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CHAPTER 1
 
Midnight in Paris
 
 

 
 
Walking through the dark shadows beneath the Eiffel Tower, Levet avoided the human tourists who strolled along the sidewalk to admire the carnival atmosphere that spilled through the streets despite the late hour.
 
Something inside of him seemed to bloom as he savored the sights and sounds that he’d been denied for so long.
 
He loved Paris.
 
It was the city of his birth.
 
The city where he’d first spread his wings and soared toward the night sky. The city where he’d first lost his heart to a naughty imp who’d lured him beyond the few cottages that were all that made up the early town and taught him how to please a woman.
 
And the city where his greatest enemies resided.
 
Enemies who also happened to be his family.
 
His sense of homecoming vanished like a bubble being popped.
 
Being different wasn’t admired among the gargoyles. And, when it had been determined he was never going to grow beyond his miniscule three-foot stature and that his wings were going to remain as delicate as a dew fairy’s that shimmered in hues of blue and crimson and gold, he was tossed away like a piece of rubbish.
 
No. He scrunched his ugly gray face into a grimace, his long tail twitching at the unwelcomed memories.
 
He’d been more than tossed away. He’d been banished. Shunned by his own people.
 
With an effort, he squashed the painful recollections and reminded himself he was no longer that frightened enfant.
 
Far from it.
 
Just a few weeks ago he’d stood up to the baddest of the bad.
 
He, Levet the Gargoyle, hero of all ages, had defeated the Dark Lord and his hordes of minions.
 
Cue swelling music.
 
Okay, there had perhaps been a few vampires and Weres who helped destroy the bastard. And Abby had been there, the current Goddess of Light. Oh, and a Sylvermyst or two. And curs . . .
 
But he’d been the one who had struck the killing blow.
 
Right before the Dark Lord had skewered him with a lightning bolt that had burned straight through his chest and into his heart. If it hadn’t been for Yannah’s swift action he would even now be nothing more than toast.
 
Extra-crispy toast.
 
He heaved a rueful sigh, not quite as grateful as he should be.
 
The pretty, flighty, lethally dangerous female demon was enough to make any poor man’s head spin.
 
For weeks she’d led him on a merry dance, appearing and then disappearing. Kissing him one minute and slugging him on the chin the next.
 
It had been . . . exasperating. But also thrilling.
 
What male did not love the danse de l’amour?
 
But after she’d rescued him from the cellar of the warehouse where he’d halted the looming apocalypse, she’d taken him to her cozy little home.
 
In hell.
 
Literally.
 
Fire. Brimstone. Ghouls.
 
And a full-blood Jinn as a next-door neighbor.
 
Not the most comfortable place for a gargoyle who was never so happy as when he was soaring across a star-spangled sky.
 
And then there was Yannah.
 
The female made him natty.
 
Or was it nutty?
 
Whatever.
 
She had gone from a charming, elusive tease to a female who was determined to smother him with her fussing and fretting. Sacrebleu. His wounds had fully healed. Well, unless you counted the bit of charred skin in the center of his chest. It was annoying to be coddled like he was a helpless bébé.
 
At last he’d had enough.
 
He needed space to breathe.
 
And more than that, he had a few ghosts to lay to rest.
 
Speaking of ghosts . . .
 
Halting just beyond the Eiffel Tower, Levet muttered a curse as he caught the scent of moldy granite. He’d known it wouldn’t take long for the whispers of his arrival to reach the ears of his brethren.
 
No one gossiped worse than a clutch of gargoyles.
 
Still, he’d hoped that he could at least reach his mother’s lair before being attacked.
 
Landing with enough force to send tiny quakes through the street, the two gargoyles (one male and the other female) spread a spell of illusion to hide them from the passing mortals.
 
Levet grimaced. The two were everything that Levet was not.
 
Towering over six feet with leathery wings that they tucked close to their massive bodies, they were creatures who would cause nightmares even among the demon world.
 
Their gray skin was the texture of an elephant hide and absorbed the moonlight. They had stunted horns that could smash through steel and long tusks that could pierce through armor. It was, however, their brutal features that truly reflected their savage natures.
 
Cold, ruthless, viciously unforgiving.
 
“Well, well,” the female drawled, her gray eyes holding a cruel amusement that sent a chill down Levet’s spine. “If it isn’t my prodigal brother.”
 
At a glance it would be impossible to guess that the three gargoyles were related. Claudine was his elder sister while Ian was a first cousin.
 
Of course, it wasn’t just their appearances that were different, Levet consoled himself. His relatives were nasty-tempered monsters who terrorized lesser demons with spiteful glee.
 
Oh, and their sense of humor was nonexistent. Which meant that Levet couldn’t resist tweaking their ugly snouts.
 
“Fred. Wilma,” he murmured. “Where’s Dino?”
 
Having come from the shallow end of the gene pool, the male demon furrowed his heavy brow in confusion.
 
“Non. You are mistaken. My name is Ian, not Fred.”
 
“He knows your name, imbecile,” Claudine hissed, slapping her companion on the back of the head. “As usual he believes himself to be amusing.” She turned back to glare at Levet. “What are you doing in Paris?”
 
“I heard that Marcel Marceau was reviving his mime act.” Levet flashed an innocent smile. “I didn’t want miss opening night.”
 
Ian blinked. “But isn’t he dead?”
 
“Shut up.” Claudine gave Ian another slap, her gaze never wavering from Levet. “You know you’re not allowed in the city. The Guild kicked you out and Mother shunned you.”
 
“Ah, dearest Maman, how is the loathsome old bat?” Levet drawled, folding his arms over his chest. If he was going to be squashed like a bug, he wasn’t going to give Claudine the satisfaction of seeing his fear. “Still eating children for breakfast?”
 
“She has actually been plagued with ennui since she had her latest lover put to death.” Claudine’s smile was a cold threat. “Perhaps watching her deformed son being used for target practice will bolster her spirits.”
 
Levet didn’t doubt it would. His mother had a peculiar love for violence.
 
“Or perhaps I could chop you into tiny pieces and spread you around the city, chère sœur. Then Maman could spend the next century trying to put you together again.”
 
“Such a large mouth for such a tiny creature,” Claudine growled, pointing a claw in his direction. “It’s time someone taught you a lesson in manners.”
 
“Ah.” Levet batted his eyes. “If only I had a euro for every time I heard that threat.”
 
The female gargoyle growled like a rabid Were. Not at all attractive for a gargoyle.
 
And she wondered why she couldn’t find a mate?
 
“Ian, get him.”
 
Levet lifted his hands as Ian took a lumbering step forward.
 
“Stay back.”
 
Ian scowled. “Or what?”
 
“Or I will turn you into a newt.”
 
The male gargoyle stumbled to a halt.
 
“Ian, did you hear me?” Claudine snapped.
 
“But—”
 
“What?”
 
“I do not want to be turned into a newt.” He used a claw to scratch between his horns. “Wait . . . what is a newt?”
 
“Mon dieu. I am surrounded by morons,” Claudine muttered. “He can’t turn you into a newt, you fool, but I can cut off your head and have it mounted on Notre Dame.”
 
“No need to be rude,” Ian muttered.
 
“Oui, no need to be rude, Claudine,” Levet mocked.
 
“Ian, get him and cut out his tongue.”
 
Ian took another grudging step forward only to halt again when a flaming arrow flew directly between his horns.
 
“What was that?” the male gargoyle demanded, casting a swift glance down at his huge body as if he was afraid he’d been transformed into the mysterious newt.
 
Levet didn’t have a clue, but he was never slow to take advantage of a situation. It was the only way for a three-foot demon to survive in a world where “only the good died young.”
 
“You didn’t think I would come to Paris alone?” he warned. “I have dozens of allies waiting to rush to my rescue.”
 
“Grab him,” Claudine demanded, abruptly ducking as an arrow threatened to skewer her thick skull. “Merde.”
 
“You capture him.” Ian launched himself into the air. “I am going home.”
 
With a muttered curse, Claudine was swiftly following her cousin. Both were bullies, and like all bullies they had a large streak of cowardice.
 
“You won’t escape without punishment, Levet,” she shouted over her shoulder, her leathery wings barely visible against the night sky. “That much I swear.”
 
Flipping her off, Levet turned to scan the nearby bushes.
 
“Who is there?”
 
There was a rustle of leaves before a slender, golden-haired female stepped into view.
 
Levet gave a low whistle of appreciation.
 
Sacrebleu. All nymphs were beautiful, but this one was drop-dead gorgeous.
 
Blessed with a silken curtain of golden hair she had wide blue eyes that were framed by thick, black lashes and set in a perfect oval of a face. Her lush, mouthwatering curves were delectably revealed by her skinny jeans and the scooped top that gave more than a hint of her full breasts.
 
“I’m Valla,” she said, holding the bow at her side, the remaining arrows strapped to her back.
 
“Ah.” Levet performed a deep bow. “I am deeply thankful for your timely diversion, ma belle.”
 
Her lips twisted as she turned her head to reveal the side of her face that had been hidden by shadows. Levet gave a soft hiss at the sight of her skin that had been savagely marred by thick, disfiguring scars.
 
The sort of scars that came from a deep burn. Or a magical spell.
 
“Not belle,” she corrected in flat tones. “As you can see I have become the beast, not the beauty.”
 
“Do not say that,” he protested, his tender heart squeezing in pity.
 
“Why not? It’s true enough.” Glancing toward the sky, she began walking toward the Parc du Champ de Mars. “Let’s get out of here before your friends decide to return.”
 
With a brisk waddle, Levet caught up with the retreating nymph.
 
“I am of the opinion that beauty truly is skin-deep and that what is beneath the surface is what is important,” he informed her.
 
She shot him a wry smile. “Yeah, and size doesn’t matter, right?”
 
“Touché,” he conceded with a grimace. He, better than anyone, understood the heavy price of being “different.” “You sound American.”
 
They moved into the surrounding neighborhoods, bypassing the various hotels and shops.
 
“I lived there most of my live,” she said. “Until—”
 
“Until?”
 
“I was captured by slavers.”
 
“Oh.” Levet shuddered. He had his own tragic past with the ruthless bastards. “I hate slavers.”
 
“Yeah.” The nymph turned onto a residential street, her profile outlined by the streetlamps. “I’m not so fond of them myself.”
 
“They damaged your face?” he asked.
 
“I was determined to escape.” She gave a lift of her shoulder. “Even if it meant I was permanently damaged by forcing my way through the magical barriers.”
 
Levet was struck by a niggling memory.
 
Something about a nymph being held hostage by slavers . . .
 
Ah . . . oui.
 
He remembered.
 
“Valla. The nymph,” he breathed in triumph, following his companion down a narrow alley and into an inner courtyard with a marble fountain surrounded by a pretty rose garden. “Jaelyn has been searching everywhere for you.”
 
“The Hunter?” She glanced over her shoulder in surprise. “Why?”
 
Jaelyn was a rare vampire who’d been trained as a Hunter. During one of her missions to discover who had the balls to kidnap vampires, she’d been locked in the cells of a slaver, along with this nymph. She’d never forgiven herself for leaving the pretty young female behind.
 
“She has been tormented by the knowledge that she failed you in the slaver cells,” he told Valla. “She needed to know your fate.”
 
“Oh.” Valla halted at what appeared to be a brick wall. “You know, I never resented her for leaving me there, but I did blame her for refusing my plea to kill me,” the nymph admitted with blunt honesty, giving a wave of her slender hand to part the illusion so they could step through a door into a small, but elegant apartment.
 
“I, for one, am very pleased she ignored your plea,” a male voice murmured as a tall, handsome vampire attired in a Gucci suit and handmade Italian leather shoes rose from a wing chair that was set near the marble fireplace.
 
Unreasonably handsome, even by vampire standards, the male had dark hair slicked from his pale, lean face and a wide brow. His nose was carved with bold, arrogant lines and his dark eyes glowed with a smothering power.
 
“Elijah,” Valla murmured in obvious pleasure.
 
Moving to stand at her side, the vampire studied Levet in obvious warning.
 
“Who is this?”
 
“I am Levet.” Levet performed a small bow, his wings spread to display their shimmering colors. “At your service.”
 
Rising, he met the vampire’s hard stare. “I’ve heard of you,” Elijah said, his voice accusing.
 
Levet blinked at the odd words. “But of course you have heard of me. Who has not?” he demanded. “I am a warrior of great renown.”
 
The male thinned his lips. “What are you doing in Paris?”
 
Levet tilted his chin, refusing to acknowledge that he’d been thoroughly routed only minutes after arriving in town. It was a temporary setback.
 
“I am here on a spiritual journey.”
 
The vampire arched a dark brow. “Then you won’t be staying?”
 
“Elijah.” Valla flashed a frown at her male companion before turning her attention to Levet. “Don’t listen to him. He has a delusional theory he owns the streets of Paris.”
 
The vampire’s icy power flowed through the room. Like a deluge of water that could drown the unwary.
 
“It’s no delusion,” he said. Not arrogance. Just absolute confidence that he was master of his domain. “They do belong to me.”
 
“You are the clan chief?” Levet asked, even though he knew the answer.
 
“I am.”
 
“What happened to Pierre?” Levet referred to the clan chief that had ruled Paris when he’d been just a youngster.
 
Elijah flashed his massive fangs. “Let’s just say that he decided to retire.”
 
“Really? I didn’t know clan chiefs could retire.”
 
“It wasn’t voluntary.”
 
Levet’s tail twitched. “Mon dieu.”
 
The vampire took a threatening step forward. “Precisely.”
 
“Stop trying to frighten my guest,” Valla chided.
 
“Oui.” Levet tilted his chin. “Stop trying to frighten her guest.”
 
The cold, dark eyes narrowed. “Be careful, little demon. The gargoyles aren’t your greatest danger in Paris.”
 
Valla rolled her eyes. “Come with me, Levet, and I’ll make you some tea.”

 



CHAPTER 2
 
Valla hid a smile as she led the tiny gargoyle down the hall to the kitchen that had recently been remodeled with pretty white cabinets and stainless steel appliances.
 
As much as she might love Elijah, it was always fun to poke a few holes in his massive arrogance and at the same time reestablish the boundaries that he continually tried to smash through.
 
Besides, she found that she enjoyed Levet’s companionship.
 
She didn’t feel threatened by his light flirtations. A rare and wonderful sensation after she’d been brutalized while held captive by the slavers. In fact, he was the only male beyond Elijah she’d ever invited into her home.
 
“This is your apartment?” Levet asked as he took a seat at the dining table and watched her put the kettle on to boil.
 
She pulled two cups from the cabinet and grabbed a plate of cookies.
 
“Elijah is kind enough to allow me to stay here.”
 
“No.” The rich male voice stroked over her like the finest satin. It didn’t matter how many years she’d known Elijah, his voice always made her shiver. Well . . . her and every other woman in Paris, she wryly acknowledged. “Elijah grudgingly allows you to stay here because you’ve refused the number of other homes I’ve offered you,” he continued, as he prowled across the floor to gently tuck a curl behind her ear.
 
It was an ongoing fight.
 
Elijah insisted that she belonged in his lair near the Champs-Élysées.
 
Valla refused to give up her independence. It was bad enough he’d emphatically demanded that she live in one of his numerous properties.
 
“I won’t take advantage of your generosity.”
 
His hand cupped her cheek, his gaze smoldering with a frustration that filled the air with a sharp chill.
 
“Valla.”
 
The touch of his lean fingers against her face sent an ache of long-suppressed hunger shivering through her body. Only this delectable, sexy, aggravatingly stubborn vampire could stir the desires she’d thought dead forever.
 
“There’s no need for you to stay, Elijah,” she murmured in husky tones. “I know you must be busy.”
 
His brows furrowed, his eyes darkening as he easily sensed her reaction to his touch.
 
“You think I’ll leave you alone with a strange demon?”
 
“The choice isn’t yours,” she reminded him. Gently.
 
“Dammit, Valla.”
 
She heaved a sigh. It would be so easy to give in to his demands.
 
She would be protected, cosseted, her every need and desire fulfilled.
 
Just like a favorite pet.
 
“We’ve been through this before,” she reminded him, an edge of steel in her voice. “You’re my friend, not my keeper. If you can’t distinguish between the two, then I’ll have to leave Paris.”
 
With a growl, he swooped his head down and kissed her.
 
Just like that.
 
Caught off-guard, her lips parted in helpless need, her entire world tilting on its axis. Elijah had always treated her like a fragile doll. Not a flesh-and-blood woman.
 
Now she quivered beneath the blazing pleasure that exploded through her quivering body.
 
“This is what I want,” he rasped against her lips, his fingers stroking down the tender curve of her neck before he kissed her again.
 
This time she was prepared for the combustible heat that stole her breath and made her stomach clench with a surge of excitement.
 
Oh . . . yes.
 
Her lashes fluttered downward as the desire flowed through her, as heady and intoxicating as the finest French champagne.
 
“Elijah—” she breathed, not certain what she needed, but knowing only he could satisfy the restless ache that burned deep inside her.
 
Then, the shrill whistle of the pot had her pulling back with a confused blush.
 
Still seated at the table, Levet awkwardly cleared his throat.
 
“Maybe I should leave?”
 
“Yes,” Elijah agreed, his dark gaze smoldering with a dangerous hunger.
 
“No,” she hastily countered, acutely aware that if she had been alone with Elijah she would have already ripped off his Gucci suit and had her wicked way with him. Not the best way to convince the crazily possessive man that she wanted to maintain her independence. She held the dark gaze. “Please, Elijah.”
 
His jaw tightened, but clearly sensing now was not the time to press her, he gave a grudging nod of his head.
 
“I’ll make sure you weren’t followed. But I’ll return.” He sent Levet a warning glare. “Soon.”
 
Valla busied herself making the tea as Elijah turned to leave the apartment, taking with him the frosty disapproval and pulsing power.
 
She breathed a faint sigh of relief, carrying the tray to the table and taking a seat.
 
“A little on the possessive side, is he?” the tiny gargoyle asked.
 
She shrugged, sipping the tea with an odd sense of disorientation.
 
Something had changed.
 
She just wasn’t sure what.
 
“He feels responsible for me,” she murmured absently.
 
Levet snorted, reaching for a cookie. “Responsibility isn’t the only thing he feels.”
 
Heat stained her cheeks. “Maybe not. He is a male, after all, but—”
 
“But what?”
 
Her fingers lifted to trace the scars that marred her cheek.
 
“After I escaped from the slavers I just wanted to crawl away somewhere and hide.” She shivered at the painful memories. “I don’t even remember how I made my way to France, but I was floating down the Seine on a rapidly sinking boat when Elijah found me and took me to his lair.”
 
“Ah.” His wings fluttered. “Your knight in shining armor.”
 
“Something like that.”
 
“And that’s a bad thing?”
 
She hesitated, trying to put her nagging concern into words.
 
“Not bad,” she at last said. “He’s like most clan chiefs.”
 
“Arrogant pain in the derrières?”
 
She gave a sudden laugh. The small demon really was a charming companion.
 
“I was going to say that he’s obsessed with protecting the people he considers his duty.”
 
“Including you?”
 
“Elijah sees me as a damsel in distress, not a flesh-and-blood woman.” She grimaced. “I don’t want to be rescued.”
 
The gray eyes held an unspoken sympathy. “What do you want?”
 
“What every woman wants.” She glanced toward the window overlooking the rose garden drenched in silver moonlight. “To be loved.”

 



CHAPTER 3
 
Elijah made a sweep of the dark streets, pausing long enough to warn his lieutenants that the gargoyles were looking for trouble before heading back toward Valla’s apartment.
 
He smiled wryly as his feet followed the familiar route.
 
If he had any pride, he’d be heading back to his own lair. There were, after all, hundreds of beautiful women who would be eager to indulge his every desire. Hell. He could stop on the nearest street corner and within minutes there were be a dozen females hoping to capture his attention.
 
But the pride that had once led him to battle the corrupt chief to take command of Paris had been lost the moment he’d discovered a half-dead nymph floating down the Seine.
 
Even now he could remember the shock of recognition as he’d carried her in his arms to his lair, her golden hair flowing over his arm and her stunning blue eyes dazed. He’d known that he’d been waiting for this woman from the moment he’d awoken as a vampire.
 
She was his destined mate.
 
Unfortunately, the aggravating female hadn’t been prepared to accept her inevitable fate. And who could blame her?
 
She’d spent months being raped and tortured by animals before she’d managed to escape. And even then she’d nearly died. If it hadn’t been for his healers she would be in her grave.
 
Was it any wonder she needed to keep the world at a safe distance?
 
Including him.
 
So he bided his time, taking what Valla would offer and all the while leashing his hunger by a very thin thread.
 
A thread that had nearly snapped tonight, he remembered with a stab of white-hot excitement.
 
The taste of her lips had been even sweeter than he’d fantasized.
 
As ripe as strawberries with a hint of honey.
 
And her response . . .
 
Merde. Her desire had been every bit as eager as his.
 
If they’d been alone, he’d have taken her against the cabinets.
 
Instead he was walking the streets, still hard and aching with no immediate hope of relief.
 
His foul mood wasn’t improved as he entered the shadowed courtyard to discover the small gargoyle standing beside the fountain.
 
“What are you doing out here?” he demanded.
 
The creature gave a flap of his fairy wings. “Trying to help you.”
 
Elijah arched a brow. He was the most feared predator in France, perhaps in all of Europe. Even Victor, the clan chief of England, approached him with care.
 
“You imagine you can help me?”
 
“I may be small, but my powers are mighty.”
 
