips as she went.


Chapter Thirty-One

“You’re licensed to
ride.”

Angel blinked and faced her companion.
Surprisingly, he wasn’t watching the waitress’s pendulum of an ass.
His eyes were on her license instead, where it still waited between
them on the table. He leaned in and nodded at it, raising a curious
brow. Obviously he’d seen the “M” along with the “C” under the
registered vehicle class.

Angel shrugged. “I don’t ride anymore.”

“Why not?”

Angel looked away, focusing on the glasses
of beer on the table a few feet away from their booth. She stared
at the amber bubbles rising from the bottom. It looked like she and
Jake weren’t the only ones wanting to get an early start on things
that day. “It’s just…” she started. But then she trailed off and
smiled, meeting his eyes again. “What’s it to you?” she asked, not
in an unfriendly way, but with enough evasiveness she hoped he
could tell she didn’t want to talk about it.

Jake leaned back again, and the overhead
lights flashed across his jade-shard eyes. He ignored her question
and asked another of his own. “What was it you liked about
riding?”

Angel blinked. She looked down at the table
top, absently tracing a star someone had carved into it long ago.
Her mind turned back the clock fifteen years.

Normally she found it hard
to think back to those times, but for some reason, a feeling of
serenity was stealing over her, and she closed her eyes. There in
that darkness, old sensations re-emerged. “I didn’t like riding,”
she said softly, though her voice echoed in her ears. “I
loved it.”

She licked her lips as she felt the throttle
in her grip, the wind in her hair, the saddle between her squeezing
thighs. “I loved the way my bike was a part of me, an extension. It
moved where I looked, leaned when I leaned, echoed my emotions with
the slightest provocation.” She laughed suddenly, recalling how
when she’d been angry or impatient, the bike had been too. She’d
broken more than her share of speeding laws that way.

“But mostly it was the
freedom,” she continued. “I was… immortal on that bike. I was above
it all, untouchable.” She shook her head. “Uncageable. Nothing
could get to me. Not even reality.” Especially reality, her thoughts
echoed.

Then she opened her eyes to find that Jacob
Crow was observing her with intense scrutiny, his disturbingly
beautiful eyes sparking like green fire. Aside from those eyes
however, his expression was unreadable, and if the carved stone of
flexed muscle pressed against his shirt was any indication, there
seemed to be a new tension riding him.

Angel cleared her throat; it felt a little
dry again. She noticed that the waitress had brought the coffees to
their table while she’d been in her memory stupor, and hastily she
picked both of them up and switched them. When Jake smiled wryly at
her behavior, she grinned and shrugged. “Can you blame me?”

He laughed.

She picked hers up and took
a few quick sips. “Oh… crap,” she whispered, blushing when
she realized she’d said it out loud. But it was so good. It was just shy of scalding
hot, it was sweet, and it burned just the right amount as it slid
soothingly down her throat. “You were right. This is
amazing.”

Jake grinned in satisfaction. “I’m glad you
like it.” He picked up his own, and he must have felt it was safe
because he put it to his lips and took a few sips himself.

As Angel swallowed the warm, therapeutic
drink, her brain began to clear. A kind of fog was sliding away,
and in that sudden clarity, she realized everything she’d just said
about riding, and that she’d said it all to a bona fide biker. She
blushed and laughed nervously. “But look who I’m talking to about
riding.” A member of a motorcycle club, no less.

Jacob Crow laughed again. It was an honest
and pleasant sound, one that sort of vibrated through her like an
internal massage. She forgot about her clumsy divulgence and was
feeling good again in a few seconds flat.

“You know, that’s pretty
much the only thing I know about you, Crow.” She took another long
sip and put the mug down. “I know you ride and I know you own a bad
ass car. You seem to know a hell of a lot more about
me.”

Jake smiled. “Do I?”

“You already knew I didn’t
ride. The Monsters clan is a motorcycle club. You don’t go anywhere
without your bikes. But you didn’t even ask; you just brought me
out in the GTO.” She smiled a sly smile, and thoroughly enjoyed the
fast flash of surprise he was unable to hide from his gaze. “And
you know I like this drink. There are hundreds of coffee drinks you
could have chosen from, and Irish Coffee is normally what people
suggest. But not you.”

Jake straightened a little and chewed on his
cheek, watching her with a far more shrewd look than he had been
before.

Angel looked him dead in the eye. “You had
me vetted, didn’t you?”

There were several tense seconds of silence
between them before Jake shook his head and grinned. “Damn, Angel.”
He actually laughed, the sound once more delicious and deep. “You
really are good. And I messed up.”

“Yeah, you did,” she
chuckled. She didn’t care if he’d had her researched. For some
reason, despite the fact it probably meant he knew her biggest
secret, that she could heal, she felt okay with him knowing. She
trusted him.

And she had nothing else she seriously
wanted to hide. Besides, the fact that he’d looked this shit up
meant he cared. And that was like a dose of fae aphrodisiac to her.
When she thought about it, warmth began to slide down and coil in
her core, heating up between her legs.

But she did wonder how far
back his research had taken him. Did he go back fifteen years? Did
he know why she
didn’t ride any longer?

With that thought, her smile slipped a
little, and she drank more of her coffee to try to put it back
on.

“Okay, fair is fair.” His
deep, sexy voice drew her attention again. “You want to know about
me?” he asked, leaning forward now to cross his arms on the table
and get closer to her.

Angel’s smile was back.
“Yeah, I do.” I really, really
do.

“What would you like to
know?”

“The name Crow. Is it Sioux
or Chippewa?”

He was visibly impressed, his smile growing.
“It’s Chippewa. Good guess.”

“Well, as you already know,
I grew up in Minnesota.” She shot him a reproachful
look.

He laughed, guilty and gorgeous.

“I’ve run across the
surname before. But since both the Sioux and the Chippewa are in
that area, I was stuck between the two.”

They fell silent for a bit. Then she asked,
“You’re a mage, aren’t you?”

That was a big question for her to ask.
Wardens liked to keep their magic-using abilities secret, though
not as secret as her healing abilities.

Jake grew silent, contemplating her with
keen eyes. She was getting bold with him. Maybe it was the coffee.
Then again, he owed her. Tit for tat.

“Yes,” he admitted after a
long pause.

“But you’re not a warlock
or witch. You’re something else. You use a different kind of
magic.” She nodded at the pendant around his neck. It was a silver
chain with a bear claw that seemed to have been dipped in silver as
well. “Like that pendant. I can feel magic coming off it. But I
can’t place it. It’s… new to me.” She’d sensed it when they’d first
met weeks ago, but still couldn’t tell what the bear claw was meant
to do.

Jake seemed to be a little at a loss at
first. He sat up straight again and glanced down at the pendant,
thinking quietly. He touched the bear claw. Then he took a deep
breath, as if coming to a decision. When he looked back up, his
expression was soft.

He’s remembering
something, she thought. She knew that
look.

“My father was chief of our
tribal clan,” he told her. “And the highest ranking medicine man.
His name was White Wolf.”

White wolf….

Angel saw a massive white wolf at the edge
of a forest.

Like the wolf from my dream.

 



Chapter Thirty-Two

Jake’s eyes searched her face for a moment
as if he could see what she was seeing. His expression was
unreadable. Obviously the alcohol was having an effect on her.

But Jake went on. “Most medicine men and
women simply use herbs the way herbalists do today. But a few were
and are what you and I now know of as real mages.”

Mage was the general term used for anyone with an inherent ability
to use some form of magic, whether it was the ability to see into
the future, to heal wounds, or cast spells.

“White Wolf, like his
father before him, had this very real magic in his veins. But it
was rooted in the spirit of our tribe. He was the clan’s ‘dreamer,’
a tribal visionary who had the ability to enter people’s sleep and
study their dreams.” He smiled. “When a member of our clan dreamed
of a white wolf, he or she knew that my father had been there to
guide them and watch over them.”

Angel felt a weird sensation go through her.
“He’s dead now?”

Jake nodded. “Yes.”

“Did… he pass this magic on
to you?”

“No,” Jake said. “He did
pass on his magic, but mine is a different kind.”

“What kind?”

“Well, you noticed the
pendant, for instance.” He pulled it over his head and held it up
between them. Instinctively, Angel held out her hand, and he placed
it in her palm. It was warm, very warm. Was it just his body heat
that had warmed it? It felt comforting in her hand, like it wanted
to stay with her.

Jake continued. “It’s been enchanted, I
guess warded if you will, to keep dark spirits away. This is how my
father would have seen it,” he laughed. “But I’ve found that what
it translates to in practice is that it keeps away some warlocks,
weaker demons, angry Anime, Pan shadows, and pretty much all
unseelie fae as long as they mean you some kind of harm.”

“So you have the ability to
enchant objects,” she mused, turning the claw over between her
fingers. That was a valuable ability. “Can you enchant them to
heal?”

He smiled a knowing smile and shook his
head. “No. I’m afraid you’re still as rare as ever, Angel.”

Angel blushed furiously. She handed the
pendant back to him and watched his muscles flex as he draped it
back over his head and tucked it under his shirt.

“My abilities are limited,”
he said. “I can affect objects – opening locks, manipulating GPS
systems to zero in on marks, enchanting them to hold certain
effects, changing the channel on the iPod from across the room,” he
grinned, “and that’s about it. But it helps with the
job.”

She nodded. Jake was the
tracker for the Monsters clan. He was very, very good. He could find anyone,
anywhere. In fact, watching him work had been a little unsettling.
She’d wondered if she would have been able to shake him if the need
ever arose. He could track a mark through transports, even. It was
kind of insane. And now Angel had an inkling how he did it.
Magic.

“You’d better finish your
drink before it gets cold,” he told her softly.

Angel glanced up. Jake’s jade eyes had
darkened to emerald. They were starkly vivid in his tanned face,
making him appear inhuman. More heat flushed Angel’s chest and
neck. She grabbed her mug and began downing the liquid rapidly.

She finished the whole thing off, and was
seriously beginning to enjoy the peace it infused her with – until
she looked up to find several women nearby openly staring at Jake.
The two women were probably in their twenties and clearly on a
lunch break from a day at the office. They were dressed for work,
but in that sexy manner she would never have pulled off in a
million life times.

They were eyeing Jake like
a cool drink of water in an endless desert. Her gaze
hardened. Back off, she thought, an uncomfortable heat flooding her veins. The
women glanced over at her and paled a little, turning away at the
same time.

Angel frowned as she realized what she’d
done. She was pretty sure she’d never done that before in her
entire life. She’d uttered the mental command like a spell! She’d
actually forced a measure of her precious magic into it!

She felt devastated. Not only had she wasted
magic, Angel wasn’t the kind to lay claim to someone possessively;
who was she to do so? She was an orphan mutt from the wrong side of
the tracks who knew probably three designer names and didn’t own a
single dress or pair of heels. The women she’d just eyed were
dressed in pencil skirts and silk blouses, all the right curves
hugged in all the right ways by clothing that cost more than a
month’s worth of rent. In San Francisco, that was saying
something.

What the hell is wrong
with me? She looked down at the table top,
noticed her license was still there, and used it as an excuse to do
something with her hands. She grabbed it and slid it back into the
pocket of her jacket. When she glanced back up at Crow, she found
he was still watching her as steadily as always, but now a slightly
amused expression played on his painfully handsome face. It was
like he’d read her thoughts or something.

To fill the silence and
divert his attention she asked, “So… why is your motorcycle club
called Monsters?”

She’d always wondered that actually; no one
knew the answer. They were the only warden clan that hadn’t taken a
celestial name, but the Monsters MC history was shrouded in
mystery, made absolutely impenetrable by layer upon layer of
cover-up magic. Positively no information on any of them existed at
all. None.

Research on the clan was made even more
difficult by the fact that they were always moving, never staying
in one city for more than a few months to half a year. At this
point, pretty much everyone considered it a lost cause to try to
dig anything up on them. Besides, they did their jobs and never
caused any problems, so no one had reason to.

Crow’s expression changed, the amusement
fading from his eyes and lips to be replaced with something less
identifiable. Angel squirmed in her seat across from him when he
rose off the back of the bench seat to lean forward, placing his
elbows on the table to casually lace his fingers together. He
leveled an intense gaze on her, his eyes sparking emeralds.

Oh crap!
Angel thought, her heart racing.
I’m already buzzed or something to ask that
question. I’ve completely lost my head.
Information on the Monsters clan was clearly not up for discussion,
or they wouldn’t have gone to the trouble they had to erase it so
well. So why the hell was she digging?

She wasn’t thinking clearly tonight. She was
too relaxed in Jake’s presence, too… open. It wasn’t like her. All
of her walls were crumbling. She needed to pull herself
together.

“S-sorry,” she stammered
quickly. “I didn’t mean to –”

“Maybe we’re all monsters,”
he said calmly.

Angel froze, her lips parted, her breath
stalled in her lungs.

There was no intonation, no change in his
expression. Absolutely nothing he did gave anything away at all.
Was he joking? She seriously couldn’t tell.

But his gaze slipped from her eyes to her
lips, and she watched his pupils dilate… and suddenly, she wasn’t
thinking about the name of his clan any longer. She was thinking
about the body under that shirt of his, the tattoo on his back, the
six pack, and the damn Adonis belt V-shaped section of muscle it
was hiding. She was thinking about the way his powerful presence
took up most of the seat across from her, along with the attention
of every female in the restaurant.

And she was thinking that
she wanted some. Badly.

“Let’s get out of here,”
Jake said.

 



Chapter Thirty-Three

Angel didn’t answer. Instead, she just
nodded.

Jake was up and out of his seat like a
light, tossing a wad of bills onto the table and grabbing her by
the wrist to pull her after him. They entered the parking lot, and
he took her to his car, opening her door first, half afraid that if
he left her side or let go of her, she would slip away from
him.

But she slid into the seat, and he slammed
the door behind her. He wanted to use his magic to lock the door
too, but she would notice that so he didn’t push his luck. She’d
already decided to forgive him for researching her. He was a lucky
man.

Jake opened his door, slid behind the wheel,
shut the door, and started the car. He’d never had any trouble
starting any engine; it was part of his own particular magic. The
GTO came to life with a low, delicious rumble, and he caught Angel
smiling from her side of the car.

He could hear her thoughts more clearly than
ever now. The coffee he’d made sure she downed was extra strong.
He’d known she was going to switch the drinks out. With the way the
waitress had blatantly flirted with him and Angel had secretly
reacted, he’d wanted to, well – crow. But he’d also known she was
afraid of something unpleasant ending up in her drink.

So he’d made sure the
bottle in the bartender’s hand had slipped a little over
his mug rather than hers,
pouring an extra amount into the concoction. It was twice as strong
as usual, and he’d made sure she finished it, giving her a push of
vampire influence to keep her drinking until it was
gone.

Which was perfect. He wanted her off her
game.

When he’d told her about his magic, he
hadn’t mentioned the vampire magic he possessed, obviously. But he
already knew she was smart. He’d slipped up once, and she’d caught
him, reminding him of her intelligence in a surprising manner. And
though that intelligence was part of what he appreciated so much
about her, it admittedly made him nervous right now. If she’d
caught on to those clues – what else had she noticed? How long
could he keep up the charade?

He didn’t want her coming to any
catastrophic conclusions right now. Not yet. Or maybe not ever.

There was something else he wanted from her
a whole hell of a lot more.

As he pulled out of the lot, he put on some
classic rock – something he knew she liked, and he did too – then
listened carefully to the thoughts moving through her head.

She was wondering what the hell she was
doing.

Despite the alcohol, she was confused and a
little scared. She was excited, and her body was driving her on
relentlessly – but she couldn’t help reminding herself that he was
a warden. She already felt like she was in hot water with her own
clan, especially Gabriel.

Jake’s gaze narrowed. He
felt it heating up and concentrated hard on keeping the vampire
light from his eyes. Gabriel Santiago was really pissing him off.
But deep inside, he knew it wasn’t Santiago who was really
frustrating him. It was this situation. It was the past –
Angel’s past. And it was
the thoughts going through her head.

A part of him wanted to put a stop to them.
He could if he wanted to. He just had to use enough force. But how
many times would he have to do that? He wasn’t willing to let her
go any time soon. Hell, he wasn’t willing to let her go at all,
ever. And he couldn’t keep her from putting two and two together
forever. She was too bright. And this was too important.

And fate was a son of a bitch.

And Jacob Crow was, after all, cursed.

*****

What am I doing? Why did I
drink all of that? Angel wondered at her
behavior. She was bewildered by everything she’d done over the last
hour.

And how damn strong was
that drink, anyway? The bartender had been
generous, that’s for sure. Of course, Angel had taken Jake’s drink,
and maybe his had been made stronger because he was so much bigger
than she was. Regardless, she’d had too much. She’d had just enough
to make her careless.

This is a mistake,
her inner Jiminy Cricket told her.
Oh shut up, she told
him. Stupid bug.

But she was buzzing hard. Her fingers and
toes were tingling. Her heart was racing. Her belly and groin were
pulsing with building need, uncomfortably warm and sensitive.

Angel glanced over at her impossibly
handsome companion. He really was impossibly handsome. Every woman
in the restaurant had been looking at him. Every single one. Why
was that? What were the chances? What was this ultra-magnetism he
possessed?

Maybe we’re all monsters….

His words echoed against the walls of her
mind, and something began to unfold in the shadows of her head. She
blinked, frowning as she stared out the window at the passing
landscape. It shifted from city to forest, and she had the general
impression they were headed somewhere north of San Francisco.

“Where are we going?” she
asked, her voice a little softer than she’d have liked. But Jake
didn’t answer, and Angel didn’t ask again.

Her head was suddenly spinning, her warden
instincts kicking in because she was effectively compromised. She
was slowed down by the alcohol, and no one but Jake knew where she
was. She was in the passenger seat of a vehicle going pretty damn
fast, alone with a man she was having unexpected doubts about.

Realizations hit her one after another.

When she’d fled from Vega
territory, Cain had somehow helped her. And when he had, he
had healed her,
even her bruises. Even her torn and sore muscles. But Darius
refused to tell her how he’d done that. She’d woken up feeling so
good, she hadn’t needed any pain meds. How? How had he done that?
Was he a healer like her? But if so, then how had he known
just when she needed help
most? And then, how had he found her?

No one knew anything about the Monsters.
They covered their tracks with such care, the cover-up was
suspicious in and of itself. The fact that they were able to
destroy any and all records of each of their members was frankly
unbelievable.

And that’s just it,
she realized. It really
is unbelievable. As in, it’s impossible.

And all of those vehicles in that garage…
they were worth a fortune. This car alone would sell at auction for
a good two-hundred thousand. How had Jake afforded it? Just like
Cain, he was young. Mid-thirties at the oldest. The Monsters MC
moved around constantly, making a steady eight-to-five job highly
unlikely. Was Jake just really good with money? Was this the result
of careful investments?

It was possible. But were
they all that good
with money?

And why were so many of the vehicles
vintage?

Maybe we’re all monsters….

There were other things too. She realized
them now that she allowed herself to think about it all. She’d just
swallowed all of her coffee despite planning to play it safe in his
presence. She wasn’t that wanting in willpower, was she?

And she always sensed Jake
coming before he arrived. She could feel him when he was near. As if he
gave off some kind of signal. Maybe it was just the strength of her
attraction to him; she wouldn’t know. She’d never felt this way
about anyone before.

But what if it wasn’t? What if it was
something else?

She glanced at his profile
again. He was so striking, Angel actually felt a kind of pain when
she looked at him. She couldn’t even say where exactly it hurt. It
was just that he was achingly
beautiful.

Inhumanly so.

I’m caught between the devil and the deep
blue sea.

All at once, Angel felt for the door handle
of the GTO. And then she took a quick breath and steeled her
nerves. “Pull over,” she said softly.

She could see Jake glance
over at her, but she refused to meet his gaze. She knew his eyes
would be hard. She knew, just knew, that he was way ahead of her.
She knew he could sense her sudden reservations. He wasn’t normal.
If she looked at him, he would drive straight into her soul, and
she would be lost.

“Please,” she added, with a
little more force.

After a few seconds, Jake slowed the car and
turned the wheel. They pulled onto a smaller road that diverted
from the highway and led into the darkness of redwoods so tall they
blotted out the sun.

Panic bubbled up inside Angel. Where were
they?

No, don’t panic now
Angel, she told herself firmly.
You can always transport if you have
to.

Once they’d gone a quarter mile or so, Jake
slowed the car further and pulled it over into an alcove on the
side of the road. The moment the car came to a stop, Angel turned
the handle and jumped out of it as if the seat were on fire.

But she staggered to a halt to find that
Jake was already out from his side of the car and standing in front
of her before the passenger side door had even fully closed.

And that was the tipping point.

“Okay,” she exhaled
shakily, feeling disaster on the horizon. “That’s it.” She
swallowed hard as her heart pounded so fast her head hurt. She felt
her gun at her back but she also knew it wouldn’t matter. Not with
him. Not if she was right. “That’s the last straw,” she said,
shaking her head.

Suddenly she wished
she had bothered
with all of her wards that morning. She wished she hadn’t been lax,
hadn’t let down her guard so thoroughly. But she’d wanted to be
frugal with her magic, and more importantly Jake made her feel
happy. He made her feel safe.

Except for now.

Right now, Jake was looking at her as if he
was composed of green fire, and his eyes were windows to that
conflagration. He towered, indomitable, stark, and powerful, and
Angel grasped that she’d opened up to him completely, becoming
vulnerable. “What are you?” she demanded. Her head was swimming.
She was unsteady, and slightly sick. “You really are a monster,
aren’t you?”

He watched her in stony silence. It was as
good as a confession.


Chapter Thirty-Four

All this time, none of the spells or wards
she’d used to protect herself or oust supernatural influence around
her had given her any clue that Jacob Crow wasn’t who and what he
pretended to be. As far as she’d always known, he was human. He was
the Monsters clan second-in-command, he was an amazing tracker, he
was beautiful. But he was still human.

Now she realized her mistake. The fact that
her spells hadn’t revealed his inhumanity to her didn’t mean
anything. Not really. Because his own spells and wards could easily
negate hers.

Yes, he had eaten in front
of her, shared a beer and coffee with her, and they’d moved around
in the sunlight. He sported a tan and she’d seen him sustain wounds
as a human would. But magic could create all of these illusions for a
supernatural creature, especially those who’d been around a few
years.

His painfully vibrant eyes…
well, they’d always been superhuman. They were to her, anyway. They were too
vivid, too powerful, too hauntingly beautiful. The way he fought
when on a job was like a deadly dance; he was always
just stronger and
just faster than his
opponent. He’d never quite blurred in his movements the way some
supes could, but he’d never slipped up either. He’d never lost a
fight. Not since she’d met him.

And then there was the way she felt when he
was near her. It was the way he made electricity slide along her
nerve endings and awaken things inside her, even from that very
first day and that very first meeting.

And there was the way he
seemed to know her. Not in an “I’ve read your file” kind of way.
But in a way that was deeper, truer, and absolute. He knew when she
needed space, knew never to crowd or suffocate her, but he knew
when to assert himself too – and how. He knew when she needed to be
touched, even when she didn’t realize it herself, and he knew when
she absolutely did not want to be.

With Jake, Angel felt the
way she wanted to feel. She felt as if an impossible catch of a
man, a genuinely good man who was strong, free, beautiful and
savage, had set his sights on her and only her and wasn’t going to give up
until she was his.

No human male could make a
woman feel that way. That was why women read romance novels! That
was why she read
romance novels!

Jacob Crow was everything Angel had ever
wanted in a man, and that was just it. That was too much. It gave
him away. She’d set her bar on men impossibly high on purpose.
She’d never wanted to fall in love again. She’d never wanted to
hurt that way again. But he’d managed to meet her bar anyway, and
surpass it.

And just now? Moving
like lightning to
suddenly appear in front of her, a deceptively calm tower of quiet
storm – as if he hadn’t moved at all? It was just not viable. No
mortal moved that fast. It was all
impossible.

“You aren’t human,” she
told him with finality. It wasn’t a question. She didn’t need him
to confirm it. She already knew. “Please don’t insult me by denying
it.”

But he didn’t try to. Instead, his luminous
eyes took on a pain-filled cast, and the green in them sparked to
inhuman life, taking on an eerie glow that confirmed her
accusations. Her breath caught, but he stayed where he was and kept
his hands at his sides.

The expression on his beautiful face was
something desperate. It made her chest hurt and caused her to waver
inside. But those eyes were still glowing, and as she watched, they
trailed hungrily down her face to her lips.

She steeled herself. She
was terrified to ask the question even though she already knew the
answer. It was as if not
hearing it, not hearing the word, would make it not true. But she
tried to push the question through her teeth anyway. “Are you….”
She faltered.

She couldn’t do it. Not now. Not after
fifteen years of being strong. A sob climbed her throat, and she
angrily shoved it back down before she gritted her teeth and
haltingly asked, “Jake… are you –”

“I’m in love with you,
Angel” he said, his deep voice hoarse with emotion. “That’s what I
am.”

Angel felt the blow to her heart, slamming
into her so hard she reeled and rocked on her feet. She heard it
too, like an eighteen-wheeler crashing full throttle into a brick
wall.

That wasn’t at all what she’d expected him
to say. Her heart had stopped working with the blow, knocked
unconscious maybe, but whatever the case it was no longer beating.
Her lungs followed suit, refusing to take in air.

In two strides, he was in front of her,
towering over her with all the strength and control she was losing
by the second. She tried to step back, but his leather-clad arm
snaked around her waist like steel, and his striking eyes drew her
to him. He held her there in his green glowing chains as pain
fingered its way through her lungs.

Breathe, his voice commanded in her head. Breathe now, Angel.

He was killing two birds with one stone. He
was helping her, forcing her body to take the breath it needed. And
he was giving her the answer she was asking for. He was in her
head. Because he was a vampire.

The truth made her see stars. But she had no
choice but to obey. She inhaled sharply, then exhaled with a
helpless, overwhelmed moan, and her legs began to collapse. Jake’s
hands moved along her body to the holster at the small of her back.
With extraordinary speed, he unfastened it and tossed it to the
grass several feet away.

Then he gripped her hips and shoved her back
a step. Her shocked form was pressed hard against the shining black
bodywork of his car. Cold metal struck her back, not painful but a
sharp contrast to the firebrand steel of the body in front of her.
His hands on her skin burned her, yielding her to him.

“I love you, Angel. I love
you and I need you.”

Angel closed her eyes,
unable to fight against the pull of emotion and physical sensations
overwhelming her. He crushed himself against her, forcing her body
to give to his. She felt the unyielding evidence of his desire even
through his jeans, and it made her weak as hell. She was sure
another desperate sound escaped her throat, but his words in her
ear drowned everything else out, working like a drug on her
system. “I need you like you wouldn’t
fucking believe.”

She felt him straighten
against her, and she opened her eyes to stare up into a smoldering
gaze that burned her to ash. He held her there with those eyes,
letting her slowly burn. “I fought with myself all day to keep from
showing you,” he told her fiercely. The pupils of his mesmerizing
eyes flickered like candle flames, a bright contrast to the
darkness of his palpable hunger. “To keep from doing
this.”

He lifted her as if she weighed nothing,
then laid her down on the hood of his car, and when he did his
fingers slipped beneath her shirt to grip her tight waist skin on
skin. He branded her there, marking her as his. She knew then that
she was lost to him. Because she wanted that brand everywhere.

Her hot breath once again caught in her
lungs, hitching on a bolt of hard, sharp desire. She closed her
eyes and this time failed to suppress a moan.

As he climbed onto the hood and knelt over
her, larger than life and darker than death, Angel raised her arms
to push him away. He was too much, too intense, and her defense was
instinctive and basic. But Jake easily caught both of her wrists in
one strong hand and held them to the hood of the car above her
head.

There were a dozen different moves she could
have made to escape him then, or at least to escape a human in his
position. But he wasn’t human. And for the first time in Angel’s
life, the woman who loved freedom and control wasn’t all that sure
she wanted either any longer.

Jake’s breath ghosted across her ear when he
leaned in, the heat of his hard body radiating just inches above
hers. Confusion danced with the dizziness in her head, deliciously
weakening her, going against everything she had ever come to
believe she wanted.

He’s going to annihilate me.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Intense desperation to
spare what yet remained of her will flooded Angel. She was
determined to save
herself, no matter the feelings throbbing through her with more
wanton lust each passing second. She would use magic if she had to!
She would fight!

Jake’s free hand played along her side,
burning his possession into her as he inched upward until he was
gently wrapping his fingers around her throat and his thumb was
brushing tenderly along the line of her chin.

No! her mind tried to scream, but even in that silent sanctity, it
came out as a whimper. Had she been strong all this time only to
finally submit to a vampire after all? Was that her twisted
destiny? Fear still laced every blood cell in her veins, fear of
losing who and what she was, fear of giving herself away completely
to something so much stronger than her. And anger was still there
too… he’d lied to her. He’d kept the truth from her, whether it was
for her own good or not.

No. She thought it with more force this time, and her eyes flew
open.

It was a mistake. It was possibly the
biggest mistake she had ever made.

Her body electrified at once beneath the
fundamental assertiveness of the man above her. The gleam in his
magnificent eyes was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. It
alone was powerful enough to send moisture flooding between her
legs. But her nerve endings crackled to sensuous life with a
violent sensation somewhere between pain and pleasure when her eyes
fell on the sharp, white fangs that now showed from behind his
lips.

He was stunning in his
primal, predatory beauty. No vampire had ever looked like this.
No man had ever
looked like this. Angel could no longer contain the groan of desire
he ripped from her lungs. It climbed her throat and escaped her
lips like the wanton, traitorous testimony it was.

Jake’s already firm hold on her wrists
became brutal. He slowly smiled. It was a pure-pirate smile filled
with deadly teeth and dark, otherworldly promise.

Angel’s lips parted,
freeing her erratic, shallow breaths. She shuddered, her body
trembling in need beneath him. “You…
you’re doing this to me!” she partly hissed
and partly moaned, her voice shaking as much as her body. He was
using his vampire powers against her, he had to be. It was some
kind of undeniable superhuman allure. There was no other
explanation for the severe depth of her desire.

But even as she quietly accused him, she
knew she was dead wrong. He didn’t have to do a damn thing to her
to make her melt beneath him on the hood of his jet black car.
She’d wanted him from day one. The final step to her undoing was
simply knowing he’d wanted her too.

Jake’s dominating hands
held firm as he leaned in, and the fingers he’d wrapped gently
around her neck tightened slightly. It felt good.
So good. As his firm body
crushed hers, Jake’s lips touched her earlobe softly, brushing
across it like feathers, then her temple, then her cheek. He
smelled like leather and night and the promise of wild sex, and
Angel turned her face away, squeezing her eyes shut, stubborn to
the last.

Jake pressed his lips to the side of the
throat she’d unwittingly offered him. Angel gasped and arched
beneath him, inexplicably wanting something more – needing it. When
she realized what she was doing, she tried to whip her head back
around, but he held her firm with the hand at her throat, his thumb
on her chin keeping her right where she was.

“You forget, Angel,” he
told her in response to her accusation. “I can read your mind.”
Delicately, his tongue flicked against her taut flesh, right above
her pulse. That pulse reacted by leaping hard, then settling into a
painful rapid-fire pace.

Oh gods…
her mind was at the precipice of oblivion. She was
aching furiously now. He laughed low and wicked against the vein,
and the deep vibration moved through her like an edict.

“Not that I need to. Your
body speaks volumes.”

He rose above her then and released her
arms, framing her face with his hands. In the next instant, his
lips crashed down on hers in a kiss so passionate, it was
cruel.

No, he didn’t kiss her.
He devoured her.

Blood rushed through her eardrums and insane
lust clouded her consciousness. A lava flow of aching desire poured
into her core, setting it alight. Jake forced her to relent without
patience, without mercy, and when she finally opened beneath him,
parting her teeth to let him in, he took her over like a man who’d
been denied something he needed his entire life. His lips were
bruising, his tongue subjugating hers.

Angel felt his soft black
hair between her fingers and realized distantly that she’d shoved
her hands behind his head to grasp him tightly. She’d never been
kissed like this. No woman had ever been kissed like this. And yet this was how
every woman needed to be kissed. Desperately. Madly.
Always.

His kiss became harder, more demanding. She
lost her breath beneath its onslaught until he pulled away to
scorch a trail across her chin, down her neck, and along her collar
bone. She was burning up. As he nipped the bone gently, grazing
enough to leave a mark, an explosion of need went off inside her,
and Angel pulled his hair roughly.

Jake’s body tensed against hers.

He pressed his hands to the car hood on
either side of her and slowly rose above her to fix his cruel gaze
in hers. Angel’s breaths came in shallow pants of anticipation as
he stared her down.

“Take your clothes off,
Angel.”

The command gave her a delicious thrill,
causing her breath to hitch and her vision to go glassy. But Angel
was again stubborn first, and everything else second. She bit her
lip seductively, watching his eyes flick to her mouth and back up
again. Then she shook her head just once, side to side.

Jake’s beautiful mouth slipped into a
conniving smile. “Fine,” he said, grabbing her wrist to yank her
into a sitting position in front of him. He was straddling her legs
with his knees on the hood, a firm arm wrapped around her waist to
keep her there. His hand spread possessively across the small of
her back, his fingers once more branding her where they slipped
past her shirt.

He pulled her in close. “If you insist, I
can always help you take them off.” He grinned then, flashing
fangs, and Angel knew he meant that if she didn’t take them off
herself, he would rip them off.

Her stubborn streak held, though. It was too
much fun to defy him. “I’ll get cold,” she told him bravely,
rebelliously. It was a blatant lie, and she knew he knew it. She
knew he could hear her heart, her breathing. She knew he could
probably smell her desire. Hell, she was anything but cold. She was
on fire.

He shook his head. He was game. “Such
insolence.”

This was the part of the dance she’d always
liked best, the part she always dreamed of. It was the part she
read over and over again in countless romance novels. This was what
she wanted, this power play that allowed a woman to feel okay with
giving up control. Because the man she loved was going to take it
from her anyway.

Angel felt a sudden
tightening in her chest. The man
I…. Her eyes focused on the razor-sharp
tips of his long, white canines as if focusing on them could make
her forget what she’d just thought. But it couldn’t.
The man I…. She swallowed
hard past the massive lump forming in her throat.

Body quaking with untamed desire, fear, and
something much deeper, something much stronger, Angel slowly lifted
her gaze back to his.

Jake was no longer smiling. His emerald eyes
speared into her soul, struck-through with so much stark, painful
emotion, Angel felt shocked to her core.

He’d heard her thoughts. And he knew the
truth.

“Damn,”
he ground out through deadly, clenched
teeth. “Give yourself to me,
Angel.”

Again, his hands framed her face and his
lips claimed hers in a kiss. But though this kiss was neither as
hard nor bruising as the first, it was all the more desperate. She
felt his fangs with her tongue, and it filled her with awe. They
were a predatory adaptation, a weapon, sleek and dangerous, and a
curiosity fueled by desire got the better of her. She felt his
strong body shaking slightly against her as she slowly, tentatively
explored them. He allowed her this cautious discovery with infinite
patience, careful never to pierce her with their exacting tips.

After a few moments, he slid his hands down
her body to the hem of her shirt, grasped it firmly, and broke
their kiss just long enough to pull it off her. Then he was kissing
her again, and Angel felt the night air caress her breasts as he
deftly removed her bra.