Elijah couldn’t resist. “So mighty that you’re hiding in a nymph’s apartment?”
 
Levet shrugged aside the insult, his polished tail playfully stirring the water that pooled at the base of the fountain.
 
“As you can imagine, I’m not a favorite among my people.” He shrugged. “But soon enough I will be reinstated into the Gargoyle Guild.”
 
“Hmm.” It couldn’t be too soon for Elijah. Not that he was jealous of the gargoyle, he hurriedly assured himself. Of course he wasn’t. Not even if Valla had shared her all-too-rare smile with the tiny demon. A smile she never shared with anyone but him. “And how do you propose to help me?”
 
“Beyond being a formidable warrior, I am also a favorite among females.”
 
Elijah rolled his eyes. “What you are is delusional.”
 
“Mock if you wish, but I can tell you that you have been a fool not to tell Valla how you feel.”
 
Elijah stiffened in shock. Every demon in Paris might know that he was panting after the elusive, beautiful nymph like a werewolf in heat, but not a damned one of them would have the balls to mention it.
 
Certainly not to his face.
 
“That is none of your business,” he said between clenched fangs.
 
“No, but I believe that Valla has earned a chance to be happy.”
 
His brows jerked together. “I have every intention of making her happy.”
 
Levet gave a lift of his hands. “Not unless you convince her that you don’t consider her a burden.”
 
“A burden?” Elijah cast a brief glance toward the nearby door to Valla’s apartment, making sure she couldn’t overhear the bizarre conversation. “What the diable are you talking about?”
 
“She fears that you consider her to be just another responsibility that you must bear.”
 
Responsibility?
 
He’d all but gone on his knees to beg for a place in her life.
 
Hadn’t he?
 
With a strange lack of his usual grace, he walked toward a window that offered a glimpse of Valla straightening the pillows on her froufrou couch.
 
As always he was struck by the stunning beauty of her golden hair that haloed her delicate features and the wide, guileless blue eyes. And that lush body . . . mon dieu, he’d spent endless hours imagining the feel of those curves beneath him.
 
But at the same time he couldn’t deny a fierce urge to protect her.
 
She was so fragile. So exquisitely vulnerable. Had she mistaken his instinctive need to keep his mate from any possible harm with a sense of duty?
 
“That’s—” He gave a frustrated shake of his head. “How can she be so foolish?”
 
The gargoyle joined him near the window. “Have you given her reason to think she means more?”
 
Of course not, he wryly conceded. He was a male. He didn’t talk about his feelings. She was simply supposed to know what was in his heart.
 
“I need to speak with her,” he muttered, sending his companion a warning frown. “Alone.”
 
“Naturellement.”

 



CHAPTER 4
 
Waiting until the vampire had disappeared into the apartment, Levet squared his shoulders and marched out of the courtyard.
 
Bien. No more Monsieur Nice Guy.
 
He’d been caught off-guard by his sister and cousin.
 
Now that he was fully prepared, he wouldn’t be halted from his goal.
 
He had his courage firmly intact.
 
Oh, and he’d managed to “borrow” a disguise amulet he’d seen laying on Valla’s counter when she’d been busy making tea.
 
The tiny bit of gold was now hung around his neck by a leather string and would make him invisible to all but the most powerful witches.
 
This time, no one would sense he was coming.
 
Puffing out his chest, and spreading his wings, Levet took to the air, soaring over the city as he headed toward the Latin Quarter.
 
It was . . . stunning.
 
Even after he’d traveled around the world and seen some of the most spectacular sights to be found, there was nothing quite so beautiful as Paris at night.
 
At last reaching his destination, Levet carefully landed on the shadowed street, studying the Gothic church that was situated only a few blocks from the Seine.
 
Constructed in the sixth century on the site where a hermit had lived and prayed, the Church of Saint-Séverin was built in the shape of a long, narrow hall. It had a tower, along with ornately topped pillars and pointed, Romanesque arches for windows and doors.
 
Tourists came to admire the Gothic architecture and to stroll through the gardens, or even to enjoy the Greek restaurant just down the street. But the pièce de résistance was the gargoyles who had stood guard for centuries.
 
During the daylight hours all gargoyles turned to stone. Unlike Levet, however, most were capable of altering their shape which meant that even the largest demon could shrink down to fit on the side of a building. What better place to hide from the humans than in plain sight?
 
At night they came out to play.
 
And pillage and plunder and create all-around mayhem among the demon world.
 
Usually they left the humans alone....
 
Usually.
 
Realizing that he was delaying the inevitable, Levet squared his shoulders and headed into the church. He didn’t pause to admire the peaceful beauty of the nave, instead heading directly toward the bay door that opened into the garden that had once been a graveyard.
 
He was here with a purpose. Why the purpose had suddenly become so important . . .
 
He gave a sharp shake of his head.
 
Bah, that was a question for later.
 
Bypassing the long galleries that had been reconstructed to their medieval glory, he headed toward the very back of the garden. At last reaching the spot he was searching for, he sucked in a deep, steadying breath.
 
Only when he was mentally prepared did he step through the illusion that hid the ancient stone building.
 
Levet grimaced. Home, sweet home.
 
Waddling up the stairs that led to the door, he felt a familiar sense of bleak yearning tug at his heart, swiftly followed by a bitter sense of betrayal.
 
There were no happy memories to ease his return. No sense of comfort.
 
His childhood had been a miserable fight for survival among his brutal siblings. Oh, and the last time he’d seen his mother, she’d tried to kill him.
 
Hardly the ingredients for a happy family reunion. Reaching the door, he wasn’t surprised to find it unlocked. What demon would be stupid enough to enter the lair of the doyenne of the gargoyle nest?
 
He stepped into the large room with a lofted, cathedral ceiling and plenty of room for a gargoyle to spread her wings. The floors were made of hardwood and deeply gouged by his mother’s five-inch claws. And high above were wide windows that offered a view of the night sky.
 
The rest of the interior was something out of an Arabian Nights nightmare.
 
Crimson painted walls, gold and black silk pillows piled in the middle of the floor with a large hookah set beside them.
 
Levet had never been sure if his mother’s fantasy was to be the sheikh or the harem girl.
 
And not knowing was the only thing that kept him out of therapy.
 
“So it’s true,” a female voice boomed through the air, the floor shuddering beneath the weight of the approaching gargoyle. “The prodigal son returns.”
 
Levet froze. He would not run. He would not run. He would not run.
 
Reaching up, he tugged off the amulet that had obviously been deactivated by the spells of protection that surrounded the lair.
 
His mother was nothing if not thorough.
 
And cruel.
 
Excessively, spectacularly cruel.
 
The thought whispered through his mind as his gaze skimmed up the stout legs that were heavily muscled and covered by a reptilian gray skin. A long, surprisingly thin tail curled around the feet tipped with claws. His gaze lifted to his dear old maman’s hefty body, which had grown even wider since Levet had last seen her, with wide leathery wings that spread in a ten-foot span from her back. Up ever higher, Berthe’s face was a perfect example of gargoyle beauty.
 
A short, thick snout. Small gray eyes that peered at the world from beneath a heavy brow. Two fangs that were big enough to be called tusks curved from her upper gums to reach her pointed chin. And on top of her broad head she had two sharp horns that were polished to gleam in the candlelight.
 
Levet forced a stiff smile to his lips. “Bonsoir, Maman. You are looking . . .” He allowed his gaze to shift back down to her wide girth. “Well fed.”
 
Berthe shrugged. Unlike most females, gargoyles had no issues with weight.
 
Their philosophy was the bigger the better.
 
“Gregor proved to be a disappointment so I had him basted in a lovely rosemary and garlic sauce and roasted over an open fire,” she said with a light French accent. “He was far more satisfying as dinner than he ever was as a lover.”
 
“Charming.” Levet ignored his mother’s jaundiced glare at his pretty, fairy wings. “Did you eat my father as well?”
 
“Do not be disgusting,” the female growled. “I am not a cannibal.”
 
Levet kept his expression guarded. Gargoyles were like most demons. They were willing to take lovers from many different species, although they usually chose a gargoyle when they were in heat.
 
Halflings weren’t unheard of, but they were rare.
 
The fact that his mother had always refused to name his father had made Levet assume his parentage was yet another source of shame to the family.
 
“So my father was a gargoyle?”
 
Berthe snorted, thankfully unaware of how much the information meant to her son.
 
If she knew it could be a weapon to hurt him, she wouldn’t hesitate to use it.
 
“What sort of question is that?”
 
“A rather obvious one, I would think.” Levet spread his stunted arms. “Just look at me.”
 
Berthe narrowed her eyes to beady slits. “Your father was a fearsome warrior who sired many sons who brought him nothing but pride.”
 
Levet’s tail twitched. He didn’t know if he was pleased or disappointed by the information.
 
He was demon enough to take pride in the thought that his father was admired among gargoyles. Bloodlines were always important.
 
But for centuries he’d blamed his lack of gargoyle-ness on his father.
 
Now who was he supposed to hold responsible?
 
“So what happened to me?” he demanded.
 
Berthe curled her snort in blatant disdain. “A freak of nature.”
 
Levet grimly pretended her words didn’t cut. “Or perhaps your bloodlines are not as pure as you thought?”
 
A hint of smoke drifted from a flared nostril. Berthe was one of the rare gargoyles who could breathe fire. Which, of course, explained her position as doyenne.
 
“More likely a curse from the gods,” she countered, hate glinting her gray eyes. A hate that had been more destructive to Levet as a child than any of the vicious beatings. “I was warned to have your head removed the minute you were born.” She gave a flap of her enormous wings, nearly sending Levet tumbling backward. “Unfortunately I was too tenderhearted to follow the wise advice.”
 
Levet gave a snort, refusing to acknowledge the age-old sense of betrayal.
 
“Tenderhearted?”
 
“Oui.” Berthe moved to settle her bulk on the satin pillows, her wings draped over the floor and her tail swishing around her feet. She portrayed the image of languid indifference, but Levet wasn’t fooled. She might look like a lumbering brute, but she could move with the speed of a striking viper. “I allowed you to survive with the hope that you would overcome your disfigurements and grow into a prince worthy of standing at my side. You should be grateful.”
 
Grateful.
 
The word echoed through Levet, abruptly altering the pain he’d sworn he’d never feel again to a rush of fury.
 
“Grateful for what? I spent my childhood being brutalized by my siblings.”
 
His mother shrugged. “Did you expect to be coddled like a human baby?”
 
He ignored her taunt. “And when I at last left the nursery I became the target of every gargoyle who thought it was amusing to toss me into the fighting pits and see how many demons could beat the heebie-jeebies out of me before I passed out,” he hissed.
 
Bertha furrowed her brow in confusion. “The . . .” She made a sound of impatience. “Oh, la la. It is bejesus, you ridiculous pest.”
 
Levet waved off her sharp words. “You did nothing to protect me.”
 
“Only the strong survive in our world.”
 
Levet planted his fists on his hips. “Is that your excuse for trying to kill me when I hit puberty?”
 
She trailed a claw over a scarlet pillow, her expression devoid of regret.
 
“It was obvious you were permanently deformed. It was my duty to rid the nest of such a blatant weakness. Every doyenne understands the necessity of pruning the deadwood from the family tree.”
 
Enough.
 
He hadn’t come here to resolve his childhood trauma. He might be immortal, but not even an eternity would be enough time to work through his mommy issues.
 
It was time to get down to business.
 
“So what if I was to prove that I am more than deadwood?” he challenged. “That I am a prince in the truest sense of the word?”
 
“Impossible.”
 
Having expected scorn, Levet wasn’t prepared for the sudden unease that rippled over his mother’s ugly features. As if she was afraid of what he might say.
 
And he most certainly wasn’t prepared for the lethal flames that she burped in his direction.
 
“Sacrebleu,” he cried, diving behind his mother’s favorite Moroccan chest. She would never fry the camel leather inset with enough precious gems to rival the crown jewels. “What are you doing?”
 
She was on her feet, her tail quivering with an unreasonable fury.
 
“Finishing what I began when you were young.”
 
Levet hunkered behind the chest.
 
Merde. This could be going better.
 
It was time to pull out his only weapon.
 
“I demand a tribunal,” he said in shaky tones.
 
A tribunal was the gargoyle equivalent of People’s Court. Or a pirate’s parlay.
 
“Denied.” Another belch of fire, nearly singeing the tips of his stunted horns.
 
Levet tucked his wings tight against his shivering body. Had he once said that vampires were the most unreasonable creatures to walk the earth?
 
He clearly owed Viper and Styx and all the rest of the bloodsuckers an apology.
 
Not that they would ever hear it from his lips.
 
He did have his pride.
 
Even if it was a little scorched.
 
“You cannot deny me,” he said, as the fire died. “I am a pure-blooded gargoyle despite my . . . deformities.”
 
“I shunned you.”
 
Levet was prepared.
 
“Ah, but I am a prince.” He peeked around the corner, meeting his mother’s infuriated glare. “Those of royal blood can demand a hearing regardless of their sentence.”
 
Berthe was forced to hesitate.
 
Gargoyles might be savages in many ways, but the Guild was ruled by a strict code of laws.
 
There was a long silence as his mother ground her teeth, smoke still curling from her nostril. Then, her eyes narrowed with a cunning satisfaction.
 
“The elders are not in Paris. There can be no tribunal without them.”
 
Levet made a sound of disgust. How many demons had stood shoulder to shoulder to battle the Dark Lord while the gargoyles had been MIA?
 
“You mean the cowards are still in hiding?”
 
Berthe stomped a massive foot, making the entire building shake.
 
“They don’t answer to you.”
 
“Bon.” Cautiously Levet moved from behind the chest. He didn’t want to become a charred briquette, but then again he was tired of cowering. He was now a bona fide hero. Wasn’t he? Straightening his spine, he tilted his chin to meet his mother’s glare. “Then you will stand as judge.”
 
There was a low hiss as his mother snapped her wings to their full width. An impressive sight meant to intimidate.
 
“This is a trick.”
 
“No trick,” Levet denied. “You are doyenne. It is within your powers to pass judgment.”
 
“I did,” she growled. “You were banished.”
 
“I was banished without a fair hearing.”
 
“Because you fled like a spineless Guttar demon.”
 
Levet waved his hands at the absurd accusation. “You were trying to kill me.”
 
His mother curled back her lips to fully expose her tusks. “And now I shall finish what I began.”
 
“Non.”
 
Without giving himself time to think, Levet held up his hands and released a blast of magic.
 
It wasn’t that he didn’t trust his skill . . . non. That was not true.
 
He did doubt his skill.
 
For all his bluster, he could never be certain what his magic would do.
 
One day it might be nothing more than an embarrassing fizzle.
 
The next it would explode out of him with the force of a nuclear blast.
 
Tonight, however, it did exactly what he desired.
 
Shimmering strands of magic flew from the tips of his claws, slamming into his mother with enough force to pin her to the wall.
 
It was . . . a miracle.
 
Clearly as astonished as Levet that his spell was working, Berthe struggled against the delicate filaments that were holding her captive.
 
“What have you done?” she screeched.
 
Levet took a bouncing step forward, regarding the spiderweb of magic with a smile.
 
“I tried to tell you that I have grown into a warrior with batty skills. Hmm . . . or is it mad skills?”
 
The powerful gargoyle tried to breathe fire, only to discover the bonds holding her also suppressed her magic.
 
Yeah. Go, Levet.
 
“Release me,” Berthe snarled.
 
“Not until you’ve given me my hearing.”
 
The gray eyes smoldered with the promise of death. “You will pay for this.”
 
“Really?” Levet breathed an exaggerated sigh, feeling all cocky with his mother incapacitated. Hey, who knew how long it would last? He had to take pleasure where he could find it. “Gargoyles are tediously repetitive in their threats. You really should consider hiring a vampire to write you new material. They are the experts in terrifying their enemies.”
 
“You would, of course, admire your new masters,” Berthe spit out. “To think my own son has become the flunky of the leeches. It’s enough to break a mother’s heart.”
 
“A flunky? I am servant to no demon.” Levet puffed out his chest. “Indeed, I am revered as a legend of heroic proportions.”
 
“Your proportions are an embarrassment,” his mother mocked. “Just as you have always been.”
 
He strutted forward, refusing to acknowledge the words hit a perpetual tender nerve.
 
He was no longer the old Levet who allowed himself to be judged by the size of his body. He was a giant among demons, regardless of his heights.
 
He lifted his hands. “We shall see.”
 
“What are you doing?” Unease twisted her ugly features. “Stay back.”
 
“Frightened of your pathetic, spineless son, Maman?”
 
“I am weary of this game.”
 
He gave a flutter of his wings, proud when they captured the light to glitter with brilliant shimmers of crimson and gold.
 
“Then put an end to it.”
 
She pressed against the wall, her eyes wide as Levet halted directly in front of her.
 
Why?
 
Was she truly afraid of his dubious magic?
 
That seemed . . . unlikely.
 
It had to be something else.
 
But what?
 
His churning thoughts were brought to a sharp end as his mother glared down from her towering height.
 
“Stop this, Levet.”
 
He froze, his stomach knotting in pain. “Mon dieu.”
 
“What?”
 
“That is the first time I ever heard my name on your lips.”
 
She belched, attempting to hide her concern behind the more familiar disdain.
 
“You aren’t going to snivel, are you? I would rather you kill me than be forced to listen to you blubber.”
 
Levet shook his head, thinking of the vampire clan that had adopted the Dark Lord’s offspring without hesitation. They had fought to the death to protect the babies and would do so again.
 
And the gods knew that Salvatore, the King of Weres, was foaming at the mouth with excitement as the delivery day for his litter drew ever nearer.
 
Of course, Kiviet demons ate all but the strongest of their offspring at birth, so it could always be worse.
 
“Tell me, Maman, do you love any of your children?”
 
“Love is for weaklings,” she sneered. “Or humans.”
 
It was precisely what Levet had expected. And yet...
 
He swallowed a resigned sigh.
 
“Then why procreate at all?”
 
“To strengthen my power base.”
 
He studied the creature who’d given birth to him for a long minute. For the first time he wasn’t overwhelmed by her ginormous power. Or cringing beneath the crushing disapproval of his lack of mass.
 
She was still huge. Still scary. And still filled with hatred toward him.
 
But seeing her clearly, she appeared . . . diminished.
 
“You know, I thought I hated you,” he said slowly. “Now I realize that I pity you.”
 
His mother gave a genuine huff, as if outraged by his words. “I am the doyenne of this nest,” she hissed. “The most feared gargoyle in all of Europe.”
 
“Non.” Levet gave a shake of his head. “You are a lonely, bitter old woman who has nothing but an empty title and the delusion that it makes you important.”
 
Fury flared through her eyes before the cunning expression made a return. “If you care nothing for me then why are you here?”
 
“Chasing shadows, it would seem.”
 
“Then release me.”
 
Levet rolled his eyes. “Nice try.”
 
“I will give you a ten-minute head start before I track you down and kill you.”
 
“Tempting, but . . . I think not.”
 
“Very well.” Her lips stretched into a tight line. Was that supposed to be a smile? Sacrebleu. “I’ll give you an hour.”
 
Levet considered. Really and truly considered. Perhaps for the first time in his long life.
 
What did he want?
 
Clearly he would never earn his mother’s approval. Or repair the wounds of the past. Or find . . . what did the humans call it? Closure.
 
But he could have something that had been stolen from him.
 
“I want what is rightfully mine,” he stated in clear, dignified tones.
 
The gray eyes narrowed. “An empty title?”
 
“Of course not,” Levet said in confusion. Only females were allowed to inherit the place of doyenne. “Claudine is your heir.”
 
“But you could be a prince.”
 
Once, he would have given anything to reclaim his royal title. Now he gave a shrug of indifference.
 
“Not if I’m dead.”
 
Berthe silently weighed her options, her crafty brain searching for a way to convince him to release her from his spell without actually having to offer something of value.
 
“We could perhaps negotiate a truce,” she grudgingly conceded.
 
Levet folded his arms over his chest. “The only thing I desire to have is my place restored among the Guild.”
 
Berthe made a choked sound, genuinely shocked by his demand.
 
“Don’t be an idiot. They would never accept you.”
 
“They will once you add my name to the Wall.”
 
The Wall of Memories was hidden beneath the sewers of Paris. Who had built it or why it was located in the sewers had been lost in the mists of time, but a gargoyle’s names magically appeared there when they were born, officially giving them their place in the Guild. The same magic wiped out their names when they died.
 
Or, like him, were stripped of their place within the Guild.
 
It was rare, but a doyenne or elder could return a name to the Wall.
 
“Never,” she rasped.
 
Levet squared his shoulders. “Oh, make no mistake. You will personally inscribe the letters.”
 
“You cannot compel me to write your name,” his mother blustered. “It must be done willingly.”
 
“I am aware of how it works.”
 
She pressed against the wall, her expression wary as Levet raised his hands.
 
“Then how do you intend to force me to return you to the Guild?”
 
Levet squashed the unworthy sense of pleasure at having power over his mother.
 
This was not supposed to be revenge.
 
It was justice.
 
“Allow me to show you,” he murmured, sending his memories of his battle with the Dark Lord directly into her brain.
 
Her claws dug into the floor, her skin fading to a sickly shade of ash.
 
“Sacrebleu.”

 



CHAPTER 5
 
Valla had finished washing the tea plates and was wiping down the counter when she noticed the elegant Waterford crystal dish was empty.
 
“Oh, damn,” she breathed just as a prickle of awareness feathered over her skin.
 
How was it possible that the icy brush of Elijah’s power could send a rush of searing heat through her?
 
It was like explaining how photons could be in two places at the same time. A mystery.
 
“Valla.” With a speed that continued to astonish her, Elijah was standing at her side, his presence a sexy, tangible force that wrapped around her. “What is it?”
 
She fiercely tried to control the leap of her heart and the quiver of excitement that clenched her stomach. A vampire could sense arousal at a hundred paces.
 
“Where is Levet?”
 
Elijah tilted back his head, allowing his senses to flow through the neighborhood.
 
“He’s gone.”
 
“And so is my amulet.”
 
A frown marred the strikingly beautiful face. “You lost it, or it was stolen?”
 
“Not stolen . . . borrowed,” she corrected. “Or at least that’s my guess.”
 
The vampire wasn’t impressed; his dark eyes filled with fury.
 
“If the gargoyle is a thief, I’ll track him down. I promise he won’t be returning.”
 
She swallowed a sigh. A part of her would always appreciate Elijah’s fierce desire to protect her. But she was tired of waiting for him to see her as a grown woman who was more than capable of taking care of herself.
 
She’d been doing it for a very long time.
 
“I want him to return.”
 
“Que?” the vampire demanded with obvious impatience. “He already stole your amulet—who knows what he might steal next?”
 
“I don’t care about the amulet.” She chewed her bottom lip. “I’m concerned about Levet’s reason for taking it.”
 
Elijah shrugged. “He could pawn it for a small fortune. Lesser demons often use thievery to support themselves.”
 
“Stop being such a snob,” she chided, absently twirling a golden curl around her finger. It was a habit she’d acquired when she was just a young girl, still innocently believing that she would find her Prince Charming and settle down to raise a dozen little blue-eyed nymphs. The habit was the only thing left of that silly, idealistic little girl. “Levet came to Paris for a purpose. I have a feeling that he hoped the amulet would assist him in his goal.”
 
He gently reached to tug the curl from her finger and smoothed it behind her ear.
 
“If you don’t care about the amulet being stolen, then why are you troubled?”
 
“I’m worried that Levet will be hurt,” she murmured, resisting the urge to stroke her cheek against his hand. Like a cat demanding to be petted. “When I found him near the tower he was being attacked by two large gargoyles who clearly didn’t like him.”
 
The temperature dropped until Valla would swear she could see her breath.
 
“Mère de dieu,” Elijah growled, his fingers cupping her chin in a grip that forced her to meet his dark glare. “You weren’t stupid enough to interfere, were you?”
 
Her muscles clenched, her eyes slowly narrowing. There might have even been a bit of steam escaping from her ears.
 
“Stupid?”
 
He missed the edge of danger in her voice. The clan chief might be a cunning, lethal predator who ruled most of France with a brutal force, but he was still a man.
 
Clueless.
 
“Valla, pure-blood gargoyles are not only one of the most dangerous demons to walk the earth, but they’re ruthless, amoral, and happy to slaughter the innocent.”
 
“I’m not a complete idiot, Elijah,” she said, pronouncing the words with a slow, deliberate enunciation. “I know that gargoyles are dangerous.”
 
His jaw knotted, as if battling against the urge to toss her over his shoulder and haul her to the protection of his lair.
 
Predictable.
 
He wasn’t going to be happy until he had her locked away so he wouldn’t have to worry about her.
 
“Then why would you put yourself at risk?”
 
“I saw a creature in need so I did what I thought was necessary.” She met his burning gaze without flinching. “Besides, I was never at risk. I fired a few arrows from the bushes.”
 
“You think a bush would have protected you from gargoyles?”
 
She knocked away his hand, annoyed that even when she was furious with this vampire she still longed for his touch.
 
“This conversation is over.”
 
“Valla . . .”
 
“No.” She pointed a finger into his obscenely handsome face. “I’m not a child that needs to be told what I can or can’t do.”
 
The chill remained, but it was no longer edged with anger.
 
Instead, a far more dangerous emotion swirled through the air as he studied her with an unwavering focus that made her heart slam against her ribs.
 
“Believe me, I have never mistaken you for a child.”
 
Her lips parted to point out the numerous occasions he’d tried to coddle her, but the words went unspoken as he grasped her face in a firm grip and kissed her.
 
Or more precisely, he devoured her.
 
Her hands lifted to grasp his forearms as his tongue slipped between her lips, tangling with hers as he maneuvered her until her backside pressed against the counter.
 
He tasted of raw male power and opulent sensuality. A taste that was swiftly becoming her addiction.
 
A groan was torn from her throat as his thickening arousal pressed against her lower stomach, his fangs fully extended. Heat pooled in the pit of her stomach, spreading through her body.
 
Oh . . . crap, she was melting.
 
And it was the most wondrous thing she’d ever felt.
 
Easing his kiss, Elijah stroked his lips over her flushed cheek and then down the length of her neck, finding a sensitive hollow just below her collarbone.
 
Lightning zigzagged through her, setting her blood on fire with a need she’d never even dreamed possible.
 
When she was young she’d thought passion was a sweet, giddy emotion. She’d certainly felt it often enough among the nymph males who were renowned for their beauty. Then, she’d been captured by the slavers, and desire had become dark and ugly and terrifying.
 
Something to be avoided at all cost.
 
But now . . .
 
Now this vampire was revealing that physical need could be thrilling and consuming and so intense that she was shaking from the power of the sensations pulsing through her.
 
“Elijah,” she croaked.
 
“Hmm.”
 
“What are you doing?”
 
He chuckled, his hands skimming down her back before slipping beneath her shirt to tease the tense muscles of her stomach.
 
“Proving I do not see you as a child.”
 
“But . . .” She forgot how to speak as his hands skimmed up to cup her bare breasts. Nymphs never needed to wear bras. “Oh.”
 
He pressed his lips directly to her ear. “Do you like that?”
 
Like?
 
Her breath left her in a rush as his fingers teased the tips of her nipples to stiff peaks. Her toes curled in her shoes and her fingernails dug through the expensive silk of his shirt.
 
Dear god. It was nothing short of paradise.
 
“I can’t think,” she breathed.
 
“Bon.” His lips nuzzled up her throat and along the line of her jaw. “Just feel, mon ange.”
 
That was the problem. She was feeling too much.
 
The exquisite brush of his fingers over her sensitive breasts. The tantalizing press of his erection against her lower stomach. The silken glide of his tongue over her lips.
 
It was overwhelming.
 
She shivered. “This is madness.”
 
“The most delicious madness,” he murmured, kissing a path toward the side of her face she always kept turned.
 
Immediately she was jerked out of her sensual haze, a sharp-edged panic making her shove her hands against his chest.
 
“Don’t.”
 
Elijah stilled, seemingly caught off-guard by her reaction. Then slowly he lifted his head.
 
“Valla, look at me,” he commanded softly.
 
“I can’t.”
 
“Do you trust me?”
 
It was a ridiculous question.
 
They both knew that he was the one and only person in the entire world that she trusted.
 
Still, she knew that her answer was important.
 
“Yes.”
 
“Then look at me,” he urged.
 
It took a long minute to gather her courage. Then, with a frustrated sigh, she tilted back her head to discover him regarding her with a somber expression.
 
“Happy?”
 
His hands shifted to stroke her neck lightly. It was a gesture of reassurance from a vampire.
 
“Tell me what you see.”
 
“Fishing for compliments?” she tried to tease.
 
“I want you to look into my eyes.”
 
“Why?”
 
“Because I want you to see what I see.”
 
She found herself peering into the dark, velvety depths of his eyes. Not because he commanded. She no longer took orders from anyone. Especially not from an arrogant, sexy, overly possessive vampire.
 
But because she truly needed to know what he saw when he looked at her.
 
A pathetic victim in need of his constant care?
 
A scarred nymph he pitied?
 
Or Valla. A woman who he desired?
 
“What do you see?” she whispered.
 
“A strong, beautiful survivor,” he said, his voice low and hypnotic. Not vampire-mind-control hypnotic. Just deeply compelling. “A woman who could so easily have broken, but instead fought to reclaim her life.” He paused, his gaze deliberately moving to study the silvery scars. “I admire you more than you will ever know.”
 
Her hand instinctively lifted to touch her ruined face. “These . . .” He captured her hand, pulling her fingers to his lips. “Are a testament to your courage.”
 
She shuddered, unconsciously pressing closer to Elijah’s hard body.
 
“I hate them.”
 
“Because they mar your face?”
 
She shook her head. “Because they remind me . . .”
 
“Valla?” he gently prompted when her words faded.
 
“Of the men who hurt me.”
 
“But they didn’t cause these scars.” Before she could stop him, Elijah bent his head to trace the raised ridges with his mouth. “They came from your escape,” he murmured against her sensitive skin. “They’re a badge of honor, mon ange. Wear them with pride.”
 
She held herself rigid, but she didn’t pull away. Odd. She’d never allowed anyone to touch her face.
 
“Easy for you to say,” she muttered, more for something to say than to chastise him.
 
His reaction was . . . epic.
 
“Easy?” The icy power returned, this time shattering her crystal bowl as he yanked his head back to reveal a lethal power glowing in the dark eyes. His features seemed sharper, as if the ivory skin had been pulled tighter over his elegant bones and his fangs shimmered with a dazzling white. This wasn’t the charming Elijah who could kiss a woman into bone-melting surrender. This was the vampire who’d claimed Paris from a clan chief who’d ruled this territory for over a thousand years. “Do you think that I haven’t been tormented by the knowledge of what you endured?” he rasped, a vase on the table exploding. “Do you think I wouldn’t give everything I possess to turn back the clock and protect you from the nightmare?”
 
She licked her dry lips. “Elijah.”
 
“Do you think I haven’t had every one of those bastards tracked down and eliminated?”
 
She blinked at the stark confession. What did she do with that?
 
A better woman would no doubt be horrified.
 
She knew Elijah well enough to realize that his means of elimination would be a slow, appallingly painful death.
 
But the knowledge that the bastards that had tortured her for so long were dead . . . and that they’d suffered . . . well, she didn’t feel at all horrified.
 
She felt liberated.
 
“You did that for me?” she asked, her voice hoarse.
 
“Those I could find.” A grim smile touched his lips. “I discovered that Viper, the clan chief of Chicago, had most of them wiped out after he found his mate at one of the auctions. I had to be content with only a handful of trolls and a half-breed ogre.”
 
She managed a faint smile at the edge of annoyance in his voice. He wasn’t pleased his thirst for revenge had been cheated by a fellow clan chief.
 
“I don’t know what to say,” she said so softly only a vampire could have caught the words.
 
He leaned down until they were nose to nose, his power losing its icy edge to stroke over her skin in a soft caress.
 
“Say that you are as happy as I am that you survived,” he murmured.
 
“Of course I’m happy.”
 
“Then rejoice in the evidence of your escape.” He pressed his lips to her scars. “I do.”
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Elijah had had the best intentions when he’d come into the apartment.
 
He’d planned to corner Valla and convince her that he didn’t have a savior complex or whatever other lame excuse she’d invented to keep a barrier between them.
 
Then he was going to reveal what he’d known from the moment he’d scooped her out of the Seine.
 
She was his mate.
 
And he would spend the rest of eternity, if necessary, convincing her that they belonged together.
 
But he’d been distracted by her concern for the pesky gargoyle. And more delectably distracted when he’d been goaded into kissing her.
 
Now he was determined to prove that the scars that marked her face only added to her beauty.
 
And if words couldn’t do it, then he was willing to use more direct methods.
 
Like a return to the delectable kissing . . .
 
That seemed a good place to start.
 
Pressing his lips against the jagged patch of skin that had been ruined by a spell meant to kill her, he savored the heat and tantalizing scent that had haunted his dreams for far too long.
 
She stiffened, but didn’t pull away, her breathing shallow as he continued to caress the physical proof of her survival. He took his time, trailing his lips over the delicate shell of her ear before returning to her cheek.
 
It wasn’t until her rigid muscles slowly began to loosen that he allowed his exploration to expand to include the line of her stubborn jaw and the enticing length of her neck. He shuddered, his hands slipping beneath her shirt to cup the lush abundance of her breasts.
 
Mère de dieu, he loved the feel of her softness in his hands.
 
He was going to love the feel of her breasts in his mouth even more, he decided, tugging the top higher as he dipped his head down to capture the tip of her nipple between his teeth, taking care not to break the fragile skin with his fangs.
 
He might be ready and eager to complete their mating, but he wasn’t going to risk creating a bond she wasn’t prepared to accept.
 
She’d had too many things forced on her over the years.
 
Wrapping his arms around her slender waist as she shivered in pleasure, Elijah teased her tender nipple with his tongue. They groaned in unison.
 
The taste of her was succulent. As sweet as fresh peaches. And her scent . . .
 
His cock threatened to explode as her arousal spiced the air.
 
He wanted to strip off her clothes and take her against the counter.
 
Or maybe he would lay her across the dining table and feast on her for the next century.
 
Of course, she might prefer the comfort of her bed, he silently acknowledged as he turned his head to capture her other nipple between his lips.
 
A soft mattress. Moonlight spilling over her luscious body as he settled between her legs and thrust deep inside her. A locked door to keep out unwelcome intruders.
 
Oui. The bedroom was swiftly becoming the preferable option.
 
Lifting his head, he claimed her lips in a kiss that was slow and deep, demanding everything she had to offer. At the same time his fingers threaded in the satin softness of her golden hair.
 
There was no hurry, he reminded his aching erection. This wasn’t sex.
 
It was making love in the finest sense.
 
Her hands drifted up to clutch his shoulders, as if her knees had suddenly gone weak. But even as he was congratulating himself on her sweet capitulation, she was pulling back to suck in an unsteady breath.
 
“Wait.”
 
With a low growl, he pulled her back so he could bury his face in the curve of her neck.
 
“I have waited too long, mon ange.”
 
She shivered, but despite her obvious arousal she didn’t melt beneath his irresistible touch.
 
Stubborn female.
 
“I’m worried about Levet.”
 
“Don’t be.” He lightly ran his fang along the low neckline of her top, chuckling as she gave a strangled groan. “He can take care of himself.”
 
“You don’t know that.”
 
“I know that no one interferes in Guild business.” He licked the racing pulse just below her jaw. “Not unless they want to end up dead.”
 
Her hands pressed against his chest. “You’re not scared of the gargoyles, are you?”
 
“A challenge, mon ange?”
 
“A simple question.”
 
He reluctantly lifted his head to study her flushed face with a resigned amusement.
 
She wasn’t going to let this go.
 
Which meant there was no comfortable mattress or lush female curves in his immediate future.
 
Not until he’d convinced her to forget Levet.
 
Something he sensed was going to be easier said than done.
 
“Paris belongs to me, but I have no desire to start an unnecessary turf war with the gargoyles,” he explained in gentle tones, his gaze absorbing the spectacular beauty of her passion-flushed face surrounded by a mane of golden curls. It was the soft blue eyes, however, that pierced his unbeating heart. She’d been to hell and back, but there was an innate purity in her that could never be diminished. Was it any wonder his jaded soul was so fascinated? “Enough blood was shed when I became clan chief.”
 
She blinked in surprise. He rarely shared his world as clan chief. Why burden her with the darker side of his position?
 
“You mean when you battled to take the place of the former leader?”
 
“Oui, and then for the next several decades after claiming Paris.”
 
She paled. “Decades?”
 
He grimaced. During those dark days he’d often wondered if he would survive from one night to the next.
 
“It’s traditional for each demon species to try and kill the new leader of vampires.”
 
“Why?”
 
“In part because they enjoy any excuse to try and kill a vampire, but more importantly to make sure a chief is strong enough to keep control of his territory,” he explained. “A weak chief is an invitation for constant upheaval, not only among his clan, but from outside threats. Peace comes from strength.”
 
“And now?”
 
He arched a brow, belatedly sensing the tension that hummed through her body.
 
“Now?”
 
“Are you safe?”
 
“A clan chief is always a target,” he admitted, unable to resist outlining her lips with the tip of his finger. “Either from an ambitious vampire who wants to challenge me for my position, or from any number of demons who I’ve pissed off over the centuries.”
 
“Not hard to believe,” she muttered, although the words didn’t disguise the concern that darkened her eyes.
 
“Most are convinced the world would be greatly improved if they could remove my head from my body.”
 
With a gasp, she pressed her hand against his lips, her expression troubled.
 
“Don’t say that.”
 
A fierce satisfaction cascaded through his body at her plea. Gently, he pried her fingers from his lips.
 
“Careful, Valla,” he teased. “Or I might think you care.”
 
“Of course I care,” she said without hesitation. “I don’t want you hurt.”
 
He pressed a kiss to her palm, his thumb stroking her inner wrist.
 
“Then you at last understand why I’m so anxious to protect you.”
 
She thinned her lips as he neatly turned the tables on her. “Maybe. But—”
 
Hmm. Perhaps he hadn’t turned any tables. Neatly or otherwise.
 
“I don’t think I’m going to like this.”
 
She pulled her hand free to touch his face, the light caress sending jagged bolts of arousal through his body.
 
He could count the number of times she’d ever purposefully touched him. And never with such a lingering intimacy.
 
“It terrifies me to know your position makes you a constant target,” she whispered.
 
He held her worried gaze. “It’s my duty.”
 
“Yes,” she agreed with a nod. “And while I hate the thought that you’re in danger, I would never try to stand in your way.”
 
The direct hit came without warning, leaving Elijah gaping at her in bemusement.
 
Hoisted by his own petard, he wryly acknowledged, recalling how often he’d tried to prevent her from even leaving her apartment without him at her side.
 
At the time, he’d thought he was revealing just how much he cared for her. Now . . .
 
“Is that what you think I’m trying to do?”
 
Her fingers drifted to brush over his lips, her expression somber.
 
“A partner should make you stronger, not weaker.”
 
She was right. Of course she was.
 
As much as he might hate to admit it, his rabid need to protect her was more about his constant knowledge of how close she had come to dying before they’d ever met, than keeping her happy.
 
Selfish even by his standards.
 
“Oh . . . merde,” he growled in resignation.
 
She eyed him warily as he stepped back to tug her shirt into place, his entire body screaming in frustration at the realization he wasn’t going to get relief any time soon.
 
“Elijah?”
 
He grabbed her hand, pulling her toward the door. “Let’s go find that annoying gargoyle.”

 



CHAPTER 6
 
Levet quivered as he continued to project his memories into his mother’s unwilling mind, dangerously close to exhaustion.
 
Sacrebleu. How much longer could he hold the spell?
 
The fear had barely had time to form when Berthe gave a low groan, her eyes wrenching open to stab him with a malevolent glare.
 
“Enough.”
 
Levet halted the memories, but retained control of the magical web that held his mother captive.
 
She wasn’t looking nearly as impressed as he’d hoped.
 
“You have seen what I did?” he demanded.
 
“Oui.”
 
“And you acknowledge that I faced my enemy with courage?”
 
She pulled back her lips to emphasize her massive tusks. “I will admit you did not flee like a coward.”
 
Levet narrowed his eyes. “Perhaps we should begin again.”
 
“Non,” Berthe rasped, the heat of her fury filling the air. “You behaved with . . . courage.”
 
Levet scowled. He had stood before the most evil creature ever to have been created and refused to yield.
 
How many demons could claim such a feat?
 
None. That was how many.
 
He grimaced. Non. That wasn’t entirely true. There had been others. But no gargoyles, he hastily reassured himself.
 
He alone had represented his species.
 
Which made him excessively special.
 
“Why is it so hard for you to admit?” he snapped.
 
Berthe glowered at him, her heavy brow furrowed. “I don’t want you back in the Guild.”
 
Levet blinked. Well, that was . . . blunt.
 
“Why? Do you imagine I will somehow contaminate your precious nest?” He curled his snout in disdain. “I can assure you I have no intention of returning to the bosom of my dysfunctional family.”
 
She made a sound of shock, as if she couldn’t imagine a creature not longing to be a part of her nest.
 
“Then why do you insist on being returned to the Guild?”
 
Levet smiled. When he’d traveled to Paris he hadn’t truly known what was driving him.
 
Now he understood with perfect clarity.
 
“It’s my right,” he said with simple honesty. “Now tell me why you’re so reluctant to put my name on the Wall.”
 
Berthe clenched her jaw, clearly loath to confess the truth. Then, perhaps sensing that Levet was stubborn enough to keep her trapped until she shared, she gave a low curse.
 
“Because you make me . . . less.”
 
“Less what?”
 
She turned her head, as if unwilling to meet Levet’s puzzled gaze.
 
“While you are shunned you are forgotten by my people. But with your name returned to the Wall it will be remembered that you are my son. I will be ridiculed for producing a—”
 
“A what?” he prompted, his curiosity overcoming his self-preservation.
 
A common occurrence.
 
“A freak,” she said with a shudder.
 
He flinched, feeling like he’d been slapped.
 
But why?
 
His mother had devoted his entire childhood to pointing out his numerous flaws. Until he’d nearly allowed her to convince him that he was deformed.
 
No more.
 
“I do not make you less, Maman dearest. You were born without a soul,” he informed her, his voice clear and perfectly steady. “And I thank the gods that I am different from you. My life has mattered. Truly mattered. You will never be able to say the same.”
 
Berthe blinked, almost as if his words had struck a nerve. But even as he leaned forward to savor the brief victory, she had twisted her ugly features into a scowl.
 
“Release me,” she commanded.
 
“You will give me what I demand?”
 
A low growl vibrated the air. “Oui,” she at last managed to spit out.
 
“Cross your heart and hope to die?”
 