Jake moved over her, skillfully urging her
back until she was laying once more against the cool, smooth hood
of his car. The forbidden sensation of the metal at her back and
the forest all around her was a heady cocktail of seduction, and
the last of Angel’s will finally crumbled. It fell away from her to
join her clothing in tatters on the ground as Jake rid her of her
boots, jeans, and undergarments in no time flat.


Chapter Thirty-Six

Angel lay still beneath the glowing green
gaze of Jacob Crow and let him look at her. With painful
deliberation, his eyes slid slowly down her body, lighting a fire
across every inch of flesh they touched. She was left scorched
beneath him, her body so hot it steamed in the afternoon mist.

He was still entirely clothed, black biker
jacket and all. The contrast between the hard leather-clad man and
the fully exposed woman beneath him was absolute. Angel had never
felt more wantonly exposed. It was liberating. It was delicious.
And it was maddening.

By the time his gaze was slipping past her
hip bones to the soft patch of curls between her legs, Angel
couldn’t keep from moving under him. She was new to this, and there
was only so much she could take. His gaze was too intense. He was
raking her through the coals. But when she broke and made to cover
herself with her arms, Jake reacted so fast, she didn’t even see
him move.

She gasped when she found both of her wrists
locked once more in a firm grip above her head. She bit her lip
hard to keep her desperate sound locked in her throat. As if she
couldn’t help testing his authority over her, she pulled against
his grip.

Jake’s fanged smile was back, and his gaze
narrowed.

Angel’s breath caught. He leaned over her,
cupped her cheek with infinite tenderness, and kissed her gently.
She closed her eyes as more warmth infused her.

But his free hand slid down her throat,
squeezing gently before it continued over her collar bone, and
finally cupped her pert, round breast. Angel gasped against his
mouth and arched her back, pressing the yielding flesh into the
palm of his hand. He laughed against her lips as his thumb brushed
over her nipple, flicking it at just the right moment to draw it
taut with blood. She jumped a little at the torture. Her nipple
grew and hardened against him and more moisture gathered between
her legs.

Jake broke his kiss, allowing the night to
fill with the sound of Angel’s erratic breathing and soft sounds.
She kept her eyes squeezed shut as his mouth moved over her chin
and down her neck, following the path he’d taken before. But now he
parted his lips and scraped gently, carefully, at her throat with
the business end of his fangs, and Angel found herself holding her
breath.

He paused over her
throbbing pulse. She tried to stop her shaking, but her attempts
were futile. She was fracturing inside, she had to be. Because she
wanted this. She wanted
him to sink those teeth of his into her vein and
make her his completely.

Jake growled low and long
against her skin, an animal sound he hadn’t made before, and his
hold on her tightened so hard it hurt. But there was no piercing
pain at her throat; he didn’t bite her. Instead, Angel continued to
hold her breath and writhe with growing impatience as he moved
further down her body, his breath burning, his teeth gently
scraping until she felt his hot words whisper across the
ultra-sensitive flesh of her other breast. “You are so fucking perfect,” he told
her, his voice trembling. His words were filled with so much
honesty, they seemed to bring him pain.

Then his tongue reached out and flicked
across the hard, waiting nub of her nipple, causing Angel to react
violently in his embrace, tightening every muscle as if to pull
away. He held her fast and did it again, drawing a small cry from
her before he pulled her entire nipple into his mouth and sucked
hard, nipping it gently with the tips of his teeth.

“Fuck… Jake!” Angel cried, unable to contain
herself. She arched against him, pressing as hard as she could in
her need to have more – just more. Some kind of ecstasy waited at
the end of the rocky tunnel he dragged her inexorably through. That
tunnel was narrowing. She would fucking lose it if he didn’t bring
her to an end soon.

With another deep growl
that vibrated through Angel’s entire body, Jake repositioned
himself, using his strong legs to part hers until he was kneeling
between them. With his free hand, he ripped open the front of his
jeans, freeing himself. She could hear him but not see him. And
then, quite suddenly, she could feel him.

He was blistering hot, like a huge metal
brand as if that part of him had been waiting in a brazier, getting
good and ready to exact torture on her from the inside. She’d heard
that vampires were hot during love making; they were creatures of
blood, and it was the blood that heated in passion. But she’d had
no idea… none whatsoever, that by hot they’d meant sweltering.

She jerked in his grip, all at once trying
to get away even as she wanted him to sink inside her all the more.
Jake gripped her chin with his fingers and placed a mockingly
tender kiss to her lips before he said, “You can’t get away. So
open your eyes and look at me, Angel.”

Angel felt his vampire magic then; he let
her sense it as it wrapped around her and forced her to do as he
commanded. She opened her eyes and gazed up at him. He was sweet,
sexual death in all its promised glory above her, spellbinding and
forbidden.

“I want to see everything I
do to you reflected in your eyes,” he said, before she inhaled
sharply and his scalding cock parted the tender, wet lips of that
most sensitive part of her.

He slowly sank in, stretching her with his
pulsing size, searing her as he pressed ever inward. In the
distance, Angel heard herself cry out. She heard her breathing,
rapid and desperate. She felt herself fighting in Jake’s grasp, but
he maintained ultimate control over her, and she kept her eyes on
his even while he claimed her with the cruel, calculated measure of
a man with no conscience.

It became laborious to exist, so very hard
to go on living beneath his brutally gradual penetration. He took
his sweet time, gliding inch by inch into her, and it honestly felt
like forever before he claimed her completely.

By the time he had the entire immense length
of himself inside her, Angel was so full, so wonderfully and
painfully stretched taut, and so teased by his slow progress, harsh
lust took her over, giving her the strength to break his hold on
her.

She tore his gaze from
hers, squeezing her eyes shut as she screamed, “You son of a
bitch!” Sexual anguish ripped the words from her lips as she yanked
her arms against his grip. You’re killing
me! her spinning mind screamed.
For the love of all that is sane, just take
me!

Jake stilled above her, directly defying her
demands as surely as she’d just defied him. Angel bucked in his
grip, fighting with renewed vigor. She pulled against him with
distracted fury, trying anything she could to make him move inside
her, to carry her further down that tunnel before it ate her up and
drove her senseless.

“Seriously insolent,” he
said softly.

Angel’s eyes flew open. When they met
Jake’s, it was to find they had finally shifted from green to
red.

The sight was staggering. And yet somehow,
it made her contract around Jake’s cock with blatant yearning. If
anything, the new boost of fear she experienced only added to the
craving already devouring her.

Jake held her gaze hard this time, allowing
her no retreat as he ran his fingers down the side of her ribs,
across her stomach, and through the curls between her legs. He
dipped lower, finding the hard, pulsing nub of her clitoris and
surrounded it with deft, experienced pressure. At the same time, he
unhurriedly pulled his fire-brand cock from her core. It pulled at
her inner walls, dragging along their nerve endings to elicit a
moan from Angel long and low.

He withdrew inch by inch – then sank back
in. Then he did it again. His fingers and his smooth, steady rhythm
carried her to another plane of carnality. He pressed harder,
almost painfully with his fingertips, forcing more blood into her
clitoris as he slowly rode her. Little by little he brought the
swollen nub to painful sensitivity that felt like lightning strikes
of sharp pleasure every time he pulled out of her and drove back
in.

Over and over, he speared into her tight,
wet heat, stretching her, taking her, asserting his possession of
her from the inside. Gradually the night and the trees, the car and
the fog drifted away from Angel’s consciousness. There was only her
body, Jake’s body, and his powerful, experienced hands exacting cry
after cry from the depths of her throat. She was wild in his arms,
meeting him with every thrust, bringing the blissful pain she
frantically needed.

Higher and higher, closer and closer she
climbed toward a climax unlike any she’d ever known. But he kept
her from it, skillfully pulling her back every time the prize came
too near. A frenzy of lust eventually claimed her, blotting out all
reason.

He released her arms, knowing now that she
could not escape, that she was his. But her fingernails carved
furrows into his arms, payback for his endless, pitiless torture.
He didn’t notice, and it went on for an eternity, this pure
punishing branding. His body seared away every sane thought she’d
ever had.

Angel felt tears sting her eyes beneath the
punishment that finally became too much to bear. And then, as if he
took pity on her, Jake applied direct pressure to just the right
spot between her legs and slammed into her with brutal, exacting
force, rocking her violently against his car.

Again, he did it. And again.

Angel threw back her head and screamed as
the violence brought her mercy. Jake roared like an animal into the
night when they came together, and Angel’s orgasm dug deep, deep
down, coiling from some place she hadn’t even known was there, then
ripping free with almost vicious, exquisite bliss. It rocked
through her on wave after wave – after wave. It was inhuman, it was
unnatural, it lasted more than a full minute, and it was… it
was....

“It was you,”
she whispered hoarsely, unable to say or think
anything else.

Her body continued to pulse, continued to
squeeze Jake’s cock, and he continued to empty himself into her
over and over again.

When he was finished, Jake lowered his head
and gazed down at her through the dark hair that fell over his
face. Angel stared up at her vampire lover and memorized the
monster in that moment. He was too beautiful not to.

With stunned and limitless tenderness, he
lowered himself over her, moved his strong body to one side, and
pulled Angel tight against his chest. But he remained buried deep
inside her, filling her completely, and she shivered at how hard he
still was.

She felt the cool metal of his jacket zipper
against her fevered skin, the un-giving material of its leather
circling her like a protective barrier. As they lay there
connected, Angel closed her eyes and sank into the brief sleep that
only came to the recently ravaged.

When she awoke some time later, Jake made
love to her a second time, taking her right back to that precipice
of dangerous pleasure and ruthlessly shoving her over.

Once he’d sufficiently slaked his passion
for her, and more than slaked hers, he at last withdrew carefully
from her and re-buttoned his jeans. Then he took off his leather
jacket and slid her into it before he again pulled her against his
chest and spooned her for hours.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

The sun was just setting when they reached
the Monsters safe house. Jake put the car in park, turned it off,
and stayed in his seat. He thought one last time about what he was
going to do. After a minute, he turned to face Angel and pinned her
with an uncompromising gaze. “Alright,” he said, “I’ll let you in
on the Apex job. But only on two conditions.”

Angel released the breath he knew she’d been
holding and closed her eyes in relief. She hadn’t brought it up
since she’d first mentioned it earlier that morning in his garage.
But he knew it was on her mind. It was why she’d come to him in the
first place.

She turned to face him in the passenger
seat. “What are the conditions?” she asked.

“One, at absolutely no time
during the job – none whatsoever
– will you work alone. You will work with me.
Every single thing you do, you do with me. If you ever attempt to
go about any part of the case on your own, I’ll officially pull you
from the job. Understand? And to keep you from working on it, I’ll tie
you to a chair in the Monsters safe house interrogation
room.”

Angel’s eyes widened. He heard her heart
rate speed up significantly, and he knew she was well aware he
wasn’t joking. He would do it. He absolutely did not want her
facing the Apex alone. He felt kind of nuts for letting her face it
at all.

But she was right. This was
her prerogative. It was all about
her. If it had been a man in her position, no one
would bat an eye before agreeing he should have the right to deal
with it. Jake wasn’t going to let her being a woman taint his trust
in her warden abilities. She was exceedingly capable. She was
smart, strong, fast, and she was magic.

Angel contemplated the condition for a
moment in silence, then nodded. “Alright,” she said. “Agreed.
What’s the second condition?”

Now he looked from her eyes to her lips to
the bit of bare shoulder that peeked above her shirt, and back at
her eyes again. “Once this is over, you agree to be mine.”

Angel was visibly surprised. “What?”

“You heard me. If we manage
to get this shit figured out, I don’t want you disappearing behind
Vega lines again. If I agree to let you work this case with me, I
want something in return. I want you.”

Angel blushed furiously and
looked down at the hands she held in her lap. “Jake,” she said
softly, “you just… had me.”

“I haven’t even started,
Angel,” he told her.

She looked up at him wide-eyed. Her already
accelerated heart rate went into overdrive. So he reached over and
gently took her hand. “When this is all over, I want to get to know
you. All of you. And I want you to get to know me. That’s all I
ask, Angel. Do we have a deal?”

Angel’s pupils dilated as she peered at him.
He watched her eyes slip to his mouth, and he heard her thoughts
recalling the sharpness of his teeth. Her heartbeat remained fast,
and he caught the slightest scent of fresh desire.

Jake’s body went very still in his seat, a
predatory response. He waited for her answer, but not without some
measure of mounting impatience. “Angel,” he said more firmly, “do
we have a deal?”

Angel licked her lips and finally nodded.
“Yes,” she breathed. “It’s a deal.”

He wanted to howl at the
moon in triumph, but instead he simply opened his car door and got
out, moving to the passenger side to open hers. He stayed there
while she climbed out. She stood before him small but powerful,
precious and perfect. Jake gazed down at her, and for all the world
he didn’t want to let her go. Especially not now. Especially not so
she could go see him. Gabriel Santiago.

“Angel, about Santiago
–”

She held up her hand,
cutting him off. Then she placed that hand gently to his chest. The
contact made his insides light up as if he hadn’t spent the last
several hours taking liberties with her on top of his car. “I know
what you’re going to say, Jake. But I really do need to do this. I have to
see Gabriel face to face and settle things between us.”

I could settle them for
you, he thought darkly. But that was the
monster in him rising up, and now was not the time.

Now’s the perfect
time, it insisted.

With practiced skill, Jake shoved the beast
into compliance and sighed, pulling his silver pendant over his
neck and holding it up before him. “Take this,” he told her. “Wear
it for me.”

Angel looked from him to the pendant, and
her heart skipped a beat. He could read in her thoughts and hear in
her pulse that she was deeply touched. But she remained demure as
she nodded shyly, took it from his fingers, and slipped it over her
head. “Thank you.”

It was much longer on her than on him, but
it looked good. He couldn’t help but imagine how the silver chain
would shine, stark and bright against her silky skin as it dipped
down between her perfect breasts. He wanted to strip her down then
and there just to see.

Shit. He swore internally and forced himself to step back out of
the way so she could pass. Then he closed the car door behind her
and followed her to her Jeep.

He carefully looked the vehicle over,
checking the tires, then dropping to a push-up to check underneath
for unwanted gadgets. He jumped back to his feet and peered through
the window to make certain the back seat was clear. It wasn’t until
he realized Angel was watching him that he stopped and faced
her.

She was grinning and shaking her head.

He blinked. “What?”

“Nothing,” she told him,
her bright eyes sparkling under the tall lot lights. “But you do
realize that we’re in the Monsters safe house parking lot,
right?”

Jake stared at her a
minute. Then he shoved his hands into his jacket pockets and
shrugged, smiling. “Old habits,” he said. And if anything ever happened to you, I would cease to
exist.

As if she’d heard his thoughts for a change,
Angel left the side of the Jeep and closed the distance between
them. “I’ll be fine, Jake.”

Jake’s jaw clenched. “We’ll start on the
case tomorrow morning.” If nothing else, it was a way to get Angel
right back into his arms. “I’ll need you back here at that
time.”

Angel raised her chin a little. She visibly
bristled beneath the domination. “That’s too soon.”

“It’s non-negotiable,
Angel. You’d better call Santiago right now and let him know you
need to see him.” That way, he could listen in on the conversation
and make sure Gabriel didn’t give her a hard time.

But Angel’s gaze narrowed. She wasn’t
stupid. She could tell he was jealous and throwing his weight
around because of it. For half a beat, he was sure she was going to
put her foot down. But at the moment, she was so grateful to have a
“legal” way to go after the monster killing people to get to her,
she didn’t want to mess it up.

So eventually she sighed. “Okay,” she
agreed, pulling out her phone. He watched her bring up Gabriel’s
contact number. But her finger hovered uncertainly over the call
button. She was scared.

Jake took the phone from her and pressed the
button himself. Angel’s jaw dropped open, but Jake turned his back
on her. Gabriel picked up on the first ring. “Angel!”

“She’s with me, Gabriel.”
He meant it in more ways than one, and he knew the Vega leader
understood as much when he fell silent on the other end. But all
around Gabriel were other noises, sounds Jake readily recognized as
those of a fight.

“I’m on a job, Crow. What
the fuck do you want? Put Angel on the phone.”

Just then, Angel violently ripped the phone
from Jake’s hand and put it to her ear. Her fire-filled glare
brooked no compromise. He had to admit he was impressed. Especially
when she said, “Gabe, ignore the asshole. I’m fine and I’m coming
back to my apartment tonight. We need to talk right away.”

Gabriel told her he would meet her at her
apartment as soon as the job he was on for the Demon King was
complete. Jake listened as Gabriel very clearly finished someone
off and returned to the phone out of breath. “I’ll send someone to
the border to escort you.” He hung up.

Angel glared at the phone now too. Her mind
was spouting all sorts of things about men and the brain between
their legs at that moment.

Jake tried not to smile. Instead, he placed
a hand on her shoulder, drawing her attention. “He cares about
you,” he told her honestly. “And so do I. Forgive us for that.”

Angel relaxed beneath his touch, and finally
she smiled. “Fine.” She put away her phone and said, “I’ll be right
back, Jake.” Then, unexpectedly, she raised her hand to gently cup
his cheek. She was so warm, so soft… Jake suppressed a groan and
drew her into his arms.

You’d better,
he thought.

She hugged him back, sliding her hands under
his jacket. He shoved his hand through her hair, pressing his lips
to her head in a tender kiss. She smelled so good.

There was a primal hunger in him that had
yet to be sated. It was stronger now than ever, and though Jake was
happier in that moment than he’d been in his entire cursed life, he
was simultaneously in agony. The man in him was satiated, his need
for the moment filled by the woman he loved. But the vampire in him
burned for her.

He could smell her skin,
her hair, her sex – hell, he could even smell himself on
her. In her.

And he could almost fucking taste her. He
knew she would be sweet. He knew that if he sank his teeth in and
swallowed, she would burn down his throat like priceless wine,
scorching his insides rapturously as he slowly drank her down.
Every inch of the monster in him right now was quietly fuming,
silently raging, suffering in silent torment as he refused to meet
its demands.

He reined it in. Angel’s
submission to him was enough. The sound of her gasping beneath him,
moaning in ecstasy, screaming in bliss – the feel of her squeezing
him fucking tight as he’d driven into her… right now, it was all that kept him
going. Her trust in him was giving him the strength it took to let
her slip out of his grasp and get into her Jeep.

He watched her slide behind the wheel, start
it up, and shoot him a winsome smile before she firmly shut the
door. Then he watched her pull out of the lot to the exit gate. The
Monsters member on duty buzzed the gate open for her drive through.
Within seconds, her tail lights disappeared into the night.

But Jake stayed where he was. What he would
give in that moment for Gabriel Santiago to meet an untimely
end.

“You know, if you kill the
leader of the Vega clan, I’ll be stuck with a year’s worth of
paperwork, and what’s worse, I’ll have to let Killian claim
second-in-command. You know he’d irritate the crap out of me as
second.”

Jake turned to see glowing blue eyes come
out of the shadows as Cain stepped from the darkness to join Jake
beneath the lamplight.

Jake smirked. “Killian’s on duty right now,
isn’t he?” That would be the most logical reason for Cain’s
teasing. Cain would know Killian could hear him through the mic on
the building’s intercom, whether it was on or off.

The intercom crackled to life. “And I’d make
a damn sight better second than you, Crow,” said Kill over the
speaker.

Jake grinned. Cain smiled, but his blue eyes
were too keen. They pierced through Jake’s barriers. Cain could
tell something was wrong. There was no hiding anything from
him.

The tall and powerful blond, blue-eyed clan
leader shoved his hands down the front pockets of his jeans and
said, “We’re going on a poker run, Jake. I have a feeling I’ve just
been paired with you, since Kill would probably rather run me over
right now than run with me.”

Laughter from the intercom.

Jake ran a hand through his dark hair.
“Yeah,” he said. He could use the distraction.

The intercom buzzed to life again. Killian
spoke. “Dave says we should give you two a head start since all
that screwing you did today probably scrambled your brains a
little, Crow.”

Jake dropped his head and rubbed his eyes.
Of course they knew.

“So get going,” said David,
who had obviously taken the mic from Killian. “Everything’s set up.
You’ve got a three minute lead.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Cain was quiet while Jake
filled his own gas tank. Human motorcycle riders would do well to
remain silent while fueling so they could listen carefully and be
certain not to over-fill the tank. But Jake wasn’t human, and
neither was Cain, and they didn’t need to remain quiet to hear the
fuel in the tank just fine. Cain was thinking. And Jake had the sinking
feeling he knew what about.

He could feel Cain’s eyes on him. It was
unnerving to be scrutinized by such a perceptive man, even after
half a century and despite the fact they were best friends. “She
knows what we are?” Cain finally asked point blank.

Jake didn’t have to reply. Cain knew damn
well Angel had found out about their true nature. The man could
probably smell her on Jake, and the entire fucking clan apparently
knew they’d done the deed. Jake wouldn’t have done so without being
honest with Angel first. She meant too much to him.

She knew what he was. With what she’d been
through at the hands of his kind, he was mystified at how she’d
handled the news. She’d neither set him on fire nor chopped off his
head. Given she was a warden, he would have considered that alone a
win. But then she’d let him make love to her on the hood of his car
in the middle of the redwood forest.

Jake braced one arm on the seat of his bike
as he filled the tank and memories of the feel of her washed over
him. It wasn’t a huge tank; it took all of a minute or two before
he was done.

“So, you baptize this union
yet?” Cain asked as he took the fuel pump from Jake’s hand and
inserted it deep into his own gas tank.

Cain wanted to know if Jake had tasted her.
In other words, he wanted to know if he’d bitten her.

Jake felt his body stiffen. He turned and
leaned back on the seat of his bike, crossing his arms over his
chest and his legs at the ankles. He felt wound tight, ready to
snap. “You serious right now?” He looked up, meeting Cain’s
piercing blue gaze.

“I’ve met your girl, Jake,”
Cain said. He laughed softly, no doubt recalling how he’d helped
Angel when she’d run from Santiago, right into Monsters
territory.

No need to remind
me. Even that made Jake mad with jealousy.
He didn’t want another man’s hands on Angel…. But if it had to be
anyone else who’d helped her that night, he’d have chosen
Cain.

“She’s one in a billion,”
Cain continued, “and I’m betting despite the fun you had tonight,
she’s under your skin. So if she knows what you are, then what’s
the hold up?”

Jake looked at the ground and sighed. “I’m
not having this discussion with you.” Though he now realized this
was exactly why Cain had asked him to partner with him on this
poker run. He’d wanted to have this talk about Angel. Which meant
Jake probably wasn’t going to get out of it, no matter how hard he
fought.

No one said no to Cain. Sometimes they
begged it… but that was different.

Cain replaced the fuel nozzle in its casing
at the pump. “Jake, a member of my team is driven to the point of
distraction, and I can’t have that.” His voice was steady and calm
as always, but stern. “I know you love her. And Angel cares for
you, right?”

Jake thought about the words her mind had
let loose and tried rapidly to cover up. He’d caught them anyway.
She definitely cared for him. He was pretty sure she even loved him
back.

“And she wants you,” Cain
stated.

Jake felt a twinge in his
gums where his fangs were once again reminding him they were there
and ready. Yeah, she wanted him. Her mind might have convinced her
it was a very bad idea to learn everything a vampire had to teach,
but her body disagreed whole-heartedly. Jake recalled her hitching
breaths, the hammering of her heart, and the scent of her arousal
as he’d pinned her to the shining black paint of his car and
scraped his teeth along her throat. That, at least, she couldn’t hide
from him. “That isn’t the problem,” he ground out.

“Well, I know you want her.
Hell, we all know that much. So, take her already.”

“Damn it,
Cain….”

Cain recapped his gas tank. He studied Jake
in silence, and finally draped his muscled forearm across the left
handlebar of his bike. “I get it. You’re scared shitless.”

Jake said nothing. There was no point in
either confirming or denying it. Cain already knew. The bastard
knew everything.

“You think you’ll lose
control and turn her.”

No, I don’t think I will. I know I will.

“Would that be such a bad
thing, Crow?”

If Jake had been drinking,
he would have choked. His head snapped up, and his green eyes met
irises of powerful blue. “I wouldn’t let her go, Cain.” If he
turned her, he would keep her. He would never let her leave his
side. She would belong to him body, heart, and soul. Because there
was no way in hell he would let her sink her little fangs into
another man’s throat. Ever.

“I know,” said
Cain.

Jake’s gaze narrowed. “What are you telling
me right now?”

Cain regarded him in more enigmatic silence
for a moment, then he straightened, coming around his bike to mount
it. Once in the seat, he kicked up the stand with the heel of his
boot and rolled the bike backward with strong legs until he was
parallel to Jake, who hadn’t moved.

Cain stopped flush with him and looked him
in the eye. “Jake, this isn’t Neverland. Whatever it might look
like, boys still grow into men. And men need women.” He nodded at
Jake’s bike. “That saddle is big enough for two.”

The leader of the Monsters clan started up
his bike. The thunder of a V-twin engine filled the gas station’s
lot. But Jake heard his companion’s next words loud and clear
anyway.

“And frankly, I’m sick of
seeing nothing but your ugly mugs around me all the time.” He
revved the engine, making it bellow before adding, “I could use
something beautiful to look at for a change.”

Jake watched Cain tear out of the lot. His
words worked their way through him like a light switch flicking on,
a contract being signed.

Permission granted.

And with a small smile
creeping onto his sensuous lips and new purpose fueling his
determination, Jacob Crow mounted his own motorcycle. The
Vincent Black Shadow’s V-twin engine was so finely tuned, he could cold start it with
one-kick, and it vibrated to life beneath him like a dream. Thunder
signaled a coming storm as Jake roared out of the lot, following
Cain’s tail lights into the mist-filled night.

 


 


 



Chapter Thirty-Nine

“And there you are,” Angel
whispered to herself as headlights fell in behind her Jeep just
after she crossed the invisible line demarking Vega territory.
“Right on time,” she muttered, shaking her head. Gabriel wasn’t
taking any chances at all. Not that she could blame him with the
Apex loose.

Angel drove to her apartment, pulled the
Jeep into the parking garage, and parked in her allotted rental
space. But the space that was normally occupied by a BMW beside
hers was sporting a black four-door Audi instead. She narrowed her
gaze thoughtfully at the car. Had Frank purchased a new ride?

Why did she feel like she’d seen that Audi
before?

Angel pulled the gun from the holster at her
back and double-checked its ammunition. Then she switched the
safety off before sliding it back into the holster. She
straightened her jacket and got out of the Jeep.

She knew her Vega-assigned escort was still
outside the parking garage, probably getting out of his vehicle
right now too. She admittedly felt a little better knowing he was
there as she made her way to the stairwell of the garage and peered
carefully into the shadows.

But as she ascended the steps and approached
the third floor where the elevators were, she became increasingly
troubled. There was a vibration in the air. A wrongness. It brushed
along her skin like static electricity and buzzed slightly in her
ears. She felt slightly light-headed when she got into the
elevator. Sugar low? Anemia?

The elevator was
old, very old,
created by the Otis-Fensom company in 1908. It was a “birdcage”
model, with a gate that slid back and forth in front of it that had
been reinforced with glass all around it in later years. Now, the
elevator was no longer operated manually, so it wasn’t necessary
for an operator to remain on duty twenty-four seven. But all the
older panels, buttons, and equipment had been preserved and
maintained for historical value alone.

Angel closed the glass behind her, then
closed the gate and latched it. Then she pressed the button for the
thirteenth floor. By the time she reached the hall that led to her
apartment door, she was moving slowly and cautiously, the feeling
that something was wrong now sitting heavy in her gut. She came to
a full halt in front of her apartment door and studied the door
carefully. It looked like it always did.

But something about it was also wrong.

Angel drew her gun, looking
over her shoulder down the long art deco hall that stretched in
either direction. This apartment building had always reminded her
of the hotel in The
Shining. In fact, that was why she’d rented
this room. Plus, it had come a good deal cheaper because it was one
of the few buildings in San Francisco that had a thirteenth floor –
and in fact, her apartment was #1300.

It was a two bedroom one bath, with a
balcony, and a bar between the kitchen and living room. Standard.
But rather than being gutted for renovations, the older touches
from yesteryear were maintained as much as possible.

Some were from when it had
been a cannery, such as the hooks and exposed brickwork in the
ceiling of her bedroom and part of her living room. And some were
from when the building had been transformed into a hotel in the
sixties. Angel loved that. The outside hall where she currently stood, along with
the entryway and living room of her apartment really did remind her
of The Overlook. Mostly they were reminiscent of the hotel’s
smoke-filled “Gold Room,” with its flapper-style touches of soft
chandelier lighting, dark detailed carpets, and intricately carved
crown moulding.

She was a film buff, and The Shining was one
of her favorites. Movies in general were her escape from a life
that had managed to disappoint her in two different realms – that
of the natural, and that of the supernatural.

Well, until today, that was.

Angel felt a twinge of soreness between her
legs. She had a feeling she was going to be sore for quite some
time. And that thought would have made her smile except that at the
moment, the eerie aspect of the apartment building’s appearance was
only adding to her unease.

The door to her apartment felt like a
barrier, a thin veil separating her from something truly
unpleasant, as if she was actually standing before a door marked
#237.

Damn, Angel. Enough. You need to focus.

She took a deep breath and readied her
weapon, adjusting her grip. Then she turned the key in the door
knob and stepped to the side behind the wall before she gently
kicked it open. She waited behind the wall and listened. There was
no sound coming from inside the apartment. She crouched down low
and leaned over to chance a peek. But the only thing she could see
from this angle was the short entryway and a tiny sliver of the
carpet and tile from the living room and kitchen. Everything was
still quiet.

Something burned at her nose. She inhaled
slowly, and realized it smelled like metal. Iron, specifically.

Blood.

Oh no….
She straightened, coming slowly to her feet before
she bumped the door the rest of the way open and carefully entered
her apartment. Little by little, her eyes widened with more horror
and shock. Her stomach twisted into a terrible, sickening knot. The
world was going red. It was deeper and more plentiful with every
step she took into her home.

Blood splatters stained the art deco walls
and pooled in puddles along the carpet. When she rounded the corner
of the entry hall and faced the living room, she at last knew
why.

Hanging from exposed beams in her ceiling
were three chains that had been hung to make use of remaining hooks
from the building’s cannery days. The ends of those three chains
had been wrapped around the three bodies of the Vega clan’s
assassins.

Ares Knight, Seth Hudson, and Mason
Daniels.

She couldn’t tell if they were dead or not,
but blood had pooled thick and deep beneath each of their bodies.
They were covered with so much of it, she couldn’t tell where
exactly their injuries were.

Angel felt instant nausea well in her
stomach and climb her throat. She couldn’t help bending at the
waist in response, but with great effort, she expertly quelled her
sickened reaction and straightened once more.

She peered around the apartment, her gun up
and ready. The hallway leading from the living room was dark; the
lights had been shattered.

Angel double-checked behind her, then backed
up to the wall, her heart racing so fast she was half afraid she’d
have a heart attack before facing whatever evil had done this. But
she kept her gun trained on the hallway, figuring the killer
probably wouldn’t have bothered with the lights if he hadn’t
planned on hiding there.

She was right. The killer stepped out with
the absolute calm of an utter psychopath.

But what she hadn’t expected, not in a
million years… was that the killer would be Dmitri Voronin.

“No….” Her voice was too soft, too filled with disbelief, too close
to the dizzy weakness that accompanied absolute shock. She had to
be dreaming. This didn’t make any sense. Maybe… maybe she was still
in Jake’s arms. She was asleep and imagining all of
this.

Dream or not, she pulled her trigger,
thankful beyond measure that she’d taken the trouble of loading the
gun with special bullets. They were meant to slow down vampires,
but would work to some extent on Apex as well.

As ever, her aim was spot-on. But also as
ever, Dmitri was faster than her. He was even faster than her
bullets.

His tall, beautiful form was standing in
front of her one tiny fraction of a second, and gone the next. In
the living room wall behind where he’d just been, four bullet-sized
holes appeared.

“It’s a good thing the
apartment next to yours is empty, isn’t it little one?”

Angel spun, thinking fast. He was right – in
one direction, there was no one who could accidentally catch
friendly fire. But in the other, there was. She instinctively
lowered her weapon. Rather than use the gun this time, she shoved
it into the holster at her back at the same time that she broke
into a hard run for the hall that was now clear.

In the closet down that hall was a scimitar,
one of many weapons she’d learned to use over the years as a
warden. It was particularly useful for beheading vampires.

She’d almost made it to the hall door when
the door itself was ripped from its hinges by an invisible force
and tossed down the hall toward her. She ducked, dropping to her
stomach just in time to keep from catching a face full of wood as
the door sailed over her head and slammed into one of the men
hanging from the chains in the living room.

Her nausea was back, and accompanying it was
the sound of laughter, low and wicked. As she pushed herself up
from the blood-stained carpet, Angel hastily spoke the words to a
spell. The first one that came to her mind was a transport.

But she’d only muttered two words when the
now-open closet was molested once more, the unseen force now
withdrawing the very same blade she’d been so determined to go
after. It emerged from the small room, floating into the hallway
blade-down. But as she watched, it began to spin end-over-end, and
Angel knew there was no way she could avoid it in the hall.

She shoved herself off the nearest wall for
momentum, pulled her gun from its holster once more, and dropped
into a roll in the living room as the scimitar sailed past her.
When she was behind it, she raised her gun, took calculated aim,
and pulled the trigger several times consecutively.

The sound of bullets striking metal was
followed by the sound of metal embedding itself firmly in something
solid. Angel got to her feet, her gaze trained warily on the deeply
buried sword sticking out of her stainless steel refrigerator.

“This brings back memories.
But it’s somewhat anticlimactic knowing you will successfully avoid
everything I throw at you. And of course I know you will, Angel. I
watched you fifteen years ago. And I’ve been watching you ever
since.”

No. Angel swallowed hard. Gods,
no. She closed her eyes and tried to quell
the frantic beating of her heart. Dmitri’s words were
impossible. All this time….
But even worse was that his voice had come this
time from directly behind her. No more than a foot away.

Very slowly, she lowered her weapon and
turned around. And there he was. As tall, as beautiful, and as
terrifying as ever. Dmitri had once been a king of sorts, long,
long ago. And even now, dressed in expensive dark slacks and a
long-sleeved gray shirt and black vest, he looked every bit the
royalty she knew he’d at one time been.

His brown hair was thick
and looked soft to the touch, cut so that it appeared effortlessly
perfect. Strong chin, broad shoulders, narrow waist, impossible
grace. And she could smell him now as he drew closer. She
remembered that scent. He wore fine, expensive cologne and the
indescribable aroma of night. His electric blue eyes were
shot through with so much innate power, they were as starkly
vibrant as shattered sapphires. They gazed at her with unseemly
depth that felt far too much like compassion.

She wasn’t dreaming after all. She couldn’t
be. This hurt too much, it was entirely too real.

“You survived,” she said
numbly. Her voice was as soft as it had been on that fateful night.
The room around her threatened to go dark. She was overwhelmed by
what she was seeing, hearing, smelling – feeling.

“Shhhh,” he urged gently,
his deep voice painfully beautiful. “Easy, now.” She felt fingers
of his power snake around her. But they didn’t harm her. Rather,
they pushed the darkness away from her, keeping it at bay as if to
protect her.