“Levet.”
 
Levet grimaced. He had no choice but to trust her word. One more second and he would collapse. Far better to allow her to think he’d released her out of the goodness of his heart.
 
“Bien. Let’s go,” he said, dropping his hands as the threads of magic unraveled and then disappeared with an audible hiss. He had barely managed to suck in a weary breath when his mother was surging away from the wall, grasping his wing between her claws. “Mon dieu,” he squeaked, as she gave a mighty push with her legs, sending them crashing through the ceiling. “Slow down.”
 
“Tais-toi,” Berthe snarled, spreading her wings to soar across Paris at an impressive speed.
 
Dangling at an awkward angle, Levet heaved a resigned sigh.
 
When was he going to be treated like a hero?
 
It was all very annoying.
 
Within a few minutes, they landed at an isolated tributary that dumped into the Seine. There was a long-forgotten entrance to the sewers hidden by a powerful illusion, which Berthe stomped through, not even bothering to glance in Levet’s direction.
 
Blowing a raspberry at her retreating back, Levet slowly followed in her wake. A task made easy by the cramped size of the tunnel that had been chiseled deep in the ground.
 
Taking full pleasure in watching his mother smack her head into the ceiling as she wrenched her large body through the doorway that protected the inner sanctum, Levet waddled in behind her.
 
The cavern was large, but empty beside a number of torches that spread a soft glow over the gray stone and the lone desk just a few feet from the door.
 
“Doyenne.” Rising from his seat behind the desk, a gargoyle several inches shorter than Berthe and built on far more slender lines, hurried forward.
 
Levet skipped out of the way as Emery performed a bow, deliberately ignoring Levet’s presence.
 
Ah . . . the pleasure of being shunned.
 
Not that Levet wanted to be acknowledged by the fussy bureaucrat who always acted like he had a stick stuck up his derrière.
 
“Emery.” She waited until the Protector of the Wall straightened, her expression impatient. “I have an official pronouncement.”
 
The gargoyle blinked, his wings fluttering in sudden agitation.
 
“But . . . the elders.”
 
Berthe grabbed her companion by the horn, dragging him until they were snout to snout.
 
“Do you question my right to rule this nest?”
 
“Non, Doyenne,” the peon said anxiously.
 
“Then stand aside.”
 
Emery hastily scrambled back to his desk, his leathery wings pressed tightly against his body as he tried to make himself as small as possible.
 
Levet knew the feeling.
 
His mother was an expert at making a man wilt.
 
With a suitably dramatic motion, Berthe turned to face the far side of the room. She gave a wave of her hand, causing the torches to flare higher so the smooth wall was revealed.
 
Levet felt a tingle of ancient power rush over him, in awe, as always, at the sight of the ancient artifact.
 
An object of magic, the Wall of Memories defied all laws of physics to soar through the ceiling into an endless darkness. Not that Levet glanced up. Infinity always made him dizzy.
 
The names etched into the stone shimmered in the light, pulsing as if in time to each individual heartbeat.
 
Berthe waved her hand and the names shifted, as if she’d turned the page. Another wave, another page.
 
Silence filled the cavern as Berthe continued to search through the names, at last squeezing her hand shut to freeze the Wall.
 
Then, stepping forward, she pointed her claw at an empty space on the stone.
 
“I, Doyenne of the Ascaric nest, do hereby un-shun Levet, son of Berthe, to the Guild of Gargoyles. From this night forward he is to be accepted within the Guild with full rights and voting privileges.”
 
There was a faint gasp of disbelief from Emery, but Levet’s attention was focused on the Wall as an unseen power skimmed over the stone, leaving behind his name etched in elegant script.
 
His chest swelled as pride filled his heart to overflowing.
 
He might be stunted. His magic might be . . . unpredictable.
 
And he might need a Dr. Phil intervention when it came to Yannah driving him batty, but he had done the impossible.
 
He was once again a full-fledged, card-carrying (okay, there wasn’t actually a card) member of the Gargoyle Guild.
 
Life was good.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Valla allowed Elijah to escort her back toward her apartment with conflicted emotions.
 
On one hand, she was disappointed they’d been unable to find Levet. As good as Elijah might be at tracking, he couldn’t fly, and while they’d hit most of the usual hangouts for gargoyles, they hadn’t managed to catch Levet’s scent.
 
She was desperately worried for the tiny gargoyle.
 
On the other hand she was breathlessly giddy with the transformation in Elijah.
 
She didn’t know how or why, but for the first time he truly seemed to see her as a woman, not a victim. And not just in a physical sense, although his determined seduction had been spectacularly wonderful.
 
He’d actually listened to her when she’d complained he treated her as a child. And even gone against every instinct he possessed to allow her to enter the seedier parts of the city in an attempt to find Levet.
 
Oh, she wasn’t an idiot.
 
She knew he could never share the intensity of her feelings.
 
He might genuinely desire her, but she would be nothing more than a passing distraction who would be swiftly forgotten when his attention was caught by a new lover, or by his true mate.
 
She ignored the pain that knifed through her heart.
 
She’d waited a long, long time for Elijah to even acknowledge her as a woman.
 
Why shouldn’t she enjoy the ride for as long as it lasted?
 
They’d reached the boulevard that ran past her apartment, when Elijah grasped her elbow to pull her to a halt.
 
“Valla.”
 
She tilted back her head to study his pale, perfect face.
 
“What is it?”
 
He paused, as if considering his words. “It’s growing late.”
 
Valla frowned. She didn’t have the superior senses of a vampire, but she could tell time.
 
“There’s still a couple of hours before dawn.”
 
“True, but—”
 
Hmm. Something weird was going on. But what?
 
“Elijah, is something wrong?”
 
He stepped forward, gently cupping her face in his hands as he allowed her to glimpse the hunger burning like an inferno in his eyes.
 
“If I return to your apartment it’s going to be more than a couple of hours before I’m prepared to leave.”
 
A raw, primitive excitement rushed through her. “Oh.”
 
“Oui.” His thumb absently stroked the rough skin of her cheek, his gaze trained on her lips. “Oh.”
 
Valla didn’t hesitate. Somewhere down the road her heart was bound to be broken, but if she’d learned nothing else it was to grasp happiness when it was offered.
 
“The apartment is built to protect a vampire,” she said, her voice husky. “You would be safe.”
 
He shuddered, his fangs glinting in the streetlight. “You understand what I’m saying?”
 
A shy blush stained her cheeks. “You want to become my lover.”
 
His hands tightened on her face, his expression stark as if he was gripped by a powerful emotion.
 
“Much more than your lover, mon ange . . .” he began, only to halt as he tilted back his head and tested the air. “Merde.”
 
“Danger?” she breathed, her gaze searching the shadows for an intruder.
 
“I smell gargoyle,” he muttered.
 
“Levet?” She pulled free of his grasp, heaving a sigh of relief. “Where?”
 
Far less enthused, Elijah jerked his head toward the narrow alley that led between the buildings.
 
“He just landed in the courtyard.”
 
Ignoring Elijah’s grumblings, Valla turned to hurry through the alley.
 
“Thank god.”
 
 

 
 

 
 
Landing in the center of the courtyard, Levet was startled when he caught Valla’s scent coming from the street rather than her apartment.
 
A momentary fear clutched his heart at the thought that the vulnerable young nymph had been out on the dangerous streets alone before the frigid pulse of power assured him that she was far from alone.
 
Entering the courtyard, the pretty female rushed to his side, her smile as brilliant as the lights that lined the Champs-Elysées.
 
“There you are,” she breathed. “I’ve been worried.”
 
“Forgive me, ma belle,” Levet said with genuine regret. He truly had not intended to upset his newest friend. “I had a long overdue appointment with my mother.”
 
“Are you okay?”
 
He smiled, his wings fluttering with pleasure. “I am perfect.”
 
“That’s a matter of opinion,” Elijah muttered as he moved to stand beside Valla, his arm wrapping around her waist with an obvious intimacy.
 
Ah. That was a new development.
 
Levet blew a raspberry in the vampire’s direction. “Not even you can spoil my mood, leech.”
 
Valla bent down so she could study his pleased expression, her hair shimmering like the purest gold in the moonlight.
 
“What happened?”
 
“I have been officially returned to the Gargoyle Guild,” he announced in grand tones.
 
She blinked. “And that’s a . . . good thing?”
 
“But of course.”
 
“Then I’m happy for you.”
 
She leaned forward to place a gentle kiss on top of his head, her lips barely brushing between his horns before Elijah was determinedly pulling her back to his side.
 
“If you have managed to complete your business, then perhaps you should be on your way,” the vampire growled, clearly jealous.
 
As well he should be, Levet smugly acknowledged.
 
He was a babe-magnetron.
 
Or was it magnet?
 
Whatever.
 
“Really, Elijah,” Valla chided softly.
 
“Oui, really, Elijah,” Levet echoed, his hands planted on his hips.
 
Elijah’s fiercely handsome features revealed he was at the end of his patience, but before he could react, there was the unmistakable sound of flapping wings coming from above.
 
Levet abruptly glanced upward, his tail twitching. “Uh-oh.”
 
“What?”
 
“Fee-fi-fo-fum, I smell the stench of gargoyle scum,” Levet muttered.
 
There was the distinct aroma of moldy granite before Claudine and Ian descended from the rooftops to land in the center of the garden, crushing the marble fountain beneath their feet.
 
“Mon dieu,” the vampire snapped, glaring at the two gargoyles that filled the courtyard with their gray, massive bodies.
 
“Elijah,” Valla gasped. “Do something.”
 
“I can’t believe this.” With a shake of his head, Elijah stepped forward. “Stop there, gargoyles.”
 
Levet allowed the bristling vampire to distract his unwelcomed relatives.
 
Being a hero didn’t mean he had to be stupid.
 
And he was still weak from his encounter with his mother.
 
Besides, Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum clearly needed to be taught a lesson in manners. And Elijah was just the vampire to teach them not to drop in unannounced.
 
Too thick-skulled to be aware of the danger she was in, Claudine stepped forward, her massive form consuming a large amount of the courtyard despite having her wings folded back.
 
“Clan chief.” Her voice echoed off the buildings. “We have no fight with you.”
 
Elijah folded his arms over his chest. “Then turn around and walk away.”
 
Claudine scowled. There weren’t many demons willing to stand up to a fully grown gargoyle.
 
“We’ve come for my brother.”
 
Elijah cast a bored glance in Levet’s direction. “He doesn’t seem interested in yet another family reunion.”
 
“Oui,” Levet agreed, waving his hands in a shooing gesture as he sternly reminded himself that he was no longer afraid of the evil creatures who’d tormented him his entire childhood. “So, go away.”
 
A hint of vapor curled from Claudine’s nostril. She didn’t have the fire of her mother, but she could belch a foul cloud of smoke.
 
“I don’t know how you had your name returned to the Wall, but I warn you, I won’t be satisfied until you are once again shunned,” she growled.
 
“So you seek to revoke Mother’s direct proclamation?” Levet mocked. “Perhaps you’ve even decided it’s time to challenge her to become the doyenne?”
 
Ian took a hasty step away from Claudine. As if afraid of being contaminated.
 
A legitimate fear.
 
Berthe would destroy anyone who even hinted at mutiny.
 
Claudine shook her massive head. “Mother would never have revoked your banishment.”
 
“I assure you that she did.”
 
The gray eyes narrowed with suspicion. “How?”
 
Levet gave another shooing wave. “Go ask her.”
 
“I’m asking you.”
 
Levet rolled his eyes. He’d known word of his return to the Guild wouldn’t make his family happy, but he was in no mood for yet another répugnant confrontation.
 
“I simply revealed my part in saving the world from utter destruction. How could she not include such a hero in the Guild?”
 
“Liar.” Claudine stomped her foot, making the ground quake. “You are a pathetic weakling that offers nothing but shame.”
 
Levet heaved a resigned sigh. “As I said, go ask her yourself.”
 
“Non.” A dangerous expression twisted his sister’s ugly face. She didn’t like being thwarted. Especially not by her deformed, height-challenged younger brother. “You might have deceived Mother into returning you to the Guild, but I intend to make sure it’s a short stay.”
 
He spread his wings, resisting the urge to take yet another step closer to the vampire.
 
He was a hero.... Hear him roar.
 
“You don’t have the power to shun me.”
 
Claudine pulled back her lips to expose her tusks in a visible threat.
 
“Perhaps not, but I have the power to kill you.”
 
Levet blinked in shock. It was against Gargoyle law to kill another gargoyle unless they were banished.
 
Or unless a formal challenge had been issued. And really, who wanted to deal with the paperwork?
 
“I’m a member of the Guild,” he reminded his whack-a-doodle of a relative.
 
“Not for long.”
 
Raising her hands, which had claws long enough to skewer Levet, Claudine stepped forward, reluctantly followed by her partner in crime, Ian.
 
Levet squared his shoulders, summoning the last of his fading power.
 
“Merde,” Elijah snapped, clearly at the end of his patience. “I told you to stay back.”
 
“This is Guild business, vampire,” Ian growled. “You don’t want to interfere.”
 
“What I want is to be left alone with the woman I love,” Elijah informed them, a smile curving his lips at Valla’s gasp of shock. “And if that means killing you to accomplish that goal, then that’s what I’ll do.”
 
“Love?” Valla squeaked, her hands pressed over her heart. “Did you say you love me?”
 
Elijah turned to wrap the bemused nymph in his arms even as the two gargoyles took another step forward.
 
“Ummm . . . maybe we could discuss this later?” Levet murmured, delighted that the foolish vampire had at last confessed his feelings, but wishing he’d chosen a more suitable time and place.
 
For all his newfound confidence, he was fairly certain he couldn’t defeat two full-grown gargoyles at the same time.
 
Even Batman had a sidekick.
 
Indifferent to the danger, Elijah studied Valla’s upturned face with open adoration.
 
“Of course I love you, you stubborn female,” he said in husky tones. “What do you think I’ve been trying to tell you for the past six hours?”
 
She blushed. “I thought you wanted me to become your mistress.”
 
He shook his head. “Not my mistress. My mate.”
 
“Mate?” Her blue eyes widened with shock. “Are you sure?”
 
“Why else would I find the most ridiculous reasons to show up on your doorstep? Why would I all but ignore my duties to spend time with you? Why would I hire twenty different chefs until I found one who baked your favorite raspberry tarts just like you wanted them?”
 
“Oh.” She blinked, her shaky hands lifting to touch his face. As if she had to make certain he was real. “You made me think that you were just worried about me.”
 
“I’m worried about me,” he growled. “I can’t live without you.”
 
“Oh, Elijah,” she breathed, tilting back her head as he claimed her lips in a kiss of sheer joy.
 
Levet tugged on the vampire’s pants as Claudine raised her massive foot, clearly aiming at his head.
 
“Oui. This is all very touching,” he said. “But we are about to be squashed like bugs.”
 
Lifting his head, Elijah pointed a hand at the female gargoyle.
 
“Don’t even think about it.”
 
Claudine reluctantly lowered her foot, but the ground shook as her power filled the air.
 
“Give me the gargoyle, vampire, or pay the price.”
 
A nearby bench crumbled into a pile of marble dust as Claudine released a trickle of her magic. Elijah frowned.
 
“You’re starting to annoy me.”
 
Ian puffed out his chest. “Then give us the gargoyle.”
 
The vampire tucked his golden-haired companion behind him as the temperature dropped by several degrees.
 
Elijah was clearly done playing.
 
“No.”
 
“Why?” Claudine snapped. “He can’t mean anything to you.”
 
“He made me realize how blind I’ve been.” Elijah smiled. Not the most comforting sight considering his massive fangs that gleamed with a snowy white in the moonlight. “That’s enough for me.”
 
“Fine.” Claudine lifted her hand. “Then you will feel my wrath.”
 
“Sacrebleu.” Levet’s wings twitched in annoyance. “What a breeze hard you are.”
 
The beady gray gaze jerked in his direction. “Breeze hard?” the female rasped.
 
Valla cleared her throat, still hidden behind Elijah. A wise choice. One tiny mark on her white satin skin and the vampire would go nuclear.
 
“I believe he means blowhard,” she explained.
 
“How dare you,” Claudine screeched. “I will turn you into—”
 
“Oh, shut up.” Levet lifted his hands to send a bolt of magic directly at the bane of his existence, astonished that it didn’t sputter and die.
 
He was, after all, weary to the bone.
 
There was the sound of sizzling; then Claudine gave a cry of pain as she went sailing backward, taking out two benches and a lamppost before hitting the building behind her.
 
“Nice shot,” Elijah murmured, flowing forward to block Ian’s massive fist heading in Levet’s direction.
 
“Merci,” Levet thanked his companion, shuddering as Elijah squeezed hard enough to crush the bones in Ian’s hand.
 
“Non . . . please,” Ian panted, his tiny eyes bulging with pain as a layer of ice began to crawl over his scaly skin, turning it from gray to blue.
 
“Are you done playing?” Elijah murmured softly.
 
“Oui.”
 
Elijah dropped the gargoyle’s hand. “Then get your companion and get out of here.”
 
Edging backward to keep his gaze on the lethal clan chief, Ian grabbed Claudine’s arm and yanked her to her feet.
 
The female gargoyle gave a groggy shake of her head, her hand pressed over her injured chest as she glared at Levet.
 
“This isn’t over, brother,” she hissed.
 
Elijah stepped forward, his power lashing through the air with enough force to make the large gargoyles shiver in pain.
 
“Not only is it over, I will warn you that if you dare to harm Levet while he is in my territory I will make certain that the entire Guild is punished,” he said, his voice sending a hidden dew fairy fleeing in fear. “Do I make myself clear?”
 
“But . . .”
 
“Oui,” Ian interrupted Claudine’s whining, tugging her to the center of the garden. “It is very clear.”
 
“Bon. Now leave,” Elijah commanded.
 
With a flap of their leathery wings, the two large demons were in the air and disappearing among the tiled rooftops.
 
Levet smiled. It had been years since he’d been forced to leave this city he so dearly loved.
 
Now he realized he’d allowed fear to keep him away. Not fear of his family, although that’s what he’d always told himself, but fear of his own inadequacies.
 
He wouldn’t allow them to keep him away again.
 
Realizing that Elijah had returned Valla to his arms and was studying her with blatant lust, Levet hid a smile.
 
“I believe that is my cue to leave as well,” he murmured.
 
The two separated so Elijah could give a regal bow of his head.
 
“I am in your debt, gargoyle.”
 
Levet gave a lift of his hands. “All in a day’s work for a knight in shining armor.”
 
Valla stepped forward, the lingering wounds in her blue eyes replaced by a sparkle of hope.
 
“I hope you find who you’re searching for,” she said softly.
 
“Sometimes a man simply has to enjoy the chase,” he murmured, offering a low bow. “Au revoir.”
 
With a smile, Levet spread his wings and flew toward the stars.
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Chapter 1
 
The Night Before Christmas, St. Louis, Missouri
 
 

 
 
Levet adored Christmas.
 
He loved the gaudy decorations. The caroling. The festive spirits of the humans.
 
Oh, and the mistletoe.
 
He didn’t know who had invented the tradition of kissing beneath sprigs of branches, but they had clearly understood how to celebrate a holiday.
 
And this year there was even more to love. How long had he waited for Harley to give birth to her babies? It seemed like an eternity. But at last they were here.
 
Five perfect babies. Three female and two male who were the first pure-blood Weres to be born in decades.
 
Which was why Levet had ignored the frigid weather and rushed from Chicago to St. Louis. Such a joyous occasion would no doubt include a grand celebration, with plenty of food and drink.
 
And of course, for the first time in more years than he wanted to admit, he would be spending the holidays with his friends.
 
A rare gift for a demon who’d been disowned by his family centuries ago.
 
Now he wondered why he’d bothered.
 
Standing on the bank of the frozen lake that edged Salvatore’s sprawling lair, Levet discovered his path blocked by a cur who was the size of a large mountain. Hess, the King of Weres’ right-hand mutt, wasn’t particularly bright, but he was impossible to get around. Especially if you happened to be a three-foot gargoyle with more brains than brawn.
 
Thoroughly annoyed, Levet folded his arms over his tiny chest, his large wings that shimmered in brilliant shades of blue and crimson with golden veins stretched out behind him.
 
“What do you mean I am not allowed to pass?” He tilted his head to make sure the moonlight captured the beauty of his stunted horns and handsome gargoyle features. He could only presume the thick-skulled hound didn’t recognize him. “Do you know who I am?”
 
“I don’t give a shit who you are.” Hess turned his head to spit on the newly fallen snow. “The king was very specific. Only family is given permission to enter the lair.”
 
Levet scowled. “But I am family.”
 
Hess narrowed his gaze, his breath sending out small puffs of icy fog. It was barely ten degrees, but the cur was wearing jeans and a too-tight muscle shirt.
 
“You?”
 
“Oui. I am like a brother to Harley.” Levet pointed toward the large house on top of the hill, referring to the Queen of Weres and one of his dearest friends. “Go ask her.”
 
“Everyone knows that the Queen only has sisters,” Hess said. “No brothers.”
 
Levet rolled his eyes. Did Weres deliberately choose the stupidest humans to turn into curs?
 
“I said like a brother, you imbecile. Clearly we are not the same species.”
 
Hess gave a low growl, reaching down to grab Levet by the horns and yank him off the ground.
 
“What did you call me?”
 
“Eek!” Levet dangled helplessly, his tail snapping furiously behind him. “Release me, you oversized Chihuahua.”
 