Angel tried to understand, but she just
couldn’t. Nothing made any sense any longer. “The fall into the
river,” she said, her words trembling as Dmitri stepped forward and
his blue eyes anchored to hers. “The poison.” She shook her head.
“You somehow survived.”

Dmitri Voronin watched her intently,
patiently, as she spoke each word.

“Oh, yes,” he said with a
secret, beautiful smile. “And then some.”


Chapter Forty

She was ill-equipped to take on this
particular Apex – because he wasn’t supposed to exist. Not anymore.
And her mind couldn’t wrap itself around that.

I have to get out,
she thought desperately. She remembered the
transport spell, and as he closed the distance between them, she
opened her mouth to finish it as quickly as possible.

“Ah, but Angel,” he
interrupted her, “if you leave now, he will surely die. You can
still save him, you know.” Dmitri nodded to something over her
shoulder, and Angel stiffened. As if she had no choice in the
matter, she turned her head to look.

Two of the men hanging from the ceiling had
stopped bleeding. But blood continued to drip from the third.
Knight was not yet dead.

Angel reacted before thinking. She spun in
place and bolted for the man, wanting nothing more in that moment
than to keep him alive. She made it half-way before Dmitri was
standing once more before her, and she was slamming head-long into
his chest.

He’d slipped into vampire mode, red-eyed and
fanged, and powerful vampire magic flowed from his form so thick it
was suffocating. Angel gasped for breath as Dmitri’s hand instantly
wrapped around one of her wrists to hold her fast. In that insane
and desperate moment, Angel realized that even while blood covered
her and everything in her apartment, not a single drop of it had
landed anywhere on Dmitri’s tall, beautiful body.

Dizziness swept over her.
He was flooding her with his will, sapping her strength just to
show her he could. Somehow, she formed words. “Let me go, damn it!” Time was
ticking. Knight was dying.

Dmitri ignored her, slipping a strong hand
at her lower back to pull her hard against his body. His eyes
burned red like dragon’s fire. He bared his fangs behind a
terrible, beautiful smile. “Nice necklace,” he said softly. “Did
Crow give that to you?”

Angel froze in his arms and gazed helplessly
up at him.

He grinned, his powerful
eyes glinting. He didn’t really care about the necklace, and she
knew it. He wasn’t threatened by Jake. Nothing made Dmitri feel threatened.
He just wanted her to know that he’d noticed it.

As if to prove how unthreatened he was, he
pulled back on his power, allowing her head to clear, and smiled
down at her like a demon Cheshire cat.

“You… spineless, soul-eating, empty void of
malicious evil, son of a
bitch,” she hissed. “You can’t stop killing
people, can you?” Her voice shook, but her fury, her pent-up anger,
her absolute rage at all that had happened to her was boiling over,
and there was no putting a lid on it now.

Dmitri’s laugh was infuriating. But there
was an edge to it that hadn’t been there before. “If you want me to
stop so badly, then stop me, Angel. Give yourself to me now, heart
and soul, and I will never kill anyone again.”

Angel felt his words like a slap to the
face. Her eyes widened. Disbelief rang out at the end of every
nerve. She was positive she hadn’t heard him right.

“You heard me right, Angel
love. Give in to me now, and I will never take another human
life.”

Angel wanted to believe it was some kind of
trick. But Dmitri’s grip on her tightened, his chest un-giving
against her. “No tricks, little one. Think about it. Give me what I
want and I will return the favor.”

She heard him, but she still couldn’t
believe it. She couldn’t understand. He wasn’t going to kill
anymore?

“It’s simple.” He suddenly
released her and stepped back, just like that. She steadied herself
without his help this time, her mind spinning.

Dmitri studied her as he
spoke. “For the better part of twenty years, I’ve watched you,
yearned for you, craved
you.” He laughed in self-admonishment, shaking his
head, and turned to pace a few steps. “I planned, manipulated, and
killed for you. You fought me every step of the way.” He stopped,
landed her with his red eyes. “You still do. And it’s clear you’ll
never stop.”

He waited where he was at a distance, and
measured his words carefully. “It should have become clear to me
when you pumped me full of your clever poison, but I was too
consumed by fire to realize then.” He cocked his head to the side,
his smile wry. “Fortunately I had a contingency plan for just such
an occasion; an alpha werewolf waiting in the wings. So I’ve had
fifteen long years to think it over.”

He came toward her. “It’s who you are.
You’re a fighter by nature. And now I even realize it’s part of
what makes me love you.”

“You aren’t capable of
love,” she spat.

“Maybe not.” He shrugged,
his smile broadening. “I am as the Storyteller made me. But I don’t
know what else to call this.” The red in his eyes blazed. He was a
vessel of hunger, and now the magic was pouring out around him
again. He’d either decided to no longer spare her, or he was no
longer capable of holding it back.

It moved before him like a shadow as he
overtook her. Once more, she was encased in his power, and this
time it was Apex power. Not just any Apex, an ancient vampire
turned by an alpha werewolf. It was strong beyond measure, and it
barely allowed her to breathe, much less move.

She shook in his wake as he towered before
her, so close that when she breathed in, her chest touched his.
“I’ve reached the end, Angel. I’ve killed, died, changed, killed,
watched other men put their hands on you….” He gritted his fanged
teeth and swallowed hard as if he could barely stomach the
thought.

“I’ve killed just to ease
the fury that followed.” He paused and reached up as if to touch
the backs of his fingers to her cheek, but she flinched, turning
her face away.

He stopped, the fire in his eyes
flaring.

Angel was certain he would lose it then. She
readied herself for the worst. He was going to grab her, sink his
teeth into her, drain her to near death, torture her, or maybe just
finally kill her once and for all. She was positive he would be
unable to contain the powerful emotion moving through him. When
faced with this kind of opposition, in this much frustration, Apex
tended to give in to their instincts and go nuts. They were
composed of all the strongest aspects of two terrifying beasts. And
when pushed to their limits, they flew off the handle at even the
slightest provocation. It was yet another thing that made them so
dangerous.

But Dmitri stayed his hand with enormous
control and instead firmly but gently took her chin in his fingers,
forcing her to face him. He fixed his eyes to hers. His voice
lowered, becoming intimate. When he spoke, his words moved around
her like silk, but burned her like dry ice. “I’ve pinned you to the
wall every way I know how, Angel. You always break free. You always
slip my grasp. And I can’t go on like this. Nothing in the realms
can end this pain but you. So I’m willing to make you a deal.”

She stared up at him, and
his words returned to her. Give in to me
now and I will never take another human life. “You’re lying,” she breathed shakily. It was a trick. It had
to be.

“Have I ever lied to
you?”

Angel tried to step back, but his magic
wouldn’t let her. It was roped around her limbs as sure as bent
rebar. He was giving her space, but not that much. There was only
so far he was willing to go.

“Answer me, Angel. Have I
ever lied to you?”

No, she thought. You
haven’t.

He hadn’t. Not once. Every single time he
had done something horrible to her, he’d freely, if not proudly
admitted it. No lying. Just evil. “No.”

“So now you have a choice.”
He spoke through his teeth again, clearly struggling with something
inside him that told him to end this here and now and turn her,
whether her heart was in it or not. But he wanted more from her
than her body, and always had. He wanted her to come to him
willingly, to accept him.

He wanted her to
choose him. Over everyone
else. Over Michael. Over Gabriel.

Over Jacob Crow.

Jake… her inner voice automatically spoke his name, and her lips
automatically remembered the hungry, searching feel of his. Her
body tingled from head to toe as a beautiful bird, inked into a
broad sculpted back, flashed before her eyes. She blinked, trying
to focus.

The fire erupted in
Dmitri’s pupils, his power licking at her skin painfully. She
hissed an intake of breath against the pain. That focused her plenty.

“Decide.”

The word was spoken like a curse, the
ultimate ultimatum. And he went on. “Let me in, Angel. Give
yourself to me right now… and save your clan, save your annoyingly
hands-on mentor….” He lowered his head, his gaze claiming the
darkness of his face. “Save your friends.” He released her
chin.

Or let them all
die. It was unspoken, but there was no need
to give it voice. She comprehended the threat perfectly.

“You can’t survive without
killing.” She said it even as she knew it wasn’t true. As a
vampire, it might have been true but for the fact that some
vampires could escape that necessity with strong enough magic. But
that wasn’t even an issue for him any longer. He was Apex, and half
werewolf. Even without the help of magic, he no longer needed to
periodically drain a creature to completion to continue his
existence. The werewolf half of him negated that. It was ironic in
fact, that two of the world’s most vicious and instinctive killers
canceled each other out when combined to become a literal Apex
predator. The ultimate killing machine – no longer needed to kill.
It just usually wanted to.

“Come now, you know that
isn’t true,” he whispered, smiling a different kind of smile, as if
he were calling her out and it was a private joke. He reached
slowly to brush her cheek again, and this time when she tried to
turn away, she simply couldn’t.

She felt a wave of danger
wash over her. “You have twenty-four hours, Angel. I will come for
your answer tomorrow night. And
for you. Either way.” His eyes scorched a path
over her face, stark and starving. “What happens in the meantime is
on your hands.”

With that, he spun in a blur of darkness and
magic, and was gone.

 


 



Chapter Forty-One

Gabriel left the Demon King’s safe house at
a fast stride, exiting through a seemingly normal set of double
doors that actually deposited him directly into an alley-way “Harry
Potter” style. He moved down the alley until he was clear of the
king’s wards, then prepared to transport.

He needed to see Angel immediately to fill
her in on Dmitri Voronin. Unfortunately, this job had taken longer
than he’d have liked. Gabe wouldn’t have taken it had he known
Angel would return to Vega territory tonight. As it was, she had
been home a good ten minutes already by his estimates. By now she
was no doubt pissed off about the extra “security” he’d sent to her
apartment.

The moment he’d hung up after speaking with
Angel and Crow, Gabriel had called in reinforcements. He’d known it
would take him some time to finish dealing with the mess he and his
team were in the middle of, so he issued fast orders while dodging
spells and demon attacks, then went back to work.

Knight, Hudson, and Daniels were sent
immediately to her apartment to meet her there, as was originally
planned. Angel was going to motherfucking learn that she couldn’t
escape Gabriel’s orders that easily.

Oh, I’m sure she’s
learned, Gabe, his guilty mind told him as
he called up the transport. You’re
probably going to catch a shit ton of heat from her for
this.

It doesn’t matter,
he told himself firmly. She would just have to
deal. He’d done what he’d felt he had to do to keep her
safe.

The transport spell swirled around him,
melted the dingy colors of the alley, and took him through time and
space. But as he neared his destination, Angel’s apartment, he
became troubled. The walls of the transport tunnel took on a
reddish hue. It was never a good sign when they did that.

Gabriel pulled the gun from his holster,
readied it, and waited for the spell to open and let him out. The
moment the exit was large enough for him to step through, his
concern changed to alarm. He smelled blood. There was a lot of
it.

His only consolation was
that he didn’t smell her
blood.

Gabriel ran from the tunnel as it deposited
him, leaping into the apartment that waited beyond its exit. His
boots gained an immediate footing in literal inches of spilled
blood. His mind cursed as he turned, surveying the damage.
Instantly his eyes fell on the figures at the center of the living
room.

“Gabe!” Angel called out
through clenched teeth. She was struggling with one of three
hanging bodies that dangled in grisly fashion from the ceiling.
“Please… help me!”

Gabriel shoved his gun into its holster and
strode to the center of the room, taking the weight of the Vega
assassin’s body off Angel’s hands. He concentrated on the chain
around the man’s chest. It had been fastened differently than the
other two, and knowing what Gabe knew of the killer’s MO at this
point, he was pretty sure he knew why.

Ares Knight wasn’t like the other two
assassins. Prior to becoming members of the Vega clan, Hudson and
Daniels had already been trained assassins. They’d killed dozens of
people, if not hundreds.

But Ares had been, of all things, a
kindergarten teacher. Knight wasn’t a bad man. He was a man with
serious talent who’d been seriously wronged. He’d lost his family
to the supernatural. It sent him to Gabriel’s door and gave him a
reason to want to kill. And now if he survived, it looked like he’d
have another reason.

The chain around Ares was meant to be undone
so the man could be safely lowered, and from what Gabriel could see
and smell, his injuries were the kind that would slowly cause him
to hemorrhage to the point of death, but there’d been no direct
damage to internal organs.

In comparison, the other two had been strung
so tight, their chains cut deep into their chest cavities.

The killer knew about the pasts of these
men, and as he’d done with all of his prior victims, he’d acted
accordingly.

Gabriel tried not to think about the loss he
was facing. He shoved it into the recesses of his mind like he’d
been trained to do long ago and focused on the task at hand. After
a few tense seconds that seemed far longer than they really were,
Gabe managed to get the chain loose and lower Knight gently to the
ground.

He knew the immediate
danger in the apartment had passed, or he never would have
reholstered his gun. There was no one else there with them – but
there had been.
Gabe recognized the killer’s signature in everything around them.
He also recognized the fleeting remnants of his vast power, and
caught fading traces of his singular scent.

Dmitri Voronin had been here. This bloodshed
was his handiwork.

Angel wasted no time kneeling beside Ares,
and Gabe gave her space. She placed her hands upon the barely
moving chest cavity of the Vega assassin and closed her eyes. He
watched as her hands began to glow, and within seconds that
precious glow widened, spreading out to encompass the whole of
Knight’s tortured body.

Gabriel waited. He waited and he tried not
to think.

He tried desperately not to
think about the fact that the moment he’d come close enough to
Angel, he could smell someone else on her. In fact, he could smell
the bastard all over her. In the most intimate of ways.

Gabe’s eyes felt too hot. His fingertips
twinged. His gums felt swollen. Down on the blood-splattered floor
in front of him, Angel Clemens released rare magic into one of his
team members, healing his wounds from the inside out. Gabriel
forced himself to focus on that, on the life being saved, on the
death all around him, and on the danger that could at any moment
return. And as he did, he regained control over his body.

When Ares began to stir beneath Angel’s
touch, Gabe took a knee beside them. With one arm under the man’s
head to lift him to a sitting position, he helped the assassin
regain his faculties.

“What happened?” Gabriel
asked him.

Ares was discombobulated. He’d been near
death, and strong magic was moving through him right now, not
unlike an extreme narcotic. Ares was high. Gabe knew he would feel
weak, light-headed, euphoric. He knew he would need a few
moments.

But time pressed in on
them; the night was young. And Gabriel’s patience was officially
all burned out. He snapped his head around and pinned Angel with an
uncompromising look. “Okay, you
tell me what happened,” he demanded. It was almost
a growl.

But when Angel flinched at the tone of his
voice, and he really took the time to look at her, he realized she
wasn’t having the easiest time of it either.

Of course she’s not, you idiot. She faced
off with Dmitri!

She was pale, she was scared, and she’d used
a lot of magic to heal Knight’s wounds. She was also kneeling in a
puddle of blood – in her own living room. She had probably walked
in on this nightmare.

Despite his lingering anger at her for
disobeying his orders and fleeing to Monsters territory, this
wasn’t the welcoming party he’d wanted for her on her return. This
right here was a little slice of Hell.

He took a deep breath and made sure Ares
could sit on his own. Then he sat back on his heels. “Please
Angel,” he said, this time more gently. “Tell me what
happened.”

Angel nodded, but refused to meet his gaze.
It troubled him, but he didn’t push her. She stared at the ground,
and he followed her gaze to see that she was unable to pull it away
from a particularly nasty puddle of blood. That one was beneath
Daniels.

Gabe felt a pang of something inside and
realized it was a mix of two emotions. One was a primal need to
protect. The other was cold, hard fury. He needed to protect Angel.
He was furious that someone had dared touch any of his clan
members, much less kill them. And most of all, he was raging mad
that it had happened right in front of her.

“I knew something was wrong
when I pulled into the parking garage,” she said. “It just felt
off. But I didn’t put it together until I opened my apartment door.
I… I could smell metal right away.” Her voice was distant. It
sounded the way it had when he’d come upon her after Dmitri’s
attack fifteen years ago.

Damn it, no.

“Dmitri was waiting for
me,” she continued. “He had attacked all three of them and….” She
swallowed. He watched her throat move, struggling with what must
have been a closing passage. “He hung them up.”

Gabriel had figured that much out already.
What he wanted to know was why the asshole was gone, and Angel was
still here. If he’d been Dmitri, he wouldn’t have left until she
was turned – and then he would have taken her with him. In
chains.

“We fought.” She shrugged,
a defeated gesture he’d never seen her use before. “Sort of.” She
closed her eyes and her head dropped a little. It was clear she
felt ashamed. She hadn’t bagged the supe. She’d lost, and in doing
so, she felt she’d failed in her warden duties.

“He was just… too fast.”
She paused then, and looked up at him. “I think he knew you were
coming though. He told me he would be back and he just
left. And then you walked
in.”

Gabriel studied her in silence. She seemed
so sincere. And yet, he couldn’t shake the feeling she wasn’t
telling him everything. There was more to this story than she was
letting on. All he knew for certain was that Dmitri had killed two
of his men and that Angel wasn’t lying about Dmitri promising to be
back.

So that was what he focused on.

“You can’t stay here,” he
told her with finality. “And for once in your damn stubborn life,
you’re going to do what I tell you, and go where I tell you to
go.”

He took her firmly by the wrist as he stood,
dragging her up with him. He ignored her shocked expression as she
stumbled to her feet beside him, but when she yanked her arm free
of his grasp, Gabriel felt his entire body tense as if preparing
for a fight.

She surprised him, though. Rather than pull
away, she stepped closer to him, leveling a gaze on him that made
him feel her eyes were throwing sparks and he was standing in a
powder keg. That fiery, furious gaze narrowed dangerously as she
pointed her finger and leaned in to let him have it.

“You are the reason these men are dead, Gabriel,” she hissed with
poisonous malice. “I came back here tonight out of some
sick sense of duty, to
apologize to you for disobeying orders and to tell you that I’d
been granted the Apex case! Why? Because I fucking care! Because
I’m your second-in-command and I felt it was my goddamn
job!”

She shook her head, baring
her straight, white teeth. “If I hadn’t felt so fucking obligated to do so, I never
would have even called you, much less driven back here. And then you wouldn’t have overreacted and
sent three fucking assassins
into my apartment to await my return!”

He could feel her magic pouring out of her.
It was something he’d never experienced before. It was like
watching a star fall apart, its outer layers shedding magnanimous
light that illuminated everything around it as it drifted away. It
was yellow-gold, and to him it tasted like honey. Wasted honey. She
was losing control of it, right here and now for the first time in
her life, letting it slip past her defenses in her absolute horror
and misery.

And she was right. He was to blame.

What the hell was he doing being mad at
her?

Gabriel very slowly held up his hands in a
sign of defeat and took a step back, giving her space. “You’re
right,” he said. “I’m sorry, Angel.” He shook his head, just once
from side to side. “Please forgive me.”


Chapter Forty-Two

Pull yourself together, Angel.

She could feel the sponge-like squishiness
of the soaked carpet beneath her boot. And she could feel control
slipping away from her. She knew her magic was going with it, but
she barely cared.

You need to care. You might have to heal
someone else tonight!

Everything that had happened in the last few
days, even the last few weeks, was closing in on her now. The
culminating last straw was the red and the darkness that now made
up the furniture of her apartment living room. And something was
fracturing inside her, the bending pressure fueled by the
impossibility of Dmitri’s return.

Damn it, Angel.
She gritted her teeth.

But she was a warden. And for fifteen years,
she had trained herself to deal with pain and loss. She’d been
taught to handle blood and death. She’d been schooled in moving
past the red and the darkness – for moments exactly like this
one.

So when the fracturing inside her grew too
prevalent and she heard something vital inside begin to crack, she
pooled all of her remaining will and forced herself to do two
simple things.

Inhale. Exhale.

Just those two things, nothing more.

She breathed. Sometimes it was all you could
do. But fortunately it was often the only thing necessary.

With the new breaths came new focus, and
Angel’s mind began to clear. In that blessing of clarity, she was
able to think, and to care. She reached out for her magic, and her
magic at once turned, spinning around her like a protective
blanket, waiting at her beck and call. She drew it completely back
in and tamped it down. There wasn’t as much of it as she would have
liked, but it was better than nothing.

Then she looked up at Gabriel. She knew he
had only wanted to protect her by sending those men to her
apartment. But this time, his male ego and ultimately, his lack of
faith in her abilities, had gone too far.

“I’m not the one to forgive
you,” she told him in response to his plea. Her tone was still
seething, but her voice was a good deal softer now. “They are.” She
couldn’t look at the two men still hanging from the ceiling.
She wouldn’t. But
he understood her all the same.

He slowly lowered his arms. After a tense
moment, a flash of painful emotion crossed his amber eyes and he
nodded. Then he seemed to contemplate her in silence for a long,
careful time.

She recognized that look. Despite her
defiance, despite these deaths, despite how angry she was with him,
he was still the Vega clan leader, and his natural position was one
of power. So she knew damn well that while he scrutinized her, he
was trying to formulate a plan. The expert chess player trying to
see move after move into the future.

But he was at a disadvantage this time. He
didn’t know anything about Dmitri’s offer. He couldn’t see the
other player’s moves. And she intended to keep it that way. She
wasn’t going to let anyone else be destroyed by the man who was for
some unknown reason obsessed with her. Not when there was something
so simple she could do to prevent it.

“Gabriel,” she said evenly,
calmly, “I’m going to go down that hall to the bedroom. I’m going
to pack a few things in a travel bag. And then I’m going to go back
to the Fairmont. I agreed to meet Jake there tomorrow morning
anyway.” It was surreal to talk about this while they stood in
stains of red and two men hung from the ceiling nearby. But that
was training for you.

“Jake allowed me on the
Apex case. We’re officially working it together, so even though we
now know who the Apex is… Jake needs to be brought up to
speed.”

A deal was a deal. She promised she would
include him.

Gabriel lifted his chin a little, just a
touch, and light sliced across his eyes. Angel was suddenly glad
she’d taken the time to tuck Jake’s pendant under her shirt so no
one could see it. She had a feeling it wouldn’t help smooth things
over with Gabriel right now.

Even so, she expected him
to do something cock-headed in that moment, like ask her if she’d
traded her body for permission to work the case. But he
didn’t. Of course he didn’t. He was a man, not a little boy. Instead he said,
“You do realize Dmitri’s last two victims are now in Vega
territory.”

Angel blinked as that truth washed over
her.

Hudson and Daniels. The two men hanging dead
behind her were Dmitri’s latest victims. Technically, Gabriel was
right. The job was no longer Jake’s. It was Gabe’s.

Angel’s blood began to heat up again in her
veins. He was only stating the facts the way the sovereigns would
see it, but her body still automatically prepared for a fight. As
if Gabriel could tell this was the wrong route to take with her
right now, he held up his hand in placation. “But I happen to agree
with you. You should return to the Fairmont.” He took a deep breath
and sighed, his eyes never leaving hers. “You’ll be safer
there.”

It seemed hard for him to admit it. And
honestly, she wondered why it was even true. Why would Cain’s
penthouse suite at a hotel be safer than the Vega clan house with
its plethora of wards, not to mention wardens milling around it at
all hours?

Maybe because Dmitri has
already proven he can eat through wardens like a kid and Halloween
candy, she thought. But it doesn’t matter. The important
thing was that he was agreeing with her, which meant she would soon
be seeing Jake again.

The offer Dmitri had made to her spun like a
spider’s web in her mind. She knew she couldn’t avoid it, and she
knew by now that she couldn’t avoid him. She knew she would be
seeing him again. The moment he’d made his offer and its promise,
Angel had already made her decision.

The truth was, Angel wasn’t particularly
attached to the idea of being human. It hadn’t done a whole lot for
her, in all honesty. It had given her cancer. It had taken her
parents from her. It made people grow old, get sick, and die. Being
human meant having to watch your weight and having to sleep. It
meant losing teeth and not having them grow back. It meant being
physically weak and physically slow – comparatively speaking. And
most of the time, it meant being ugly. God, humans were ugly.
Again, comparatively speaking. But in her opinion, that was in
comparison to pretty much everything else. A human had nothing on a
wolf or a cat. Hell, a human had nothing on a tree frog.

Angel had always felt that being a warden
was a double-edged sword. She killed what wardens collectively
called monsters. But in her opinion, she’d never met a monster who
could hold a candle to the evil in a human being’s soul. She’d seen
what happens every day to women in Sudan and The Congo. The witch
trials? The Inquisition? Humans were creative in their wrongness.
Frankly, Dante’s Inferno was lacking. And that was the one thing
she didn’t like about being a warden.

So she wasn’t all that fond of being human,
when it came down to it.

Angel was going to give herself to Dmitri.
If it meant he would never kill anyone ever again – if it meant
sparing clan members, friends, and family – she would hand herself
over to him and end this hellish game of cat and mouse once and for
all. Let him turn her. Most of her no longer even cared.

But if she was going to do that, there was
only one thing in the universe she wanted to do beforehand. She
wanted to spend one final night with Jake.

Angel had only been in love once before in
her life. And even that had felt different than this. She’d always
felt that when she’d fallen for Michael, it had been really fast,
surprisingly so. But even that whirlwind romance that nearly ended
in marriage was somehow… weaker than what she felt with Jake. It
paled in comparison.

She felt ashamed to admit
as much, especially given Michael was dead, and because of her. It
felt as if she were being unjust to his memory. Unfair and
disrespectful. But no one could dictate their own emotions. And
when she thought of Jake, her mind melted. Wanting to be with him was a
scorching, inexplicable form of surrender deep, deep inside, as if
he’d introduced her by a baptism of fire to the world of
love.

Love. That was just it, she knew it. She really did love Jacob
Crow.

And at the moment, he was the only thing in
the world Angel wanted. In the hurricane of blood and death and
uncertainty that had become her life, she was surprised to find
that the most stable, most comforting, and safest place she could
imagine was in the cage of a biker vampire’s arms.

One more night. That was all she asked.

She nodded her consent to Gabriel and looked
away, unable to meet his gaze any longer.

“Get your things together
and I’ll make a few phone calls,” Gabe told her as he pulled his
phone from the inside pocket of his jacket. “No doubt the police
were alerted when your gun went off. The sovereigns will want to
arrange a clean up.”

Gabriel had obviously seen the bullet holes
in the wall – and she didn’t fail to see him shoot a slightly
mystified glance at the scimitar sticking out of her fridge.

Angel left her clan leader alone in a room
that ironically now more closely resembled a room in the Overlook
Hotel than ever, and made her way down the hall to pack her
things.


Chapter Forty-Three

The boys were deep into a discussion on the
merits of a good spiked coffee drink, which was done more to tease
Jake than anything else, when Killian tossed his empty beer bottle
into the trash only to have it roll off the top of the mound onto
the garage floor. He turned and grinned at Jake. “You won the poker
run, you’re stuck with the trash, pretty boy.”

Jake smirked. “I was
partnered with Cain. He always
wins.”

But Randall Mace, another clan member
snorted. “You wanna be the one to tell Cain to take out the
trash?”

No one said anything, but there was a lot of
laughter. Finally, David Sharpe chuckled, shaking his head. “I’ll
help you out, Crow.”

He and Jake stood and grabbed hands-full of
black trash bags, then took the bags around to each of the guys
lounged on various vehicles in the garage, making sure every last
scrap of shit got tossed into the bags before they went out.

When the two were outside in the cool night
air behind the safe house, Dave said, “I think Kill’s jealous.”

Jake made a derisive sound.
“I know Kill’s
jealous. He saw Angel today on the surveillance cam. He says she
gave him a hard time when he didn’t open the gate right away. You
know how he likes a woman with fire.”

Both men laughed softly. “Who doesn’t? But
yeah, it’s the dark fae in him,” said Dave as they tossed their
bags into the proper dumpsters. Then David dusted off his hands and
faced Jake again. “Speaking of dark fae… you gave her your pendant,
didn’t you?”

Jake touched his chest, as if the movement
was automatic. When he felt the absence of the bear claw, he felt
warm inside instead of cold. It was with the person it was meant to
protect.

“According to Cain, the
Apex after Angel is someone she already knows. Dmitri Voronin. The
same vampire who killed Clemens, remember him?”

“Michael Clemens, the
would-be fiancé?”

“The very same. He somehow
survived. At least, that’s Gabe’s theory, and if Cain believes it
too, then there’s good reason. But Dmitri isn’t the only one after
Angel. There’s a Taal after her too,” Jake told him.

“You’re shitting
me.”

“I wish I was. But I’m not
surprised with what the Taal are going through right now. Angel is
special and rare.”

“A safe bet if you’re
searching for a soul mate.”

Jake nodded. It was bizarre to him that he
dichotomously felt like the luckiest man in the world and yet one
of the most guarded and wary. He supposed that was what it was like
when you had a treasure. On the one hand, you had the treasure. But
on the other, everyone wanted to take it from you.

“What else do you know?”
Dave asked.

“That’s all Cain would tell
me. Giving her the pendant was the only thing I could think of to
keep her safe, aside from tying her to my bed. Since I don’t
particularly want Angela Clemens hating me, I gave her the
pendant.” He slammed the lid of the trash bin down maybe just a
little too hard and said, “But I admit that for once, I can’t
fucking wait for the sun to come up, Sharpe. Because it means
she’ll be back on this side of things. With me.”

David nodded. “I feel you.” Then he asked,
“Speaking of the Taal… I heard the Kindred search has become brutal
in some areas. And yet Ransom seems to be unaffected.”

Jake thought about Max….
Maxwell Ransom, usually called “Ransom” by his MC brothers and
sometimes just Max, was the Monsters clan negotiator. When Cain needed
permission for a certain aspect of a job, or the clan required
extra aid from any one of the many more powerful supernaturals
across the globe, Ransom was the one Cain sent in to broker the
deal. Humans referred to people like him as closers.

Max Ransom was a Taal of the Malek Taal, a
race of ancient and powerful unseelie fae.

James Killian was dark fae
as well, but the two men were from distinctly separate worlds.
Ransom and Kill were sewn from different cloth, their powers
equally deviant and proportionately disreputable, for lack of a better
word, but they were not at all similar at their cores.

As a Taal, Ransom was
gifted with tremendous influential powers. He could convince almost
anyone to do anything. As David Spade had put it in
Tommy Boy, he could “sell
a ketchup popsicle to a woman wearing white gloves.” Which was why
just like Killian, Ransom thoroughly enjoyed it when he
unexpectedly failed at this with a woman. Nothing got him turned on
like getting turned down.

Really, there wasn’t a guy in the clan who
didn’t appreciate a good challenge when it came to winning a
woman’s attentions. They weren’t little boys, they were men. There
was no better compliment to a strong man than a strong woman.

“I think Ransom’s holding
his own because of Cain, to be honest,” continued David
thoughtfully.

Jake couldn’t disagree with that. So far,
Ransom didn’t seem to be under the maddening effects of the Kindred
search that other Taal men were falling under. Not that he wasn’t
getting laid on a regular basis. He just wasn’t obsessed with any
deeper need to find his soul mate just yet. He maintained control,
as ever. And Jake wouldn’t be surprised at all to find that Cain
had a hand in that control.

Cain was… well, he was Cain. And his
influence over the members of his clan was probably greater than
any of them realized.

“What the –
Angel?”

Jake froze, his head snapping up to find
that David was looking at something over Jake’s shoulder. Jake spun
around. Angel was less than twenty feet away, her slim form looking
shell-shocked, her clothes stained with the bloody evidence of
something brutal. She was hugging herself tightly, and her normally
vibrant eyes were red with unshed tears. Her face was pale, her
teeth clenched.

“Oh hell, Angel,” he muttered, taking a
step forward.

But David’s hand on his arm stopped him up
short. “Angel, what happened?” Dave asked, his voice mystified even
as his grip on Jake’s arm was firm.

Jake hadn’t heard Angel approach. He hadn’t
smelled her either, and with all the blood on her, he certainly
should have. Come to think of it, normally he could feel her coming
when she was drawing near. But this time, there had been no
warning.

“J-Jake,” she whispered,
her voice quaking. Jake’s guts tightened, and his chest throbbed
with anguish at seeing her like this. She unfolded her arms to wipe
furiously at the tears on her cheeks as if they’d betrayed her – so
very like Angel – and he saw the silver bear claw glint in the
moonlight.

At once, he forgot his doubts and rushed to
her, pulling her small form into his arms. She collapsed against
him, her entire form sobbing as she shoved her hands under his
jacket and held him back. She was trembling furiously, and now that
he focused, he could sense her magic in frayed tatters all around
her, discordant and wrong.

“It… was…
Dmitri!” she cried
breathlessly. “It was him! Gods, he was at my apartment waiting
for me!” She pushed away from him and shook her head. To his left,
Jake saw David approach now, clearly convinced it was safe after
all. “He killed two Vega clan members,” she cried, her sob losing a
little volume as the emotion drained her. “I managed to save the
third, but….” She sobbed again, choking on the sound as if she
absolutely hated it. Which he knew she did. She hated losing
control like this.

The blood splattered on her clothing was
indeed from three different people. He could differentiate each of
their unique scents now. And he realized the reason he had neither
heard nor felt nor smelled her approach was because of her
magic.

He’d never seen magic like hers look like
this before. It was as if someone had strung her up and struck her
repeatedly with a whip meant to destroy her magic alone. The
normally beautiful gold glow was bruised and in strips, and it both
cushioned and clawed at everything around her.

“I thought… I thought he
was gone. I went to pack to come back to meet you. I left Gabriel
behind in the room….” She shook her head again, furiously, and fell
to her knees with the colossal weight of what she was
relaying.

“Fuck, Angel,” said Dave hissed as he and Jake both took a knee
beside her and Jake pulled her tightly to him again.

“But when I came back out,”
her muffled voice continued, “Gabe had… Gabe had… he’d taken
Knight’s place! He was hanging from the wall! He came
back!”

Jake looked up at David, feeling absolutely
helpless. And exceedingly confused. “Dmitri… came back? He did
that?” If so, why was Angel here in his arms? Had she defeated the
Apex herself?

“No! Malek did!” she
cried.

Jake blinked furiously. He and Dave frowned,
exchanging shocked looks.

“Malek Taal did that?” Jake
asked.

“Wait, Malek did
what?” Dave asked
disbelievingly, his confusion getting the better of him.

Angel pulled out of Jake’s embrace and
raised her arms. In each hand, she held a gun. One pointed at
Jake’s chest, the other at David’s. Both barrels were fitted with
silencers. “Did this,” she said calmly, and pulled the
triggers.

The guns went off with the muffled noise of
something so much more meaningful than it sounded. And Jake and
Dave hit the ground, unconscious on impact.


Chapter Forty-Four

Angel watched Gabriel’s Land Rover slow down
as their separate vehicles neared the Monsters border. He was
escorting her personally, and she couldn’t blame him. But she
didn’t envy him the mess he was having to deal with on his end
because of her. Two dead Vega members and a lot of witnesses who
needed to have their minds wiped clean of any evidence of a
gunfight going down in her building.

Still, they’d been through worse. They were
wardens, after all. And this really was the safest course of action
for all of them right now.

When Angel crossed the invisible line taking
her from Vega territory, she saw Gabe pull his SUV over and idle
it. She continued on through, and wasn’t surprised when a new
vehicle dropped into place behind her. The new escort was probably
set up by Gabriel or Cain or both, and she was grateful actually.
She didn’t know many of the Monsters clan members, but she trusted
Jake enough at this point to truly feel none of them would wish her
harmed.

Angel followed the directions on her phone
to the famed Fairmont hotel, and soon she was pulling her army
green Jeep into the hotel’s opulent valet drive. An overhang would
have kept the sun and rain off, but at the moment, it merely
shielded guests who pulled up in BMW’s and sports cars, and Angel
couldn’t help but feel out of place.

The last time she’d been here, Cain had
taken care of her Jeep himself. Now she was all too aware of how
old it was.

When she went to open her door to get out,
however, someone else was already doing it for her. She always kept
her doors unlocked while she drove in case she was in an accident
that knocked her unconscious. She wanted the paramedics to be able
to get her out of the vehicle. But now she was thrown a little into
defense mode by someone else opening her door for her. She managed
to not go for her gun, but had she been any more tired or on edge
it might have been a different story.

“I’m sorry if I startled
you, miss,” said the young man who stood back and waited for her to
get out. “I only meant to assist you out of your vehicle.” He was
dressed in nothing short of a tuxedo, and white gloves covered his
hands. She felt sorry for him. After dealing with her Jeep, he was
going to have to replace them.

But he seemed utterly nonplussed by her and
her Jeep, and in fact he smiled brilliantly at her as if – as if he
knew everything. She settled him with a hard stare. “You work for
Cain, don’t you?” she asked point-blank.

He laughed softly. “Miss Clemens, I think
you’ll find these days a surprising number of people work for Mr.
Cain in one capacity or another.” Then he straightened again and
said, “Now if you’ll please come with me, I will see that you’re
escorted safely to the penthouse.” He held out one white gloved
hand. “Your dinner has already been arranged, and the concierge
will be up shortly with your bags.”

Angel decided then and there to just go with
it. She was tired. She’d had an exceedingly wonderful but
admittedly tiring morning and afternoon. And then Dmitri had
returned and all but buried her. Now all she wanted to do was go
upstairs, take a hot, rejuvenating shower, eat something delicious
– preferably chocolate – and see Jake again.

At the thought of food, Angel thought of
room service, which made her realize she had no cash whatsoever for
tipping.

The man escorting her chuckled softly. “Miss
Clemens, I’ve been given strict instructions not to accept any form
of payment or gratuity from you whatsoever, as has everyone else
you will deal with during your stay.

Angel stopped dead in her
tracks and shot him a wary look. Wards,
damn it! She hadn’t put up any mental
warding yet! In the chaos of all that had happened, she’d
forgotten. And subconsciously, she wanted to save her magic for
healing anyway. Already, it had come in handy in saving someone’s
life tonight.

But her young companion had obviously just
read her mind. She eyed him in silence – and he let her, his smile
never slipping. If anything, it deepened as if he were amused. Was
he a vampire? Actually, there were quite a few supernatural
creatures who could read a person’s mind under the right
circumstances. He could be any one of them.

But again, Angel decided to go with it. She
took a deep breath and let it out in a sigh. “Okay, I get it,” she
said. “So I’ll make you a deal. Stay out of my head and I won’t
tell Cain you accepted a C-note from me. Got it?”

The man’s eyes widened. Then his smile broke
into a shit-eating grin and he laughed. In that moment, he appeared
older than his outwardly youthful appearance made him out to be.
“Everything I’ve heard about you is true,” he finally said, shaking
his head. “And it’s a deal.”

Thirty minutes later, Angel was coming out
of one of three luxurious bathrooms with the plushest towel she’d
ever felt wrapped firmly around her body. Steam coiled around her
feet as she hastily padded out into the bedroom, her ears
pricked.

Her phone chimed a second time from where
she’d left it in the library.

“I knew I’d heard it,” she said. She had
turned the notifications volume up full blast before looking around
the suite and finally taking a shower, just in case. So now she
could hear it even across the labyrinthine property that was the
penthouse.

Angel ran across the penthouse, trying not
to slip and slide on the areas that were wood or tiled, and entered
the massive library to grab her phone. As it had the first time,
the room astounded her, and she found herself in a daze as she
strode to the table where her phone rested, plugged in.

She grabbed it and headed back to the
bedroom, but on the way, the view beyond the windows of the
property caught her eye. She slowed and eventually just stopped.
The view from the Fairmont San Francisco penthouse suite was
nothing short of life changing.

The three-suite penthouse spanned the entire
floor and covered more than six thousand square feet. It contained
a ballroom with a grand piano, a billiards room, an antique
books-filled two-story library with a celestial painted dome
ceiling and a secret escape passage for emergencies, a
commercial-sized kitchen with wine storage, and a formal dining
room where the United Nations charter was once created. President
Truman had hosted a dinner for the signing members – right there in
that dining room. The original plates from that dinner were still
on display in the very same room.

But it was what was
off that room that Angel
loved most. It was an enormous terrace obviously made for
entertaining. The terrace was illuminated at night by dozens of
tiny, romantic lights and centered by a working
fountain.

But beyond the terrace was the city of San
Francisco in all its nighttime glory. Angel had lived long enough
in San Francisco to have learned all about this penthouse suite,
possibly the most famous and luxurious in the entire world and most
certainly in the United States. But never in her wildest dreams
could she have imagined she would one day be staying in it.

She moved to the terrace doors, opened them,
and stepped out into the cold night air, despite her towel and wet
hair. She gazed out at the city for long, irreplaceable moments,
just taking it in. When she felt she’d properly imprinted the image
on her mind, she stepped back inside, then swiped her phone on to
read the text.

A blush crept hotter into her cheeks with
every word.

Jake: Tomorrow is too far away. Meet me
tonight instead. Transport to the labyrinth at Lands End Lookout.
I’ll be waiting for you.

Angel smiled.
I guess he feels the same way I do,
she thought whimsically. And then her smile
slipped and her stomach felt unpleasantly cold when she remembered
that tonight was all there was. Angel may have just found the best
thing in the world. And tomorrow, she was going to have to give it
away.


Chapter Forty-Five

Angel went all out putting
on an act, figuring there was probably some sort of bug in the
room. Or more like seventeen, with how huge the suite was. It was
also possible someone not too far away had the unnatural ability to
hear everything she said without any listening devices. And it was
possible, though rather rude, that there was a camera or two in the
penthouse suite. In fact, that was probable. The suite was enormous,
after all, and no one would see it as strange to monitor the main,
more public rooms.

So, she took several measures to ensure that
nobody came barging into the suite to drag her out and lock her in
an interrogation chamber.

First, Angel fully dressed in warden gear,
including a freshly loaded weapon – just in case. Then she entered
the largest room of the suite and called Elena to ask her whether
she’d be interested in meeting her in the Fairmont restaurant for a
drink in twenty minutes. That way, anyone watching would be
satisfied that she’d chosen to dress rather than go to sleep
because she was headed downstairs, and hopefully they would assume
that she’d dressed in warden gear – because frankly that was all
she owned or was comfortable in. Besides, she looked good in
it.

Elena was game. In fact, she sounded so
excited, Angel hated the fact that she was going to have to call
her right back in a few minutes and cancel. She swore to herself
that she would make it up to her friend, then repocketed her
phone.

She glanced at her night stand to see what
else she might need if she were out all night. The side table was
covered with a phone, remote controls, a lamp, and a clock – the
standards for a hotel. But it also contained medicines and
supplements, probably a dozen different kinds of chocolate – her
mind-reading companion earlier must have caught that particular
thought – and several bottles of water.

It occurred to her just then, in that very
moment, that after tomorrow she would never need those medications
or supplements again.

Angel went very still. As
if instinctively, she felt her gum with her tooth, pressing
delicately where she’d lost her very back top tooth recently during
a particularly nasty fight. The wound from the extraction of the
shattered tooth was completely healed. It had been mended
miraculously along with everything else when Cain had saved her.
But now she wondered… if she became a vampire, an Apex no less,
would the tooth grow back? Would her other teeth grow back? Would they
push out the implants she had?

Hell, would her
thyroid grow
back?

The sudden intensity of these questions
forced the true depth of her situation to wash over Angel with
destabilizing gravity. She swayed on her feet a moment, then sat
down hard on the edge of the bed.

It doesn’t matter,
she told herself. Whatever happens, you’ll be okay. Dmitri wouldn’t have gone to all the trouble he’d gone to over
the years to see anything damaging happen to her. He wanted her. He
was psychopathic and obsessed, but he wanted her all the same. So
whatever happened, she would come out whole and, for all intents
and purposes, physically sound when the deed was done.

Contrary to myth, a turned
vampire possessed no inherent loyalty or fealty to their maker.
Neither did an Apex. So Dmitri would no doubt force her to promise
not to run from him once he’d turned her. But that was okay.
Because as an Apex… she would be strong. Fantastically so. And if she ran from
him, she couldn’t kill him. If Angel was lucky, one day Dmitri
would slip up and let his guard down.

She’d taken a warden’s oath first, after
all. As far as she was concerned, that one overrode any promise he
forced her to make.

And she would be free of him at last.

Angel gazed steadily out the
floor-to-ceiling windows, and realized that despite the view, she
was frowning. Her eyes actually stung, and there was a pressure
building behind them.

She bit her lip and lowered
her head. No. Not now, she told herself. Right now you’re
going to go see Jake. And he’s going to make you forget
everything.

With that thought, she took a deep,
cleansing breath and rose from the bed. She grabbed a water, took
some supplements and her medicine, and drank as much of the water
as she could. It was always a good idea for a warden to hydrate
when possible. Getting kidnapped or tortured were in a day’s work,
and they were both thirsty business.

When she was finished, she tossed the bottle
into the kitchen’s recycling bin and headed to the bathroom – any
overhead cameras would think it natural after downing all that
liquid.

Once in the bathroom, where she was certain
there was neither a camera nor a listening device, Angel went ahead
and took a piss. Then she washed her hands, straightened herself
up, and began whispering the words to a transport spell.

She was beyond grateful that the wards she’d
taken the time to detect around the penthouse were all defensive,
as in they locked from the inside not the outside. They would keep
anyone unwelcome from transporting into the suite, but they
wouldn’t keep her from transporting out.

Angel was a healer by nature, not a warlock.
And transportation was warlock magic. It bent time and space, and
to do so, it accessed the “darker” aspects of the universe. She
personally knew several highly capable warlocks who’d mastered the
magic of transporting so thoroughly, they could do it without
speaking at all. Some supernatural creatures could do so as well.
But for her, it would always involve several ancient words strung
together and a good deal of concentration.

This had always frustrated Angel. In fact,
one year early in her career with Vega, she’d grown so irritated by
the fact that transporting would never be a simple task for her,
she’d gone to the trouble of creating a secondary spell for it.

The secondary spell was one that allowed her
a much faster recall of the portal she’d just exited, as long as it
was cast from within the portal as she was traveling it, and as
long as she accessed said portal within a day or so.

She likened it to making sure the elevator
stayed on her floor after she’d gotten off so she could get back on
quickly again. The magic had come in handy countless times, and now
as Angel’s portal opened before her in the large bathroom and she
stepped into it as fast as possible, she decided to use it
again.

Like the gun at her back, it was an extra
precaution. At the moment, she simply needed to feel safer.

She cast the secondary spell and watched the
swirling colors on the portal’s wall change ever so slightly. When
they became predominantly blue, she knew she was nearing her
destination.

The portal opened onto a flat sandy surface
at the top of a cliff overlooking the Pacific Ocean. Angel stepped
out, waited as the portal vanished, then turned slowly in place,
her gaze scanning the clifftop’s surroundings.

Lands End Lookout was on the northwestern
most tip of San Francisco, between Sea Cliff and Vista del Mar.
Lands End itself was a public trail through a preserved park that
led hikers to a flattened and well-traveled point overlooking the
sea and various famous rocky landmarks such as Lobo Rock, Black
Head Rock, and Pyramid Rock. Also on that overlook was a small rock
labyrinth meticulously maintained over the years by the artist
who’d created it, Eduardo Aguilera.

But what Angel loved most about it was that
off to the right, in the distance, was the San Francisco Bay, and
spanning its entrance, the Golden Gate Bridge. Right now, it was
lit up like a beacon, stunning and welcoming.

But she was alone up here. Jake had said
he’d be waiting… yet, she didn’t even sense him near.

“Angel.”

Angel spun, drawing her weapon. Her heart
leapt painfully, its sudden hard hammering making her head
ache.

Jacob Crow stood tall and
silent a few short feet away. He hadn’t been there a split second
ago. But she hadn’t heard him approach behind her. And more
importantly, she hadn’t felt
him.

In fact, she didn’t feel
him now. Or
rather, she did feel him, but he felt different to her. As if all
of the magnetic, sexual influence that was Jacob Crow were being
stifled somehow.

Strangest of all was that Jake wasn’t alone.
David Sharpe was with him. The MC brothers stood side by side, both
men tall and strong and beautiful. But for a reason she simply
couldn’t name, the sight of them there made Angel more afraid than
she’d been in a long time.

And that included her nightmare with
Dmitri.

Jake and David were the same height and
build, and both had strong bone structure and rare green eyes,
making them seem like natural born brothers. However, David’s hair
was dark brown, his skin was fair where Jake’s was tanned, and his
eyes were such a light color of green, they nearly appeared white
at times, making his gaze uncomfortable to meet.

Looking at the two of them now, Angel
realized she’d been an idiot all along. It was beyond obvious that
neither of them were human. And hell, their clan name all but
shouted their inhumanity to the world.

“Angel,” Jake said again
softly, his voice sounding strange to her, as if he were speaking
from a distance. Or through a filter. “I’m sorry about this.” His
head lowered, and his eyes flashed, making Angel feel odd
inside.

“You’re in danger here,”
said David, “It sucks to spring this on you so suddenly. I know it
isn’t what you had in mind for tonight.” He smiled a little as he
spoke, and Jake’s lips curled as well.

There was something distinctly not right
about those smiles.

“But you need to come with
us,” David added, his smile slipping away.

Jake added firmly, “Right now, Angel.” He
stepped forward.

Oh hell
no, Angel thought. And just like that, she
spoke the final word in the truncated emergency portal spell she’d
cast earlier.

At once, the portal blasted open behind her.
At the same time, Angel spun toward it and dove in head first.
Already, she could hear the brothers give chase behind her. Boots
pounded out the sandy rock. Jake called out to her.

But Angel willed the portal door shut with
lightning speed, and as she turned around and the world seemed to
slide into slow motion, the exit slammed closed in front of her
just shy of taking off her leg.


Chapter Forty-Six

Angel happened to know that tracking someone
through a transport spell ranged from difficult to impossible. Very
few trackers were capable of pulling it off.

Unfortunately, Jacob Crow was one of
them.

Angel recalled feeling unsettled by his
skills during the Victor Maze job. She remembered wondering if
she’d be able to shake him if she ever needed to. As it so
happened, now she would probably find out.

Damn it, she thought as she looked up at the portal walls and watched
them change colors yet again. She had no idea where the transport
was taking her. The actual tunnels weren’t meant to last this long,
but she’d kept the portal in motion on purpose. The gods only knew
what kind of effect it was going to have on her. Maybe if she ever
had a kid, it would come out with two heads. All she knew for sure
was that it took twice as much magic to maintain it as
normal.

But she did it for good reason.

As Vega’s
second-in-command, it was Angel’s job to know as much as possible
about each position that made up a warden clan. In learning about
trackers, she’d discovered that although following someone through
a portal was rare, when it was
done, there were various ways to do it.

One way was by knowing the mark themselves.
This method was more like profiling than tracking, and a lot of
guess work was involved. So she didn’t really count it.

Another way was by using very specific magic
against the trace elements that remained behind the mark’s actual
portal, rather like dusting for fingerprints. Through this method,
a location match would sometimes be made. But it was painstaking
and time consuming. Angel was pretty sure Jake wouldn’t touch it
with a ten foot pole, at least not right now. Not when he was in a
hurry.

But there were more rare and much more
powerful ways to hunt someone down once they’d transported away.
And they were faster, too. One was to modify a scrying spell to
allow the tracker to see what the mark was seeing for a very short
period of time – namely when they were stepping out of the portal
at their destination. Problem solved.

Another modification method
was to listen inside the portal for the words of the caster’s spell,
hence hearing the
traveler’s destination.

But the most difficult method of tracking
someone through a portal, hence the most rare and most accurate,
was to cast a spell that allowed a tracker to read a mark’s mind
while they were in the portal.

Since spell casting inside
a portal at all was supposed to be impossible, if not highly dangerous and
hence highly frowned upon, any of these tracking methods were
impressive to the point of being scary. But the last one made Angel
very, very nervous. She already knew Jake could read her mind. And
she already knew he was probably the best tracker in the
game.

If she put two and two together, it wasn’t a
stretch to imagine that he could cast up a bit of potent magic
allowing him a brief glimpse into her skull that would give her
away.

Which was why she kept the
portal going and told it to go wherever the hell it wanted.
If she didn’t know
where she was going, then he couldn’t know either.

It was draining her, though. She couldn’t
keep it up forever.

Angel touched her forehead. Again, her
fingertips were ice cold on her feverish skin. She was just so
confused. What the hell was going on? What had happened to Jake?
And Dave?

What was wrong with them?

She shivered violently and
hugged herself, sending more magic into the portal so she could
think. The truth was, she was scared. How ironic was it that not
until after they’d
made love and she’d bared herself to him completely did she begin
to feel afraid of him?

Ironic or not, that’s what she was.

She took her hand off her forehead and
placed it over her heart. But when she did, she felt the bear claw
press delicately into her skin. She’d forgotten she had it on.

Angel pulled it out from under her shirt and
turned it over in her hands. She sure could use a little guidance
from White Wolf right about now. But she guessed she’d have to be
asleep for that to happen.

“Ugh,” she muttered,
feeling a little dizzy. I have to
stop. She needed to spare some magic. She
had to bring the transport to a close.

“Okay,” she sighed, letting
the transport slow. “Go ahead and open up.”

It wasn’t very scientific, she knew, and it
would have served her right to be dumped in the middle of the
Pacific. But she still refused to take the chance that Jake could
get any glimpses from her mind. Instead, she would try her luck and
hope for the best.

She squeezed the pendant tight as if it
could give her that luck, and prepared to jump from the portal as
it swirled open.

As it happened, the portal deposited her
into a fog-filled forest of sequoias. Angel frowned; this was a
little too close to home for comfort. But she exited anyway, and
when the portal closed behind her, she turned a slow circle,
scanning her surroundings.

There was no road. There were no buildings.
She looked overhead and saw no wires. Which meant she was either in
the middle of a park or preserve, or she’d somehow managed to leave
the mortal realm. Since the latter would require more strength than
she possessed, she settled on the former.

Angel pulled her phone from her pocket and
checked for a signal. There was none. She could always cast a spell
to widen its range, but she’d never been very good with electronic
spells. And she’d used so much magic on the portal. “Fuck,” she
whispered. She didn’t have any choice. She needed to call Gabe.

Angel knelt down in the
dark brown earth and held her phone between her hands. “Check out
the modern witch,” she laughed to herself, imagining
Sabrina the Teenage Witch flying on her vacuum cleaner. “Canetis porto tantum quod tantum stella,”
she whispered. The phone began to warm pleasantly
in her palms. She looked on hopefully as its screen brightened
until it was glowing.

Angel smiled, pressed the button on the
bottom of the screen, and reached out for Gabriel with her
mind.

It wasn’t until the phone crackled with a
connection and started to ring that Angel realized her hopeless
mistake. She’d slipped up. She shouldn’t have cast any kind of
spell that involved sending any kind of signal at all.

As if to prove her dawning realization
correct, when the call was answered on the second ring, it wasn’t
Gabriel’s voice on the other end of the line.

It was Jake’s.

Angel froze, wide-eyed and stunned where she
knelt in the forest when his deep, sexy voice chuckled softly. Even
across the distance between them, the sound was warm and delicious.
Longing blossomed to aching life in Angel’s body, drawing a quaking
gasp from between her lips. The laughter faded, and Angel closed
her eyes.

“Gotcha,” said
Jake.

The call disconnected.


Chapter Forty-Seven

There was nothing for it. He was coming for
her; that was a given.

So the only real thing for Angel to do now
was turn the tables on him. Switch from defense to offense.

She was just finishing the final spell when
she began to sense him in the forest nearby. But rather than the
warm-belly, sexual-thrill sensation he usually gave her when he was
somewhere in the vicinity, it was only the fact that he’d triggered
one of her wards that alerted her to his presence. She’d set them
up everywhere.

She felt his brush with her
magic as if he’d unwittingly pulled on a string attached to a
bell. Gotcha, she
thought right back. But she was so nervous, his slip up actually
made her go completely still. She listened carefully, even holding
her breath.

Angel figured Jake would have expected her
to run from him. If she were anyone else in her shoes, that’s
probably what she would have done. And that’s one of the reasons
she didn’t do it. The other reason was that this assumption worked
in her favor two ways. If he was sure she would run, then most
likely he and David would split up. Jake would track her from
behind, riding hot on her heels, and David would transport ahead in
whatever direction Jake told him she was most likely headed. Which
would leave Jake alone.

That’s what she wanted.

The other benefit was that Jake would be so
busy concentrating on hunting her down, he wouldn’t be thinking
about things like wards. He was already proving her right.

When a second of her wards went off, Angel
turned in the direction of his approach and drew her gun. But the
instant she had the weapon gripped firmly in her hands, it was
kicked from her grip with shocking force, sending pain radiating up
her arms.

The gun hit the dirt, and Angel stumbled,
realizing Jake’s cunning. He’d tricked her.

Clearly he had caught on to what she was
doing when he’d tripped the first ward. He set the second one off
on purpose to throw her attention in the wrong direction. She’d
been facing the away from him when he’d come into the clearing. Now
he was behind her, and she was unarmed.

Angel gritted her teeth and spun to face
him, whipping out with angry momentum and practiced speed. But he
blocked her attack, knocked her off balance, and blocked her second
attack as well. Fighting with him was draining and confusing. He
never dealt any real damage, but he moved fast, and she was forced
to keep up the same pace. The the night was so dark, their
movements too quick, and Angel started to feel disoriented.

No, she told herself. Focus. This is
what he wants.

She concentrated, thanking her lucky stars
for the mental walls she’d erected as she’d set up this trap.
Otherwise, it all would have been moot; he would have simply
entered her mind and either controlled her with vampire influence,
or used her own thoughts against her, defeating her at every
turn.

The fact that he’d tried to do just that
became clear when he blocked her next few punches and then grabbed
her arms, holding them tight rather than simply allowing her
attacks to deflect. Once he had both of her wrists, he shook his
head admonishingly and smiled.

“Tsk, tsk
Angel, you’re locked up like Fort Knox. What’s the
matter, you don’t trust me?”

“You want the honest
truth?” she asked as she tugged ineffectually against him. She
wasn’t actually trying to get away. She was maneuvering, or trying to.

“I find it preferable,” he
said, smiling easily. He was so damn perfect. So tall above her,
leather-clad and bound in muscle. With his glowing green eyes and
his fangs just barely peeking behind his lips, it was difficult for
her to concentrate, even with her wards up blocking his power over
her. He was doing it on purpose, letting just enough of his monster
show. He knew it would throw her off her game. And it was
working.

“The truth is,” she told
him, “I trust you more than I’ve ever trusted anyone in my life,
Jake.” And that really was the truth.

The glow in his eyes pulsed, shifting in its
intensity as if his eyes were connected to an electrical outlet and
someone was fucking with the plug. His body braced in front of her.
She could see it in the way he slightly straightened, and the veins
in his strong forearms became more pronounced. She could also feel
it in the tightness of his grip.

“But you’re not Jake,” she
finished.

Jake’s handsome face hardened. He was
visibly subverted by her words, but she didn’t want to think too
much about it, because it gave her just enough of an edge to finish
springing her trap.

Angel dropped down suddenly, putting the
entirety of her weight on the wrists Jake held so firmly in his
hands. He wasn’t expecting the sudden shift, and it knocked him off
balance, forcing him to let go even as he stumbled forward. Angel
hit the ground, slid forward, and rolled over, kicking up in a
round house that caught Jake brutally in the face and snapped his
head to the side.

He crashed to his knees from the shock of
the impact, but recovered with inhuman speed, and was back on his
feet before she’d fully reached her own.

Angel double-checked where
he was standing and hastily spoke the words of the spell she’d so
carefully set up. “Immobiles nunc somnum
altum!”

The magic ripped from her being like someone
tearing a grimoire in half and burning the stolen pages, but the
spell activated at once and hit home hard. Jake was instantly
wrapped in coiling ropes of strong magic that whipped out from the
ground beneath his feet and held him fast.

He dropped to one knee again, and gritted
his teeth. When he found her with his eyes and held her gaze with
his, Angel experienced a brief, fleeting panic that he would
somehow break free of the trap. But it had been made specifically
for him – with the pendant he’d given her as its main
ingredient.

And it held fast. Little by
little, Jake weakened. The red left his eyes, shifting to yellow.
The yellow faded to green. The green glow was the last magic to
depart, until at last, Jake knelt before her, his strong body
temporarily defeated, his magic all but fully drained away. He
dropped his head, and Angel spoke the final words that would seal
the spell. “Somnum absoluta.”

The entire spell weakened her immensely,
leaving only a few tattered remnants of her veritable book behind.
Two or three pages, two or three spells and that was all. But when
Jake dropped to his side unconscious, she accepted that it had been
worth it.

One
down, she thought as she shivered and
dizziness swept through her. One to
go. She braced herself, stood slowly, and
made her way to Jake’s body. She knelt beside his boots and dug
down into the dirt a few inches away. His boot prints marked the
space where he’d been standing moments earlier. From between the
prints, Angel pulled a shining silver object.

She raised her hand and let the pendant drop
to the end of its chain. The chain glimmered in the moonlight, but
the bear claw emitted a bright emerald green glow that pulsed with
pent-up magic. This was Jake’s power. Temporarily stolen, and
temporarily stored.

Unfortunately, no one could extract it from
the bear claw but him. It was simply a vessel for the magic to fill
as it was taken from him. After a day, it would fade away as Jake
naturally regained his power through rest and time.

Angel slipped the pendant around her neck,
tucked it beneath her shirt again, and pulled the cuffs out of
Jake’s back pocket. She studied them carefully. Standard warden
anti-magic cuffs. They would need to be reinforced or they wouldn’t
hold a vampire for long. Luckily, anti-magic didn’t mean they
couldn’t be enchanted. It simply meant that anyone wearing them
couldn’t access their own magic.

This meant Angel had to cast another spell.
She sighed and muttered the words to a strengthening spell. Yet
another page was torn from her already demolished book. She could
almost hear the page slipping away on the wind. But again it
couldn’t be helped.

Angel knelt behind Jake’s beautiful sleeping
form and pulled his strong arms behind his back, locking them in
place. She took a moment to admire him helpless and bound before
her – she couldn’t help it, really – then stood once more.

She didn’t have much time. David was still
out there somewhere.

Angel needed to find Jake’s pack. He was a
tracker. If he’d been tracking her the way he normally tracked
people, it would mean he had a pack full of spell components
somewhere nearby. He’d probably dropped it when he tripped her
ward, so that was the first place she should look.

She was hoping he still kept it stocked the
way he had when they were working together. Of course, at the time
he’d pretended that the spell components were just personal
cultural items, but she’d already begun to suspect he was a mage at
that point.

If it was stocked the same way, it would
have food and drink in it, and a number of other useful items.
Smart wardens knew that if you had to carry a pack anyway, you may
as well load it with necessities. Just in case.

Angel patted Jake gently on the shoulder.
“You just make yourself comfortable big guy,” she told the sleeping
man before she strode into the forest, praying time would be on her
side.


Chapter Forty-Eight

“Angel.”

Angel glanced sidelong at Jake where he sat
against a group of boulders several feet away.

“He’s still coming for
you,” he told her. “Even now.” She closed her eyes for a moment as
his voice rolled over her. “And he won’t be coming alone. I’m
betting he’s got a dozen more on your tail by now.”

He was resting against the rocks, his long
legs bent, boot heels dug into the dirt in front of him. His head
was tilted back on the stones, and he gazed at her through narrowed
slits that were as piercing as they’d ever been. His clothing was
dirty in a few places from their fight, but the bleeding from the
gash in his forehead had stopped.

As ever, Jacob Crow was a painfully
exquisite man, and now she knew he was gorgeous even when he wasn’t
bolstered by gobs of magic. Angel supposed she would probably
always find him irresistible.

But he was a dangerous man too. Especially
to her. Especially now.

And she needed to remember that, despite
having temporarily taken his powers.

She looked away and strode to the fire she’d
built, lifting his pack closer so she could go through it with
proper lighting. There were definitely spell components in here,
satchels of herbs and powder, sand, semi-precious stones, vials of
odd-colored liquid. She had also found a protein shake in it
earlier, and since she knew he didn’t need it, she wondered if he’d
packed it for Sharpe.

It happened to be her favorite brand of
pre-made protein shake, actually. So without asking, she took the
shake out and ripped it open, downing it as quickly as possible.
Time pressed in on her, after all.

Now she continued to search the pack. But no
matter how thoroughly she looked, she couldn’t find anything in
particular that would explain how he was being controlled.

“You’re only prolonging the
inevitable,” he told her. It was something she knew he would never
normally say, and it sounded strange coming from his lips. It just
wasn’t the way he spoke.

“That isn’t you talking,”
she said softly without looking up.

“No?”

“No.”

“Then how about this?” he
asked next. She did look up now. He lifted away from the wall of
rock behind him, strong enough to do so despite the cuffs holding
his arms behind his back. He was
strong. He was capable. And his motorcycle club
brother was still out there somewhere; she could
feel that he was getting
closer.

One of them, she could
handle on a very good day, and she’d proven as much. But both of them, not a
chance. She’d only gotten lucky with Jake. He hadn’t wanted to hurt
her. She hadn’t been under the same compunction, hence the gash in
his forehead. It was healing more slowly than usual for a vampire.
She wondered whether it was the influence over him causing
that.

“You’re wearing yourself
down, Angel. You can’t keep this up forever,” he said. He gave her
a knowing look, deep and penetrating. “I can tell you’re growing
weak.” And then he chuckled, no doubt feeling the gash in his
forehead. “Well, at least in magic.”

Angel looked away. She stifled the need to
swallow past the tightening of her throat. Instead she said,
“You’re not yourself, Jake,” and pulled the rations out of his pack
to rip them open. She didn’t strictly need them; the shake had
helped her light-headedness immensely. But she wasn’t going to pass
up an opportunity when it presented itself.

When she turned back to face him, he was
simply watching her, his singular, light green eyes glinting. And
she knew his mind was working.

Despite everything, Jake still wasn’t her
enemy. She wasn’t sure he ever could be. Not with the way he made
her feel inside, not with the way his eyes scorched her and his
hands branded her and his voice marked her. She was his, body and
soul. She had been the moment they first met.

Jake wasn’t her enemy. No,
he’d told her exactly who her enemy was, in fact. As he’d sat there against that
boulder, he’d come right out and made it clear as day: Lord Malek
Taal was coming for her.

And Jake took every opportunity to remind
her of that, knowing it would distract her, knowing it would
disrupt her train of thought and make her weak as his brother drew
closer out there in that forest.

He was right. Because it was bewildering to
her that the Taal King should want her. First Dmitri. Now
Malek.

What voodoo priestess had she pissed
off?

Malek Taal was ancient.
He’d had a long time to live and a long time to learn, so he was
also very smart. He’d proven as much by singling out two of the
small handful of men in the entire multiverse who could actually
defeat her in the field. He’d somehow gotten to them and turned them to his
cause.

He’d used powerful magic to
do so. It had to
be powerful, strong enough to make it past the protections both men
sported as members of the Monsters clan. Strong enough to make it
past the wards of the Monsters safe house. And strong enough to
make it past Jake’s innate Chippewa power, the Crow clan magic that
flowed through his veins and made him who he was.

Malek had somehow subverted all of it and
infiltrated the minds of two Monsters members, siccing them on her
like blood hounds. Now he wasn’t the only one hunting her down, and
Jake was right. There might actually be more. Like maybe Jake’s
sentinel and friend, Lucian, who went by the shortened name
“Luke.”

She’d met Luke briefly a few weeks ago,
again while they were working the sovereign case. At the time, the
Monsters had been in a different city, hence in a different safe
house. She’d met the other four wardens there for an update on the
case, and Luke had been there with a few other warden sentinels as
if it were their day off and they were just out hanging with
buddies. He honestly seemed more like a drinking mate than a
sentinel, except that his smile was pure and devoid of ulterior
motive. She could tell just by being around him that he was kind,
strong and good, and she’d taken an instant liking to him.

But he was still Jake’s sentinel, and if he
appeared at Jake’s call and either Jake or David Sharpe told him
that Angel needed to be neutralized, he would probably believe it.
They’d obviously known each other for years and they trusted one
another. She did not need a sentinel as powerful as Luke thinking
she was the bad guy.

Jake was also right about her growing weary.
She was using magic to keep the light of the fire from glowing past
the boundaries of her camp. She didn’t want to help his brother
locate her any easier. She didn’t have the strength to cast a
healing spell right now, which was why he was still injured.

“What did he tell you,
Jake? Is there even a reason you’re hunting me, or is he just
pulling your strings like a puppet master? What does Malek have you
believing about me that makes it so important you turn me in to
him?”

Jacob slowly leaned back. Something
uncertain flashed across his strong, handsome features, just for a
split second. But then he shook his head. “That it needs to be
done.”

Angel blinked. She frowned, her teeth
grinding. “That’s it? He didn’t tell you I was dangerous? That I
was killing innocents or something? That I needed to be
neutralized? Reined in? Restrained? Jake, do you even realize what
you’re doing right now?”

Jake laughed softly again and let his head
fall back against the stone behind him. His laugh was deep and
beautiful, and his Adam’s apple moved in his strong throat,
tempting her, making her lips tingle.

She recalled the way he’d felt standing
beside her while they worked together with the other wardens. He’d
been tall, capable, and supportive. He’d smelled like leather and
gun oil, deodorant and battle. She’d been instantly, if secretly
smitten.

“I already knew you were
dangerous,” he told her. His smile grew bigger, white and
predatory. A hint of fang peeked from behind his lips.

Angel looked away again,
and now she felt a heat move up through her. Her heart was
hammering. Her attention was slipping. Focus, she told herself.
You need to keep an eye on him until you’re
strong enough to make another phone call to Gabe. And remember,
Sharpe is still out there –

With that thought, Angel
experienced another feeling. It was familiar and hard and grounding. It was the
feeling of being watched. Carefully studied. She realized suddenly
that she’d had the feeling for a while, but she’d attributed it to
Jake.

At once, she threw up a shield around the
camp, using nearly all that was left of her magical strength in the
defensive move. But she was too slow. The dart made it through just
before the shield was erected, and its sharp tip embedded itself
firmly in the side of her neck.

She winced and yanked it out as quickly as
she could, but she knew the damage was done.

No! she thought, reaching out for magic, any magic, that she could get her
mind wrapped around. But the fire crackled blue, then black, then
flared bright, its light expanding suddenly past the spell she’d
used to keep it hidden.

Her eyes began to close. She heard footsteps
on both sides of her, which meant Jake’s cuffs were gone; he’d
somehow made it out of them.