Hess leaned forward, his eyes glowing with a dangerous light. A cur didn’t have the same control over his wolf as a Were. The brute was on the edge of shifting.
 
Something Levet would prefer to avoid.
 
“You have two choices, gargoyle,” Hess warned.
 
“What choices?”
 
“Either you flap away with those fairy wings—”
 
“Hey, my wings are magnificent,” Levet protested, deeply offended.
 
“Or I rip them off and stuff them down your throat.” Hess ignored the interruption, his voice thickening and the air prickling with the heat of his wolf.
 
“Why must dogs always be so violent?” Levet muttered.
 
“Because we enjoy it,” the cur snarled. “Now get the hell out of here and don’t come back. You’re not welcome.”
 
With one mighty swing of his arm, Hess tossed Levet onto the ice where he slid like a hockey puck toward the far edge of the lake.
 
Smacking into the far bank, Levet tumbled end over end, at last coming to a halt near a large Dumpster. Furiously cursing, he tugged his horns out of the snow, turning to glare at the house on top of the hill. Since the house was built with large windows overlooking the lake, it was easy to see inside to the festively decorated home that was clearly filled with various demons enjoying Salvatore’s hospitality.
 
He should be among the guests, Levet silently groused, his gaze shifting to the dark shapes that patrolled the area around the house. Harley adored him. Every female adored him.
 
Besides, had he not just saved the world from Armageddon?
 
They should all be bowing down to him in humble gratitude.
 
Instead he was . . . forbidden?
 
It was outrageous.
 
With a twitch of his tail, Levet turned to stomp away from the well-guarded lair. There was no point in trying to slip past the guards. Salvatore was foul-tempered under the best of circumstances. With five new pups to protect, he would be beyond crazed. Levet wasn’t entirely certain that the wolf wouldn’t kill anyone he considered an intruder on sight.
 
“Uncouth animals,” he muttered. “They should be chained and muzzled.”
 
His outrage lingered as he left St. Louis behind, following the banks of the Mississippi River as he traveled north.
 
Once he was far away from prying eyes, however, his steps slowed and his wings began to droop.
 
The holidays weren’t going precisely as he’d planned.
 
In truth, they were a total bust.
 
The vampires were in a frantic search for Cyn, the clan chief of Ireland, who’d recently disappeared from the mysterious land of the fairies, along with Sally’s sister, Fallon. His own family had made it clear that he needn’t bother to travel to Paris to join in their celebrations, despite his having been reinstated into the Gargoyle Guild.
 
And even Yannah, the exasperating female demon who’d been the recipient of his charming attentions, had refused his invitation to spend a romantic Christmas together. From out of nowhere she’d informed him that he was incapable of a mature relationship. As if it was his fault that they were constantly squabbling. Instead she’d returned to her home in the netherworld to spend time with her excessively handsome Jinn neighbor.
 
He was . . . alone.
 
Completely and utterly alone.
 
His wings drooped another inch, his claws already frostbitten as he trudged through the snow.
 
Zut.
 
He was a gargoyle who never allowed the tedious difficulties in life to dampen his spirits.
 
He possessed an unshakable belief in his own greatness.
 
And why not?
 
He was handsome, charming, and possessed massive powers.
 
And while his love life was currently in drought, he had every confidence he would soon be back in the puddle.
 
No, wait. Not puddle. Piddle? Paddle? Ah . . . saddle. Back in the saddle.
 
His steps faltered near a heavily wooded bluff, his snout wrinkling as a rare flare of self-doubt darkened his heart.
 
Certainly he was handsome, but it was true he was far too short to earn the respect of his fellow gargoyles. And while his charm couldn’t be questioned, it did seem that there were a rare few who were clearly jealous of his ability to earn the admiration of women. And as for his powers—well, he couldn’t deny they could be . . . unpredictable.
 
Lost in his brooding thoughts, Levet was startled by the sound of a high, feminine voice slicing through the chilled air.
 
“Help,” the voice pleaded. “Please, help me.”
 
With no hesitation, Levet scurried over the snow, entering a thick band of trees that ran along the bluff of the river. It was his duty as a card-carrying Knight in Shining Armor to answer the call of a woman in distress.
 
Okay, he didn’t actually have a card, but still....
 
He had just rounded a large outcrop of rocks when he caught sight of a small female standing at an awkward angle in a dazzling pool of moonlight.
 
His wide gaze took in the tiny, heart-shaped face dominated by a pair of jade-green eyes and the black hair that tumbled nearly to her waist. Her skin was pale as ivory, and her ears were oddly pointed. And on her back were a pair of gossamer wings in shades of white and silver.
 
Ooh la la.
 
She was beautiful.
 
A vision so lovely that she stole his breath. Then, his momentary enchantment was shattered as she reached down to grab her leg that was stuck in the air.
 
“Mon Dieu,” he breathed, realizing that the female’s foot was missing. Wait. It wasn’t missing. It was clearly caught on the other side of a portal. “What has happened?”
 
The female heaved a sigh. “I fear I had a bit too much dewberry wine at the office party, and the portal was already closing when I tried to dash through.” She gave another tug on her leg. “Now I’m stuck.”
 
Levet blinked. Office party?
 
Did fairies have office parties?
 
“Who are you?” he demanded.
 
She straightened as best she could with one leg caught in a portal and offered him a smile that melted the frostbite from his claws.
 
“Sera Belle, the Christmas angel,” she said, her voice light and lilting. “You can call me Sera.”
 
“Christmas angel,” Levet repeated in shock. He’d never met an actual angel. “I thought you were a myth. Like leprechauns.”
 
She deliberately glanced down at her slender body that was covered by a shimmering silver gown.
 
“Do I look like a myth?”
 
Levet unconsciously moved forward, quite certain he’d never seen a more exquisite female in his life.
 
“Non. You look . . . magnifique.”
 
“Do I? Thank you, my dear.” Her smile was one of feminine bewitchment. “I was running late, so I didn’t have time to do my hair.”
 
His gaze obediently moved to the glorious tumble of dark hair. “It is divine.” He sucked in a deep breath, oddly compelled to take another step forward. “And that smell.”
 
Levet’s wings fluttered as he was saturated in the scent of freshly baked bread.
 
Her expression became mysterious. “Yes. I get that a lot.”
 
“Do you need help?” Levet murmured, his fingers itching to touch the lacy beauty of her wings.
 
“I should think that was obvious.”
 
Levet grimaced at his silly question, suspecting that delectable scent of bread was somehow clouding his mind.
 
Of course the female needed his help. She was stuck, was she not?
 
“I could try a spell—”
 
“No,” she sharply interrupted. “The portal will open on its own in an hour.”
 
“Oui, but I could open it much faster.”
 
“Please . . . don’t.”
 
Levet sniffed. Did she doubt his powers?
 
Well, no matter how beautiful she might be he would not stay to be insulted.
 
He’d endured enough of that from Yannah, merci beaucoup.
 
“Bon.” He turned away. “I am quite busy, as are most demons who are charged with protecting the world from evil. If you prefer to wait in the cold, then so be it. That is hokey-pokey with me.”
 
“It’s okeydokey not . . . Wait, don’t leave me.”
 
“Ah.” Levet turned back, his hands lifted as he prepared to dazzle her with his skill. “Now you want me to perform a spell.”
 
“No. There’s no magic that can open the portal,” she hastily informed him. “But someone must perform my duties.”
 
Levet stiffened. There was a faux innocence in her tone that set off his spicy senses. Or was it Spidey-sense?
 
He narrowed his gaze. “Duties?”
 
She blinked, a dimple abruptly appearing beside her mouth. “I’m a Christmas angel.”
 
“Oui, so you said.”
 
She waved a hand toward the nearby pines covered in snow. “And it is Christmas.”
 
Hmm. Levet tried to recall what he’d heard about Christmas angels. He knew they didn’t slide down chimneys or ride reindeer, but it seemed that they were rumored to do something Christmassy.
 
“Do you spread festive joy?” he demanded.
 
Her lips twitched, as if she were amused by her inner thoughts. “Something like that.” She leaned forward, the jade eyes seeming to pierce to his very soul. “Now you must do it.”
 
“Moi?” Levet shook his head, taking a step back. Hadn’t he just been plagued by the worrisome fear he was not quite so splendidly magnificent as he’d believed? That despite his great deeds he had been left on his own for a reason? How could he possibly be responsible for ensuring the Christmas spirit for someone else? “I know nothing of being an angel.”
 
“It’s quite simple.” Moving with grace despite her leg being trapped in a portal, the angel reached behind her back to produce a small fairy wand. “Here.”
 
With startling speed she had the small, sparkly stick with a glowing end shoved into Levet’s hand.
 
“A wand?” A renegade flare of excitement raced through Levet. He’d never actually held an honest-to-God, genuine wand. “Is it magical?”
 
“Of course it’s magical.”
 
Levet gave it a tentative wave, his eyes widening as a brilliant sprinkle of lights shot off the end.
 
Why didn’t gargoyles have magic wands?
 
They were the boom. No wait . . . the bomb.
 
Levet gave the wand another swoosh. “What do I do with it?”
 
Again, the angel gave him an overly innocent smile. “Just tap a lucky demon three times with it.”
 
Levet studied the delicate wand. “That’s it?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“What happens?”
 
“They are . . .” There was a brief pause. “Encouraged to make a change in their lives. It’s quite easy.”
 
Levet’s glance went to Sera’s beautiful face. Hmm. He did not need to be a psychic to know that magic was never so simple.
 
Especially when it tampered with the minds of demons.
 
“I don’t think I am a suitable replacement.” He reluctantly held the wand toward Sera. “You must find someone else.”
 
“I see.” The angel heaved a deep, sorrowful sigh. “Ah well. A pity about the babies.”
 
Levet froze in sudden alarm. “What babies?”
 
Sera blinked, as if astonished that Levet didn’t know what she was talking about. “Harley’s babies, of course.”
 
There was a tiny voice in the back of Levet’s mind that warned he was being played. Thankfully, he’d long ago learned to ignore that particular voice.
 
“They are in danger?” he demanded.
 
“Oh yes.” Sera gave a somber nod of her head. “Great danger.”
 
“From whom?”
 
“A pure-blood Were named Damon who intends to challenge Salvatore for the right to be king.”
 
Levet’s wings twitched with a flare of panic.
 
He might wish the current King of Weres a severe case of the mange, but he was horrified by the thought that there might be a battle that would endanger the helpless pups.
 
It was always the innocents who suffered.
 
“When?”
 
“Now.”
 
Levet unconsciously gripped the wand, the need to do something to protect the helpless children thundering through him.
 
“We must warn Harley.”
 
Sera gave a shake of her head. “Only you can halt disaster.”
 
“But . . .” Levet was on the point of confessing that while his magic was formidable, it might not be quite powerful enough to halt a purebred Were, when there was a swirl of sparkles dancing around him. His eyes widened, his tail tucking between his legs as the sparkles twirled around him, faster and faster. Then, without warning, Levet felt a tug deep inside him, and he was lifted off his feet and was flying through the air at a blurring speed. “Eek!”
 
 

 
 

 
The King of Weres’ Lair in St. Louis
 
 

 
 
Salvatore hadn’t become leader of the pure-blood Weres because of his dark beauty, or even his ruthless ambition. He was the king because his wolf was stronger, faster, and more cunning than any other. And because his human side was capable of maintaining an icy control that was rare among hot-blooded Weres.
 
His infamous control, however, was being tested to the limit by the constant flow of guests who insisted on intruding into his private lair.
 
Every instinct inside him was on full, lethal alert.
 
Not surprising, of course, considering his mate was still weakened from childbirth and his five newborn babes were utterly dependent on him for protection. But Salvatore knew there was more to his unease than the basic need to defend his family.
 
There was a persistent sense of approaching danger he couldn’t shake.
 
Cristo.
 
If it weren’t imperative that the pack leaders be allowed to pay their respects to his children, he’d have ripped out the throat of the first person to try and get through the door. Unfortunately, the Were had waited far too long for this day for him to simply turn them away.
 
Trying his best to contain his rabid wolf, Salvatore stood guard at the entrance to the hallway that led to his private rooms.
 
He’d allowed the guests to ooh and aah over Harley and the babies; now they could drink the champagne he’d provided by the crateful. In another twenty minutes he intended to kick their furry asses out of his house.
 
Duty done.
 
His dark, restless gaze searched the crowd, landing on the massive cur who’d just entered the elegant living room that Harley had decorated in soft shades of peach and cream.
 
Salvatore touched the knot of his silver tie that had been selected to match the buttons on his blue Gucci suit. It was a silent signal to his chief of security that he could approach.
 
Obediently, Hess skirted the edge of the crowd, his gaze carefully lowered. The room was filled with a bunch of overly aggressive Weres who were always looking for a fight. The cur knew better than to accidentally offer a challenge.
 
Hess halted at Salvatore’s side, his head lowered in respect.
 
“Well?” Salvatore demanded, his voice pitched so it wouldn’t carry through the noisy room.
 
He hadn’t remained king by sharing the ins and outs of his private security with a group of potential rivals for the throne.
 
“The perimeters are secure,” Hess assured him.
 
“You’ve doubled the guards?”
 
It was at least the tenth time he’d asked the question since the birth of his children, but Hess nodded without rolling his eyes.
 
“Yes.”
 
“Any troubles?”
 
Hess curled back his lips to reveal his enlarged canines. “That damned gargoyle tried to sneak past me.”
 
“Levet?” Salvatore’s brows snapped together. What the hell was that pest doing here? “You didn’t let him pass, did you?”
 
“Hell no.”
 
“Good.” Salvatore’s gaze continued to sweep the room; he glared at any guest who strayed too close. “Harley might be ridiculously fond of the annoying creature, but I’ll be damned if I’ll allow him near her or the babies. The idiot would probably blow up the lair trying to demonstrate some new magic trick.”
 
“He’s a menace,” Hess readily agreed.
 
Salvatore glanced over his shoulder, making sure the door to his mate’s room was closed.
 
“Of course, it might be best if you didn’t mention Levet’s attempt to visit,” he said. His mate could be unreasonable when he tried to . . . shield her for her own good. She might not understand his need to protect her when she was not at full strength. “Harley has far too soft of a heart for her own good.”
 
“You can trust me,” Hess murmured.
 
“Always.” Salvatore briefly laid his hand on Hess’s shoulder. This cur had been his most trusted soldier for years. “Return to your post.”
 
Waiting for Hess to head out of the room, Salvatore counted to ten before he turned to make his way down the hallway.
 
Dammit. All he wanted was to be alone with Harley and their babies.
 
Was that really so much to ask?
 
Silently slipping into the darkened room, Salvatore closed the door behind him and headed toward the large crib where five tiny babies slept in a tangled pile. Unlike human babes, Weres needed the heat and comfort of their pack. They were also far stronger than mortals, although that didn’t halt Salvatore’s sharp stab of fear as he gazed down at the tiny creatures.
 
Madre di Dio. They were so small . . . so fragile....
 
What if he couldn’t protect them?
 
What if his best efforts weren’t enough?
 
The constant worry gnawed at him, twisting his gut with a fear he couldn’t shake.
 
“Is something wrong?”
 
Salvatore instantly cleared his expression as he turned to head toward the large bed set in the middle of the room.
 
“Everything is perfect,” he assured his beautiful mate, climbing on the bed to stretch out next to her slender form.
 
She turned on her side to face him, her blond hair shimmering in the moonlight. Salvatore’s heart clenched with a love that threatened to overwhelm him.
 
This female . . .
 
She was the very reason he existed.
 
“I thought I heard Hess,” she said, her voice husky with weariness. “You only call for him when there’s trouble.”
 
With tender care, Salvatore tugged his mate into his arms, his cheek resting on top of her head.
 
“I’ve called in all of my soldiers to guard the lair,” he confessed.
 
He felt her stiffen.
 
“All of them?” she demanded.
 
“Yes.”
 
“Are you expecting trouble?”
 
He smiled wryly. “I’m always expecting trouble.”
 
Harley tilted back her head, studying him with a worried expression. “Salvatore, you’re starting to frighten me. Have there been threats against the babies?”
 
“No, nothing,” he hastily reassured her, his arms tightening around her slender frame. Despite Harley’s tough childhood, she possessed a basic belief in the goodness of others. He wasn’t going to allow his cynical nature to destroy that. “I might be . . . a bit overprotective.”
 
“A bit?” She gave a rueful laugh. “You had the doctor cavity-searched before you let him into the house.”
 
“You are my life,” he said with simple honesty. “And those babies—”
 
“Are our future,” she finished as the words became choked in his throat.
 
He pressed his lips to her satin tangle of hair. “The future for all our people.”
 
She snuggled closer, her lashes drifting downward. “Just promise me one thing.”
 
“What?”
 
“You won’t try to keep away the people I love.”
 
Salvatore grimaced, suspecting that the stupid gargoyle might be on the list of people who Harley loved.
 
“Rest, cara,” he murmured softly, wondering just how much trouble he was going to be in when she woke.

 



Chapter 2
 
Levet landed in the snow with a painful thud.
 
Sacrebleu.
 
He hated when he was popped from one place to another.
 
It was bad enough when Yannah or her mother, Siljar, thought they could yank him through space as if he were a puppet on their strings. But to have a complete stranger do it. Really. He was going to have a stern word with the Christmas Angel Union.
 
He muttered a curse as he rose to his feet, rubbing his tender derriere and checking to make sure the wand still clutched in his hand wasn’t broken. Only then did he glance around the frozen landscape.
 
It didn’t look much different from where he’d been standing just a few seconds before.
 
Lots of snow. Barren fields. Trees. An abandoned farmhouse along a narrow road. And off to his left the river sluggishly flowed toward the south.
 
Still trying to get his bearings, Levet stiffened as he caught the unmistakable stench of pure-blood Were. Damon. The wolf intent on challenging Salvatore and putting the pups at risk.
 
He turned to watch a man stride out of the trees, his large, muscular body covered in nothing more than a pair of jeans and a black T-shirt.
 
Levet shivered. Wolves were hot-blooded creatures, but . . . yow. Damon could at least have on a jacket to blend in with the humans.
 
Not that he was the blending kind of guy.
 
Towering well over six feet, the stranger had clipped his dark hair close to his head, emphasizing the stark perfection of his male features. His skin was a rich, golden brown that created a striking contrast to the pale, champagne color of his eyes.
 
He was clearly one of those dark, disgustingly gorgeous men who made women flutter with excitement. It was vastly unfair as far as Levet was concerned. Why did a demon who possessed the savage strength of a werewolf also need such compelling beauty?
 
It was one of those philosophical questions that had no answer.
 
Like why Firefly had been canceled after just one season.
 
At the moment, however, Levet was far more interested in the grim purpose etched onto the lean features.
 
This was a Were on a mission.
 
A mission that Levet was somehow expected to prevent.
 
Perfect.
 
Doing his best to ignore the shock waves of power that surrounded the approaching Were, not to mention the ginormous sword strapped to his back and two guns holstered at his hips, Levet moved to stand directly in his path.
 
Sacrebleu. The next time he discovered a Christmas angel trapped in a portal he was going to keep walking.
 
The wolf continued forward, obviously distracted by his inner thoughts. It wasn’t until he was nearly on top of Levet that Damon came to a sharp halt, his brows snapping together in annoyance.
 
“What the . . .” His gaze dismissively flicked over Levet’s tiny form. “Who are you?”
 
Levet performed a deep bow. “Levet, Savior of the World and Knight in Shining Armor, at your service.”
 
Damon scowled in disbelief. “Savior of the World?”
 
“Oui, it is true.” Levet straightened, his chin tilting to a defensive angle. Really, the demon world was so ungrateful. Had he not defeated the Dark Lord and saved the world from disaster? His name should be emblazoned in the stars. Or at least given front page in the Demon Daily Express. “Surely you have heard of my great deeds?”
 
The Were looked predictably unimpressed. “Get out of my path, fairy. I have no time for drunken idiots.”
 
Levet sucked in a horrified breath. “Fairy? Are you blind?” He puffed out his chest. “I am a gargoyle.”
 
“Nice try, fairy,” the man scoffed. “But I’ve met my share of gargoyles. You’re way too small.”
 
Levet gave a flick of his wings. “I might be a tad more . . . petite than some, but that doesn’t make me any less a gargoyle.”
 
“Fine. I don’t care if you’re a cross-eyed pixie.” Damon allowed his eyes to glow with the power of his wolf, the air suddenly heating. “Get out of my way or die.”
 
“Zut. Are all dogs foul-tempered?” Levet gave a shake of his head. “It must be that nasty fur.”
 
“Enough.”
 
Damon moved to circle around Levet, giving a hiss of impatience when Levet moved to once again block his path.
 
“Wait.”
 
The champagne eyes narrowed. “What?”
 
A good question. Levet cleared his throat, not at all certain what he was supposed to do.
 
“I cannot allow you to challenge Salvatore for the throne,” he at last muttered.
 
Damon stiffened. “How the hell did you know?”
 
“The Christmas angel warned me.”
 
“The Christmas . . .” The Were cut off his words, the temperature rising along with his temper. “Shit. I don’t have time for this.”
 
Levet held up his hands as the Were started forward, the magic wand sparkling in the moonlight. “Stop,” he tried to command. “I do not particularly like Salvatore.” Levet grimaced, recalling how he’d been turned away as if he weren’t Harley’s bestie. “Especially not tonight. He’s a rude beast. But he has very young pups who need his protection.”
 
A shadow seemed to pass over the Were’s face. “Yes. It’s a pity about the pups.”
 