Someone bent down beside her. His form was
blurry; she couldn’t tell which of them it was until he spoke.
“Sorry sweetheart, but we’ve been instructed to take this lovely
piece of bling off you,” said David. She felt his cold fingers
brush against her skin as he lifted Jake’s pendant over her head.
Then he was standing again, and more of the world was fading.

All of her spells had failed at once. Her
entire plan was in the trash. David was good. They both were. Hell,
this was probably all a set-up. Malek really was smart using them
against her.

It was not the most comforting thought to
accompany Angel as she felt the two wardens stand over her, and the
world faded to darkness behind her lids.

 



Chapter Forty-Nine

Jake’s head was throbbing.
Wisps of cloud memory still fogged up his brain like torn cotton
balls. He was unable to shake them. Somehow, some
way, he’d lost the last
several hours of his life.

One minute he’d been taking out the trash…
the next, he’d been waking up here, in this posh velvet chair, with
his wrists bound behind his back and each of his booted ankles tied
to a chair leg.

The ropes were well knotted, and damned if
they weren’t also enchanted. Normal ropes, even silk, Jake could
have shredded with a single tug. But these held. He’d tried to
compress the chair beneath his strength too, but it also remained
in one piece.

Nothing natural could hold Jake. But clearly
his captor knew that. She’d put a lot of effort into getting him
here in this room in some fancy house he’d never seen before. And
despite her appearance, he knew this wasn’t Angel’s house. There
was nothing about it that even remotely reminded him of her.
Nothing except the woman standing before him.

She looked exactly like Angel. Same hair,
eyes, body. She even smelled like Angel, under the perfume she
wore. But there was something in her expression that Jake didn’t
like. This room, the chair he was bound to, the ropes he’d been
tied with, the guards at the door, the house he’d been dragged
through… her behavior in general. It wasn’t like her. Not even a
little bit.

The crazy thing was, he was
in a plush, private room with the woman he loved and wanted to
ravish continuously for weeks, if not months. She even had him tied
to a chair. If he wasn’t so pissed off and scared to death for
the real Angel, he
would be well past flattered. He’d be turned on like mad. Having
his way with her on top of his car had been like the Storyteller
grabbing hold of him and showing him what heaven could be like and
then sending him right back down to Earth. Now he wanted back up.
He wanted back in, damn it.

The human in him,
the man in him,
had been temporarily sated. But the vampire in him, the
monster in him, was
red-eyed and fuming, chomping at the bit and madder than hell. He
was hungry. His vampire would literally have given
anything to sink his
fangs into the woman he’d chosen as his mate. He would give
anything to make her forever his.

As it was, he kept having
to remind his body that this wasn’t Angel, so it was going to have
to simmer the fuck down. He simply knew it in his gut. And
that was what pissed him
off.

She was watching him as if she knew what he
was thinking. Her brown eyes glittered in the lamp light. She was
amused at his confusion and anger. “Who are you?” he asked as she
smirked and turned her back to him to mess with a bunch of crap on
top of a dresser that looked just as expensive as everything else
in the room.

“Now why would you ask me
such a thing?” she replied coyly with Angel’s voice. She glanced at
him briefly over her shoulder. The look was hot.
Fuck it was
hot.

So he made himself imagine his grandmother
in her underwear. But his grandmother had actually been a beautiful
older woman, strong and proud. So he then had to imagine he was
playing baseball. Badly.

By the time he clumsily swung at his third
fast ball in his head, Jake had managed to regain control.

Meanwhile, the thing that looked like Angel
poured something from a vial into a bowl, and stirred it with a
black onyx wand. Red smoke curled up from the bowl’s interior. She
was using magic, and he didn’t have to be a genius to guess that
magic was probably meant for him.

His gaze narrowed. “What did you do with
Angel? And where is Sharpe?” He also wanted to know what the hell
had happened, in general. All he could surmise was that his mind
had been completely overshadowed by some tremendous dark force.

At last, Jake’s captor stopped stirring. She
shook her lovely head, recapped the vial, and sighed. “Well I guess
I knew you’d figure it out.” She replaced the vial in its stand,
put her hands on her hips, and turned to face him. The look on her
beautiful face was sorely disappointed. “I was just hoping it
wouldn’t be until we were finished.”

Jake didn’t say anything. He was waiting for
her to continue. With any luck, she would spill everything here and
now.

“Your clan brother has been
returned to your safe house and has no idea anything is amiss. In
fact, when he wakes up, he’ll just think he had too much to
drink.”

Jake waited.

His captor gave him a wry smile. “Miss
Clemens is with the Taal King. You put her there yourself. Of
course, you wouldn’t have if I hadn’t gotten to you first. You see,
the blood in your veins is quite strong against things like
possession and mind control. I had to alter it from the inside
before Lord Malek was able to enter your mind and twist it to his
will.”

She shrugged nonchalantly. “Same goes for
your friend. He’s Withered,” she smiled winsomely, shaking her
head. “He’s an interesting one for certain. The mind of a man once
dead is even more difficult to control than the mind of a Chippewa
vampire, it would seem. But no matter. The bullets I sent into both
your bodies were enchanted just right, and within minutes, Lord
Taal was able to get in and do what needed to be done.”

She turned away a little as horror washed
over Jake. It flooded him like a cold soup, making his fingers and
toes prickle threateningly.

“He commanded you to track
your flighty little girlfriend down,” she told him. “You obeyed.
And how.” She
grinned. “You’re an inspiration, Jacob Crow. That’s why I’ve chosen
you.”

Jake ignored the latter part of what she
said and focused on Angel and Malek. “Why didn’t he just go get her
himself?” he demanded. His skin was crawling. He didn’t feel so
good.

“That one’s on you,
actually,” she said. She extended a long, slender forefinger and
attempted to brush it along his cheek, but he turned his head away.
When he avoided her touch, she pouted. “You gave her that damn
pendant of yours, and the moment you did he couldn’t get anywhere
near her. Pretty impressive, if you ask me. Something so strong it
kept even the Taal king at bay.”

The bear claw. It was enchanted to ward off
unseelie fae – as long as they meant the wearer some kind of
harm.

Sickness roiled in Jake’s gut. If Malek now
had her in his possession and the pendant had kept him at bay
before, then that meant the Taal was planning her some kind of
harm. His only consolation was that biting someone hard enough to
draw blood was one hundred percent considered “harm.” And it
wouldn’t kill Angel.

It would just make her Malek’s. Forever.

“The pendant’s right back
where it belongs now, around your neck once more,” the Terror said
gleefully, nodding at Jake’s broad chest.

He instinctively looked down, but though he
could feel the pendant’s cool metal against his hot skin now that
he concentrated on it, it was under his shirt so he couldn’t see
it.

No, no, no,
he thought. Angel!
He bared his teeth and asked very quietly,
“Where. Is. She?”

“Now, now. You and I both
know that giving you her location would spoil all the fun. You’d
just find a way to get it to that mega-fine clan leader of yours
using your mind or some such nonsense. You’re very resourceful. But
then the party would be over.” She shook her head, waving her hand
dismissively. “So, no. I think not.” But then she smiled
wickedly. Cruelly.
“If it means anything though handsome, your little warrior went
kicking and screaming. She threw some good punches too, before
Malek had her in chains.”


Chapter Fifty

Jake swallowed hard, but barely made it past
the mounting mixture of rage and panic rising within him. He felt
his gaze heat up painfully. But neither rage nor panic would not
help him here. He needed to think clearly and get out of this. He
needed to help Angel.

So he closed his eyes and tried fiercely to
rein it all in. “You’re a Terror, aren’t you?” he asked, eyes still
shut. A Terror was the only thing he could think of that could
resemble another creature so completely, right down to the scent.
It was why they were sometimes referred to as doppelgangers.

He flinched when she managed to touch his
cheek after all, and every muscle in his body went rigid. His eyes
flew open. The world appeared to him in sharp contrasts of black
and red. He’d slipped into vampire mode.

She laughed softly.
“Absolutely stunning. Gorgeous and
smart as a whip.”

She sighed again, and gracefully used
Angela’s pretend body to straddle him on the chair. He found
himself gazing into her eyes, and he had never felt more at odds
with himself than he did in that moment.

“What’s your game,
Terror?”

He’d never come across a
Terror he hadn’t killed. But every one of them had been male. So he
couldn’t help but wonder. What did the monster dressed as Angela
Clemens really look like? And what the hell was the meaning of what she was
doing right now?

“Poor baby,” she said
softly, cupping his cheek again. “I can see the wheels spinning in
that handsome head of yours. But you don’t have the information you
need to figure this one out, muscles.” She leaned forward until her
lips were at his ear. “So let me fill in some blanks for
you.”

Jake felt his teeth prick his bottom
lip.

“The male of our species
are the hunters. They’re the ones you wardens are always
slaughtering without a second thought. The females, on the other
hand? Well, it’s like the song says. We’re lovers, not fighters.”
She laughed softly and leaned back again to catch his eyes. “We’re
made for mating. And right now Jacob Crow, it’s my time. The Taal
King made me a deal….” She laughed again, the sound deliriously
perfect. “And here I am.”

Jake’s canines throbbed painfully in his
gums. He twisted and pulled at his ropes, to no avail of
course.

The Terror sat up, grasped the front of his
button-down shirt, and ripped it open, revealing a vast expanse of
sculpted muscle. Jake’s heart leapt into overdrive. Now he was
straining in all kinds of places, and all he could think about was
the fact that while this bitch looked and smelled and felt like the
woman he loved, that woman was actually with the bastard Taal king,
and the gods only knew what he was doing with her.

Curses spat from his mind, every single word
short and sharp.

The Terror gazed down at
him with those beautiful brown eyes shining with lust, and Jake’s
throat grew very tight. Bases loaded, damn
it. Two outs… two strikes….

“You don’t have to be so
nervous, big guy,” she said with a small laugh. “I’ve cooked you up
something to help make this easier for you.” She slid off him nice
and slow, working Angela’s copied body the way she moved in his day
dreams, then stood and turned to the dresser where her concoctions
waited.

Jake pulled at the ropes again, yanking so
hard he drew his own blood. But they held. He had to give the
Terror credit; everything had been very well laid out.

When she turned back around with a new vial,
this one the color of blood-red wine, he bared his teeth, showing
her his fangs. “Not a chance in hell you’re getting that down my
throat, bitch.”

She stopped and grinned. “Now why did that
just suddenly turn me on so much?”

The bedroom door crashed open then,
splintering like tinder under the brute force of a single
engineering boot. Half a dozen men in motorcycle gear and patched
leather jackets poured into the room.

The Terror dressed as Angela Clemens backed
away toward the dresser, her chest rising and falling in new fear,
her eyes suddenly glowing red.

Cain was at the forefront
of the invading group. Jake was beyond grateful when the leader
left his gun in the holster at the small of his back. Cain must
have been thinking the same thing Jake was thinking:
Take the bitch alive. She knows where Angel
is.

But just in case the
others hadn’t yet
figured it out, Jake issued the order aloud. “We need her
alive!”

One of the men drew a gun
anyway, and aimed it at the Terror. But Jake could immediately see
that it was the Tranquilizer, magic markings carved
into every millimeter of its metal. The damage the gun inflicted
was minimal and healed fast, but its bullets packed a wallop of a
sleep spell.

In response, the Terror reacted
lightning-fast. She turned and jumped atop the dresser behind her,
then took two running steps across its surface to the window on the
other side.

“Stop her!” he
shouted.

Ace Logan, the Monsters clan sharp shooter,
was the man with the Tranquilizer, so it was in good hands. Ace
took quick aim and pulled the trigger. The sound of a bullet
leaving the chamber split the air, but Angel was already gone,
having shoved through the glass and dropped below their field of
view.

Jake watched her break
through that glass, and a part of him inside was sliced up at the
thought of what it might have done to her. It’s not her, Jake, he had to remind
himself.

Cain knelt behind Jake and dealt with the
ropes strapping him down. Words of magic hissed from between the
leader’s lips, negating the powerful binding spell that had kept
him in the chair. Jake at once felt them loosen, and two good yanks
had them shredded on the carpet.

Cain’s voice rang out. “Sykes, Mace, and Val
you three head down to the gardens and bring back that Terror in
one piece,” he commanded as he rose once more to his feet. “The
rest of you hunt down any remaining witnesses who might be able to
fill us in.” Everyone scattered at once to do his bidding.

Jake bent at the waist to rip the rest of
the ropes free from around his ankles, then jumped to his feet.
“Malek has her, Cain.”

“I know,” said Cain. “I
found Sharpe passed out on the couch and recognized Malek’s fucking
fingerprints all over his cantaloupe.” He looked Jake square in the
eye and added, “You’re filthy with them too, by the
way.”

“Don’t remind me,” Jake
hissed. “Angel’s with him because of me.”

Jake leapt up onto the windowsill, bracing
each side in a strong grip despite the glass that sliced into him.
“How the hell did you find me?” He peered down at the dark grounds
below.

“Sharpe told me,” Cain
said. He was just behind him. “Eventually.”

They leapt from the window and landed on
strong legs together.

“Angel is in Taal
territory,” Cain told him. “Once we know her exact location, we
have what we need to break through.”

Jake was impressed. Cain had apparently
procured what was necessary to transport into an unseelie fae realm
that was probably ripe with transportation wards put up by none
other than the leader of the entire Taal nation.

Only Cain could do such a thing. But Jake
was used to it. “Good,” he said simply as he let loose with his
vampire power to scent the wind. Once he found the scent he wanted,
he looked at Cain. The two shared an unspoken thought and blurred
in different directions to cut the Terror off.

When he found that Terror, Jake was going to
get Angel’s location out of her one way or another. And then he was
going to transport into Malek’s world and thoroughly enjoy taking
the fairy apart limb from fucking limb.


Chapter Fifty-One

The room was dark. Angel couldn’t tell how
big it was; the walls were somewhere in that darkness. But the
floor beneath her was black marble. The light that allowed her to
see her enemy was unspecific, emanating from nowhere. It was magic.
By the feel of it, she would guess they were somewhere in the fae
realm. Unseelie.

She couldn’t believe she’d wound up here.
She was well trained and she’d taken every precaution, and yet
she’d fallen into her enemy’s hands regardless.

A scene from Jim
Henson’s Labyrinth came to her fear-addled brain….

“That’s not fair!” cried
Hoggle as he tried and failed to take his jewels back from
Sarah.

“No, it isn’t,” Sarah
replied, who kept him easily at bay. But then she straightened and
her face changed as she suddenly realized the depth of the
statement. “But that’s the way it is.”

Life wasn’t fair. Sometimes you lost no
matter how hard you tried. And that was just the way it was.

Angel watched her captor
with eyes half filled with wariness and half with unshed tears.
Malek Taal was an excruciatingly impressive figure. She could
barely look at him, his presence was so powerful. What made it
worse was that it was clear he was feeling impatient.
Determined. Rushed. And she knew why.

There were waves of this edginess radiating
from him like ripples in an upset pond. She couldn’t watch him any
longer. She knew it was stupid to take your eyes off your enemy,
but she was overwhelmed and it didn’t matter anyway. So she closed
her eyes and tried to breathe enough to keep from falling down.

She had one last spell’s worth of magic at
her disposal, if she was lucky. Even that would leave her utterly
drained and unable to stand up afterward. But at least it was
there. There was hope of some kind.

The problem was, she had no idea what to
cast or what would work. Transport would fail, no doubt. She could
sense wards like mad in the darkness around her. She wasn’t
wounded, so she didn’t need healing. She knew any offensive magic
she could throw at him would not hurt him in the slightest. So what
could she do?

To bide for time, she stalled as best she
could. “You’re Malek Taal,” she said softly.

His response was easy and
calm despite the sharpness of his aura. It gave nothing away. “I
am.” His voice was beautiful. It was that kind of beautiful that
was difficult to even imagine until you heard it for yourself. It
was the fae in him, probably. The unseelie fae. It also bore an accent
that she knew she would never place because it was ancient and came
from everywhere.

“I…” she faltered. She
licked her lips, swallowed hard, and tried again. “I was told… your
kind were a possible threat to me.” But I
had no idea it would be you yourself I had to fear, and I certainly
had no idea you were more of a threat than Dmitri.
“Why me?” she asked.

There was a brief pause filled with strange
sensations, as if his magical feelers were brushing against her,
testing her, curious and eager. Then he laughed, and again it was
beautiful. “Is that a serious question, little warrior?”

Angel’s eyes flew open. The tone of his
voice had just become so laid-back, and he’d asked the question
with such honest surprise, she was surprised herself. When she met
his gaze, his black eyes bore into her, and his lips offered her a
soft smile. “Angel, you already know the answer. You’re a warden,
so I’m well aware you’ve been briefed on the predicament befalling
my men. Hence you know what it is I seek.” He came just a little
closer, and Angel tensed up. He stopped and said, “I was told by
someone very wise that my fate rests in the hands of a warrior such
as yourself. But there’s no way to know for certain until….”

Angel’s eyes closed again.
She swallowed hard. The
kiss, she thought. The Taal Kiss.

Lord Malek doesn’t waste
time, Gabriel had once told her while
teaching her about the fae during one of her earlier training
sessions. What he wants he takes, and
quickly. Now she knew exactly what he
meant.

“You think I’m the Kindred
you’ve been told to seek out.” That’s what they were called, the
new mates the Taal men were in need of.

“I believe it is a distinct
possibility.”

Angel almost flinched. He was so cold. So
calculated. But he hadn’t done anything to her yet. He simply paced
slowly around her and answered her questions. He was holding back
for a reason, and the only reason she could imagine was that he
regretted what he was going to do and wanted to give her time to
come to grips with it.

Angel shook her head. “There are hundreds of
wardens. And you don’t even know me.” She looked up pleadingly.
“You could be wrong.”

Malek smiled, showing her his fangs. Angel
felt the blood drain from her face. “True. I suppose we’ll know
soon enough whether I need to keep looking, won’t we?”

Angel felt sick suddenly. He wasn’t going to
give an inch.

Her insides felt like they became metal, and
she swayed a little as dizziness swept over her. It didn’t help
that her arms were locked behind her back. It was harder to
maintain balance that way. But panic was knocking on her door.

The Taal Kiss was notoriously and profoundly
intense. Some humans literally went mad under its assault. She’d
seen them afterwards. They were husks of their former selves,
wide-eyed and empty inside.

Given how she felt right
now, how drained and weary, Angel didn’t think she would make it
through this. Warrior or not. Her only salvation was that the Taal
needed permission to give their target the kiss. She wished it was that way for
vampires and werewolves and a host of other supes as well, but
despite myth once again, that just wasn’t the case. Still, at least
the Storyteller had evened the playing field for one of the most
dangerous among them.

The Taal men could not take a woman unless
she let them. Unfortunately, there were ways for the Taal to get
around that. And probably especially for their ridiculously
powerful king.

Angel closed her eyes and whispered, “Please
don’t do this. Please choose someone else.”

“After the trouble I went
to in order to bring you here? It would be a shame not to
proceed.”

There was no warning. Angel
cried out when sudden, hard sensations invaded her body, dug deep
and made her feel.
Her core lit on fire. But not in a bad way. It was a breathless
evocation. It was inviting. It was not unpleasant.

It was just devastating
and unwanted.

She knew she had fallen to her knees with
the onslaught, but she didn’t remember hitting the ground. She
frantically tried to reason with herself, to get her heart back
under control, but it was already too much – and he’d barely
started.

She inhaled sharply through her teeth when
he slid his hand around her throat from behind. Without her having
noticed his movement, he now knelt directly at her back. She
couldn’t even struggle when he almost lovingly tilted her head back
to rest it against his shoulder. His lips were at her ear. “I like
you, Angel. I have no desire to break you. But I won’t be denied.
Please make this easier on yourself. Give me what I need in order
to do what I have to do.”

He wanted her permission right now. Just
like that. He really didn’t waste time.

Once again, just as it was for Dmitri, all
she had to do was give in. But also as it was with Dmitri, she was
terrified of losing some vital aspect of herself. With Dmitri,
she’d always been afraid of losing her freedom. With Malek Taal,
she was afraid of losing her mind.

She wondered if there was anyone looking for
her. If anyone had any reason to even suspect she needed help. Did
they have any idea she might be trapped by one of the realms’ most
powerful men?

Probably not. Things had become so
convoluted, so helplessly twisted in the mortal realm. Somewhere
out there, a Terror copy of herself was probably putting on a great
big smile right now. It was probably laughing and fooling everyone.
No one would suspect a thing.

Angel was doomed. And yet, she would rather
be dead than crazy.

“No,” she whispered, but barely.

Malek sighed, disappointed. His grip on her
throat tightened just a little. “Very well. You leave me no
choice.”


Chapter Fifty-Two

Malek shifted behind her, maintaining his
hold on her throat. Each brush of his chest against her back sent
delicious shivers through Angel, and she hated herself for them. He
moved to whisper in her other ear, his lips brushing her flesh. “Do
you know Angel, I can teach you to find pleasure in absolutely
anything I wish?” He spoke to her in that deep voice and striking
accent, adding to her wanton discomfort. “All I have to do is make
you feel what you’re feeling right now as you watch me torture and
kill those you hold dear.”

His words paralyzed her soul. But her body
was under his influence, shackled to him by his magic. She was
beginning to know what horror was.

Your magic, Angel!
She needed to focus! She needed to figure out what
spell to cast to get out of this! He obviously didn’t think she had
anything left in her after Jake’s hunt, or the cuffs she was in
would have been magic-proof just like the middle-man’s.

Think, damn it!

Malek went on, whispering his sweet,
horrible nothings in her ear. “You will be climaxing at my unspoken
command,” he said, “associating their brutal suffering with intense
and unforgiving bliss.”

Oh gods!
Her spirit was crying inside, screaming and
raving. But in his grip, her body only trembled. She wanted to move
away, but of course lost the battle and as his free hand slid along
her stomach to encircle her small waist and pull her further
against him. His chest was rock hard behind her, his grip
indomitable.

“The next few days can be
terribly confusing for you,” he continued. She felt the beginnings
of an orgasm work its insidiously delicious way through her body,
and her skin flushed. He laughed darkly as he watched her. She
could feel his gaze searing into her while he worked his dark
magic. “Or you can cooperate. We can leave their suffering out of
this.”

He laughed again. His
fingers inched her shirt up over her taut stomach, exposing an
abdomen tightened in mounting pleasure. Wanton fury was coursing
through her heated veins. She fought it with every ounce of her
mind, but her mind was losing. No, Angel!
Use the magic! “The suffering will be all
yours,” he added darkly. “Sex is empty without some degree of
pain.”

Angel took a deep, quick breath when his
fingers curled into her skin and his nails pierced her slightly,
marking her. It was heaven.

Heaven… no.
Wait. That was
wrong. This was
wrong.

He gave a pleased chuckle. “You see? You’re
already mine, Angel. Why fight it any longer?”

Nooo! If she could just think, if she could just
concentrate…. And then
she had it. She knew what to do.

Iron was caustic to the
fae. There was iron in a person’s blood. But the inherent magic of
the fae negated the detriment of blood-bound iron so that those who
needed that blood to survive could take it. The Taal were
especially immune to the
effects of iron in a human’s blood. And it would be worse for her
since her blood possessed so little of it.

But if she worked a spell
to take that single defense of his down – just that one – she might save herself.
She couldn’t remove Malek’s safety from all iron; he was far too
strong for her magic to have that kind of effect on him. He was so
old and so powerful, his protections were probably permanent by
now.

But if she concentrated
on this alone, and
maybe even on just the first few swallows of her blood – or even a
single molecule of the caustic metal – she might just have a
chance. It was a slight possibility. The slightest. But it was
something.

Then he might pull away from her. He might
give up on her.

Angel didn’t allow herself to think of what
he would do when she surprised him in that manner. She refused to
contemplate the fact that he’d probably just kill her outright.
Instead, she focused on the magic. It was hard as hell to do.

Her body was on fire.

Malek’s lips brushed against her throat in a
tender kiss that sent hard, sharp pleasure through her core. She
bucked in his grip with the strength of it, but he held her fast.
And the pain gave her a moment’s clarity. Enough for her to reach
out for the magic that was there and hold on like mad.

She hissed rapidly,
“E nochtum quis nanda plu-” but he covered her mouth with his hand, silencing her
desperate spell at once, and yanked her hard against the solid
muscle of his chest, squeezing so tight she lost her breath. She
couldn’t even cry out against his palm as not only an intense
orgasm ripped through her, but a hard, deep ache blossomed to life
as well.

“You’ve forced my hand
little warrior,” he hissed in turn, his tone relaying anger and
surprise.

The deep, unimaginable ache intensified, and
immediately she knew what it was. It was the pain she’d been warned
about during her warden training. It was what the Taal men were
known to inflict on their prey as punishment and coercion.

This particular pain was
sexual longing at its foundation, but one so utterly intense and
completely thorough, no sane thought was given free passage through
the Taal-maddened mind. This was what she’d been afraid of. One way
or another, whether like this or through his kiss, Malek was going to drive her
mad.

His potent pain and pleasure were birthed in
the same place inside her, agony riding the tailcoats of bliss
through every atom of her being. But as the pleasure ebbed away,
the pain grew stronger. Malek kept his grip firm, watching her from
above as his punishing magic took over.

She felt her chest rise and
fall as rapidly as her racing heart, and she knew it would please
him to see it. She knew it would satisfy the dominant sadist in him
to take in every tiny detail of how she reacted to his
manipulations. So she tried to reel it in, tried desperately to
shield herself from his perceptions, to hide the primal effect he had on her.
But he had silenced her strength in more ways than one. And in that
moment, as his infamous punishment grew to an incessant, throbbing
ache deep inside her that demanded attention, she writhed in his
tight grip, realizing that she had never felt so helpless in her
life.

Fractures of incoherence were rupturing her
thoughts. She was losing her mind….

He was winning. This time there were three
strikes against her. He’d made every preparation. He’d planned out
every careful step. And she’d pushed his final button. Now he
exacted his plan with Machiavellian ruthlessness.

Her wrists were bruising in the cuffs he’d
placed on her, despite their padded lining. She was simply pulling
too hard, too violently.

“I imagine you’re feeling a
little uncomfortable right now,” he said softly, so very softly,
his accent-lilted words sliding across her skin, his lips at her
ear. She sobbed quietly, the sound hushed by that same hand over
her mouth. “But I can help you. I can take that pain away.” Now he
whispered, and his breath against her sensitive flesh was laced
with more insidious magic. “I know what
you need. And I can make it all better, Angel.”

It was too much. As his evil magic rose to a
crescendo of suffering, she went still in his arms, overwhelmed by
her inescapable need. She moaned long and low, and he slowly
removed his hand, letting the sound free. It ended in a
heart-wrenching sob.

“What do you say?” he asked
her, still whispering like a lover into her ear.

But she couldn’t say anything at all, and he
knew it. All she could do was nod. Just once.

That was all it took.

“That’s my girl,” he said,
and she could hear the smile in his words. The hand holding her
throat slid along her skin, grasping her chin. He tilted her head
to the side, exposing the column of her throat. She should have
been terrified then, but she could not feel any more fear. Her
entire body was a long, lithe vessel composed completely of flexed
muscle and heated desperation.

So she squeezed her eyes shut and hoped her
teeth wouldn’t crack against each other as he parted his lips and
his breath again caressed the side of her neck. Her heart was a
rapid-fire witness to her misery. It was no doubt calling to him,
speeding her blood through that vein so close to his lips like a
fast-flowing river of temptation.

And then the wait was over, and his very
sharp fangs were sinking carefully but deeply into her throat.

Angel’s brown eyes flew open. She could feel
them heat up, her captor’s fae power surging through her in
complete domination, no doubt forcing them into amber light. It was
probably very pretty – and she couldn’t have cared less. The need
was changing inside, the ache inside her transforming. It continued
to grow, but its pain was laced with the promise of absolution,
with the almost-threat of culmination, and she had no choice but to
welcome it with weak and open arms.


Chapter Fifty-Three

Malek wasted no time in taking what he’d
decided he would claim the moment he’d laid eyes on Angela Clemens.
She’d been fighting a werewolf at the time, pulled in on the same
job every available warden was assigned to. The prison break in the
Unseelie Realm that had caused the commotion in the first place was
his doing.

He’d done it for her. For two reasons.

He’d needed the Terror to do his bidding.
And he’d wanted to get closer, wanted to know more about her. And
it worked.

Now he pulled her precious, rare blood out
of her body and into his with barely measured impatience, but as he
did, it dawned on him what he’d done.

He realized his mistake.

No, he thought, and now it was his turn to tremble in fear and
desperation. How could he have been wrong? She felt
so good in his arms, and
she tasted exquisite. A healer’s blood now flowed through his own
veins; it was absolute bliss.

But with the added boon that coursed through
him like liquid happiness came torment. For despite the blood,
despite Angel’s defiance and ultimate surrender, despite her
immense inner beauty and strength … she was not the one. She was
not his Kindred.

Only the Storyteller could be so cruel.

With immeasurable control, Lord Malek Taal
allowed his small captive to experience the release he had so
cruelly kept from her. She shook in the cage of his embrace as it
moved over her, and he held her tight so he could feel it too. It
really was a kind of ecstasy for him, even though it was all
hers.

Then, very carefully, he withdrew his teeth
from her throat and used his magic to heal the wounds. She
collapsed against his chest, her eyelids fluttering, her body going
limp as she passed into unconsciousness. She was utterly and
completely spent, and he was to blame.

“Forgive me, little
warrior. I will make this right.”

Without hesitation, he sank his fangs into
his own wrist, opening an ancient and powerful vein. He hadn’t
taken enough of her blood to force a Taal turning, so it wouldn’t
matter if she tasted him. His blood would simply heal her, refuel
her, and return to her some of the strength he had so selfishly
stolen.

It was the least he could do for her.

Malek hated himself in that moment as he
raised his wrist to her lips and willed her to swallow. He watched
her throat work and wondered what his blood felt like to humans.
He’d never had occasion to learn.

Angel had taken several swallows from him
when Malek sensed the cavalry coming. He exhaled through his nose
in irritation and lowered his arm. The wound healed at once.

He’d known it would only be a matter of time
before they made their appearances. Allowing the two Monsters
members to live when he’d finished with them all but ensured that
Cain would find him eventually. But it didn’t make the intrusion
any less annoying.

Malek gently lowered Angel to the ground and
stood up. But he’d barely gotten to his feet when more than a dozen
different portals sliced through the sanctity of his very warded
chamber, depositing Monsters in his midst.

The men stood silently in a circle around
Malek as their individual portals vanished behind them. All
thirteen of them were there. Surrounding him.

Cain’s presence was the one that drew
Malek’s attention first. He slowly turned to face the leader of the
Monsters clan, whose very old eyes were glowing a very powerful
blue. “Cain,” Malek greeted. “It’s been far too long.”

“Agreed,” said Cain, whose
gaze slipped to the sleeping woman on the ground at Malek’s feet.
“If I’d come sooner, perhaps this could have been
avoided.”

Malek could feel the fury of twelve inhuman
males directed at him just then. Despite the number of years he’d
lived, he had to admit it was an unfamiliar sensation. Not since
the Goblin Wars had he felt so much offensive magic, so much raw
power held at bay, ready to be unleashed upon him. But one man’s
anger was considerably hotter and sharper than that of the
others.

And as Malek slowly turned to face Jacob
Crow’s starkly glowing green eyes in the darkness to his right, he
wondered whether it might have been a very big mistake after all to
leave the man alive.

Believe me when I tell you
that you made the right choice, Malek. Cain’s voice sounded in Malek’s head. The Taal king raised his
chin in stark admiration. The Monsters leader had never actually
spoken in his mind before. It took not only tremendous strength,
but tremendous audacity to do so. Cain was showing him the
slightest glimpse of the true depths of the man’s power.

Malek, right now it’s only
the fact that Crow is my second that keeps him from attacking you
outright. And it’s only due to Caliban’s edict that we hold back
here tonight. The Unseelie King wants to deal with this himself.
Otherwise we would settle this here and now, Cain mentally explained. It wasn’t a threat, nor was it some
kind of dark promise. Cain was simply telling it like it was. He
made the situation very clear.

As it is,
he went on, I had to
promise Crow that if Angel was harmed in any way, I wouldn’t stop
him from setting things right. And every man here would back him
up.

Malek continued to study Crow in silence.
The vampire had strong generational magic in his veins. It had
taken a very expensive spell cast on expensive bullets to get
anywhere near the man’s mind. And then holding it hadn’t been easy.
There were a few times when Malek had felt Crow nearly break free
of his influence. Which was highly impressive. No one had escaped
Malek Taal before.

All in all, he was
fairly certain the
vampire could not single-handedly destroy him… but then again, love
makes a man do crazy things. And Malek was sure Cain was right;
Jake would also have the help of every Monster here.

She means that much to
him, Malek mused.

She means that much to all
of us, Cain told him. “She’s one of us,
Malek,” he said aloud, probably for the benefit of everyone there.
“Know that as of this moment, Angela Clemens and everyone she cares
for is officially under the protection of the Monsters.” He waited
a moment before he lowered his head, and his fierce blue gaze
pierced through the darkness to strike Malek deep. “You know what
that means.”

Malek Taal took a deep breath. When he let
it out, he nodded and stepped back, putting distance between
himself and Angel’s sleeping form. “I do.”

It didn’t matter anyway. Angel hadn’t been
the one for him. Somewhere out there, his soul mate yet waited. He
had no idea how to find her, where to even start. But tonight was
not a night for further advances. Instead, it was a night for
making amends.

He continued to watch Crow, knowing full
well the greatest danger was from him. The vampire’s hands were
loose at his sides. There were no clenched fists, no bared fangs.
All of Crow’s rage was internal. Malek knew enough about that kind
of seething, male dominant wrath to recognize that Crow was
exercising impossible restraint. The vampire was probably tearing
Malek apart six ways to Sunday on the movie screens of his
mind.

So he addressed Crow specifically when he
spoke next. After all, this concerned him directly. “Angel is
completely unharmed,” Malek told him. “She only sleeps, in fact. I
know I will most likely never fully rectify what has transpired
tonight. But I’m going to try anyway, and in a show of good faith,
I am going to tell you something, Crow.”

Now Jacob Crow smiled. The smile was very
slow, it was very dark, and it actually brought Malek up short.
Crow took an equally slow step forward, breaking the circle to
gradually approach the Taal king.

“Oh yeah?” the vampire
asked softly, so softly. There was ice in his voice. It crackled
frostily on the edges of his words. “What’s that?” Crow quietly
asked as if he were terribly amused. Malek stared into those
piercing green irises and was certain he knew what Crow was
thinking right about then. It was most likely along the lines of,
… Because nothing you could say to me,
Malek Taal, will ever change how I feel about you. If it weren’t
for the Unseelie King’s hand in this pot, I would flay you alive
for touching her. Or die trying.

So Malek got right down to it. “I’m not your
enemy, Crow. I mean Angel no harm. But heed me now.”

The shadows in the room stretched, his magic
at work on them on an unconscious level as he prepared to divulge
his secret. He could sense that the other Monsters members noticed
the change – a thickening of the magic in the air. But Crow never
broke eye contact with Malek. In fact, the man never even blinked.
There was more rage in the man’s veins at the moment than
blood.

“But she is not safe. For
there is another who very much does.” He lowered both his head and
his tone and the realm grew very quiet as he delivered his final
and crucial bit of information. “And it isn’t who you
think.”

Then Malek wordlessly called forth his magic
– and transported away – leaving thirteen Monsters and one dreaming
warden behind in the shadows of his chamber.

 



Chapter Fifty-Four

When Angel’s eyes fluttered open to reveal
she was still on the floor of Malek’s chamber, but in Jake’s arms
instead, she experienced a sudden discombobulation so strong, it
was terrifying. She was being moved; that was what had awoken her.
She opened her mouth to ask him what the hell happened, but Jake
cut her off gently. “I know you have a thousand questions. Bear
with me, Angel and I promise to answer them all. I just need to get
you to safety first.”

She stared up at his fallen
angel face and felt so lost. The last time she’d seen him, he and
David Sharpe had been attacking her with sleep darts and handing
her over to Lord Malek. Now he was lifting her in his arms and…
Angel blinked and looked around. Oh gods,
this is every last one of them, she
thought. His entire motorcycle club was standing around them
watching them silently, every last tall, strong, inhumanely
handsome member.

Even Cain.

She knew who he was at once. The power
emanating from him was enough to make a person feel drunk if they
weren’t aware and careful. He was so tall – an inch or two taller
than Jake, even. He stood with the kind of bearing and command that
could only be earned, and only over a vast amount of time. And he
was extraordinarily beautiful. But it was a cold beauty, hard and
unforgiving, as if it had been sculpted by someone who was in
anguish.

His very blue eyes were
filled with ancient knowledge. Angel could not look at him for more
than a second or two. Cain alone was enough to convince Angel that
she wasn’t dead or dreaming, that she hadn’t actually faded to
nothing under Malek’s kiss.

Cain’s presence was just far too real for
that.

She turned her attention to
the other Monsters members. They were all watching her.

The weight of their
cumulative gazes was heady. As Jake got to his feet and hugged her
firmly to his chest, Angel actually started to feel aroused under
all those eyes. Sexually
aroused. It was embarrassing. And she felt even
more unsettled. She slipped her arms around Jake’s neck and held on
out of self-preservation.

Angel could feel that her mental wards were
still up; she’d only cast them a few hours ago as far as she knew,
and they were supposed to last at least a day. But she gave her
fear away when she clasped tightly to Jake. As if he knew what was
happening to her and what she was thinking, Jake smiled knowingly
and laughed softly, drawing her attention back to him. She studied
his strong profile as he strode across the room toward his leader.
“Let’s go,” he said.

Cain nodded.

Angel watched and listened as all at once
and seemingly in unison, the Monsters members called up transport
spells. The air in the room grew heavy with magic so thick, she
actually saw sparks of electricity zap around her as if she were in
a Faraday cage.

When Jake’s portal opened, he stepped in,
his grip on her strengthened, and the portal whisked them through
space and time.

When they stepped out again, Angel realized
they’d not only transported out of Malek’s chamber, but the entire
Unseelie Realm. They now stood back in the mortal realm, in the
Monsters safe house parking lot beside Jake’s GTO. But the rest of
the lot was no longer empty. She glanced around. Motorcycles filled
the other spaces, each magnificent machine gleaming with a perfect
paint job and miles of chrome.

Jake carried her toward the
car. She watched as the GTO’s passenger side door opened of its own
accord. Angel’s cinephile mind was instantly reminded of Stephen
King’s Christine.
At first, her eyes widened and her grip on Jake grew claws. But
Jake laughed again.

She snapped her eyes to his to find them
glittering with amusement. Then she remembered Jake had admitted to
her that he could manipulate objects. “Very funny,” she hissed. He
laughed harder.

Now that he had no reason to hide anything
from her, including his powers and abilities, Angel experienced a
strange thrill wondering what else he was going to reveal. She
pondered this as Jake approached the car.

She felt perfectly capable of walking on her
own and didn’t strictly need to be carried, which surprised her
given how thoroughly drained she’d been before she’d lost
consciousness in Malek’s grasp. It was one more confusing thing
that she tried to push back and compartmentalize.

Regardless of her new found strength, she
stayed quiet about it and chose to let Jake take care of her,
enjoying the tight warmth and hard protectiveness of his arms as he
held her. She loved the way he smelled… the leather of his jacket
filled her nostrils and played pleasantly in her head.

He placed her carefully in
the passenger seat before straightening and nodding to his MC
brothers, who all stood in the lot as if waiting for a signal from
him, even Cain. Looking at the enigmatic leader, Angel thought
maybe she understood this. Cain had nothing to prove. This was
Jake’s rodeo after all; Angel was his girl. For the night, Cain was
deferring and letting Jake take the reins.

I’m his
girl, she thought. A small smile graced her
lips as Jake closed her door and moved around the car. But the
smile didn’t last; she was still so confused. So much needed to be
cleared up – and she couldn’t get the nerve-wracking experience of
Jake and Dave hunting her down out of her head.

Jake got in on his side and turned the car
on. A few seconds later, the thunder of a dozen motorcycles
starting up at once filled the night. Angel closed her eyes and
rested her head against the red leather seat, just letting the
sound ride over her like the notes of Angus Young’s guitar.

Then Jake and the entire Monsters motorcycle
club escorted Angel back into Vega territory. She felt like the
president with an entourage of powerful people surrounding her
while they traveled the streets of San Francisco. It was a little
thrilling. And a lot bewildering. She wanted to film it or
something for posterity’s sake. Elena would have been so
jealous.

Elena! Fuck!

In the chaos of what had
happened earlier tonight, she’d forgotten to call her friend about
canceling drinks at the Fairmont…. Well, technically that wasn’t
true. She hadn’t even had a chance to think about calling her to cancel,
much less the time, nor frankly even the cell phone signal. If
she’d had a signal
when she’d been in that forest and Jake was cuffed against those
rocks, she would have used it to call Gabriel.

Her memories of the night assaulted her
again as she stared out the window. She remembered David’s form
bending over her as she lay helpless in the dirt in the forest and
consciousness slipped away. He’d taken her pendant off her.

Instinctively, Angel touched her chest. When
she did, her fingers were greeted with the hard, warm outline of a
large bear claw resting against her ribcage. She pulled it out from
under her shirt and looked down at it. The green glow was faded
now, but still there.

Jake had put it back on her.

Angel glanced at him again. Such a beautiful
profile. Strong. Tempting.

She wanted to be able to look at it
forever.

With that thought, Angel rested her head and
listened to the surrounding roar of the motorcycles that hovered
around the Pontiac like bees around their queen. After a few
minutes, she saw him move out of the corner of her eye and turned
to watch him press a few buttons on the clearly updated stereo in
the GTO’s dashboard. Lighted text announced coming music, and
top-of-the-line speakers began to play to Angel’s frayed
nerves.

This was her favorite
song. I’m On Fire by Bruce Springstein.

Angel smiled. Of course Jake would know that
from having read her file. And because he was Jake, he knew she
needed to hear it right now. She closed her eyes and relaxed her
head against the seat again, letting the drive and the Boss comfort
her.


Chapter Fifty-Five

Angel saw the extra cars in the lot of the
Vega safe house when they pulled up to it a few minutes later. But
the lot was soon filled with motorcycles, which overshadowed
everything else.

Three men were standing at the front of the
safe house waiting for the convoy: Gabriel, Caliban the Unseelie
King, and Roman D’Angelo the Vampire King.

She felt instantly
intimidated. But Jake could obviously see her discomfort because he
laughed softly and shook his head. “Don’t worry,” he told her
gently. “They’re far more concerned with your wellbeing right now. That’s why
they’re here. Just try to relax.” He squeezed her hand. His touch
was warm and comforting.

Jake parked the car and helped her out, and
they joined the three at the door of the building. Gabriel met her
gaze, but there was no anger in his amber eyes. There was no
disappointment. There was only relief.

He pulled her into his arms and hugged her
hard. He felt good. She hugged him back.

“Let’s get you inside,” he
said, releasing her to look down at her. “Cal and Roman have some
questions for you if it’s okay. Do you feel up to it?”

She nodded. She knew how the politics of the
Thirteen Realms worked. What Lord Malek had done to her, a high
ranking warden, constituted breaking the laws of the Unseelie
Realm, and the situation had already been tense as it was.

No one wanted another fae war, and Angel
imagined it was that concern that was going through everyone’s mind
right now. If there was anything she could tell them that would
help allay that, she was game.

“There’s pizza, just
delivered,” Gabe told her, nodding at the kitchen table. “And fresh
drinks in the fridge. Just have a seat at the table and make
yourself comfortable.”

“You had me at pizza,” she
told him. She could smell it when she stepped inside, and her
stomach made an unattractive sound. Gabriel smiled. Then he turned
to Jake, and for a moment, the space between them felt
charged.

Angel’s heart rate increased, and she was
sure her blood pressure probably shot up a few points. But a moment
later, the two seemed to come to some kind of unspoken agreement.
Gabe nodded at him, then faced the kings. “I’m going to have a word
with Cain. I’ll meet you all inside in a minute.” He stepped off
the front step of the building and approached one of the
motorcycles.

Out on the lot, the Monsters members revved
their engines and tore out, all but for Cain, who kicked down his
stand, dismounted, and began speaking with Gabriel. Angel watched
them for a few seconds before she entered the kitchen.

She got several plates, napkins, and drinks
just in case anyone else wanted any, then she put a slice of pizza
on her plate and moved to the table. Three beautiful, powerful men
sat at the table watching her.

She stopped in her tracks. Roman D’Angelo
immediately started laughing. “We won’t eat you, we promise,” he
told her, sharing a secret look with Caliban. Jake’s green eyes
twinkled as he tried to hide a smile and failed.

Angel shook her head, took a deep breath,
and decided to just fucking go with it. How many girls got to eat
pizza at the same table as two members of royalty and two vampires
at the same time? Not many, that’s for sure.

But Gabriel had been right. Caliban and
Roman seemed far more concerned with what had happened to her and
how she felt now than they were with any kind of royal decorum.
They were down to earth and friendly, and they listened intently as
she told them everything she knew.

She told them in detail about her encounter
with Malek Taal. But she only went as far back as the moment she
woke up to find herself being handcuffed by Malek and transported
away. Everything that happened up to that point, she kept to
herself. She didn’t want to get Jake in trouble. Especially with
Gabriel.

Then Jake filled them in on what transpired
from the moment the Monsters clan transported into Malek’s chamber.
But when he shared Malek’s final, parting words, Gabriel latched on
to them. So did Angel, actually.

Gabe leaned forward. “He said someone meant
Angel harm and it wasn’t who we thought? Did he mean it’s not
Dmitri?”

But no one at the table had an answer for
that.

Eventually there was really nothing more to
say. Roman and Caliban had come because of a major breach in fae
law involving the leader of a very old and powerful unseelie race
and a high ranking warden, a healer no less. But in retrospect,
Angel had to admit that Malek hadn’t actually hurt her. In fact,
she felt better now than she had before he’d taken her away. “He
seems lost,” she added suddenly as the group fell into a lull of
contemplative silence.

They looked up at her. She didn’t try to
meet any of their gazes. Instead, she stared at the table and
shrugged. “He’s facing something he’s never had to face before and
he’s the leader of his people. He’s scared and he’s desperate. And
even then – he didn’t hurt me. I could have come out of the
encounter a lot worse off than sleeping.” Most people did, when
dealing with the Taal.

A half hour later, the sovereigns had gone,
and Gabriel was called in almost at once on a job for the Phantom
King, Thanatos. He exchanged another meaningful look with Jake, and
Jake told him he would remain behind to watch over Angel. Malek’s
warning echoed in everyone’s mind, no doubt. It certainly echoed in
hers.

Despite everything – Gabriel seemed
genuinely okay with that. Grateful, even. Something had changed
when Jake and the Monsters clan rescued Angel from Malek’s grasp.
Gabe seemed to come to grips with something, as if Jake’s actions
had won him a good amount of respect in Gabriel’s eyes.

Whatever the reason, she
was relieved that Gabe was grateful rather than resentful Jake was
staying with her. For her part, Angel was especially grateful for Jake’s
company. After all… she hadn’t forgotten that in a few hours, she
was going to have to give her answer to Dmitri. She wanted to be
with Jake until then.

She thanked her lucky stars a second time
that she’d put up the strongest warding around her mind earlier
that night. It would have been devastating if Jake learned what she
was thinking about.

She knew that when the time came, Dmitri
would find her no matter where she was. She knew there was no
getting away from this. She’d already made up her mind, and what
happened tonight hadn’t changed it. If anything, it had made her
all the more determined.

Angel had done everything she knew how to do
against someone and she’d failed against him anyway because she was
all too human. Maybe it was time to up the game. Maybe it was time
to make a change. Become stronger. She relished the thought of
never becoming light-headed or nauseated again. Dmitri could give
her that. And at least with him, she would remain who she was. She
would have her own mind. Her body would just receive one hell of an
enhancement.

And Dmitri would never kill anyone
again.

It was a twisted medicine for what ailed her
and it came with some hellish side effects – namely, having to be
with Dmitri himself – but it was effective.

Angel stood up from the Vega kitchen table
as she finished off her soda, and Jake followed suit. She led him
down a few halls to a metal door, where he watched as she popped
the latch and stepped into the inner-most guest room of the safe
house. This was where she’d told Gabe she would be staying for the
remainder of the night, her choice.

Even if it wasn’t a twenty-thousand dollar
bed covered in five-thousand dollars’ worth of bedding like the one
at the Fairmont, she had to admit that for once it would be nice to
surround herself with familiarity. Especially when it felt as
intrinsically safe as the Vega clan.

Angel had been in this room before, and a
lot of clan safe houses had rooms just like this one. This
particular guest room doubled as a storm shelter – and a bomb
shelter. There were no windows, the walls were metal, and the space
had been warded against everything known to man. But it had been
updated to boast a closet, a desk, a comfortable chair, and of
course the bed. Rugs covered the floor for comfort. On the wall
opposite the entrance, a door had been cut into the metal, and an
adjoining en suite full bathroom had been built.

A chest against one wall was kept stocked
with food, water, and first aid kits. At one point or another,
almost every member of a warden clan wound up staying in one of
their safe house’s guest rooms. Houses burned down sometimes.
Wardens got drunk. And every now and again… apartments were
sometimes covered in blood.


Chapter Fifty-Six

The bed was queen sized, big enough for two
– if you cuddled closely. Angel sat down on the edge of the bed,
and Jake took a seat beside her and bent over, resting his elbows
on his knees. “Angel,” he said without looking at her, “I promised
I would answer your questions, and I meant it.” He dropped his head
and closed his eyes. “But before you say anything, let me ask you
something first….” Angel studied him in silence. He seemed highly
troubled. His jaw was tense, and he kept his eyes closed when he
asked, “Did I hurt you?”

Angel blinked, confused. “What?”

He turned his head a little, and green
shards of light struck her when he opened his eyes. “When Malek was
controlling me… did I hurt you?” His voice was so quiet, his tone
so tight. Angel’s chest ached, and her heart began racing.

“No, Jake. Not once. Please
believe me.” She shook her head, her expression adamant. “Why would
you think you had?”

He gave her a wry smile. He was still bent
over, head hanging low. “Your walls are all up again,” he said.
“They weren’t before. And you didn’t say anything about it. When
you were giving your story.” He shut his eyes a moment, then opened
them again. “I don’t remember anything of what happened and I
thought you’d be filling in the blanks for me too… but you didn’t
talk about it at all. So I thought… maybe….”

Angel was alarmed.
“No!” She gently pulled
on his shoulder so he would sit up and face her. He did, and Angel
took one of his hands in hers. “Jake, I didn’t say anything about
what happened with you and David because I didn’t want Gabriel to
know. I don’t want to give him any reason to hate you.”

Jake smiled at that, but he was still
visibly a little unsure.

“Jake I swear to you that you never hurt me,”
she told him emphatically. “In fact, we did fight at one point, but
none of your blows did any damage. You were infuriating! You were
trying to wear me out or knock me off balance or something. On the
other hand, I kicked you in the face.” She gave him a guilty look as blood
rushed into her cheeks. “Pretty hard, too.”

Jake stared at her a few silent seconds, and
then he laughed, and Angel watched the tension leave his body.
“Good,” he told her. “I’m sure I deserved it.”

“Oh you did.”

He laughed harder, and she looked away,
still pretty embarrassed about that. In fact, the evidence of her
attack was still on his forehead. It peeked out every now and then
from behind locks of his jet-black hair.

Angel took a deep breath
and asked him, “Jake, what happened? How did Malek get to you?
And why? Why not
just come for me himself?”

“Normally the magic of my
clan keeps out influence like his,” he admitted softly. “So Malek
sent a Terror after me and Dave. The bitch shot us with some sort
of bullet that worked a spell on us from the inside. And he didn’t
come after you himself because of this.” He reached out and touched
the bear claw that dangled just below her breasts. When he did, he
brushed against one, and she felt a hard electric spike move
through her. She managed to stifle the gasp, but barely.

Jake’s eyes shot up, catching hers. His lips
curled, and his eyes flashed. “Remember I told you it protected the
wearer against dark spirits, and that meant unseelie fae.”

Angel did remember. “Damn,” she whispered.
“It was like you somehow knew.”

Jake looked guilty then. “The truth is, I
did. Not that it was Malek himself after you, but I’d been warned a
Taal might be interested in you.”

Angel couldn’t be upset with him. After all,
Gabriel had warned her of the same thing. She sighed and nodded.
“But what happened after David shot me with that sleeping dart… I
guess neither of us will ever know.”

“Dave shot you?” Jake’s teeth
clenched. “Son of a bitch.”

“Jake, he wasn’t himself.
Remember? And it was a sleeping dart. No harm done.”

Jake took a slow, tight
breath and sighed, running a frustrated hand through his hair. “I
know.” He hesitated a moment, then said, “No, we’ll probably never
know what happened after the sleeping dart took hold. But
probably nothing,
in all honesty. Warden sleep darts don’t work very long against
healers, as you probably know. A few minutes at most. I’m guessing
you passed out just long enough for us to contact Malek and for him
to arrive.”

Angel thought about that. “I did wake up
still in the forest – just when Malek was slapping cuffs on
me.”

Jake stiffened next to her.
She could feel it on the bed. “Jake, he didn’t hurt me either. I
wasn’t lying when I told the sovereigns that. He fucked with my
head a little,” she admitted. And that
wasn’t fun at all. Unless you’re into that kind of thing.
“But I can see why he felt he had to do it. And
once I gave him permission to do the Taal Kiss….” Her voice trailed
off. She realized that Jake’s eyes had begun to glow. He was
staring at the floor again, not really seeing it. His hands were
together, one holding the other in a tight fist.

Maybe this isn’t the best
topic of conversation, she thought. “In
short, I passed out. And when I woke up, I was in
your arms.”

Jake was still for a long time. When he
finally turned back to face her, the glow had gone back out of his
eyes, and he was radiating a lot less pent-up frustration. “What
did David and I do to you? You said we didn’t hurt you. But Angel,
I can’t tell you how much it’s killing me that I have no idea what
I might have put you through.”

Angel sighed and took his hand again. “You
did what you do best. I ran and you tracked me down. There was
really nothing more to it. You have to believe me.” She gently
touched his cheek, and he closed his eyes, leaning his face into
her hand. “Okay?”

After a long moment, he finally nodded.
“Okay.”

“You know,” she said
slowly, “I could really go for a Hot White Russian.” She let her
hand rest on her lap now and smiled a slow, sweet smile because the
drink automatically reminded her of… things.

Jake chuckled. As always, the sound sent
rivulets of pleasure coursing through her.

“I’m assuming Santiago has
a bar somewhere in this joint?” he asked, looking around. His eyes
scanned over the cold metal walls.

Angel nodded. “On the other side of the
dining room.”

“Then you stay here and get
comfortable, and I’ll be right back with the drinks.” He stood up,
but didn’t leave the bed. His eyes continued to scan the metal
walls around them. Without looking at her he asked, “Angel… do you
like being a warden?”

The question took her very much by surprise.
It wasn’t that she hadn’t been thinking about it of late – since
she was planning to accept Dmitri’s offer. But she definitely
hadn’t expected Jake to ask it.

She licked her lips and said, “Like any job,
it’s not perfect. There are things I love about it. Those are the
things that made me decide to do it and keep doing it. Then there
are things I hate about it.”

Jake looked down at her. “Do you like being
a Vega member?”

Angel’s brow furrowed. She gazed up at him
and wondered why he would ask. Finally, she replied, “Yes. Very
much so. Vega took me in when I had no one and nothing.” She
gestured with her arms as if she could see past the walls. “These
people are the only family I know.”

Jacob lowered his gaze. He fell silent, and
she wondered what he was thinking. Then he nodded, as if accepting
something, and turned to go. But she stopped him with a hand on his
wrist. “Wait,” she said, coming to her own feet. “On second
thought, you still have dried blood on your forehead.”

Jake stared at her in
confusion. “I… what? Blood? Whose?”

Angel felt a pang of guilt. “Well, actually
it’s your blood,” she told him. “Remember, I told you I kicked you
in the forehead. It healed, but you still have some of the blood on
you.”

Jake continued to stare at her a long while.
Finally he touched his forehead. “Here?”

“To the left a
little.”

“Here?”

She nodded, and he rubbed. Then he looked at
his fingers. By now, the blood was dry, but he could no doubt see
dust of it on his fingertips. Angel watched his pupils dilate a
little. He seemed pale suddenly. Unsteady.

“Why don’t you take a
shower while I make the drinks?” she suggested. She watched him,
trying her best to wear an innocent expression.

But Jake looked at her with a raised brow.
“And what would I wear when I got out?” he asked. His tone had
lowered a little, becoming more intimate.

“I’ll have your clothes
cleaned, and in the meantime, you can borrow something from that
closet there.” She gestured to the closet on one side of the room.
It had a mixture of clothing for every size. It was an emergency
guest room, after all.

Jake gave a small laugh, shaking his head.
“It doesn’t matter. I can clean the clothes myself with a
spell.”

Angel blinked up at him in
surprise. But, of course he can.
He had an innate ability to affect inanimate
objects. She guessed she could add laundry services to his list of
talents.

“Okay then it’s settled. Go
take a shower. You smell like another woman’s perfume.” Angel
paused and frowned, turning back. “What’s up with that,
anyway?”

Jake dropped his head and pinched the bridge
of his nose as if a headache were coming on. “That would be the
Terror you’re smelling.” He sighed. “It’s a long story. I’ll see
you in ten.”


Chapter Fifty-Seven

As Angel moved through the safe house, she
found she was alone. The safe house was empty, or at least the main
areas were abandoned right now. Given that Gabriel had been called
in on a job for the Phantom King, she wasn’t surprised. When the
clan leaders were called in personally, it meant the job was a
difficult one. So he’d probably taken everyone on duty with him.
Everyone but her, of course.

She was passing by the door to Gabriel’s
office when something inside caught her eye. The door was open, and
on his desk was a red folder.

There was nothing particularly suspicious
about a red folder; she’d seen plenty in her warden career. They
were folders containing confidential information, which either the
clan leader or both the leader and the second-in-command, and
sometimes the clan messenger, were allowed eyes on. But for some
reason, this one drew Angel’s attention.

Without realizing it, Angel touched the bear
claw hanging from her neck, and stepped into the office. She closed
the door behind her. Then she made her way to the desk and peered
down at the red folder.

There were a few others on top of it; it
stuck out from beneath them at an angle as if someone had
accidentally bumped it in a hurry, or it would have been safely
tucked in and invisible. Angel reached down and lifted it out. When
she did, she saw the letters in black on the front. “C:LO” They
stood for Confidential: Leader Only.

She was going to put it back in the pile and
forget about it until she caught the name typed on the label that
was taped to the tab.

Michael Clemens

Angel froze. A strange numbness crept
through her, and her ears began to ring. In her mind’s eye, she saw
blood. She heard sirens. She saw a coffin being lowered into the
ground.

With shaking fingers, Angel opened the file.
A photograph of Michael was pinned to a stack of documents. The
picture had been taken from a distance, and Michael hadn’t been
aware of it. It was a voyeuristic photograph, probably one taken in
a series that were snapped in quick succession. She had a clear
view of him in profile as he was preparing to mount his
motorcycle.

He was tall, athletically built, and
handsome, dressed in jeans and a leather jacket. But as Angel gazed
down at the photograph, she felt strange. There was something
wrong.

For fifteen years, she’d been remembering
Michael with a certain expression on his face. It was calm,
easy-going, peaceful. Benevolent, even.

The man in this photograph, however, looked
hard. Unrelenting. Mean.

Angel’s stomach began to knot. She had a bad
feeling, heavy and sinking. As the ringing in her ears grew louder,
she sat in Gabriel’s chair and began to read.

With each line and every truth she
uncovered, Angel fell a little further down.

By the time she’d finished, her hands were
shaking so badly, she could barely hold the file steady enough to
read. She stood up from the chair, slipped the file back where
she’d gotten it from, and calmly turned away from the desk.

Well that just cinches it, doesn’t it? It
turns out the human was the bad guy all along.

And I was blind to it.

And then she broke.

A roar of pain-filled rage climbed up from
some place deep inside and ripped itself from Angel’s throat with a
vengeance. She threw back her head and screamed, and only then did
she realize that her cheeks were already wet with tears.

The world turned red – actually red – as she
spun back toward the desk and swept her arm violently across it,
sending every single file on it flying. They crashed to the ground
or against the wall, papers fluttering wildly like injured birds. A
second scream of rage let itself loose, coming from some place she
couldn’t seem to close off, couldn’t seem to control. Her fury was
in charge now, and she was just along for the violent, shocking
ride.

The door to Gabriel’s office crashed in
behind her, and vaguely, far too distantly, she felt strong arms
pull her against a hard chest. The impact got partly through the
haze of anger spinning its thick, white web around her. But it was
Jake grabbing her face, forcing her to look at him, and saying her
name that finally broke through to the other side.

“Angel! Look at
me!”

“Fifteen years, Jake,” she
said, her voice shaking uncontrollably. “He took fifteen years of
my life.”

Fifteen years…
a decade and a half, not
including the six months she’d spent actually dating Michael, she had absolutely
wasted. She’d been ripped apart by guilt and grief at his death,
she’d taught herself to mistrust and hate the supernatural for
killing him, and she’d hidden herself away and shied from dating
and men in general. She’d even stopped riding! And she’d always
loved riding!

She’d lost the best years
of her life. Kind of like Cassiana. But without a marriage or kids
to show for it. Instead, they were just gone. Poof – Keyser Söze style.

“See…” she said, her teeth
clenched, her hands gripping his arms, “this is what I hate about my
job.”

Jacob was quiet and strong above her where
they stood in the center of Gabriel’s office. He held her tight,
his beautiful eyes searching her face, and she could feel him
trying to get in, coming up against the well-built walls of her
mental wards. She knew he didn’t understand what was happening. But
she couldn’t care. She felt too lost, too maddened and incensed at
the sand Michael Clemens had stolen from her hour glass.

“What do you hate about
your job, Angel?” Jake finally asked calmly. She loved it when he
said her name. It was like he was noticing that she was the only
female left alive on the planet and he was marking her as
his.

But the thrill of it passed too quickly this
time, and Angel sighed an awful, soul-deep sigh that trembled as if
she was sitting on a fault line.

There had been a point of no return, a line
drawn somewhere in her head, and in that moment she was effectively
pushed over it. She stumbled across that border and gave in to the
consequences with something akin to relief – and a whole lot of
fire.

“You really want to know?”
she asked, ripping suddenly from his grip and spinning around to
pace several feet away. She kept from looking at him. She was
putting distance between them. Because he was too potent, too
beautiful. His mere presence could very well deny her this storm,
and it had been a long time building. She wanted it. She needed
it.

Emotion flooded her,
sending the words hurtling from her mouth before she had any hope
in hell of stopping them. She turned in pacing circles and kept her
eyes down as she hissed, “I hate that every single day, I come face
to face with so-called monsters I have to hunt down and
destroy, not because they’re monsters, but because they’re suddenly
behaving like humans!” She paused, trying to get her breathing under control before
she hissed, “Like Michael.”

She stormed over, picked up his file from
where it had flown across the room in her fit of fury, and held it
up for Jake to see. Only then, when she whirled to face him, did
she notice that his hair was wet, and he was dressed only in a pair
of jeans.

Oh fuck,
she thought.

But he wasn’t looking at her, so he probably
didn’t notice the way her mouth dropped open and her eyes glassed
over at the sight of him. Instead, he was looking at the file she
held up in her hands. As if he was reading it.

Holy shit,
she realized. He actually
is reading it. He was a vampire, and they
had excellent vision, even at a great distance. He could probably
see every single word on that page as if it were right in front of
his nose. And the look on his face was dark. Very dark
indeed.

Angel turned from Jake to the papers. Her
eyes fell on the picture of Michael. She looked at his hands, hands
that had held her down and pleasured her. She looked at his arms,
arms that had held her close. Those lips that had pressed so
passionately to hers… and those eyes. Those vivid gray eyes that
reminded her of thunderheads when he was angry, and fog when he was
at peace. Every time she’d turn to look at him, it seemed he’d
already been looking at her. He’d been so attentive to her, always
there, always watching.

Angel’s body trembled furiously. She blinked
and frowned as realization after realization washed over her,
threatening to drown her like a Nazare Beach wave over a fledgling
surfer.

Michael was always there. And that was just
it. It was strange. Now that she had the clarity of mind to
actually consider it, she realized that Michael had always watched over her. To an
obsessive degree.

“Oh hell….” she muttered,
hopelessly lost. “All my guy friends told me I fell for him too
fast. That it wasn’t like me. I was too level-headed to behave that
way. But all my girlfriends were jealous. They told me I was lucky.
And I agreed. He was everything I wanted in a man.”

A strange sound escaped her throat, a sound
of desperate regret, the kind you only experienced after having
done something you could never take back but would forever wish you
could.

Michael Clemens had tricked her, fooled her,
reeled her in, and betrayed everything she believed in. He’d made a
business out of evil, and he’d carried it out as if it were a
work-a-day world kind of profession. According to his file, he’d
been detached about it, he’d separated it from his personal life
psychopathically. Cold at work, hot with her. And she’d been none
the wiser.

A chill anchored itself in her body, and she
shivered before she said in a tone of dismay, “If some supe from
one of the Thirteen Realms dares to get jealous, or get angry, or
loses their cool, then it’s supposed to be some sort of
monstrosity, some kind of inhumane act – but nothing could be
further from the truth, Jake!”

She shook the paper in her
hand, squeezing it so tight that Michael’s picture crumpled in her
fist. “There’s nothing inhumane about it! Because being evil
is human! It’s so very,
disgustingly human!”

She spun around, pacing
back away from the messy pile of papers on the floor. Something
very painful was taking place inside her. It made her want to move,
or she was going to explode. When she paced back again, she
growled, “Humans take more lives on this planet than
anything! We wage wars so
fast and for such stupid reasons, it’s like we’re
bored without it! There
has never been a time on earth when someone wasn’t fighting someone
else! We cut down life like we’re mowing the lawn! And we think we
have to police non-humans? For the love of the gods, Jake, that’s so wrong!
And that’s what I
hate about my job!”

She was gasping with emotion now, but she
was a runaway train. There was no stopping her, and there was no
return ticket. “I hate that what I do reminds me that deep down
inside, I’m actually the worst of the worst. I’m a cockroach
killing butterflies!” A trembling breath released from the core of
her, and she was devastated to hear that it was a sob.

She fell to her knees amidst the debris. But
now, she couldn’t stop. “Aw hell, that’s mean to cockroaches!”

She sobbed a few times,
then breathed around her tears, and her soft trembling voice said,
“I trust the kings and queens I’m sworn to serve, I take their
jobs, and I do it to protect humanity from everyone and everything
else. But the reasoning is all wrong.” She shook her head, closing
her eyes. “It’s twisted… because humanity
doesn’t deserve protecting.”

She raised her hands, grasped Michael’s
pages at either end, and ripped them in half. Then she ripped them
in half again. And again.

By the time she was finished and had let
them drop, she noticed that Jake was standing directly in front of
her. She lifted her head and looked way up.

Jake’s green eyes were glowing. “He didn’t
deserve your love,” he told her softly but fiercely. He was
terribly beautiful just then. A fallen angel. So very fallen.

Angel dropped her head. And then, as silent
tears began to pour down her face Jake knelt down, straddled her
knees with his, and pulled her firmly into his arms.

 



Chapter Fifty-Eight

It was a good long while before Angel moved
from where she was safely encased in the warmth and strength of
Jake’s embrace. It was just too nice where she was. He smelled
good. And clean. And his skin was soft over the hard ridges of his
muscle, like silk over metal.

But she knew Gabe could return any minute,
and this wasn’t how she wanted him to find things. “I need to clean
up the mess,” she said softly against his chest.

But Jake laughed, the deep sound vibrating
in his lungs beneath her cheek. It was such a wonderful sensation,
so deep and beautiful. She gently pulled out of his arms and looked
up at him. He was grinning broadly. “There isn’t anything to clean,
Angel.”

Angel backed up a little more and gave him a
confused look. She blinked when he only continued to grin. Then she
moved to the side and peeked around his perfect body to where the
files had all been thrown earlier.

Everything was in perfect order. Not a
single piece of paper or file folder was out of place. Even the
pencil holder and pencils, the sharpener, and the bin where he’d
kept things like paper clips and staplers were back on the desk.
Just as they had been when she’d walked in.

Angel slowly stood up, and Jake got to his
feet after her. She moved to the desk, picked up the red folder,
and opened it. Michael Clemens’ papers were intact again. Good as
new. There was no evidence that they had at one point been
crumpled, much less ripped into tiny shreds.

Angel put the folder back
and looked over at Jake. “You know… it’s actually kind of scary
that you can do this,” she said softly. The truth was, she was
stunned. Jake was far more powerful than she’d thought. She
couldn’t help but wonder how much
more powerful. It was surprising. And it was
thrilling. And if she was being completely honest, it was also a
little frightening.

But that only thrilled her even more.

Jake cocked his head to one side and
contemplated her with a mischievous look. “Would you like me to put
it all back?”

Angel’s eyes widened. She held up her hands
quickly, “No! No. That won’t be necessary.”

He laughed. He liked laughing, she noticed.
Which was good, since he was so damn hot when he did it.

“Then you’re happy with
it?”

“Yes,” she said. “I’m happy
with it.”

Jake grinned a beautiful, wicked grin. “Then
get your cute little ass in that kitchen and make me a nice cup of
coffee.”

Angel’s eyes widened. But she couldn’t keep
from returning his smile. “And if I refuse?” she asked, because she
felt like playing.

Jake lowered his head, and his green eyes
lit with fire. He said, “I was hoping you would ask me that.”

Angel squealed, bolting for the door. She
managed to make it back down the hall and through the door of the
storm shelter guest room before a strong arm was sliding around her
waist, a hard body was shoving her further inside, and the door
slammed shut, locking behind them.

Thirty minutes later, Angel took her
deliciously sore body down the hall once more and made her way
toward the kitchen for the second time that night. She’d taken the
time to get dressed enough that she was decent since this was the
warden clan house and she would hate to run into anyone wearing
next to nothing. But it felt awkward to be wearing shoes right now
when Jake was still naked in bed.