“Pity?” What did that mean? Was he ruthless enough to . . . Levet made a sound of distress. He couldn’t allow his mind to form the hideous thought. “Non, I will not allow you to harm them.”
 
Damon appeared genuinely startled by Levet’s shrill words, but before he could respond Levet rushed forward.
 
He didn’t actually have a plan.
 
The wolf was twice his size and strong enough to rip Levet into itty bitty pieces. But he had to do something. There was no way he was going to allow those babies to be in danger.
 
In the end he settled for taking wild swings at the Were. Unfortunately he missed the Were’s nuts as Damon grabbed Levet’s horn to try and hold him back, although Levet did manage to hit Damon on the leg with his wand.
 
There was a moment of profound silence. As if the entire world had come to a sudden halt. Then, without warning they were surrounded by a choking blackness that sucked them into a portal.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Damon roared in fury as he felt himself being catapulted through the darkness.
 
Dammit. He’d waited all his life for this moment.
 
He’d trained. He’d planned. He’d sacrificed.
 
Damon grimaced, inwardly accepting that the words didn’t ring entirely true.
 
Oh, he had trained and planned and sacrificed. But he hadn’t waited for this moment.
 
In all honesty, he’d dreaded this moment.
 
He didn’t want to be in the frozen wilds of America, stalking a man he’d once admired, so he could challenge him to a duel.
 
But if Damon was nothing else, he was a wolf who understood the meaning of duty.
 
It’d been drilled into him from the second he’d been born.
 
Now the damned gargoyle had somehow managed to tumble them into a portal that led to God only knew where.
 
Hoping the stunted demon hadn’t managed to dump them into the pits of hell, Damon felt a jolt as he landed on a hard stone floor.
 
Slowly the black mist began to dissipate, allowing Damon to view his surroundings with a wary gaze.
 
His hand instinctively gripped the holster of his gun as he took in the decrepit hovel, his gut twisting at the sight of the faded wooden walls and the rough table and chairs that were the only furnishings in the cramped cabin. On one side of the room was a large, stone fireplace and on the other was a rudimentary sink and wooden shelves.
 
It wasn’t the pits of hell, but it was close enough.
 
Turning his head, he glared at the tiny demon at his side.
 
“What did you do?” he snapped, his wolf prowling restlessly just beneath his skin.
 
The gargoyle gave a nervous flap of his wings. “I am not quite certain.”
 
A low growl rumbled in Damon’s chest, and his hand reached toward the creature. “You little bastard—”
 
“Hey, it was the wand. I swear,” Levet squeaked, dancing out of reach. His snout wrinkled as he took in the room that was not only shabby, but was palpably barren of the small touches that made a house a home. There were no pictures. No hand-knitted rugs. No freshly baked cookies on the counter. “Where are we?”
 
A sick combination of hate and regret made Damon clench his teeth. “My mother’s lair.”
 
“Oh.” The gargoyle seemed to brighten at the confession. Which only proved just how stupid the pest truly was. “Then that is not so bad.”
 
“Bad?” Damon gave a sharp bark of humorless laughter. “It’s impossible.”
 
“What do you mean?”
 
“It was destroyed thirty years ago.”
 
The gargoyle frowned in confusion. “Who destroyed it?”
 
Damon fought back the memories of finding the charred remnants of his mother in the middle of the room, a dented crown beside the ashes, before he had set the place on fire and walked out the door forever.
 
“I did.”
 
Levet widened his eyes, but before he could push Damon over the edge with obnoxious questions there was a strange blurring of their surroundings. Damon felt light-headed, disoriented.
 
A sensation that was only intensified as the blurring cleared to reveal Damon’s mother seated in a chair next to the fireplace, her dark gaze never wavering from the door.
 
“Shit,” Damon breathed in shock, taking in the sight of the too-slender female with gray hair pulled into a stern knot on the back of her head and a face lined with bitterness.
 
Rosina had once been a great beauty. A queen among her people. But the disappointments in her life had stolen her looks, her crown, and eventually her very sanity.
 
Desperately trying to convince himself this was no more than an illusion created by the gargoyle, Damon barely noticed when the door to the cabin was thrust open. Not until Levet gave a startled gasp.
 
“Is that you?”
 
Damon’s gaze jerked to the young, dark-haired male entering the cabin, his body just beginning to fill out with muscles and his face caught between boy and man.
 
“My God,” Damon growled, thoroughly unnerved. “What have you done?”
 
The words had barely left his lips when Damon felt an odd tug deep inside him, as if something was compelling him forward. He grunted, trying to resist the bizarre sensation, but it was hopeless.
 
One second he was standing next to the gargoyle, and the next he was yanked out of his body and thrust into the mind of the young man closing the door of the cabin.
 
Damon fought against the black magic that the gargoyle had cast, but he was helpless to do more than relive the unwelcome memory as his mother rose to her feet and moved forward with a furious expression.
 
“Where have you been?” the female wolf demanded, her dark eyes filled with a hectic fire.
 
Damon’s younger self came to a halt near the table, his heart thundering as he tried to prepare for the inevitable confrontation.
 
His mother had grown increasingly unstable over the past few years, her violent outbursts isolating her from the nearby pack.
 
“Out running,” he murmured.
 
“Liar,” Rosina growled. “You were with that bitch.”
 
Damon’s younger body stiffened in outrage. His loyalty to his mother never wavered, but he wouldn’t tolerate any insult to his beloved Gia.
 
The slender, dark-eyed female was the only saving grace in Damon’s dark, brutal existence.
 
Without her . . .
 
He shuddered. It was too unbearable to even imagine.
 
“Gia is not a bitch,” he warned, his wolf snarling inside him. “Someday she will be my mate.”
 
The blow to his head came without warning. “Listen to me well, Damon,” his mother hissed. “You have one destiny, and that is to claim the throne. I will destroy anything that threatens to divert you from your fate.”
 
These were the same words that had been repeated to him since he’d been in the cradle. His mother had been convinced he was destined to follow in his father’s footsteps to become the leader of the Weres, despite the fact that his father had already chosen his eldest son, Briggs, for the privilege. Her belief had become a downright obsession when Damon’s father had cast Damon and Rosina out of his life and retreated into his own insanity.
 
Damon had blindly accepted his mother’s demand that he devote his life to claiming a throne. Even if he had never wanted it.
 
Until Gia . . .
 
“Have you ever considered the possibility that I want something different for my fate?”
 
“You are the son of a king.”
 
Damon battled to keep the revulsion from showing. Mackenzie had been a vicious wolf who was crazed with the paranoid belief that he was surrounded by enemies. Even his own family had been suspected of being traitors.
 
He’d retreated from the world, allowing only a few trusted servants to approach.
 
Only decades later would Damon discover that his father had been tampering with dark magic in an effort to keep his powers.
 
“A king who drove us away from his lair and nearly destroyed his pack,” he muttered.
 
His mother once again slammed her fist against the side of his head. Damon flinched. Despite her tiny size, Rosina was as strong as any pure-blood Were.
 
“You know nothing of what he suffered,” she rasped. “He was constantly tormented by his rivals. Especially by Salvatore. The treacherous Were’s powers were clearly a threat to your father.”
 
Damon ignored the blood that ran down the side of his head. “Because Salvatore was the true heir. It was never the Weres’ tradition to pass the crown from father to son.”
 
The madness in her dark eyes drowned out the glow of Rosina’s wolf. Damon wasn’t certain his mother could even sense her animal. Probably a good thing. It was no doubt rabid.
 
“Shut your mouth,” she snarled. “Never say that again. Do you hear me?”
 
Damon grimaced. Foam was beginning to form at the edges of his mother’s mouth, the flecks of blood more pronounced than just a few weeks before.
 
“Yes.”
 
“I have sacrificed everything for you.”
 
A sour taste filled his mouth. It was a blatant manipulation, but that didn’t make it any less effective.
 
“I know that, Mother.”
 
“Then you will become the man I have trained you to be.” With a jerky motion, his mother reached into the pocket of her ragged dress, pulling out a finely crafted gold medallion that was hung on a leather strap. The ancient artifact had once belonged to his father and was reputedly imbued with a potent magic, although his mother had never been able to unlock its power. “A man fit to wear your father’s symbol of authority.”
 
“I . . .” He blew out a resigned sigh as his mother tied the leather strap around his neck, allowing the medallion to fall against his chest. Rosina had decided that her son was destined to be king. Nothing he said was going to change her mind. “Yes, Mother.”
 
The madness began to recede from her dark eyes, the heat in the room easing. “You are a good boy, Damon.” She patted his cheek. “You will make a powerful king.”
 
Damon gave a resigned nod of his head. “If you say.”
 
Rosina began to shuffle back toward her chair. She would spend the rest of the night staring at the empty fireplace, no doubt recalling the days when she was queen and her husband had managed to disguise his perverted connection to a demon lord who’d nearly destroyed the Weres.
 
“Soon, my love, we will have back all that was taken from us,” she muttered, her words becoming slurred.
 
Feeling as if he were smothering, Damon turned toward the door. “I have to gather wood for the fire.”
 
He didn’t know if his mother heard him, and at that moment he didn’t care. He had to get out of the cabin before his frustrated wolf broke its leash and took control.
 
Stepping out of the cabin he glanced around the stark Siberian landscape. After his father had shunned them, Rosina had fled to this location. She’d been smart enough at the time to understand that Briggs, Mackenzie’s son by a previous queen, might have decided that tossing them out wasn’t enough. The crazy bastard might have actually commanded their deaths.
 
Barely paying attention to the thin line of trees that circled the cabin and the rough ground that was covered by tufts of grass, Damon moved toward the pile of logs he’d cut earlier in the week. Then, grabbing an ax, he began the methodical process of cutting the stack into a neat pile of firewood.
 
He’d been working less than half an hour when he caught the unmistakable scent of Were.
 
Clutching the ax, he turned to search the moonlit landscape. His breath caught as a tiny shadow moved between the trees, the tantalizing scent of chamomile teasing at his senses.
 
Stepping into the clearing, the young female Were flashed a teasing smile. “Surprise.”
 
“Gia.” Damon dropped the ax, as always struck by the sheer beauty of the woman. Long, blue-black hair that fell in a smooth curtain down her back. A pale, oval face. And dark, oblong eyes that shimmered with a love for life that Damon found addictive. The first time he’d seen her, she’d been in her wolf form. He’d caught her trespassing on their land, and he’d tried to run her off. Instead she’d shifted into her human form and laughingly thrown a snowball that had hit him on the tip of his sensitive nose. His heart had been lost in that second. “What are you doing out here?”
 
She continued forward, only halting when she was close enough to place her hands flat on his chest.
 
“Hoping to see you before you went to bed.”
 
Damon trembled, lust jolting through him at the light touch. He’d desired this female for so long. Now it’d grown to a savage, ruthless ache that was impossible to ignore.
 
“You should not be here,” he breathed, knowing he should send her away. Instead his hands lifted to tenderly frame her face.
 
She wrinkled her nose, her fingers exploring over his chest. “Why not?”
 
Damon swallowed a groan. Flames of excitement spread through his body as she traced her fingers over his rigid muscles. He desperately wanted to strip her of her simple cotton dress and pull her against his rising erection. To wrap her legs around his waist so he could slide his throbbing cock deep into her moist heat.
 
He sucked in a deep breath, struggling to control his primal hungers.
 
As much as he might hunger for Gia, his need to protect her was even stronger.
 
So long as his mother lived, this female would be in danger.
 
“I told you, my mother is growing more unstable with every passing day,” he reminded his companion, leaning down to press an apologetic kiss to her lips. Instantly the tantalizing taste of warm woman and chamomile exploded on his tongue, making his wolf howl with need. “If she discovers you near the lair she will hurt you.”
 
Gia tilted her head to the side, silently inviting him to spread a trail of kisses down the length of her throat.
 
“Did you speak with her?” she softly demanded.
 
He gave a frustrated growl. He didn’t want to think about his endless battle with his mother. He wanted to concentrate on the feel of Gia’s satin skin beneath his lips.
 
“Briefly.”
 
“Did you tell her that you do not wish to be the king?”
 
“I . . .” Damon muttered a curse, feeling once again like a failure. “I tried.”
 
“Damon,” Gia chided softly.
 
“Give me time.”
 
The younger woman pulled back to study him with a troubled expression. “The longer you allow her to harbor her delusions, the worse it will be when she discovers the truth.”
 
“Please, Gia.” He wrapped her in his arms, tugging her hard against his body. “Just let me hold you.”
 
She immediately softened against him, her arms lifting to wrap around his neck. “Always, my darling.”
 
Damon groaned, his hands skimming up and down her back, feeling a growingly frantic urge to carry her far away from the cabin so they could be alone.
 
Just the two of them . . .
 
Thankfully, while his human body was consumed with pleasure, his wolf remained on full alert. Which meant he could hear the faint sound of footsteps crossing the wooden floor of the cabin.
 
“Mother,” he breathed, pulling back to meet Gia’s frustrated gaze. “You must go.”
 
Her lips parted, as if she wanted to argue, then catching sight of his tortured expression she gave a rueful nod.
 
“I will be waiting for you tomorrow at our spot.”
 
He dared one last kiss before pushing her toward the trees. “Go.”
 
 

 
 

 
 
Levet wasn’t often discombobulated.
 
He was a three-foot gargoyle who’d been removed from the Guild when he was barely old enough to be out of the nest. His life had been a series of life-or-death disasters.
 
But nothing could prepare a demon for being zapped back in time to witness a Were reliving his past.
 
After realizing that the man standing beside him had gone into some weird trance, or perhaps had left his body altogether, Levet had halted his attempts to waken the stubborn Were and instead watched the unfolding drama as the action had shifted from the cabin to the chilled Siberian landscape.
 
It’d been disturbing to witness the bleak and pathetic lack of affection in Damon’s childhood. Having been raised by a violent mother who’d devoted her life to making sure he understood he was nothing but a disappointment, Levet had first-hand knowledge of the pain that Damon must have felt.
 
Caught up in the tragedy, Levet was startled when the vision of Damon and Gia faded into mist, and the man next to him gave a hiss of angry bewilderment.
 
“Dammit.” He turned to glare at Levet. “What the hell is going on?”
 
Levet ignored the question. It wasn’t as if he had an answer, after all.
 
“Your father was Mackenzie,” he instead said. He didn’t know the full story of the previous Were king, but he’d heard the rumors that the Were had died because of his connection to black magic.
 
Damon’s expression hardened, his hand instinctively reaching to touch the medallion that lay against his chest. “He was.”
 
“And Briggs was your brother.”
 
“Half brother,” he corrected in sharp, warning tones.
 
“He was the one who tried to kill Salvatore, right?”
 
“Briggs was a fool who cared about nothing but his own pathetic glory. I had nothing to do with his demented plans.”
 
Levet shrugged. Clearly not a subject that the Were wanted to discuss.
 
Not surprising.
 
Families . . . Could not live with them, could not turn them into toads.
 
“Who was the woman?” Levet instead asked.
 
“Gia.”
 
“She’s very beautiful.”
 
“Exquisite.”
 
“Is she your mate?”
 
A heart-wrenching longing softened Damon’s grim expression. “If my life had been different.”
 
“Oh.” Levet grimaced. Weres mated for life, which might explain the bitterness he sensed eating away at the soul of Damon. “I’m sorry. How did she die?”
 
Damon’s brows snapped together. “She’s not dead, you idiot.”
 
Levet made a sound of impatience. “If she’s your mate, and she’s not dead, then why do you speak of her as if she is beyond your reach?”
 
“Because she is.”
 
“Why?”
 
“She . . .” With a sudden shake of his head, Damon appeared to recall that he wanted to murder Levet. His hand reached out to grab Levet by the horn, giving him a violent shake. “Get me out of here. Now.”
 
“Eek!”
 
Flailing to get free, Levet swung his arms, forgetting he was holding the wand until it smacked into the side of Damon’s leg.
 
Instantly a fountain of sparks filled the air, a thick darkness abruptly rolling over them.

 



Chapter 3
 
Damon felt his feet hit a hard surface as the black mist began to fade. Their surroundings were still too fuzzy to make out, but Damon knew without a doubt they weren’t in the frozen snow outside St. Louis.
 
God. Was this nightmare ever going to end?
 
Or maybe it wasn’t a nightmare, a dark voice whispered in the back of his mind.
 
Maybe he’d already battled the king and died. Now his punishment was to relive the worst moments of his life along with this annoying gargoyle who should have been drowned at birth.
 
“Where have you taken us now?” he growled.
 
“How should I know?” Levet muttered, holding up the slender stick that sent out sparks from the end. “This is a loaner wand.”
 
Damon scowled, barely resisting the urge to snatch the stick out of the gargoyle’s hand and shove it up his ass.
 
Only his natural aversion to handling magic made him hesitate.
 
Instead he bared his elongated canines. “Then stop waving it around. I . . .” He forgot what he was going to say as the last of the mist cleared and he was able to have a good look around, stunned by the beauty of the luxurious villa that overlooked the Aegean Sea. “Shit.”
 
The gargoyle cast a fearful glance around the vast marble room that opened to a veranda complete with an infinity pool. There were low sofas and cushy chairs in shades of pale aqua that perfectly matched the sea.
 
It was a house that was as different from the cramped cabin in frozen Siberia as possible.
 
“What is it?”
 
“This is my lair,” Damon said, his voice thick with a furious disbelief.
 
He didn’t know how or why the gargoyle was doing this to him, but he wanted it to end.
 
Levet gave a low whistle, pointedly glancing toward the priceless Grecian statues that were tucked into shallow alcoves.
 
“You have done well for yourself considering—”
 
The creature’s words dwindled as the air prickled with the heat of Damon’s wolf. “Considering that my father was rumored to have sold his soul to a demon lord and my mother was a lunatic, crazed with her need to see me on the throne?”
 
Levet widened his gray eyes at the bitter accusation. “Actually I was going to say ‘for a mangy hound.’”
 
Damon hissed out a frustrated breath. “How have you survived this long?”
 
“It’s a gift.”
 
With a flick of his fairy wings, the gargoyle stepped toward the open French doors where the sunlight sparkled against the white marble, his gaze locked on the shoreline where the private beach met the sea.
 
Damon abruptly frowned in suspicion. “I thought gargoyles turned to stone during the day?”
 
Levet shrugged. “We are not truly here.” He turned back to meet Damon’s accusing gaze. “Is this still the past?”
 
“How should I know?” Damon snapped.
 
There was a shift in their surroundings, and suddenly Damon could see himself standing across the room, his expression rigid as he watched a slender, dark-haired female enter from a side door.
 
“We are about to discover,” Levet murmured, suddenly back at Damon’s side.
 
Damon already knew.
 
He’d lived this precise moment one week ago.
 
“No,” he rasped. “Get us out of here.”
 
Ridiculously Damon tried to back away, hoping he could somehow escape the sudden tugging that he could feel deep inside him.
 
Of course it was a wasted effort. He’d barely managed to take a step before his consciousness was yanked from his body and thrust into his body across the room.
 
It was the same as before. The sense of disorientation before he was being sucked into the past, feeling agonizing regret as he watched the beautiful female halt directly in front of him.
 
“Gia,” he breathed, his gaze compulsively taking in the toga-style sundress that clung lovingly to her slender body.
 
Pain, so intense it should have been lethal, sliced through him as his gaze lifted to meet her dark, accusing gaze.
 
Over the past years the two of them had remained close, but Damon had resisted the savage need to make her his mate. So long as his mother was alive he understood Gia would be in danger.
 
Then, without warning, Damon had returned to the cabin and found his mother dead. She’d committed a Telos, the werewolf equivalent of suicide.
 
He’d tried to go on with his life. To shake off the chains of his childhood and claim a future with the woman he loved.
 
Unfortunately, that had proved to be an impossible task.
 
“Damon,” Gia said, her lovely face set in lines of determination. “I’m glad I caught you before you left.”
 
“What are you doing here?”
 
“I couldn’t let you leave without seeing you.”
 
Damon squashed the urge to reach out and touch her cheek. Over the past few months their arguments had grown increasingly bitter, until Gia had at last slammed out of the villa, swearing never to return.
 
He’d needed her support more than ever, but she’d refused to try and understand the darkness driving him.
 
“As I remember the last time we spoke you told me to go to hell,” he reminded her in grim tones.
 
Her lips thinned with annoyance. “Because you refuse to listen to reason.”
 
“Because I refuse to bow to your wishes,” he countered.
 
“Not my wishes.” The power of her wolf glowed in her eyes. His own wolf rose up in response, straining to be released. His animal didn’t understand why he was hesitating in completing the mating. “Common sense,” she said between clenched teeth. “You know this is a suicide mission.”
 
Damon felt a shaft of pain at her words. He so desperately wanted her to understand. To stand at his side.
 
Of course, he didn’t let her see his regret. His pride demanded that he act as if nothing could hurt him.
 
“Your belief in me is, as always, heartening,” he mocked.
 
“Salvatore is the king, Damon,” she pressed, one of the few who refused to be intimidated even after he’d taken command of the pack and moved them from Siberia to Greece. “The true king.”
 
Damon curled his lips. He was sick to fucking death of hearing the note of awe in the voices of Weres when they spoke of Salvatore.
 
Perhaps the current King of Weres had defeated the demon lord and restored the traditional powers to the Weres, but he’d also offered a treaty to the damned vampires, not to mention dragging purebred Weres into a fight against the Dark Lord.
 
Did no one else care that ancient traditions were being destroyed, one by one?
 
“Only until a stronger heir defeats him,” Damon pointed out.
 