The thought of him there
made her slow down in the hall, and she bit her lip.
Ugh, just keep moving soldier!
she told herself. She still wanted her White
Russian coffee, damn it, and she was determined to actually make
one this time.

But when she entered the kitchen, she had an
immediate view through it into the dining room on the other side.
There was a table in the dining room where Vega members often sat
to discuss cases. Right now, on the wall above the table hung a map
covered in small red marker circles and one big red circle. It was
a map of the Apex killings.

Angel stared at it a moment, holding very
still as reality came crashing right back in on her. And she’d only
just managed to push it away, too.

The fact was, Dmitri was still out there,
and he still wanted her. And just like that, Angel realized that if
she wanted to meet with him, she was going to have to find a way to
slip past her would-be bodyguards. Jake and Gabe were probably not
going to give her a single moment when she wasn’t with at least one
of them. Angel knew that was why Gabe hadn’t blown a gasket when
Jake offered to stay at the Vega safe house with her tonight.

She had a crazed
psychopathic Apex on her tail, and Malek had given them the
heads-up that there might be a second danger milling about out
there too. So she was stuck with two well-trained, highly skilled
guardians. They won’t let me leave the
clan house. And if she managed to somehow
convince them otherwise, they absolutely would not allow her more
than fifty feet away from them.

So… when exactly had she been planning on
meeting Dmitri to accept his offer?

I have to do it right now.

The thought was a horrible one to have just
at that moment. It was like taking a bite out of the most delicious
Honeycrisp apple ever grown and swallowing it down, only to look
down and find half a worm in the impression. She’d just experienced
bliss at Jake’s hands. Again. And now for dessert, she was going to
give herself to another man.

Nausea hit her hard and
fast, and Angel was doubling over. She grasped her knees and tried
to breathe through it, careful not to make even the slightest
sound. She didn’t want Jake coming to check on her again. But her
mind spun. I can’t do
this, she thought. Gods help me, I just can’t.

It was just too much. After everything, this
was the shit icing on the cake.

But you have to do it.

Her inner voice was as
merciless as ever. She supposed it had to be. It had been that way
since she was seventeen. If she wasn’t strict with herself, she
wouldn’t be strong. And she wanted to be strong. Right now, she
absolutely needed to be strong.

Maybe it was good that you
had to get dressed after all, she thought
whimsically. But that whimsical thought sounded a little
hysterical. She had to admit she was hedging closer to crazy town
these days.

Angel slowly straightened. She ran a hand
through her hair and turned a circle in the kitchen, making sure
she was alone and didn’t hear anyone moving around. She’d left Jake
lounging in the bed and had given him strict orders not to get out
of it. Hopefully he would do as he’d been told.

She reached out with her mind to see if she
had any magic at her disposal. Miraculously, there was quite a bit
there. She was sure she’d spent all but the tiniest amount of it in
her flight from Jake and David, burning through almost all of her
grimoire, so to speak. But several pages had been replaced
somehow.

Not only were her wards still up, the
single-word recall for a transportation portal was still in effect.
That didn’t surprise her too much, since she’d developed the spell
to last a day or so, just like the mental wards. But what did
surprise her was all the extra magic she seemed to have at her
disposal. It was almost the way it had been when Cain had healed
her. Had… Malek done something to her too? The bite mark on her
neck was gone, so maybe he’d healed other aspects of her with
whatever he’d done?

She didn’t have time to wonder about it too
much. And really, it wasn’t important. What was important was that
the magic was there and ready to be used.

Stay focused, Angel.

Angel moved to the coffee pot, loaded it,
and switched it on. Jake would probably hear that, and at the very
least he would smell it. Then she moved to the drawer that
contained the kitchen towels, and she took one out. She folded it
several times and placed it over her mouth to muffle her words a
much as possible.

Then she spoke the words of
an outward silence spell. The magic behaved like noise-canceling headphones to
anyone listening, effectively “silencing” a certain area around the
spell caster to anyone outside
that area. She would still hear herself, but no
one else would. More importantly, it would mask the noise the
portal would make as it arrived.

After that, she lowered the towel and tossed
it back on the counter. Then she spoke the single word necessary to
recall her transport spell. It reacted immediately, and as soon as
the portal swirled open in front of her, Angel leapt in.

She used more magic to
force it shut as rapidly as possible. For a destination, she
focused on a location she knew Dmitri would be familiar with. She
conjured an image of a certain New York property from her past.
Again, knowing Dmitri would find her anywhere she went, she sent
her instructions into the portal: Take me
to the Harlem Bridge.

The portal whisked her away.


Chapter Fifty-Nine

Angel toppled sideways when the portal
transporting her to New York gave a sudden lurch. A buzzing in her
ears erupted to life, and vertigo took over. At once, she fell to
her knees, unable to even cry out, much less understand what was
happening. She shut her eyes tight to try to push the vertigo back,
but it was stubborn. She was tempted to use magic to do it, but
casting magic from inside a portal was risky business, and she’d
already pushed that envelope once with her truncated transport
spell.

Shit, maybe that’s what’s
wrong, she thought suddenly. Maybe her
magic was backfiring, and the universe was punishing her for
tossing the laws of physics in the blender and pushing
puree.

But when she looked up, she found the colors
on the walls were shifting, settling into a whole new set. Angel
stared at the new hues. She’d seen those particular colors so often
over the last several years, she recognized them at once. The
portal was taking her to her apartment.

“What the fuck?” she
muttered, trying to get to her feet. She was so unsteady, so
off-balance, she immediately fell again, so she closed her eyes and
simply waited. There was nothing else for it.

A few seconds later, the portal exit swirled
open, and Angel rushed through as quickly as possible, not even
stopping to look first before she jumped out. She hit the floor and
stayed there on her knees a moment, head down, just trying to get
her bearings. She noticed the carpet had been switched out for a
new one of the same color. It was soft and plush beneath her hands
as she closed her eyes and willed the vertigo to go away.

It rapidly receded, disappearing completely
within a few seconds. But then Angel noticed something else was
off. She felt tired suddenly. And weak. Light-headed. But it was
far too sudden to be her body’s natural reaction to exhaustion or
anemia.

And then there was… a certain redolence in
the air. She slowly inhaled and caught the scent of leather. And of
men’s cologne. Heat flooded her, rapidly chased by ice-cold, as if
fingers of frost were scraping along her insides.

She recognized that cologne. Gods help her,
she recognized the unique way it blended with the scent of leather
and made her head fill with thoughts of night and passion.

But that wasn’t
possible. No, it isn’t
possible, she insisted.

Unable to stop herself because she was
unable to process what she was sensing, Angel slowly lifted her
head and looked up.

“Hello Angel.”

The world stopped turning, and Angel’s head
filled with the sound of screeching tires, funeral bells, and
people crying. She saw the bloody handlebars of a motorcycle, and a
crunched fuel tank.

But he was there. Sitting on her couch, legs
spread confidently, shoes planted, leather sports coat open to
reveal a designer button-up shirt perfectly tailored over muscles
even more pronounced than they’d been fifteen years ago. He was
there. With his black hair that used to be brown. And his gray eyes
that were now so light, they were eerie. And his skin that had once
been fair but was even lighter now.

He was different but he
was right there in
front of her. It was him anyway. Same face, same lips, same strong
chin, same undefeatable air.

And he wasn’t alone. Two men stood behind
the couch, one to each side of him. Angel had never seen them
before, but they watched her with cold, keen eyes.

In the distance, thunder rolled. A storm was
coming.

“You haven’t aged a day,
you know that?” he said, shaking his handsome head as he casually
reclined with his arms stretched over the tops of the couch
cushions. His voice had changed too. It was deeper now, and a
little more hoarse. Something about it sent a strange vibration
over Angel’s nerve endings.

“Of course,” he continued,
coming off the couch back to place his elbows on his knees and gaze
at her through the tops of his too-light eyes. “I’ve been watching
you all this time. So to me, you haven’t changed at
all.”

In Angel’s mind, she was trapped in a movie
scene. She almost even heard music playing. It was eerie and
foreboding, and it colored the scene with all the gothic colors of
that impossible culmination in the film that makes the audience
gape at the screen, mouths open, voices silent.

Angel fought the unnatural weakness stealing
over her and slowly straightened. She found her voice, soft and
uncertain though it was. And she spoke his name as if it were a
magic word at the ending of a very dark spell.

“Michael.”

He smiled warmly at her. “Damn, how I’ve
missed you my love,” he told her, continuing to watch her with
those starkly uncanny eyes. They were hungry eyes. She knew it
instinctively. “You have no idea how much.”

Michael rose gracefully
from the couch and came toward her. He was taller than she
remembered him being too…. All Angel could do was straighten enough
to sit up a little. The closer he got, the weaker she felt. She
dropped her head, tearing her gaze from his. This is a bad dream, she
thought. I learned how evil he was and now
I’m working this shit out in my head. That’s why I can’t
move.

But when he knelt before her and she felt
his finger under her chin lifting her head, she knew at once that
she was wide awake. Because his touch sent cold fire through her
body; it was very real, and it was painful.

She flinched at the
sensation, and would have pulled away but he grasped her chin and
held her fast. His grip wasn’t hard, just firm, and the contact
kept the cold fire coming. She felt like dry ice was filling her
veins. Angel exhaled a shaking gasp and asked, “How?”

How are you here?
How… and why….

Michael watched her in silence for a while,
his expression giving nothing away but the hunger she’d already
pegged. Finally, he said, “It’s complicated, sweetheart.” Then he
released her and stood. He moved away from her, pacing toward the
sliding glass doors that led out onto her tiny balcony. As he put
distance between them, the cold fire stopped, and Angel felt
strength returning to her limbs.

She straightened further, eventually sitting
back on her heels. She tried to think as a warden would, tried to
compartmentalize her severe shock and focus on survival.

She was in her apartment, and she knew her
apartment. Normally, she would have access to weapons stored
throughout the property: Under her couch cushions, inside the fake
Bonsai tree on the side table by the love seat, in two of the
kitchen cabinets, inside a cheese drawer in the fridge, in the tank
behind the toilet, in a shallow alcove behind the above-bed
painting in her room, in an unused pair of rain boots in her
closet, and so forth.

But if the carpet had recently been
replaced, and a clean-up job in general had been arranged by the
sovereigns, then most likely all of her personal belongings had
been removed and the place had been cleared of all evidence that a
warden lived here.

A quick glance at the side table where the
Bonsai tree had once been was proof enough of that. The tree was
gone.

So she had no weapons.

Michael stopped pacing and slowly turned to
face her. She immediately knew when his eyes landed on her; they
had an uncomfortable weight to them now that they hadn’t possessed
before.

If she wasn’t crazy and she wasn’t dreaming,
then Michael Clemens was in her living room. That meant one of two
things. He’d either never died and he’d changed. Or he’d died and
come back – and he’d changed.

“I meant to do this fifteen
years ago,” Michael told her, pulling her eyes to him. “But
circumstances being what they were….”

Her heart felt so abused looking at him now.
Gods, she had been so in love. His presence was powerful. Michael
was a tall, handsome, charismatic man who dressed impeccably and
always knew exactly what to do and say. And then there were his
talents…. He had exquisite control over both man and machine. He
could make them do anything he wanted.

But Angel’s friends back then had been
right. She really had acted rashly, she really had fallen too hard
and too fast. And as she gazed up at him, she had a feeling she
might just know why.

Again, his expression was unreadable. He
gave nothing away as he slid his hand into the pocket of his black
leather sports coat and pulled something out. It glinted between
his nimble fingers. Angel’s heart lurched.

“I remember the look on
your face when you thought you’d lost this.” He held it up a little
so the light caught the emerald set into it. It was the ring he’d
meant to give her that night. The ring she’d worn for almost ten
years afterward – and then lost one day when it had fallen off her
finger at the department store.

“It never fell off your
finger, Angel. You didn’t actually lose it. I took it from
you.”

 



Chapter Sixty

Michael palmed the ring and came swiftly
toward her again, eating the ground in long strides. At once, the
debilitating weakness was back, and Angel swayed, ready to topple
onto her side. But Michael took a knee before her and slipped an
arm around her, holding her upright.

His touch was electric, but
in the wrong way. She gritted her teeth and forced herself to meet
his eyes. Be strong, Angel. Don’t let him
win. Don’t give him control.

He smiled as if he was well aware of her
struggle and it pleased him.

Good, she thought. It made her hate him even more.
Asshole.

“You were in the
entertainment aisle looking at DVD’s,” he told her, peering so
easily into her eyes while she struggled under his
influence. He’s a son of a bitch who stole
fifteen years of your life, Angel. Remember that.
“I was ten steps away the whole time. And even
with all your training and all your wards, you had no
idea.”

He leaned in, placing his face beside hers
and inhaling slowly to smell her hair. “I needed the ring, Angel. I
needed it because you wore it. It was the only way to complete my
spell.”

I was
right, she thought. It was magic all along.

Michael was a warlock.

He laughed softly. It was like listening to
Lucifer laugh, heartless and coldblooded but strangely beguiling.
“You’re figuring it out now, aren’t you? You’re brilliant,
sweetheart. I wanted you the moment I set eyes on you.” He leaned
in further, and she felt his breath ghost across her ear. “Do you
remember that night? The night we met?”

He kissed her ear softly. The cold fire pain
in her was back, easing into her from their single point of
skin-on-skin contact. Angel gritted her teeth against it.

Yes, I remember.
She’d gone to a club with her friends even though
it really wasn’t her thing. But it was the anniversary of her
parents’ death and her brother hadn’t returned any of her calls and
she’d just failed one of her exams. Her roommate was worried about
her. So they dragged her to a dance bar.

“You were so out of place,”
he said softly, still speaking like a lover into her ear. “Sitting
there alone while they danced without you.”

Angel closed her eyes in misery. Between the
memory and the impossible pain of the present, she was once more in
her own little Hell. She’d been there a lot lately. If she kept
visiting this often, she would soon have to start paying the devil
taxes.

In her mind, she was in the club. Fifteen
years ago. Dressed in jeans and a white V-neck sweater because she
owned no “sexy” clothing. She sat alone, just as he’d said, her
small form perched on the edge of a red vinyl booth seat, her hands
clasped between her knees.

She remembered being
miserable. But then the club went dark and the music stopped, and
her heart skipped a beat. From the darkness, a few beautiful notes
played out clear and mesmerizing. Piano keys, brilliantly dreamed
up, expertly manipulated. It was Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata. The only song she
knew how to play on the piano. Her second-favorite song in the
world.

She closed her eyes and let the song wash
over her. It rose in volume and escalated in rhythm, a rave version
of the song that took Beethoven’s finest notes and gave them
electric wings upon which to soar.

Angel had been thoroughly entranced. And
when she opened her eyes, Michael was standing before her, his eyes
like the storms from which Beethoven’s lightning emerged.

“I asked you to dance,” he
said now, whispering into her ear. “And because I was already in
your soul, already pulling your beautiful strings, you
danced.”

It was true. She hadn’t even hesitated. Now
she knew why. She’d been under his spell.

“Do you have any idea how
special you are, Angel?” he asked her now, his hand slipping under
her shirt to spread across her back and send more painful
electricity through her. “That night, I’d lost a business deal that
cost me thousands. I was pissed, and I cast a desperate spell. I
made a desperate deal… and it led me to the club. It led me
to you.”

“Michael,” she managed, the
pain he let loose in her veins clearing a little of the fog of
weakness that kept stealing over her. “Please… it hurts.”

Michael stayed where he was for a moment,
holding her against him, his grip even tightening. But then he
kissed her again, this time on her neck just below her ear, and he
pulled back, letting her go.

When he stood up, Angel dropped forward,
gasping for breath. She was shaking, and she was sick and tired of
being in this position: She was sick and tired of being weak in
front of men with all the control.

Dmitri, she thought in desperation. Where
are you now, huh? I thought you wanted to make a deal! Well, I want
to make a fucking deal too!

“I apologize for the
discomfort,” Michael told her as he stepped back, giving her more
space, and little by little strength returned to her limbs. “It’s
one of the few caveats of my kind. When I’m hungry… those I desire
most suffer the consequences.”

Angel digested his words.
And then it hit her, and she looked up. It all made sense now. She
was a warden so she’d heard of that particular effect before. She
knew exactly what
it meant.

“You’re Withered,” she
said, mystified.

He smiled, slipping his hands into his
pockets. His smile had fangs. It was all the confirmation she
needed.

“That means… you really did
die that night.”

“Oh yes,” he said. “Voronin
was quite thorough. Little did he know the tattoo on my forearm
actually hid a birthmark.” He pushed up his jacket sleeve, and
Angel saw the Ouroboros. The one he’d made out of a perfect circle. “The mark would
see that I returned to the world of the living shortly after Dmitri
finished me off. And the magic in my veins would amplify
twenty-fold.”

Angel reeled at the news. She couldn’t help
but think of the only two Withered she personally knew. One was a
very powerful and very shady warlock who’d become Withered by sheer
force of the darkness of his magic. And the other was an innocent
teenage boy who bore the scythe mark. The mark had seen him make
the transformation after he’d died in an explosion.

It would appear Michael… possessed both.

The implications were mind-boggling. Exactly
how powerful did that make him?

“I’ve learned the impact of
my hunger is far more acute than it is for others of my kind,
though I seldom run across anyone I desire badly enough to elicit
the effect. I’m afraid you’re bearing the full brunt.”

Angel let that roll over her. It was
unfortunate that she was the victim of it, true. But that he
desired her was immaterial. Frankly, she didn’t give a shit. She
hated this bastard. And she hated herself for not seeing what he
was sooner.

As if he felt her hatred, Michael steeled
his gaze. He said, “I’ve been planning this night for fifteen
years, Angel. Every last detail of it. Because the blood in your
veins is worth a goddamn fortune, sweetheart. You are the most
valuable thing I have ever laid eyes on. And fifteen years ago, I
swore to myself that you would be mine. My own personal fortune
dispenser.” He laughed cruelly, and she flinched, but glared at
him. “And I mean to keep my promise.”

Angel took the opening of
his brief distance from her to search for her own magic. She sent
feelers inward, testing the waters. Did she have anything
worthwhile left? And what good would it do against a warlock of
Michael’s caliber? A Withered
warlock, no less?

“Don’t bother, Angel,” he
said coldly. “I can feel you fumbling around in that pretty head of
yours. Like a small child trying to reach the cookie jar. But
there’s no escape for you tonight, my love. This
is going to happen. You
may as well accept it.”

Accept what?
she thought defiantly. What exactly is it you’ve been planning for fifteen
years?

“I was going to propose to
you that night,” he told her calmly. “And in so doing, give you
this ring. But I wasn’t going to stop there. I’ve never been a fan
of long engagements.” He looked down at the ring between his
fingers. “After the proposal, the wedding ceremony would have
begun. And through that ceremony of dark magic, I would have bound
you to me irrevocably.”

He fixed her with his gaze, and Angel froze
like a deer in headlights. His eyes took on a determined look,
making Angel recall every horrible thing she’d read about him in
his file. “And then I could have taken what I wanted from you with
impunity. Each ounce of your precious healer blood would have made
me a small fortune. But more importantly, as the loved ones of
powerful figures became sick or were injured, your talent to heal
them would have tied them to me.”

Angel listened in ever-increasing horror
because she knew Michael would have been the one to bring about
that sickness and those injuries. He would have made the evil
happen personally.

“Your healing touch would
shove these desperate men and women so far down into my pockets,
they never would have seen the light of day again.” He gave a small
laugh. “Politicians. Priests. Police. You name it. Your very rare,
very beautiful body,” he gave her an appreciative once-over, “would
have promised me an eternity of wealth and power. And the cherry on
top is that you’re stunning, Angel. I would have gone to bed every
single night a thoroughly satisfied man.”

Angel felt that nausea from earlier come
back. She heard it sniffing at her door and she stifled a moan
against it.

“And no matter how I used
you my love, you never would have denied me. Not ever. It wouldn’t
have even crossed your mind. My control over you would have been
absolute.”

Angel cried out with her
mind again. She wasn’t picky. She shouted names and prayed like
mad. Jake! Please hear me! Dmitri! I’m
here! An idea came to her out of sheer
desperation, and she grabbed hold of it. “Darius, help me!”

“Like I said, Angel.
Fifteen years. This plan is a decade and a half in the making. So
as you can imagine, I’ve planned for every eventuality. No one will
hear you and no one will help you, not even your sentinel. Even
now, your Monsters clan boyfriend searches for you in vain. But he
won’t find you in time. I made sure of it.”

“Michael, I’ll cut my
fingers off before I put that goddamn ring on,” she told him
viciously. And she meant it.

“I’m sure you think you
will, Angel.” His expression was hard, and a little sad. As if he
was disappointed it had come to this. “But you honestly have no
idea who you are dealing with.”


Chapter Sixty-One

Jake had known something was up with Angel.
When those mental walls of hers stayed up even after he mentioned
them, it was a signal to him that he had to be extra vigilant.

It was when he found her in Gabriel’s office
with the file on Michael Clemens that puzzle pieces began to slide
inexorably closer together in his head. Using vampire vision, he
read the entire file as she held it up in her fury. He didn’t even
have to directly see the next few pages to be able to “read” them
all; he only had to peer at the first page and use his inherent
Crow magic to absorb the information contained in the stack of
documents.

There was a name in the file that he
recognized, though he wouldn’t lock onto the name’s dark
significance until later. It was a “business associate” that
Michael Clemens had been seen meeting with. The problem was, that
particular business associate was a colossally powerful warlock.
And the only thing he ever traded in was magic.

But Jake pushed it aside. A lot of people
who weren’t mages traded in magic these days. They bought and sold
potions or enchanted items. They were middle-men for those who
actually could use the items, or for those who wanted someone else
to.

It wasn’t until Angel insisted she needed
that White Russian that Jake’s mind kicked into overdrive, and in
that mode, the puzzle pieces finally slid close enough to click. As
if they were magnetized, they snapped together, and Jake began to
figure it all out.

Angel appeared to sincerely want the coffee,
so he let her out of the bed while his mind was spinning. There was
something he wasn’t seeing, something he was missing, but it was
right there. The puzzle was coming together, and he just had to
pull back far enough to make out what it was.

Suddenly, it was done. The first half of the
puzzle became clear.

Angel was going to try to
leave. He just knew it. She was going to go to Dmitri and try to end all of this
before anyone else was killed.

Angel hadn’t yet been made privy to the
knowledge that every single one of Dmitri’s victims over the years
had been a scumbag criminal. It was something Jake had barely
learned of himself. Cain had filled him in while they were
interrogating the Terror. Not a fun business, that. Cain had
probably wanted to give Jake something else to think about, and it
was information Jake needed anyway.

Angel didn’t know that
Dmitri wouldn’t kill anyone innocent. She only knew he was a
killer, and she was only interested in stopping the bloodshed once
and for all. But worst of all, she was probably going to realize
that this,
right here, was
her only chance at getting away from Jake or Gabriel long enough to
call up a transport spell.

So the second Angel was in the hall and out
of range, Jake leapt out of bed and pulled on his clothes. Then he
crept into the hall and listened, preparing for things to go
pear-shaped.

He was close enough to the kitchen to peer
through it at an angle and see into the dining room. And that was
when the second half of the puzzle snapped together, and it hit
him. He looked at the map on the wall with its circles. He
remembered the warlock name on Michael Clemens’ file.

That was when
everything hit
him.

The man Clemens had met with was Darryl
Maelstrom. The first Withered.

Michael Clemens had most likely met with him
because Clemens bore a scythe mark. The scythe mark was a birthmark
shaped like a half-moon, or as some people preferred to think of
it, a scythe.

David Sharpe had one. When
Sharpe had died, he’d become Withered. In other words, he’d
returned to life once more, but changed. In a nutshell, he was
immortal and he was “blessed” with quite a few upgrades. The
problem was, he was also “cursed” with a few Withered-specific
downsides.

One such downside was that a Withered was
incapable of being near anyone they “desired” if they were hungry.
If it had been too long since they’d fed – usually on blood, but
other body parts would do as well – then being near the person they
had feelings for, even if those feelings were pure lust, would
cause that person to suffer ill effects.

Weakness, light-headedness
and disorientation. These
were the effects a hungry Withered unwittingly
bestowed on someone they craved.

Jake stood there in the hallway and stared
at the map and thought of the strange feelings Angel had been
having lately. He’d read them in her thoughts, the feeling that she
was being watched, the dizziness, the weakness. They were different
from the symptoms she’d suffered during her anemic attack. They
were different because they were completely unrelated.

It wasn’t an illness
causing Angel to feel this way, and it wasn’t even exhaustion. It
was the bi-product of being under the watchful eye of a Withered.
It was all him. It
was his nearness, his desire, and his hunger.

The hunger and desire of
Michael Clemens.

Everything made sense now.

Michael’s file detailed a vast underground
criminal empire, and the man who ruled it all by the time he was in
his early thirties had been ruthless and exacting, cruel in the
extreme. No one had been capable of defeating him in any business
venture, and his personal life exhibited similar tendencies toward
displaying a ruthless demand for control. He was uncompromising and
pitiless. He was the perfect warlock.

When Michael had died at Dmitri Voronin’s
hand fifteen years ago, he hadn’t stayed dead for long. He’d come
back. Whether that was planned or not, Jake may never know, but the
result was the same. Michael’s genes kicked in, the dormant magic
was activated, and he changed. He became Withered.

Michael wasn’t back to haunt Angel after
having gone away – he’d never left in the first place. For fifteen
years, he’d watched over Angel, and in the meantime he’d grown
stronger. For fifteen years, he’d planned this out.

Those circles on that map were not there
because circles were pretty. They were there for a spell. And at
the center of that spell was Angel.

Jake ran a hand over his face with the
realization – and froze when a third realization hit him. It had
been really quiet in the kitchen for a really long time.

Jake’s heart slammed against his chest. He
ran around the corner and skidded to a halt. The kitchen was empty.
Angel was gone.

 



Chapter Sixty-Two

Michael glanced over his shoulder, and the
two men who’d been standing motionless and quiet behind the couch
came forward. But Michael stayed where he was, affording Angel a
respite from his draining effect on her.

So Angel pooled all of her willpower and
forced herself to her feet. She prepared to fight, regardless of
the motes of light swimming in her vision. If she was going down,
she was going down swinging.

When they tried to flank her, Angel reacted,
going low with a weak scoop kick to the man’s forward leg. He
easily deflected it, keeping his balance. But in doing so, he
adjusted his back leg, drawing it further out and giving her the
opening she actually wanted. With much more strength, Angel swept
in with a low cut kick to the backs of both of his legs, taking
them out from underneath him. He went down hard on his back as his
companion closed in on the other side.

But Angel’s blood was pumping now, feeding
endorphins and oxygen to her heart and clearing her head. She
looked over her shoulder and met the second man’s gaze just to give
herself direction. Then she turned her body, spinning again with a
reverse crescent kick that slammed into the side of her opponent’s
face. His head snapped to the side, and his body leaned heavily in
response. Angel used that momentum to strike from the other
direction, knowing the impact would be that much greater.

She turned the other way and simply did the
same thing again, but with her other leg, snapping his head to the
opposite side so hard that he staggered several steps and hit the
wall.

Angel hadn’t forgotten about the first man.
She faced him just in time for him to go for her throat with an
angry fist. She jerked back and used both of her arms to trap his
at the elbow. Then she pulled her entire body downward, knocking
him off balance. Next, she rose viciously, his arm still trapped
between hers, and twisted away from him – until she heard the
cracking sound that told her his elbow was broken.

Oddly enough, the man made little noise. He
only gritted his teeth and gave a small growl, faltering back
several steps.

And then Angel heard the clapping. It was
slow and hard, and it drew Angel to a confused halt. The men she’d
fought straightened up and stepped away from her.

Angel turned toward
Michael. He was applauding her. And it was distinctly clear to
Angel now that the two men who were with him were under some kind
of spell. She wondered if they were even human. I wonder if they’re even alive, she
amended. It was like they were puppets. Puppets made of
meat.

“Feel better?” Michael
asked her as his men returned to his side of the room, taking up
their positions behind him once more. Angel heard a terrible
snapping sound and realized the broken elbow of the man she’d
injured had just repaired itself. There was no sign whatsoever that
either of them were in pain or had even been fighting.

Both men came to a standstill like secret
service agents, legs spread, shoulders back, hands clasped calmly
before them. They watched her in silence, their eyes once more cold
and devoid of emotion.

What the ever loving –

Michael shrugged. “I thought you might want
one last go at flexing your muscle. You’ve always been a stubborn
woman, so desperate for some semblance of control over every little
thing in your life.” He smiled knowingly. “And since I will be
taking that control from you for good, I wanted you to enjoy a
final hoorah.”

Angel felt what little hope she’d had for
escape quietly get up from the table, dust its hands off, and leave
the room.

“I trust it was
satisfying?” Michael asked, watching her closely, his smile
enigmatic. And then he grew serious and stepped forward. “Now then,
shall we get down to business?” His smile vanished, and his light
gray eyes flashed with untold power.

Angel cried out as her body was lifted and
thrown backward. She hit the wall hard enough to knock the wind
from her lungs and send stars into her vision. She moaned in pain,
closing her eyes against the sudden disorientation. But in that
darkness, she felt Michael take hold of her hand and unclench her
fingers.

“No!” she ground out
through gritted teeth. She tried to pull away from him but she was
being held completely immobile, every single inch of her body
strapped to the wall by invisible ropes of warlock
magic.

She felt the ring slide easily onto her ring
finger, and she wanted to scream. How could her subjugation have
been that fucking easy? But Angel’s brow furrowed when nothing
happened. She found that despite the ring, she still hated Michael
as much as she had before he’d put it on her.

Michael laughed, clearly amused at what must
have been surprise showing on her features. She opened her eyes. He
was mere inches away from her, his power holding her far enough off
the floor that they were eye to eye. He showed her a small but
satisfied smirk, his inhuman eyes giving off a slight glow.

“We’re only getting
started, Angel. Remember, you wore that ring for ten years and
nothing happened then either. That’s because it’s not even part of
the ritual. I only needed it to lay the trap.”

What trap….

“The perfect circle, love?
Did you think that was just for fun?”

The perfect
circle…. Angel thought of the ring of dead
bodies on the map. Her apartment at the center. The blood drained
from her face as she put the pieces together in her
mind.

“Blood had to be spilled,”
he told her, his eyes roving over her face to her neck. “Everything
had to be arranged with precise care.” His eyes wandered lower,
raking across her chest. “And I knew that to protect you, Voronin
would unwittingly oblige me in my machinations. I contrived each
delicious death, Angel.” He dropped his gaze to her waist, seeming
to want to take all of her in. “I manipulated every single act of
bloodshed. Until at last, the circle was drawn.” He looked up
again, catching her eyes with his. “The trap was laid. And finally,
all I had to do was wait for you to transport one last
time.”

The circle,
Angel lamented. The damn
circle… it even reminded me of him! And I still didn’t see. I never
would have guessed.

“When I spoke the words of
the spell that locked the trap into place, I needed to be holding a
ring – one that had touched the object of my desire,” he explained
to her. “And that was why I had to take it back from you all those
years ago. For what it’s worth, I’ve wanted to return it ever
since. I like seeing it on you, Angel.” He placed his hands on
either side of her head and leaned forward to whisper his next
words across her lips. “Like a brand marking my
property.”

“Fuck you, Michael,” she hissed, desperate to throw something in his
face – anything.

But Michael simply smiled as if he’d
expected nothing less. “I promise we’ll get to that, sweetheart.”
Then he glanced at her arms where they were stretched helpless and
bound at her sides. “Now, you don’t have a scythe mark like mine,
and you’re not a warlock, so this marriage calls for a little
creativity.” He leaned in again to whisper. “I bet you didn’t know
that Withered could create other Withered, did you? And you, with
all that warden training.” He shook his head.

As she watched, his fangs
became more pronounced, growing longer and sharper. She froze,
unable to look away; it was horribly fascinating. “All it takes is
a little evil, the ever necessary exchange of blood, and a
whole lot of dark power.”
He laughed. The laughter grew and began to echo off the walls. When
he spoke again, his voice had taken on new dimension.
“It’s going to be one hell of a
honeymoon.”

With that, he kissed her. His lips slammed
down onto hers with brute force, sending rivulets of pain and
revulsion through her. She would have bucked against him if not for
the bands of magic strapping her so securely to the wall. As it
was, she cried out against him, but he simply swallowed the sound
as he brutalized her tongue and his teeth tore at her lips. When
tears brimmed her eyes, Michael broke the kiss and pulled back.

Angel cried out again though, this time in
fear. Michael’s eyes were now solid red from corner to corner and
they flickered at their centers as if they were literally on fire.
Angel’s blood stained his lips, adding to his hellish
appearance.

“Semper mea, aeternum mea,
tantum mea,” he said. His voice had further
altered, growing so deep his words vibrated the foundations of the
apartment. It sounded like there was more than one of him, and his
copies were everywhere, speaking the same words he was, echoing
them back at him in that same demonic tone.

Angel shivered violently as he
continued.

“Sanguis sanitatum,
sanguin sacris….”

The weakness was back, stealing over her and
sending her head swimming. She made a helpless sound and her head
dropped backward. She no longer possessed the strength to hold it
up.

Michael moved in at once,
his strong arms pressing into the wall to cage her in. His lips
continued to give voice to his evil spell, speaking his terrible
words a mere breath away from her mouth. She felt those words brush past her lips,
stinging like needles.

“Tantum mea, aeternum mea,
semper mea.”

She felt the crux of it then. It was unlike
anything she had ever experienced. It was wrongness, and it was
moving around her, sliding along her skin, trying to find a way
in.

No… No!

Michael laughed one final time, then he
thrust his fingers through her hair, pressed his body against hers,
and sank his fangs into her throat. Angel let loose with a piercing
scream that filled the room and spilled into the universe
beyond.

 



Chapter Sixty-Three

Jake watched the infamous warlock carefully
as Darryl Maelstrom concentrated on the highly powerful portal that
was supposed to allow them entrance into the warding circle Michael
Clemens had literally drawn into the city’s foundations with blood.
Maelstrom was the only one who could work this spell. Even
Katrielle was unable to breach these walls.

The Withered warlock Michael Clemens was
obscenely powerful. And this spell of his was a long time in the
making. It was obscenely strong.

But Maelstrom was Withered
for a reason, and it wasn’t because he bore a scythe mark. In fact,
there was no such
mark anywhere on his body. Maelstrom was instead Withered because
the warlock’s magic was so powerful and so twisted, it altered
something in the laws of physics and nature, and in short – death
hadn’t wanted him.

The upside to that was that Maelstrom was
the first person Jake had thought of going to when he saw that
Angel had transported away from the Vega safe house. Those red
marker circles on that map on the wall in the Vega dining room made
it all too clear to Jake; Clemens had carefully laid a powerful
trap. And Angel was falling into it in perfect order.

Fight fire with fire – and fight dark magic
with darker magic and a British accent.

Of course, Jake wasn’t the only one standing
in that spell chamber watching Maelstrom with a wary eye. Cain was
there too. And Gabriel Santiago. And David Sharpe. And several of
the sovereigns, including Roman and Evie D’Angelo – the Vampire
King and Queen, and Damon and Diana Chroi – the Goblin King and
Queen.

Speaking of darker magic, Maelstrom turned
the bowl on the table in front of him counter-clockwise once,
clockwise twice, then counter three times, until it had gone full
circle. Then he straightened and said, “When the spell completes,
the portal will open directly into Michael Clemens’ location. No
swirling colors, no leisurely ride to and fro through the
intestines of space and time. So prepare yourselves now, because
there will be little warning.”

The wardens in the room drew their weapons
and switched off their safeties. The sovereigns became still, and
Jake knew they were preparing magic and getting ready to fight.
Maelstrom, for his part, began to chant.

Jake glanced at Diana Chroi, the Goblin
Queen. The name was a little misleading. Diana wasn’t a goblin; she
was a human, and since she’d married a fae lord she was now
technically part fae as well. She was a lovely woman who practiced
as a veterinarian in the mortal world. More importantly, she
happened to be a healer like Angel. Jake was immensely grateful for
Diana’s presence. He had no idea what they were going to find on
the other side of this transport.

But… maybe Evie D’Angelo did.

Everyone in the room was worried about Angel
and furious with Michael. They all had different reasons for being
upset, but the end result was emotionally the same. They were more
pissed than worried, because with the kind of clout about to break
through Michael’s barrier, Angel was probably as good as saved.

But when Jake looked away
from Maelstrom, who was speaking softly in some magical tongue so
ancient it was incomprehensible to Jake, especially with that
accent of his, he found his gaze settled on the Vampire Queen this
time. Because her expression was more troubled than angry.

And that scared the hell out of Jake.

Evelynne D’Angelo was not just a vampire.
She was a seer.

Was she glimpsing something inside that
circle, something in their very near future, that Jake should be
aware of? Afraid of, even?

At that thought, Evie D’Angelo looked over
at Jake, meeting his eyes. They were both vampires, so there was no
unwanted reading of thoughts going on, but Evie did hold his gaze
for a meaningful amount of time.

Be prepared,
Jake.

Jake blinked. She’d sent the thought with a
good amount of strength into his head.

You are at a crossroads. You’ll need to make
a choice.

And then Maelstrom was stepping back from
the table he’d been working over, and everyone else instinctively
followed suit. The magic in the large dome-shaped room intensified,
giving the air a thick, electrically-charged quality. Maelstrom
finished speaking the last few lines of whatever exceedingly
complicated spell he was working, and that electricity thickening
in the air took a dark turn, literally forming wavy strings of
purple-black lightning that zapped everywhere throughout the room.
Some even slid along Jake’s body, making his teeth buzz
uncomfortably.

A second later, Maelstrom threw one final
finishing-touch ingredient into the bowl he’d been bent over and
hastily shouted, “Everyone, cover your eyes!”

Every person in the room did as the warlock
instructed, shielding their faces with their arms or hands. The
women in the room took the extra precaution of turning their entire
bodies away from the table. Women were like that: Smart and
shit.

There was a flash of light so bright even
through the thickness of the arm over Jake’s face, he knew it would
have blinded him if he hadn’t shielded himself, perhaps
permanently. But from the relative safety of his makeshift shield,
he watched the light fade, and as it did, he lowered his arm.

The room went dark. The dark electricity
zapped completely away. Nobody moved, and he was pretty sure
everyone held their collective breaths. Several seconds passed.

All at once, the center of the room split
open. Space literally appeared to rupture, and the crack that
carved its way through the air was red and black and angry.

On the other side of that fast-widening
crack, Jake saw exactly what he’d been terrified he would see. Rage
exploded in him, shifting him well past vampire mode into insane
monster mode.

And with the fury of a man thoroughly cursed
and madder than he’d ever been in his entire life, Jake led the
charge through the forced portal, making a killer bee line for the
good-as-dead piece of shit who had dared lay hands on his girl.


Chapter Sixty-Four

Angel heard something crackling. It sounded
like a Tessla coil generating its own electricity. It was distant
at first, not quite as loud as the thrumming of her heartbeat in
her ears and her inner screaming. But it grew in volume, gradually
becoming strong enough to drown out the inner sounds of her
fear.

And then she
felt something crackling.
At first, it didn’t hurt as much as Michael’s teeth in her
throat. That was
excruciating. It was as if her blood was fighting him, pulling back
from his attempts at drinking her in because he was not the one it
wanted to be with. He was not the one it wanted to claim
it.

You’re not the one,
she thought, echoing her blood’s resolution. But
this only made things more painful for her, because Michael only
sucked that much harder on her in order to get to what he wanted.
Little by little, long drawn-out second by second, he took more of
her into himself and swallowed it down.

She was horribly bruised by now, not only
her abused neck but her waist, where Michael had grabbed ahold of
her and squeezed tight in anger. And her chin, where he’d done the
same. And her hip bones, where his body had collided with hers in
mounting rage as if he felt the need to use his strength to remind
her body of his dominance.

She would have continued to scream at each
of these injustices, but she’d already screamed to the point of
being hoarse, and her mouth and lungs didn’t seem to want to scream
anymore. In fact, her body didn’t seem to want to move at all
anymore.

So when the unmistakable sound of lightning
sizzled to life in the room, and grew to the point that it was
licking along her body, she only managed a tiny, surprised
gasp.

Until Michael stilled against her, and she
knew he was going to take his teeth from her throat. She just
bloody knew it. And it was going to be the most painful thing
ever.

She wasn’t wrong. Something was happening in
the room. Something was changing. Angel tried to force her eyes
open to see what the hell it was, but they wouldn’t obey. Then
everything went quiet; Michael stopped in his merciless draw
against her wayward veins, and the only sound was that of Angel’s
labored breathing.

A tremendous cracking sound erupted, as if
the very universe were breaking open. And just as she’d known he
would do, Michael began to withdraw from her throat. His hands
gripped her hips harder than ever, imprinting his fingers into her
hipbones as he pulled his teeth out slowly, probably wanting to
keep from too badly damaging his “property.” But he only succeeding
in lengthening her torture.

Now she did manage to make a sound. It was a
long, low moan of unbelievable anguish that made Angel realize she
had a lot more nerve endings in her neck than she’d previously
believed.

In the next second, Michael was suddenly
completely gone from her – his teeth from her neck, his hands from
her waist, his very presence ripped away so that it no longer
crushed her body into the wall behind her.

Angel, open your
eyes, she told herself.

Someone was shouting. She felt cool, soft
hands moving over her. “It’s some kind of strong immobilizing
spell,” said a female. “I can’t get it off her. It’s been laced
inwardly.”

In the background, further
away, she recognized someone else shouting. It was Jake. His voice
was raised in anger. “What the
fuck?!” he bellowed.

Jake, she called. But no sound came out.

“Where the
fuck did he go?!” the
voice demanded, ripe with rage.

Another voice answered him. This one was
laced with an English accent. She thought she recognized it. “It
was an auto-recall spell, Crow. There’s no telling where it took
him.”

I think I know that
voice, she thought. But now the voices in
the background were growing more distant. And she was caring less
and less.

“Angel, open your eyes and
look at me,” commanded the female again. This voice probably belongs to the soft, cool hands on my
face, Angel thought.

Angel tried with all her
might to obey the command, but she just couldn’t. What was wrong
with her? She was so weak. If not for the magic holding her up
against that wall, Angel was sure she’d not only fall
to the floor, but
through it.

I can’t,
she said. Or rather, she tried to say it, anyway.
Her mouth wouldn’t move. It was starting to piss her
off.

The female turned and
called to someone else. “Roman,” she said. She sounded so serious
now. That’s not good, Angel thought.

Her fingers and toes were tingling
uncomfortably suddenly. All at once, nausea rolled through her hard
and fast. Then it passed, and her body flushed hot. Then
hotter.

“She’s past the half way
mark. It isn’t how much blood he took, but his magic…. It’s too
strong. We can take solace in the fact that he never had a chance
to give her his blood in return, so she won’t be bound to him. But
she’ll change now one way or another. And someone needs to make
that choice for her right now.”

I’m burning up,
thought Angel. No…
there’s something wrong.

The heat was stifling. She was going to
burst into flames. It was shifting, rolling through her like the
promise of something very bad. And then, just as she was positive
she was spontaneously combusting, the heat faded – and she was
cold.

So fucking cold.
Freezing.

Help me, she thought miserably.

“By the gods,” someone
said. “Get her down from there.” She knew that voice
too.

Hands were on her again,
moving her away from the wall. Then someone was lifting her. She
felt the gentle bump of footsteps as someone carried her. She
recognized the feel of these arms. Strong. Warm.
Jake, she thought.
Jake, she tried to say
again.

Then she felt another surface at her back,
this one softer. He was laying her down somewhere. A couch,
probably.

“Angel,” said Jake. “Please
open your eyes and see me, Angel.”

So she did. Except she didn’t. And she
wanted to punch herself in the face.

It might just be very
possible that I’m dying, she told herself
quite sarcastically in retaliation, as if she were simply sharing
the thought over tea.

“She needs to be turned
right now,” said someone else. Darius, she said. He heard me call for help. He was the one who took me down
from the wall. But something he just said
stuck in Angel’s mind and brought her right back around
again.

….She needs to be turned
right now.

Oh hell,
she thought numbly. They were talking about
turning her… which meant she really was dying. She mentally put down her
sarcastic tea cup and lowered her pinky finger before she
muttered, Damn.

“Angel, I’m right here,”
said Darius. “We all are. We know you can’t talk. Clemens cast an
immobilization on you and it’s the strongest I’ve ever seen. But it
will fade very shortly, and everything is going to be
okay.”

No it’s not,
she thought. I know I’m
dying. Michael did something else to me too. She remembered his words, those horrible words that shook the
foundations and walls and turned his eyes devil red from corner to
corner. He’d changed her inside.

Cool fingertips brushed her hair from her
face. It felt so good, she almost forgot her fear. They were Jake’s
fingertips. She wanted him to keep touching her. Anything to keep
him touching her.

“I can’t do this to her,”
said Jake. Jake… don’t let me go. I want
to be with you.

“Yes you can, and you
will,” said a woman. It was the same woman who had commanded Angel
to open her eyes. “Her sentinel cannot heal this damage. The spell
is too tightly wound with her body. Removing it would rip her
apart. The only thing that will negate it is changing the body
itself.”

“Not without her consent,”
Jake said.

“You have her consent Jake,
believe me,” insisted Darius.

“He’s right,
Crow.”

That voice belonged to Cain. Angel knew it immediately, even though
she’d never heard it before. There was just no mistaking the power
in that voice. “She’s already made the decision,” Cain
continued.

“Cain’s right,” said
Gabriel. “She has.”

Gabriel is here
too? Angel pushed her eyes open.
Almost. Damn it!

“She no longer wishes to be
human,” said Gabe. “I sensed the change in her some time ago. She
wants to be stronger than humanity allows.” I do, she thought.
That’s true.

Jake. Please help me. She was suddenly furious with herself for leaving her mental
wards up. She had no control over them under the immobilization, so
there they stayed. And if not for the wards, Jake could have
entered her mind. He would have known how she felt immediately.
That was what she got for being duplicitous.

Jake replied to Gabe. “What makes you think
she wouldn’t choose to be like you instead?”

Angel frowned, or tried
to. What? What was
Jake talking about?

Gabriel said, “It doesn’t
matter. I can’t turn her like this. You know how my kind turn one
another. It isn’t possible with Angel, not here and now.”
Gabe, I have no idea what you’re talking
about…. “And we’re running out of time,” he
continued. “Her heart is becoming too weak.”

“Well, I don’t know about
you,” said the British man, “But if someone were to turn back time
and give me the choice, I would certainly choose vampire over
Withered. You never have to worry about how you smell, now do
you?”

Angel pushed her eyes open.
This time, they obeyed. Finally.

The world came to her in blurred contrasts
that quickly straightened themselves out. The people around her
gasped in surprise or fell silent. Then Cain said, “Well I’ll be
damned... You’ve got yourself a live wire, Crow.”

But Angel whispered,
“Jake….” She lost it for
a moment as a wave of oblivion rolled over her, temporarily
paralyzing Angel in its power. But when it passed, she looked down
into Jake’s green eyes where he knelt beside the couch, and she
used them to ground her. With all the strength she could muster,
she pushed her words through her teeth and very softly said,
“Will you please… just do it already?”

And suddenly Jake’s arms were snaking around
her, and she was lifted against his hard chest as he stood. “Why
yes, I believe I will,” he said with finality.

She felt herself spinning back into
motionlessness as he rapidly turned on his heel, and called up a
portal.

“Stay with me, Angel,” he
told her when he strode into the portal and she could feel him rush
it along. “I promise I’m going to make everything
right.”


Chapter Sixty-Five

With Angel wrapped tight in his arms, Jake
left the portal like the devil was chasing his heels and strode
across the damp earth to the back door of his one true home. The
log cabin had belonged to his fathers – all of them. His father,
his father’s father, and his father before him. It resided on a
private wooded lot of approximately twenty acres on the North Shore
of Lake Superior in Minnesota.

He’d always known that if he’d ever decided
he wanted to turn a woman into one of his kind – he would have to
bring her here. This ground was saturated in the history and magic
of his people. The air here had once been in their lungs, had been
used to speak their words. The trees that soared above him now had
been witness to the childhood play of ancestors who’d climbed their
limbs and marked their trunks and used their branches for
shade.

As Jake approached the back door of the
cabin, it unlocked and swung open for him. And it wasn’t his magic
doing it. It was theirs.

As if they too knew how desperately vital
this moment was, as if they shared in their descendant’s emotions,
their spirits gathered and helped him along. He felt them there,
and it gave him hope. It gave him the strength to do what he was
going to have to do.

Angel turned her head against his chest. It
was only the second time she’d moved since Jake and the cavalry had
stormed into her apartment to find her magically strapped to the
wall. But this movement was more natural than the last. It wasn’t
forced. Darius had been right about the immobility spell’s duration
being relatively short. It was already wearing off.

Jake eyed the cruel bruise Clemens had left
on Angel’s neck. The piercings from his teeth were gone; those
marks always healed almost immediately on victims, no one knew
exactly why, though there were theories. But the bruise remained,
and it was clear evidence to Jake, an experienced vampire, that
Angel’s blood hadn’t heeded his call. There was no reason to pull
with such force against a vein unless blood wasn’t naturally
rising.

Clemens must have cast the immobility spell
on Angel in a fit of rage, no doubt believing she was purposefully
keeping her blood from him. Immobilizing her would prevent her from
having any control over her body whatsoever and bring that defiance
to a quick end.

But Angel hadn’t been doing it on purpose;
Jake knew that. He knew in his heart that her body had simply known
he was not the one for her. That awareness of her spirit, that
closeness of her soul on a deeper level, reminded him so much of
his people.

Angel moaned softly against his chest,
whether from pain or fear, he wasn’t sure. Those damn wards were
still up around her mind, sturdy and steady as ever. He was
impressed with his little warrior. She was incredibly strong.

It would be an honor riding with her should
she choose to join the Monsters. His brothers had already welcomed
her into their fold, whether she knew it or not. They would forever
watch over her, forever keep guard, no matter what path she
chose.

But at this very moment, there was only one
path for her. The others fell away like rubble as Jake stormed into
the single bedroom in the cabin and made his way to the bed. It had
been kept clean and fresh, per his long-standing instructions.

Jake gently laid Angel down on top of the
thick white quilt his grandmother had made long ago, and then he
straightened and looked down at his beautiful healer. Her mass of
soft, fine hair was spilled across the blanket like a waterfall of
night, and her bright eyes were open. She was looking at him.

Watching him.

But she was so pale. “I have to take it all,
Angel,” he told her. “Every last drop.”

Angel’s breaths stilled, and he saw her
pupils contract in fear. He listened to the sound of her heart
speed up, despite its weakness. Whatever magic Clemens had cast on
her was worming its evil way through her system in an attempt to
change her make-up on a cellular level so that she would become
Withered when Clemens drained her blood and in turn gave her
his.

Well, Jake was going to beat him to it.

Jake was going to drink her
dry so that it was only his vampire magic keeping her alive, and it
was his damn blood
she would swallow. And when she made the change, which she would,
it would be to his kind. No one else’s.

Because she was
his. Now. Forever.
Always, damn it.

He was going to prove it to her right
now.

He lowered himself to the bed on one knee,
listening as her breathing became more rapid. “You know me, Angel,”
he told her softly as he climbed over her, straddling her body with
his knees at her waist. “So you know you can trust me when I tell
you that even though I have to take it all – I’m not going to hurt
you. I never would. I’m not Michael,” he told her, wanting that to
be very, very clear in her mind. “When I take this blood,” he said,
lifting her arm to gently rub his thumb along the inside of her
wrist across her pulse, “all you will feel is bliss.”

He watched her weak pulse flutter at the
base of her throat when she heard his words.

Slowly, Angel smiled.

Jake was struck still for a moment. It was
such a stunning thing to see, that smile. But then she took a small
breath and softly said, “I know.” And then she gave a small laugh.
“I trust you, Jake.”

Oh hell.

Pride and joy flooded Jake’s soul, and his
lower body flooded with blood, growing painfully hard almost at
once. He was coming alive beneath the loving gaze of his chosen
mate.

There was a blue tint appearing beneath her
eyes, and he knew he was running short on time; he would have given
almost anything to do this slowly… over the course of days.

Some day he was going to track down Michael
Clemens and flay him alive for forcing Jake to rush through this
act.

But Jake leaned over, placed one hand beside
Angel’s head on the pillows, and used the other to gently cup her
cheek. The line of her chin was bruised where she’d been
brutalized. So he said, “Angel,” and he placed a very soft kiss
just above the bruise. “Drop your wards for me, baby.”

He needed in. If he was going to do this
right, he needed her to let him in – everywhere.

Angel closed her eyes. Jake could feel
ancient magic move around him lovingly, then move off him to
surround Angel with the same love.

She took a slow, deep breath in the midst of
that love and let it out in a sigh, smiling. “Done,” she said.

Jake tried not to let too much monster show
when victory surged through him. Instead, he leaned over once more,
and this time when he kissed her, he let loose with a little
vampire influence, taking the pain of the bruise away from her.
Ever so softly, his lips brushed across the marking, and Angel
shuddered. But it wasn’t pain she was feeling now, it was
pleasure.

“Jake,” she said, drawing
his eyes to hers. “I love you.”

Something profound stole over Jake. This was
the most magnificent moment in Jacob Crow’s life. This right here.
Those very words. This singular, precious woman.

As the words poured over him and then moved
through him, he closed his eyes and heard distant shouts of joy
echo through the past. He had to brace himself on the bed above her
when he began to tremble in the midst of his happiness. Knowing
Angel as he did, Jake gave her his best space rogue smile and said,
“I know.”

Angel laughed, and he read the happiness in
her mind.

Then Jake gently wove his
fingers through her silken strands of hair and tilted her head,
exposing the un-injured side of her neck. He leaned in and
whispered in her ear. “This is it, Angel. You’ll be mine. I’ll be
yours. Forever.”

She shivered, her body already beginning to
stir beneath him in anticipation. Jake moved down, parted his lips
above her weakly pulsing vein, closed his eyes – and sank his fangs
deep into her delicious throat.


Chapter Sixty-Six

He felt Angel’s primitive response to the
sensation beneath him as she arched her back and gave a sharp
intake of breath. The vampire’s bite was a small pin-prick of
slight pain followed by overwhelming pleasure, and when the vampire
loved his or her victim, that pleasure was amplified ten-fold.

Jake held Angel gently but firmly, and as
her blood rose to meet him, he sank into her mind and poured into
her all of the emotion he had possessed for her from day one. He
let it flood her, wrap around her, and claim her.

He swallowed slowly, letting every tiny
detail of the act imprint itself permanently on his fevered brain.
Every small, desperate move she made beneath him, every miniscule
sound she made in earnest, every molecule of taste that saturated
him and burned down his throat like the absolute finest wine… he
took it all in. And he swore he would do it again and again once
she was his.

As he drank from her, Jake’s hands caressed
her. He kept firmly implanted in her throat, not wanting to hurt
her in any manner, but he had to touch her. He had to feel her
silkiness under his fingers. He wanted to feel her heat, her quick
jerky responses to pleasure, and he very much wanted to feel her
wetness around him, squeezing him again and again as he took the
last drop and placed his wrist to her lips.

So as she drifted beneath him on his
vampire-induced plane of bliss, Jake allowed one fingernail to
sharpen into a claw, then used that claw to slowly slice down the
side of her shirt. She didn’t notice a thing. The sleeves came
next, and still she was oblivious.

Before long, he had effectively torn her
clothing to tatters from head to toe. All he would need to do is
give a little tug, and she would be bared before him. Of course,
there were dozens of other ways for him to undress her without
pulling his teeth from her vein. His ability to manipulate
inanimate objects went even further than Angel suspected.

But this one was fun.

Angel’s blood was becoming stronger in taste
now, more undiluted, bolstered with the magic that made her a
healer as he drew closer to the end of her reserves. It was always
like that with blood; the truly good stuff was at the bottom. The
last few swallows a vampire enjoyed from his or her mage or
supernatural victim were usually composed of almost pure magic.

But Angel’s blood was so unbelievably potent
already, there was honestly a part of Jake that feared he would go
insane for experiencing it in its undiluted form. Luckily, it was a
very small part of him and easy to ignore.

Jake lowered his body over Angel’s, bracing
himself on one elbow to run his free hand over her body. She became
increasingly agitated beneath his ministrations, and he dove into
her mind to find that his little healer was thinking all kinds of
dirty thoughts. He laughed a low, dark laugh, wrapping his fingers
around the edges of her shirt.

He gave a short, sharp pull, and the garment
fell away from her entirely, exposing her creamy expanse of toned,
tight muscle and smooth, tanned skin. She gasped at the sudden
exposure as cool air touched her flesh, followed by the heat of
Jake’s hands.

He was heating up in his passion –
everywhere. His jeans had grown very tight, and he was so hot, he
was starting to sweat. Angel opened her eyes and tried to turn her
head to look at him, but he tightened his grip in her hair and held
her in place, then spoke to her in her mind since his mouth was
busy.

Don’t move, Angel. Stay as you are. I’ve no
wish to cause you harm. Just let me do this and enjoy it.

She moaned softly when Jake’s hand cupped
her right breast and pinched her nipple. He sucked gently against
her throat and swallowed a heady concoction of the most delicious
fucking blood he’d ever tasted. Better than he’d dreamed, in
fact.

Now it was his turn to moan, and his dick
pulsed painfully in his pants.

Jake curled his fingers over the waistband
of her jeans, tugged, and threw the shredded remains of her
clothing to the side, underwear and all. Now she was completely
naked beneath him, and with a smile against her throat, he decided
it was only fair that he be naked this time too.

With a simple thought, he willed his
clothing to vanish. Angel could see what he’d done out of her
peripheral vision, and fury coursed through her, though it wasn’t
real fury. Just irritation in the extreme. After all, he’d
destroyed her clothes completely when all he’d had to do was use
magic to safely rid her of them.

But that wouldn’t have been any fun. And
besides… she didn’t have any backup clothing right now. Which meant
she couldn’t go anywhere.

And as Jake gently but firmly grasped
Angel’s thighs to separate them, eliciting a groan of shy
anticipation from the depths of her pierced throat, Jake decided it
was damn well fine with him if they stayed in that bed and did
nothing but fuck for the next three weeks.

Jake had to pull a little against her vein
now…. She was nearing the end, and his vampire power wound securely
around her, keeping her heart beating, fueling her brain,
maintaining her life as her vampire sire prepared to make this
change in her. He felt the tip of his feverish hardness press
against her opening, lined up and ready as he took her wrists in
his hands and pressed them into the bed at either side of her
head.

This will be
intense, he warned her. Trust me and don’t fight me, little warrior.

Her reply was fast and
sure. Okay.

Jake flexed every muscle in his body,
cleared his mind, and dug deep for his power. Then he pulled
Angel’s final drops of precious, healer blood out of her vein and
into his mouth as he thrust violently forward, spearing her core to
the hilt.

Angel shrieked with intense, absolute
pleasure so vital, it changed her on a molecular level and tried
furiously to rip her from his grasp. But he’d known it was coming,
and he held on for all he was worth, pouring wave after wave of his
influence over her and into her.

Easy, his mind told hers. That’s it, Angel.
Just let it happen.

She cried out, sobbing and
shaking, her beautiful body quivering uncontrollably beneath the
onslaught. Each pulse of bliss contained the strength of ten
orgasms. But he kept at it, always there in her head, always
helping her along. Easy, now. That’s good.
You can take this, Angel. Just give yourself to me.

He pulled the intense heat of his hardness
out of her inch by inch and slowly slid back in, building for her a
second need that she could turn her attention to. As the violent
struggle against the insane intensity slowly ebbed from her small
form and became increasingly demanding in another manner
altogether, Jake pulled his teeth from her throat with infinite
tenderness and prepared to take the next step in claiming her.

He rose above her on strong arms, his body
pulsing with so much magical blood, he felt he could conquer the
world. But instead he focused on the tender, precious creature
beneath him, and kept her safely wrapped in the power of the
turning.

She gasped and sighed, tossed her head and
clawed at the sheets. She was so very pale, a frail, ethereal
appearance had taken her over. He was everywhere around her and in
her at that moment, her very life continuing only because he
allowed it to. It was a heady aphrodisiac to possess this much
control over something he cared for as much as he cared for Angel.
It was admittedly hard to concentrate.

But he’d known it would be.
And he was strong. And this was everything.

Jake sat up completely on top of Angel,
sinking deeper into her than he had so far. He listened in rapture
as the sensation ripped a long, low moan of pleasure from her. Then
he lifted his wrist to his mouth and sank his fangs into his
vein.

Blood welled up immediately. There was so
much of it, and he so badly wanted to give it to her. It at once
began to run down his arm. Jake leaned over his small, writhing
treasure, and again ran his hands through the ultra-soft hair at
the back of her head, fisting tight.

Once he had her attention, he forced her to
look into his eyes. He knew his had gone red. He watched the
reflection of them in her eyes. But rather than frighten her, the
sight of them only increased her longing – and that was nearly his
undoing right there.

“Drink, Angel. And don’t
stop until I tell you.”

He placed the command firmly in her mind as
well, and then tripled the impact of it by willing her body to obey
with the vampire magic he had wrapped so securely around her. Angel
reached up, slid her little hands around his thick forearm, and
closed her eyes, bringing his wrist to her lips.

The moment they touched down over his vein,
he nearly came inside her. The sensation was so fucking intense he
cried out, barely managing to hold on. Angel’s body jerked beneath
him, and that didn’t help any. The little minx was completely
unable to hold back her own climax, and it rocked through her with
beautiful savagery – the first of many this night would bring to
her.

Jake watched her drink, utterly fascinated
by the pulsing of her throat as she allowed her mouth to fill with
the wine-like blood and then took it down her throat. He was
mesmerized by her. And then he began moving inside her again,
pulling out and pressing forcefully back in with every one of her
swallows.

A rhythm of forbidden carnality began to
rock through them, timing their movements to elicit peak amounts of
pleasure. Jake could feel the ultimate turning point approaching.
And he couldn’t hold it back. Hell, he didn’t want to. Not for
anything.

He moved faster inside her, thrusting hard
and deep, and Angel’s mouth remained closed over his wound while
her tongue swirled across the bite marks, urging him on. His
pleasure took hold of him, unforgiving and unrelenting. It would
not be denied. It could not be stopped. It came ever closer,
closer, and hot on its heels was the final, potent pulse of magic
that would seal Angel’s fate once and for all.

He let it come.

It struck him like an atom bomb. Angel
screamed beneath him, arched violently, and gritted her teeth
against the ecstasy that lay absolute claim to her body and soul.
At the same time, Jake threw back his head and roared into the
night, a pure animal sound that cut through the walls of realms and
touched the rapidly beating hearts of fellow monsters everywhere.
He emptied himself into Angel again and again, each almost painful
pulse ripped from him with the brute force of primitive, primal
magic.

And when eternity ended, and Jake came down
from that plane of euphoria, he lowered his head and opened his
eyes.

Angel was gazing steadily up at him. And her
brown eyes were glowing gold.

Jake held his breath.

Angel smiled, flashing small, perfect
fangs.


Epilogue

Cain grinned and shook his
head when Angel made it to the Vincent motorcycle before Jake did,
and rapidly straddled it. Damn, she was fine when she straddled
a bike. He laughed softly at Jake’s discombobulated expression when
she started the machine up with one kick, and it purred beautifully
beneath her ministrations.

“You lose,” she told her
lover. “Fair is fair.” She grinned, flashing those cute little
fangs she was so proud of. “I get to ride solo.”

Jake swore softly and ran a hand through his
hair. Then he mumbled something about women not playing fair
because they were fucking hot and that was distracting, and Angel
laughed, revved the bike, and tore out of the lot. Several Monsters
clan members tore out after her, flashing Jake shit-eating
grins.

Cain laughed harder as his second-in-command
stood with his hands on his hips for a moment, then broke into a
blurred run toward the garage, and came out a split second later
with another motorcycle, a Softail Springer from mid last-century.
His tires ripped the tarmac up as he raced after his girl, and the
remaining clan members laughed as they gradually followed suit.

After a few seconds, Cain alone remained in
the Monsters safe house lot.

In the solitude and the sound of a V-twin
idling underneath him, Cain leaned back in the saddle and looked up
at the night sky. His vision was quite a bit better than that of a
human’s. He effectively blocked out the light pollution from the
city and gazed steadily into the milky substance of the cosmos.

He thought about the events of the last few
weeks – and what they meant for the future.

Michael Clemens was still
out there somewhere. No one knew where. Not even the seers. Victor
Maze had been easier to find than the warlock. But then again, Maze
had wanted to be
found. There was no telling how much trouble Clemens was going to
stir up in the days to come.

Malek Taal and the Unseelie King had come to
an agreement of sorts and things were tense but quiet. The fae were
experiencing a kind of cold war. It was an uncomfortable time, and
it would continue to be so until the Taal got this shit figured
out.

Cain had respect for Malek, in all honesty.
At the very least, he could certainly relate.

Dmitri Voronin was out there too. But
knowing what he knew of Voronin now, and with Angel having been
turned, Cain had a feeling the Apex wasn’t going to pose any
further problems.

Speaking of Angel, she’d decided to stay
with her clan for the time being. The Vega clan was her family. But
at Jake’s begging bequest, she agreed to move into the Monsters
safe house any time the boys were in town. And of course, she
reserved the right to change her mind at any given point in the
future. She was a woman, after all.

Cain took a deep breath and let it out
through his nose in a steady sigh. He turned his head to face
south, but remembered too late that his favorite star wasn’t there
right now. It would be back in the winter. At that time, Sirius
would once more shine brighter than any star seen from Planet
Earth.

He leaned forward, twisted the throttle a
few times, and kicked up the stand of his bike. Then he shoved his
hands into the pockets of his jacket to retrieve his skullcap. But
when he did, his fingers closed over a folded piece of paper
instead.

He pulled it out and studied it a moment
before opening it and reading.

 


Wow, three brand new enemies in as many
days. I’m impressed.

But then, no one is better than you at
antagonism, Cain.

Hell, you’re pretty much the god of it,
right?

But one of these days, it’s going to come
back to bite you in the ass.

Don’t say I didn’t warn you.

– Forever, “A”
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Monsters
is a brand new open-ended PNR series that takes
place in the same universe as the now complete The Kings series.
For a taste of The Kings and get inside information on cameos and
crossovers, read on….

 


The Kings series, in chronological
order:

 


The Kings - A Big Bad Wolf
spinoff series

 


The Vampire King

The Phantom King

The Warlock King

The Goblin King

The Seelie King

The Unseelie
King

The Shadow King

The Winter King

The Demon King

The Shifter King

The Nightmare
King

The Dragon King

The Time King

Withered – bridge novella
linking The Kings to Monsters

 



 


The Shifter King…

Sam saw him enter the club at the opposite
end of the room. Everyone did.

He was a dark shadow against the night, no
small feat but one he accomplished with frightening ease. His suit
was expertly, precisely tailored, black and expensive, and it
hugged every intended curve of his six-foot-five frame. The collar
of his black shirt, crisp and sharp, brushed the dark blonde curls
he almost never bothered to cut and set off the equally sharp black
image of his leather eye patch. One ice blue eye lit up the
shadows, stark and unavoidable.

“Holy hell, sister. That is one beautiful,
scary, beautiful man,” whispered Sam’s friend.

“He can hear you,” Sam whispered back.

Across the room, Jack Colton smiled. And it
was a beautiful, scary, beautiful smile.

 


Samantha O’Neill has been running for twenty
years. She’s been fleeing from a man with an ice blue gaze, and
possessed of a terrible magic. Two decades has seen her grown into
a woman wise and self-sufficient, and unnaturally blessed with a
powerful and unique magic all her own.

For twenty years she’s managed to escape
him. But all hunts come to an end. And now, in the lengthening
darkness of an autumn Chicago night, an ominous footfall in the
subway and a shadow over her solitary form force Sam to at last
come face-to-face with her brutally beautiful pursuer – and her
clouded and tangled feelings for him.

 


Jack Colton assumes their
forms in the night, shifting to become the predators that grown men
still fear in the cold sweat of their nightmares. Powerful, sleek,
graceful, and deadly, he moves through the darkness, watching.
Waiting. And that powerful blue gaze finds Sam everywhere she goes.
Because he knows something she doesn’t. He knows what she
is, and he knows
what that means. He knows the prophecy. He lives it every
day.

Jack has fought for twenty years to protect
that secret, killed to protect the woman who keeps it, and if he
must, he will die to see it come to its fruition.

 


The Shifter King is the tenth book in the
Big Bad Wolf spinoff series, The Kings, by New York Times and USA
Today bestselling author Heather Killough-Walden.

 



 


The Dragon King…

 


Millennia ago, in the time of dragons, love
and hate colored the very air monsters breathed. Ancient sorcery
coursed through powerful wings like blood, pumped by hearts of
magic, and timeless beasts of lore soared over the landscape,
terrible and wondrous.

Amidst these beasts of yesteryear, a
forbidden love bloomed. A child was born of this love.

But misfortune struck, and a murder rocked
the world of the leviathans, tearing the family apart. Years piled
atop this monumental death, legends faded and myths were twisted,
and time made labyrinths of memories long gone.

 


Now, in the heart of one of America’s
busiest cities, thrives a young woman with no last name. Evangeline
is from a time before human tradition and provincialism. She is
strong, born of legendary parents, and trained by the hard luck of
solitary existence and sheer willpower.

When she learns that she has a fate beyond
her control as queen to one of the Thirteen Kings – she rebels. Eva
refuses to yield despite the king’s tall, strong bearing, vivid
gray eyes that see through her, and voice that commands the very
elements.

She refuses him, not only
because of who she is – but because of who he
is.

 


The catastrophically charismatic Dragon King
bent on claiming her is none other than the man who murdered her
father thousands of years ago.

 


But a primordial sleeping force has awakened
to finally wreak dark havoc upon the world, and a Traitor to the
Kings has returned to hunt Evangeline down. As her life spins out
of control, Eva learns that not even her beliefs about the Dragon
King are guaranteed. Nothing is black and white. And ultimately,
Eva finds herself trapped: Between cruel, heartless evil on one
side – and the love of an ancient, dark, and beautiful man on the
other.

 


The Dragon King is book twelve in The Kings
series, and follows The Nightmare King, by New York Times and USA
Today bestselling author, Heather Killough-Walden.
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