Concern tightened Gia’s features. “And you’re certain you’re stronger?”
 
He sucked in a harsh breath. “Another insult to my manhood.”
 
With a sound of impatience, Gia stepped back. Instantly, Damon regretted the distance.
 
When they were apart there was something vital missing from his world.
 
“I don’t question your physical strength.”
 
“No?”
 
“No.” She gave a sad shake of her head. “I question your heart.”
 
Abruptly Damon turned away from the too-knowing gaze. This female knew where he was most vulnerable.
 
“Don’t.”
 
Of course she didn’t listen to his warning.
 
Gia could be as stubborn as he was. An amazing feat.
 
“You don’t want to be king,” she said, her gaze lowering to where the golden medallion shimmered against his silk shirt. “You’ve never wanted it.”
 
He blocked out the truth of her words. “It’s my destiny.”
 
“It’s the delusion of a woman who went mad from grief.”
 
His hands clenched; his heart filled with regret.
 
He still hadn’t recovered from his shock when he had entered the dank cabin after having traveled the countryside with Gia in their wolf forms. He’d been gone for days, and he had dreaded confronting his mother who was no doubt furious with his absence.
 
But when he’d finally forced himself to step through the open doorway, there’d been no recriminations. No furious slaps across his face.
 
Instead he’d found a pile of ash where his mother had called on the fires of Telos to destroy herself. Leaving him behind to bear the pain of her suicide.
 
“A grief I caused.”
 
He heard Gia heave a resigned sigh. “You didn’t cause her death, Damon.”
 
“I did.” He turned to glare at Gia’s obstinate expression. “She willed herself to die because I wouldn’t give her what she needed.”
 
Gia was shaking her head before he finished speaking. “Damon, you know she’d been sick since your father shunned her. It had nothing to do with you.”
 
“I didn’t give her what she needed.”
 
“And what about what you need?” she pleaded softly. “What I need?”
 
“Gia—”
 
“Stay,” she interrupted in an urgent voice. “Be my mate.”
 
A wrenching sorrow settled in his heart. “I can’t.”
 
Frustration flared through her dark eyes. “Why?”
 
Damon grimaced, shoving his fingers through his hair. “She haunts me,” he admitted in harsh tones. His dreams had been tormented since his mother’s death. “She won’t rest until I’ve done my duty.”
 
Gia studied him for a long time, then without warning her shoulders slumped and her eyes lost the sparkle that had always warmed his soul.
 
“Then go.”
 
He held out a hand, shoving aside his pride as he pleaded for her understanding. “I’ll be back for you.”
 
She shook her head. “Don’t bother. Even if you succeed I won’t be your queen.”
 
Icy fear trickled down Damon’s spine. “You don’t mean that.”
 
“I do.” Her chin tilted to a militant angle. “This is wrong. I won’t watch you follow in your father’s footsteps.”
 
Damon flinched at the deliberate attack. Gia knew better than anyone how deeply he hated his father.
 
To be compared to the bastard was the worst insult she could offer.
 
“Haven’t you always condemned my mother for using emotional blackmail?” he said, his cold voice making her frown.
 
“This isn’t blackmail.”
 
“It’s an ultimatum,” he growled. “I do as you want or you’re finished with me.”
 
She heaved a resigned sigh. “I suppose it is.” With a grimace, she turned and headed across the marble floor. “Go challenge Salvatore. Get yourself killed just because you’re too stubborn to work through your guilt. I’m done.”
 
 

 
 

 
 
Levet watched the interplay between Damon and Gia with a growing sense of outrage.
 
Mon Dieu. Had the Were lost his mind?
 
The beautiful young female had done everything but get on her knees and plead for him to stay.
 
What sort of man turned away such obvious devotion?
 
Levet abruptly wrinkled his snout, recalling his own lack of female companionship.
 
Obviously, he was no expert on relationships. And he was beginning to suspect that he never would be.
 
Most gargoyles might choose consorts for political or financial means, but he would never be capable of such a cold-hearted, calculated joining. He adored women. All women. He would never use one for his own advantage.
 
He was slowly beginning to accept that he was meant to fly free.
 
Still, he had seen plenty of mated pairs. They were miserable when they were apart.
 
Even the cold-blooded vamps were obsessively devoted to their mates.
 
It was their only redeeming quality as far as Levet was concerned.
 
“Well, that was . . .” He struggled for the perfect word as the dark mist began to form and the man next to him jerked back to life. “Pathetic. You do realize you are an idiot?”
 
Damon sucked in a strained breath, his face hardening as he tried to clamp down his emotions.
 
“You know nothing about my situation.”
 
“I know that you just turned away a beautiful woman who was begging you to stay and simply be with her.”
 
“Shut up, gargoyle.”
 
Levet sniffed, his wings fluttering as the mist thickened. “Not many men can claim a true mate. You are just throwing yours away.”
 
The Were was rigid, his hands clenching and unclenching as if battling the urge to reach for a weapon.
 
Predictable. Weres were incapable of sharing a perfectly reasonable conversation.
 
Levet could only assume that their hormones were unbalanced.
 
“This is none of your business,” Damon growled.
 
“Maybe not, but I know a broken heart when I see one.” Levet sent him a chiding frown. “She was devastated.”
 
The muscle of Damon’s jaw twitched as he gritted his teeth until they nearly shattered. “I will return for her. She—”
 
“Will forgive you?” Levet completed Damon’s sentence as his words faded away.
 
Damon grimaced, the raw agony he was trying so hard to disguise flaring through the champagne eyes.
 
“She has to,” he breathed.
 
“Non,” Levet countered. “She does not.”
 
The Were stubbornly refused to listen to reason. “She’s my mate.”
 
Levet threw his hands in the air. “Then you should behave as a mate. Which means you should put her needs above your own.”
 
The air prickled with the heat of Damon’s wolf. “They aren’t my needs.”
 
Levet snorted. He’d allowed his own mother’s disapproval to torment him, although he’d hidden the pain behind a façade of indifference. It hadn’t been until he’d returned to Paris to confront the old bat that he’d at last put the ghosts of his childhood behind him.
 
Or, at least, he thought he’d put them behind him until tonight....
 
His tail twitched as he shoved aside the unpleasant doubts that had threatened to ruin his holidays. In this moment it was his duty as a temporary Christmas angel to make Damon see reason.
 
Surely that’s what Sera intended him to do?
 
“They might have started as your mother’s needs, but she is dead.” Levet refused to back down despite the wolf ’s furious glower. “If you continue this quest you have no one to blame but yourself.”
 
Damon cursed, his eyes glowing as his wolf struggled to take command. “Get us out of here.”
 
Levet gave a click of his tongue. Really, how many times had he told the stupid Were that he . . .
 
His annoyed thought was interrupted as the mist abruptly thickened to a choking blanket of black. Then with a sickening jolt they were being hurtled through time and space, the speed making Levet’s tail stand on end.

 



Chapter 4
 
Salvatore was still snuggled with Harley on the bed when he was forced from the room by the arrival of Harley’s sisters, Regan, Cassie, and Darcy. Not that he truly resented their arrival. How could he when their presence brought such obvious joy to his mate?
 
Of course, he didn’t for a minute believe that they had traveled to St. Louis alone.
 
Slipping out the back to avoid the crowd of Weres who were still celebrating in his living room, Salvatore made his way toward the edge of the lake. Within minutes he was joined by a tall, Aztec warrior dressed in leather with a long braid hanging down his back.
 
Styx was the current Anasso (King of Vampires), and mated to Darcy. No doubt, Regan’s mate, Jagr, as well as Cassie’s mate, Caine, were both prowling nearby.
 
Still edgy, Salvatore forced a stiff smile to his lips.
 
“I thought I smelled dead meat,” he drawled, never able to resist the opportunity to mock the vampire’s massive arrogance.
 
Styx folded his arms over his broad chest, flashing his fangs as if the humongous sword strapped to his back wasn’t intimidating enough.
 
The King of Vampires was a firm believer in overkill.
 
Literally.
 
“Better than wet mutt,” he countered.
 
“Why are you skulking out here?” Salvatore’s gaze skimmed toward the nearby guards who were clearly unhappy to have a vampire so near the lair. The truce that had been established between Weres and vamps was still difficult for many to accept. They’d been enemies for too many centuries to instantly become allies. Besides, the two species were both too aggressive to ever be truly easy in each other’s company. “Trying to terrify my poor servants?”
 
Styx shrugged. “I assumed you would be reluctant to allow guests too close to your new pups.”
 
Salvatore nodded. He’d cut out his tongue before he’d admit it, but he appreciated Styx’s consideration.
 
“It’s been . . . difficult,” he admitted, his gaze shifting to his home on top of the hill. He squashed a sigh at the sight of the numerous guests that he could see through the floor to ceiling windows.
 
“I can imagine,” Styx muttered.
 
“No, you truly can’t.”
 
Styx gave a lift of one raven brow. “If you need me to clean out your unwelcome visitors, just say the word. I’d be delighted to kick some Were ass,” he offered, a glow of anticipation in his dark eyes. The vampire was always eager for a fight. “It’s been far too long.”
 
Salvatore grimaced, rolling his tense shoulders. The persistent sensation of approaching danger was making him jumpy as hell.
 
“As much as I hate to admit it, I wish I could let you,” he said.
 
Styx shrugged. “You’re the king. Throw them out the door.”
 
“It’s because I’m the king that I can’t.”
 
The Anasso snorted at Salvatore’s resigned explanation. “Are you sure?”
 
“I’ve broken too many traditions,” Salvatore admitted. The past century had been a difficult one for the purebreds. Not only had they been drained of their powers by the previous king’s connection to a demon lord, but the world had become a rapidly changing landscape that wasn’t always easy for an immortal to adapt to. “The Weres need to be confident that I respect our past while I try to drag them kicking and screaming into the future.”
 
Styx gave a slow nod. He was having his own battles to try and haul the vampires out of the dark ages. “You have my full sympathies.”
 
“Besides, my people have waited too long to celebrate the return of Were children,” Salvatore continued. “This feast is a symbol of hope.”
 
As if to prove his point, there was a roar from inside the house, followed by the sound of splintering wood. It was doubtful that the furniture would survive the celebration.
 
“How is Harley?” Styx asked, thankfully drawing Salvatore’s thoughts away from the destruction of his beautiful lair.
 
“Weak, but delirious with happiness.” His smile became genuine as he thought of his mate, her face flushed with a joy that came from her very soul. “She hasn’t allowed the pups out of her sight since they were born.”
 
“And you?”
 
“Dazed. And equally delirious.”
 
Styx narrowed his eyes. “There’s something troubling you.”
 
Salvatore tried to look casual. Did the damn bloodsucker have to be so perceptive? It was annoying.
 
“I’m a little on edge.”
 
“A little?” Styx gave a short laugh. “You’re about to combust.”
 
“Becoming a father is proving to be a constant source of terror,” Salvatore said, his words the truth, if not the full truth. “What if I fail them?”
 
Predictably the vampire refused to be distracted. “Your unease seems more . . . specific.”
 
“Have your talents grown to include mind reading?” Salvatore growled.
 
“I’m a predator.” Styx offered a lethal smile. “I know when my prey is distracted.”
 
The frozen air instantly prickled with the heat of Salvatore’s wolf. Styx was the only demon in the world powerful enough to match Salvatore in a head-to-head battle.
 
“Prey?”
 
Styx gave a sudden laugh, dispelling the tension. “Tell me what’s got you jumping at shadows.”
 
Salvatore made a sound of impatience, knowing the vamp wasn’t going to stop pushing until he had the truth.
 
Intrusive bastard.
 
“I don’t know. It feels as if . . .” Salvatore shivered, but it had nothing to do with the icy breeze. He’d never before experienced such a creeping sense of doom. “Cristo. Perhaps I’m losing my mind.”
 
“Possible.” Styx gave a lift of his shoulder. “You are well past your prime.”
 
“At least I was born after fire was invented,” Salvatore shot back, but his heart wasn’t in the insult.
 
Instead his gaze moved toward the south, the hair on the nape of his neck standing on end.
 
Styx instinctively reached to grasp his sword. “You sense a threat?”
 
“Sì.” Salvatore gave a shake of his head. “But I don’t know who or where it’s coming from.”
 
“A premonition?”
 
Salvatore grimaced. “Whatever it is, it’s getting closer.”
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Levet tried to peer through the black mist that continued to swirl around them.
 
He had a vague impression of a clearing in the middle of a thick ring of trees, but beyond a coating of snow that covered the ground and a hint of shadowed forms that might be people, it was impossible to determine a precise location.
 
Something that clearly annoyed his companion.
 
“Where have you brought us now?” Damon snarled.
 
Levet sent the Were an impatient glare. Really, he was one of the most ungrateful creatures that Levet had ever tried to help. And that was saying something considering he’d had to deal with both Styx and Salvatore over the past year.
 
“I don’t have any idea,” Levet said, his tail twitching with displeasure. This was Christmas Eve. He should be tucked in front of a warm fire with a cup of hot chocolate and a pretty demon on his lap. Instead he was stuck with an ill-tempered Were who had no sense of appreciation. “This is your past, not mine.”
 
Damon scowled. “I’ve never been here.”
 
“You are certain?”
 
“Of course I’m certain,” he snapped, his gaze barely flicking toward the misty surroundings before returning to stab Levet with a suspicious glare. “Your little wand clearly failed to produce the illusion you wanted.”
 
Levet wondered if the Were had been struck on the head.
 
He clearly had an inability to remember simple conversations.
 
“How many times must I tell you that the wand does not belong to me?” Levet said in slow tones. Perhaps the wolf was a bit dim-witted. “It is the property of the Christmas angel.”
 
“Ah, yes, the mythical Christmas angel.” Without warning, Damon reached over his shoulder to grasp the hilt of his sword, pulling it from the sheath and pointing it directly in Levet’s face.
 
Levet’s eyes crossed as he warily studied the tip of the sword that nearly touched his snout.
 
It looked big and sharp and far too close for comfort.
 
“What are you doing?” he squeaked.
 
A cold smile twisted the Were’s lips. “You were tactically smart enough to keep me distracted with visions from my past, but I’m done with your evil magic.”
 
Evil? Levet sucked in a shocked breath.
 
Had the demented fur-ball called him evil?
 
“My magic is not evil. It is a powerful force for good,” Levet protested, his wings twitching with outrage. Really, some demons. “I am like Batman. Only cuter.”
 
Damon gave a low growl, his eyes glowing. “Who sent you? Was it Salvatore?”
 
Levet scowled in confusion. “Are you a nutty-bar? I am a gargoyle. Why would I take orders from the King of Mutts?”
 
“Who else could it be?”
 
“I told you—”
 
The sword actually touched the end of Levet’s snout. “You say the words ‘Christmas angel’ one more time, and I’ll chop off your head.”
 
Levet considered the pleasure of lobbing a spell at the oversized mutt. The aggravating wolf would perhaps have a few more manners after Levet had turned him into toadstool.
 
Unfortunately, Levet couldn’t risk using his magic when they were already in the clutches of the Christmas angel’s spell.
 
Bad things happened when magic smashed into magic.
 
Instead, he could only give a resigned sniff and point out the obvious.
 
“How could Salvatore have known you were coming?”
 
Damon frowned, clearly unable to answer Levet’s question.
 
“Gia?” he at last muttered.
 
Levet clicked his tongue. “You do not believe she would betray you.”
 
“No.” Damon grimaced, giving a regretful shake of his head. “She would never betray me. But someone did.” He allowed his wolf to glow in his eyes. “Tell me.”
 
“Sacrebleu. I have.”
 
“The truth.”
 
Levet knocked the sword away with the wand still clutched in his hand, ignoring the angry sparks that spouted out the end.
 
“The truth is that I came to St. Louis to visit my dear friend, Harley, and to give my blessing to the pups,” he said, glaring at the stubborn Were. “Unfortunately there was a misunderstanding with the stupid cur who refused to let me into the lair.”
 
Damon rolled his eyes. “Shocking.”
 
Levet graciously ignored his rudeness. It was increasingly obvious that Weres were incapable of the least pretense of civility.
 
“It was unacceptable, but I am never one to create a scene, so I decided to return to Chicago,” he informed his companion. “I was minding my own business when I ran across a . . .” The champagne eyes narrowed in warning, but Levet wasn’t about to be bullied by a mere animal. “Christmas angel.” He deliberately emphasized the name he’d been forbidden to say. “Trapped in a portal.”
 
Damon’s fingers tightened on the sword hilt, but he managed to resist the urge to do any beheading.
 
“You expect me to believe this ridiculous story?”
 
Levet shrugged. He no longer cared if the dog believed his story or not.
 
“She gave me the wand and warned me that Harley’s pups were in danger unless I halted you.” He finished his tale with a loud sniff.
 
“Pups?” Damon appeared remarkably outraged considering he claimed he didn’t believe Levet’s story. “I would never hurt newly born babies.”
 
Levet pointed the still sputtering wand toward the Were’s irate face. “But you said that it would be a pity for the pups.”
 
“I regret they’ll be forced to grow up without a father,” Damon corrected stiffly. “I understand how difficult it is.”
 
“Oh.” Levet gave a flick of his wings, not entirely pacified. There had to be a reason for Sera to be worried. “Perhaps it is not your intention, but something you do will harm them.”
 
Damon’s lips parted in protest, but he forgot his words as the mist at last faded away, revealing the two large Weres who stood in the middle of the opening, circling one another as they prepared to battle.
 
“Shit,” Damon muttered.

 



Chapter 5
 
Damon felt the increasingly familiar tug deep inside him before he was yanked out of his body and into . . . hell, into his other body in the center of the clearing.
 
There was a brief sense of disorientation before he was able to get a bearing on his surroundings.
 
His senses easily picked up the various curs and Weres who were standing in the darkness of the trees, no doubt acting as guards to make sure no one managed to interrupt the looming fight. There were also, astonishingly, at least two vampires with the sort of power that made his skin crawl.
 
Or maybe it wasn’t so astonishing, he told himself. The rumors that the King of Weres had made a treaty with the bloodsuckers were obviously true.
 
And he was in the presence of the king.
 
Turning his attention fully toward the Were standing directly in front of him, Damon reeled beneath the impact of Salvatore’s stunning power.
 
When Damon and his mother had been forced to leave the pack, Salvatore had already been coming into his strength, but Damon didn’t remember it being this extreme. Clearly Salvatore’s defeat of the demon lord, as well as his recent mating, had catapulted him into a level of strength that had been forgotten by most Weres.
 
Slowly adjusting to the sizzling power that buffeted against his body, Damon struggled to understand what the hell was going on.
 
Before he’d been tossed into situations from his past.
 
He had known exactly how the scene would play out, even if he didn’t want to relive the memory.
 
This time he didn’t have a damned clue what the hell was about to happen.
 
Which was terrifying the hell out of him.
 
As if sensing Damon’s unease, Salvatore narrowed his dark eyes that glowed with the power of his wolf.
 
“I offered you the opportunity to walk away from this fight,” the king said. “That pathway is still open.”
 
Damon discovered that his awareness didn’t give him control over his own body. Instead he was an unwelcome passenger as his “other” self gave a low growl and bared his teeth in open challenge.
 
“I’ve waited my entire life for this meeting,” he found himself saying, his breath creating small clouds of mist in the frigid air.
 
Salvatore cocked his head to one side, his piercing gaze searching Damon’s grim expression.
 
“You are . . . familiar.”
 
Damon felt his lips twist in a humorless smile. “I have a faint resemblance to my father.”
 
It took a minute before the king sucked in a shocked breath. “Mackenzie,” he muttered. “Which means you must be his youngest son, Damon.”
 
Damon took a sideways step, his concentration focused on the Were in front of him despite the number of lethal onlookers.
 
This was a “challenge.” Tradition demanded that no one interfere unless Damon attempted to cheat.
 
“So you remember me,” he said.
 
“Of course.” Salvatore matched his step, making sure Damon couldn’t attack his flank. “When you disappeared I feared your father had killed you.”
 
Damon made a sound of disgust. As far as he knew not one Were from their pack had made an effort to help his mother after they’d been banished. It hadn’t occurred to him that the pack might have assumed his father had simply killed them.
 
“Feared or hoped?”
 
Salvatore looked surprised. “Why would I wish you to be dead?”
 
“You must have known I would one day challenge you?”
 
“Why would I?”
 
Damon felt a flare of fury at the dismissive tone. “I am a potential heir.”
 
“Along with a dozen other Weres.”
 
It was true. There were always a number of potential heirs waiting for an opportunity to snatch the throne.
 
Of course few of them would dare to confront this particular king. Salvatore had defeated a demon lord. What chance did a mere Were have against him?
 
Damon, however, didn’t have a choice.
 
“They’ll have to get in line,” he muttered.
 
Salvatore frowned, as if troubled by Damon’s lack of burning ambition. “You’re not a fool, Damon. You must sense you’re no match for my power.”
 
Damon locked out the truth of his words.
 
Destiny didn’t have to make sense.
 
It just . . . was.
 
He took more steps to the side, watching as Salvatore mirrored his movements. He didn’t expect to find a weakness, but it seemed important to go through the motions.
 
“It’s my duty.”
 
Salvatore arched a brow. “Duty?”
 
“To my mother.”
 
“Cristo”. Salvatore was once again caught off guard. “Rosina is alive?”
 
Damon flinched. “No longer. She went mad from grief.”
 
Genuine regret touched Salvatore’s face. “I’m sorry.”
 
“You should be,” Damon growled.
 
“You blame me?”
 
Damon snarled beneath his breath. Hell, he wished he did blame the king. His life wouldn’t be ruled by guilt if he could somehow convince himself that his mother’s death had been someone else’s fault.
 
“I only want to end this,” he rasped. “One way or another.”
 
Salvatore muttered a curse. “There is only one potential end.”
 
Despite his inner reluctance to be standing in the frigid snow, waiting to fight the most powerful Were in the world, Damon couldn’t deny a stab of annoyance at the man’s supreme confidence.
 
“Then why are you hesitating?” he taunted.
 
The dark eyes flashed a dangerous gold in the moonlight as Salvatore’s wolf strained to be released.
 
“I don’t want to hurt you.”
 
Damon snorted. The king might pretend regret at the thought of hurting a fellow Were, but his wolf was anxious to taste blood.
 
“Then give me the throne.”
 
“Not a chance in hell.”
 
Damon shrugged. “Then we fight.”
 
Salvatore spread his arms. “Bring it on.”
 
Out of time and options, Damon allowed himself one last thought of his beloved Gia before he cleared his mind and reached toward his wolf.
 
This was the moment he’d been training for since his father had banished them from the pack.
 
It was his destiny.
 
Ignoring icy premonition of doom that trickled down his spine, Damon became lost in the exquisite agony of shifting into his wolf form.
 
He tilted back his head, feeling his body fall in on itself, his muscles thickening to rip apart his jeans and T-shirt. At the same time his face began to elongate and stretch as a thick fur rippled over his skin.
 
A primitive howl was ripped from his throat as his bones popped and snapped, shifting him from human to animal.
 
He had less than a second to savor the glory of his transformation before he heard a warning growl and Salvatore was racing across the clearing, already in his wolf form.
 
The king slammed into him with enough force to send him rolling to the side, the crack of his ribs sending a white-hot pain shooting through his side. Still, he was on his feet in a heartbeat, his massive teeth snapping toward Salvatore’s throat.
 
The male dodged the strike with a liquid grace that was amazing even for a pure-blood Were. Damn. Damon scrambled to regain his balance, feeling Salvatore’s teeth take a chunk out of his ear.
 
Damon snarled, his claws digging into the snow as he feinted to one side before launching to sink his teeth into Salvatore’s hindquarter. He had the satisfaction of tasting blood before Salvatore gave a savage kick to dislodge him.
 
Once again he tumbled across the snow, but before he could regain his feet, there was the sensation of tearing flesh as Salvatore managed to slice his claws along Damon’s spine. Warm blood flowed down Damon’s fur. It wasn’t a killing blow, but it was deep enough to weaken him.
 
Alarm sounded in Damon’s brain. Even as a wolf he understood that if he didn’t end this quickly, he would be dead.
 
A fine plan until he whirled around to meet the king’s glowing, golden gaze. Suddenly he realized that Salvatore hadn’t yet unleashed his full powers. Damon didn’t think the bastard was toying with him. But . . . he hadn’t truly tried to kill him.
 
Damon’s heart clenched with regret.
 
His conscience wouldn’t allow him to concede defeat. Not when he was weirdly convinced his mother’s ghost was watching him with disappointment.
 
As the king had said . . . there was only one conclusion.
 
Feeling almost compelled by a force greater than himself, Damon bunched his muscles, then with one mighty surge, he was flying forward.
 
Salvatore was prepared. Rising onto his back legs, he met Damon’s charge with a flurry of teeth and claws. Snarls filled the clearing as the two predators battled, the air scented with the tang of blood. Distantly Damon was aware of the shouts from the onlookers, and even the chilled power of the vampires, but the focus of his attention remained locked on the Were who had used his large body to force Damon to the ground.
 
He was losing blood at a rapid rate now, his muscles weakening as Salvatore’s teeth clenched around his throat.
 
It was all about to be over, was his final thought.
 
But it wasn’t.
 
Without warning, he felt a familiar tingle of magic as his body abruptly turned back to human.
 
Damon cursed, baffled by the unwelcome transformation.
 
To turn human signaled his surrender. The one thing he’d been determined to avoid.
 
Unaware that Damon had intended the fight to be to the death, Salvatore instantly released his lethal clamp on Damon’s throat. Then, with a shimmer of power, Salvatore shifted to his human form, kneeling in the snow beside Damon’s body that remained sprawled on the snow.
 
Damon made a sound of frustration, desperately trying to call on his wolf. But he was suddenly paralyzed, as if his injuries had left him incapable of controlling his own body.
 
Perhaps this was what it felt like to die, he acknowledged wryly, an unexpected warmth beginning to spread over his chest.
 
Odd, he had thought it would be more . . . memorable.
 
His naked body relaxed in the snow as he prepared to meet death with at least the pretense of dignity, watching as a frown tugged at Salvatore’s brow.
 
What the hell was wrong with the arrogant bastard? Had he hoped for a bloodier battle? Or perhaps he was annoyed it was taking Damon so long to die?
 
Wishing he had the strength to get in one last punch, Damon was startled when Salvatore sucked in a harsh breath, his narrowed gaze lowering to Damon’s chest.
 
“Cristo,” he muttered, his expression filled with revulsion as he studied the medallion that hung around Damon’s neck. “What’s that?”
 
Damon managed to shake off the paralysis, lifting his arm so he could grasp the medallion. He was startled to discover it was hot enough to burn the skin of his palm.
 
“It belonged to my father,” he muttered, glancing down as a black cloud began to pulse in the air around them.
 
With a roar of outrage, Salvatore surged to his feet, glaring down at Damon. “The magic of the demon lord,” he hissed, pointing toward the medallion. “Traitor.”
 
Demon lord?
 
A sickening horror jolted through Damon as he watched the cloud begin to spread through the air, wrapping around Salvatore. Instantly the stench of burning flesh assaulted his senses.
 
“No,” he breathed, struggling to sit up, his hand trying to yank the medallion from his neck as the blackness continued to spread through the clearing, attaching itself to the curs who darted forward to protect their king.
 
“Stop!” Salvatore roared, falling to his knees as his skin melted from his shuddering body. “You will destroy us all.”
 
Damon couldn’t breathe as the nightmare continued to unfold. “I can’t.”
 
“Dammit.” Salvatore glared at him with utter condemnation. “You’re just like your father.”
 
Damon shook his head, panic thundering through him.
 
Mackenzie had been a crazed, brutal tyrant. A wolf willing to commit any atrocity to retain control of the throne.
 
Damon was nothing like him.
 
“I’m not,” he hissed, his stomach churning as the curs were consumed by the hungry darkness.
 
“Your vain ambition has released the evil back into this world,” Salvatore rasped, tumbling forward as the repulsive blackness continued to crawl outward, destroying any cur or Were in its path.
 
Damon shook his head, a choking sense of dread squeezing his heart. “This isn’t what I wanted.”
 
His whispered words were frozen on the still air as the darkness headed directly toward the nearby house where the baby Weres were being cuddled by their mother and aunts.
 
There was a roar as a massive vampire charged forward, his movements so swift that Damon barely had time to catch sight of the sword before it was slicing through his throat.
 
The world disappeared in a blaze of pain.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Levet was frantic.
 
Sacrebleu. This was the . . . Worst. Christmas. Ever.
 
Not only was he stuck with an ill-tempered Were who didn’t have the least amount of gratitude for Levet’s attempt at playing a Christmas angel, but Levet had been forced to watch that . . . that nightmare cloud of death and destruction.
 
Even as the image faded, and he was once again alone in the darkness with Damon, Levet felt himself trembling with fear.
 
That had to be a glimpse of the future.
 
The grand, horrifying conclusion to Damon’s determination to challenge Salvatore for the throne.
 
Turning, Levet waited for Damon to return to the body that was suddenly naked and covered with wounds. Well, perhaps he did not precisely wait.
 
He kicked and punched at Damon’s leg until the traitorous creature at last gave a groggy shake of his head.
 
“Stop that,” the Were growled, taking an awkward step away from Levet’s furious attack.
 
Levet grudgingly gave up his attempt to hurt the beast. Without his magic he could do little more than chip his claws.
 
“What did you do?” he instead demanded, his wings trembling with panic that continued to race through him.
 
Damon shook his head, reaching up to yank the medallion off the leather strap around his neck. Even in the gathering mist it seemed to glow with a malevolent golden light.
 
“Nothing.” He shoved the finely etched piece of metal toward Levet. “It was the medallion.”
 
Levet took an instinctive step away from the medallion, sensing the evil that pulsed from the intricate carvings.
 
How had he missed the danger of the golden artifact? He was a master of magic. Even if it had been wrapped in illusion, he should have sensed the danger.
 
Of course, it could have been that the magic was dormant until it was triggered by a specific event.
 
“Magic of the demon lord,” Levet breathed, shuddering with revulsion. “How is it possible?”
 
“I don’t know, and I don’t care,” Damon snarled, glaring at Levet with a barely leashed terror. “Destroy it.”
 
Levet shook his head, his tail twitching. “My powers cannot defeat such evil.”
 
“You have to do something.” Damon pointed toward the clearing that had nearly disappeared behind the mist. “This can’t happen.”
 
A surge of outrage stiffened Levet’s spine. How dare the ridiculous beast imply that this was Levet’s mess to clean up?
 
Had he been the one plotting for years to challenge the king?
 
Had he accepted a tainted medallion from his crazed mother?
 
Had he left behind his beloved mate to satisfy his arrogant ambitions?
 
Non. Non. And non.
 
Levet pointed the wand in the Were’s face. “It was your choice.”
 
Damon’s lean face was a sickly shade of ash as he licked his dry lips, the champagne eyes dark with regret.
 
“It was my mother’s dying wish.”
 
His muttered words sparked a sudden question in Levet’s tangled thoughts.
 
A demon lord artifact didn’t suddenly appear out of thin air. Did it?
 
“How long did your mother possess the medallion?” he demanded.
 
Damon regarded the golden artifact with a grim hatred. “Since my father banished us. I assume she stole it as a reminder of her position as Queen of Weres.”
 
Levet was beginning to suspect it was more than mere vanity that had urged the theft.
 
“Maybe she was compelled to take it,” he suggested in soft tones.
 
Damon scowled. “What are you suggesting?”
 
“The medallion clearly holds a connection to the demon lord that Salvatore battled.”
 
The Were shuddered. “And?”
 
“There are some objects that are created to manipulate those who own them,” Levet pointed out. He had seen entire villages controlled by the power of a magical artifact. One mere Were wouldn’t be too difficult to sway. “The medallion could have first tainted your father and then, sensing he had tumbled into his madness, encouraged your mother to steal it before she was forced to leave.”
 
Damon sucked in a harsh breath, his expression twisted with a soul-deep pity for the female Were who’d been tormented for decades by her lust for power.
 
“It could have caused her obsession.”
 
“Oui.” Levet held Damon’s troubled gaze. “And your own.”
 
A strangled groan was ripped from Damon’s throat. “God. What have I done?”

 



Chapter 6
 
Under other circumstances Damon might have been relieved to discover that his family had been controlled by the magic of a demon lord. After all, it was preferable to believe that it was the medallion that had made his father an abusive bastard, and his mother a demented lunatic, and himself a . . . a selfish idiot who might very well destroy the world.
 
A sound of acute pain was wrenched from his throat.
 
It didn’t matter how he’d come to this point in time.
 
All that was important was making sure that the Weres were protected from destruction.
 
With an effort he forced himself out of his fog of grief, grimly squaring his shoulders as he glared at the miniature demon at his side.
 
“We can’t let this happen.”
 
“We?” The gray eyes widened, the delicate wings fluttering in obvious agitation. “I have done nothing but attempt to halt your reckless quest.”
 
Damon clenched his teeth, resisting the urge to give the gargoyle a good shake. The tiny bastard was right.
 
Damon had no one to blame but himself.
 
“Fine. I can’t let this happen,” he said between clenched teeth. “And you have to help me.”
 
The gargoyle was shaking his head before Damon stopped speaking. “I told you; I do not possess enough power to defeat the magic of a demon lord.”
 
Damon growled. That wasn’t what he wanted to hear. His gaze shifted to the slender piece of wood sputtering tiny sparks that Levet clutched in his hands.
 
“Then use the damned wand,” Damon commanded.
 
“This?” Levet scowled. “But we do not know what it would do.”
 
Damon shook his head in disbelief. The Weres were facing genocide and the stupid gargoyle was worried about something bad happening?
 
“What can it hurt?”
 
Levet’s eyes widened, as if he were astonished by the simple question. “What could it hurt?” He clicked his tongue. “Mon Dieu. You know nothing of magic. It could destroy us all.”
 
“Give it to me,” Damon snarled, reaching for the wand. The Weres were going to die unless he did something.
 
“Non. Do not.” Levet scampered backward, ridiculously smacking Damon with the slender wand.
 
Damon barely felt the blow against his forearm, but before he could pluck the magical stick from the gargoyle, the mist abruptly thickened, and once again they were being whisked through the darkness.
 
Shit.
 
How much worse could it get?
 
Not at all anxious to find out, Damon struggled to keep his balance as he felt his feet land against the frozen ground.
 
This time there was no gradual clearing of the mist that surrounded them.
 
One second it was there, and the next it was gone.
 
Warily, Damon glanced around the moonlit field coated in newly fallen snow before shifting his attention toward the distant river that looked vaguely familiar.
 
“What have you done?” he snapped, braced for whatever might be coming.
 
Levet turned in a slow circle, his tail stuck straight out behind him. “I have brought us back to where we started.”
 
The creature sounded as unnerved as Damon felt, but after slowly counting to a hundred he finally accepted that he wasn’t going to be forced to endure yet another out-of-body experience.
 
Immediately his attention turned toward the golden artifact that remained warm against the palm of his hand.
 
“There has to be a way to destroy the medallion,” he snarled.
 
Levet grimaced, his expression troubled as if he had been struck by an unpleasant thought. “In the past the demon lord attempted to use Salvatore’s blood to gain entry into this world.”
 
Damon glanced down at his naked body, belatedly realizing that his various wounds had yet to fully heal. A sickening horror jolted through him.
 
“It’s feeding off my blood?”
 
The gargoyle gave a slow nod. “I believe so.”
 
Damon didn’t bother to try and toss the medallion away. Or even to demand to be taken to a healer. He understood that now that the magic had been awakened by his blood, there would be no stopping it.
 
Not until the fuel it was feeding on was destroyed beyond repair.
 
“Then there is only one solution,” Damon said, more to himself than to the creature who watched him with a wary gray gaze.
 
Falling to his knees, Damon clutched the medallion tightly in his hand, trying his best to clear his mind.
 
He had no practical knowledge of how to call on the Telos. Weres didn’t teach their children how to commit suicide. But it had to be like any other natural instinct.
 
Or at least, he hoped to God it was.
 
Focusing first on the destruction that was about to be unleashed, Damon slowly allowed himself to visualize himself kneeling in the snow. He was still naked. Still coated in blood from his wounds. Then he imagined a fire being lit deep in his soul.
 
It wasn’t a normal fire.
 
It was a cleansing fire.
 
A fire that would consume him utterly and completely.
 
Just as it had his mother.
 
“What are you doing?” Levet demanded as Damon felt a trickle of sweat inch down his bent spine.
 
“Ending this,” he muttered.
 
A searing heat began to spread through his bloodstream, making the snow steam where it touched his legs.
 
Levet sucked in a sharp breath. “Non.”
 
The heat continued to spread, the pain swiftly threatening to become unbearable.
 
With an effort Damon lifted his head, needing to pass along one last message.
 
“Tell Gia . . .” His words broke off as he caught the unmistakable scent of chamomile. Was the lethal magic making him delusional? Gritting his teeth against the pain, he turned his head toward the line of trees that framed the edge of the field. On cue, a slender female Were stepped out of the shadows and ran across the snow. Damon gave a slow shake of his head. “What the hell?”
 
The female halted at his side, clearly having overheard at least the tail end of the conversation.
 
“Tell Gia what?”
 
Damon desperately savored the pale, perfect face and dark, oblong eyes. The long, black hair was pulled into a tidy braid and her slender form covered by a sensible pair of jeans and bulky winter coat, but she’d never looked more beautiful to him.
 
“I love you,” he rasped.
 
Her eyes briefly lit with a joy that pierced Damon’s heart. Damn. Why hadn’t he simply appreciated what he’d already possessed? Why had he allowed the madness to consume him?
 
Easily sensing Damon’s distress, Gia’s happiness vanished, her gaze belatedly taking in the sweat that now coated him from head to toe.
 
“What are you doing?” She slowly lowered herself until she was kneeling next to him. “Damon? Tell me.”
 
He grimaced, caught between delight that he’d been blessed enough to see her one last time, and regret that she would be forced to witness his end.
 
“I must call upon the Telos,” he admitted in low tones.
 
“What?” She reached out to touch him, only to yank her hand back as if his skin had burned her. “Oh God, Damon, stop it.”
 
He gave a weak shake of his head, trying to distract himself from the fiery agony that was increasing with every sluggish beat of his heart.
 
“How did you get here?”
 
She futilely tried to choke back her tears. “I followed you, you stubborn, pig-headed Were.”
 
His lips twisted. “I should have known.”
 
“Yes, you should have,” she growled, her raspy voice revealing her wolf was close to the surface. “I can’t live without you.”
 
His own wolf struggled to reach her, understanding the need for death but still anxious to feel the comfort of its mate.
 
“I’ve been so wrong, Gia,” he admitted, his heart heavy with sorrow. “I allowed myself to be blinded by madness. But this time I will make it right.”
 
“No.” Tears tracked down Gia’s lovely face, her expression pleading. “Please—”
 
“All right.” A light female voice abruptly intruded into the very private conversation, and Damon jerked his head toward the side where Levet was standing next to a tiny woman with a heart-shaped face and long, black hair that tumbled nearly to her waist. In the moonlight her skin appeared as pale and smooth as ivory, and her ears were pointed. She also had a pair of gossamer wings in shades of white and silver. Fairy? “I believe that is enough.”
 
“Who are you?” he asked in confusion.
 
Levet gave a loud sniff. “This is the Christmas angel you refused to believe was real.”
 
Damon scowled, studying the strange creature with a wary gaze. “I’m still not convinced.”
 
The angel moved across the ground without leaving a trace of her passage in the snow, a beguiling smile curving her lips.
 
“You can call me Sera.”
 
Damon narrowed his gaze. The tiny creature might look all fragile and charming, but she’d put him through hell over the past . . . Damn, he didn’t even know how much time had passed.
 
“It is your magic that has been jerking me from the past to the future,” he accused in a harsh voice.
 
She gave a lift of her hands, her pretty face devoid of any hint of apology. “It was important for you to see the danger,” she informed him, as if he hadn’t just realized he was the doom of his people. “And what you were sacrificing.”
 
He flinched, his gaze briefly moving to the female Were who kneeled beside him.
 
He didn’t need any reminders of all that he’d lost.
 
“Oh, I see.” He turned back to glare at the angel. “But only after it’s too late.”
 
The jade-green eyes widened as if Sera was astonished by the savage pain in Damon’s words.
 
“But the clock has not yet struck midnight.”
 
Damon blinked, trying to figure out what the hell she was talking about as he aimlessly noticed that the snow had begun to fall again. Odd. Hadn’t they been bathed in silvery moonlight only seconds before?
 
He gave a shake of his head. Obviously the ruthless pain was clouding his mind.
 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he ground out, the smell of his burning flesh beginning to fill the air as he felt the flames ignite just beneath his skin.
 
Gia cried out, but as he bent forward, it was another hand that softly touched his shoulder.
 
“Damon, there is time to change the future,” Sera whispered into his ear. “Give me the medallion.”
 
Damon managed to lift his head, meeting the angel’s steady gaze. “You can destroy it?”
 
She gave a nod. “I can.”
 
He hesitated. Not that he wanted to keep the medallion. Hell no. The evil chunk of metal had caused untold misery for his family.
 
But, the night had been one long nightmare, and he couldn’t be certain that this wasn’t a trap.
 
He didn’t believe in Christmas angels. And he didn’t trust magic.
 
This could all be one elaborate scheme to . . .
 
To what?
 
His fuzzy brain tried to imagine what Sera and Levet could have hoped to gain by the elaborate charade.
 
At last he heaved a sigh of resignation.
 
If someone wanted to take the medallion from him, there were a thousand easier ways. Right now he had little choice but to trust the strange demon.
 
With an effort, he held out his hand, loosening his fingers to reveal the medallion that glowed with an evil light in the darkness.
 
“Here.”
 
Sera held his gaze, a hint of sympathy on her face, as if she could sense the agony that continued to sear through his body.
 
“You give it freely?”
 
Damon scowled. Why didn’t she just take the damned thing?
 
Then he abruptly realized that it had been bound to him by his blood. He had to consciously offer her the artifact for the bond to be broken.
 
“Sì.”
 
The word had barely left his lips when the angel snatched the medallion from his hand. She flinched, but Damon suspected that it wasn’t the heat that bothered her. The vile magic that clung to the medallion pulsed in the air, making all of them shudder in horror.
 
With a low, musical chant, the angel bent down to place the medallion on the ground. Instantly snow began to coat the golden surface, hissing as it hit the hot metal. Damon watched in fascination as the snow began to swirl faster and faster, dimming the sickly glow that had surrounded the medallion until the filthy thing was completely coated in white.
 
There was a long, breathless moment, almost as if the world were standing still, before there was a strange pop and abruptly the snow stopped falling and the moonlight returned.
 
Damon had no idea if the medallion was buried beneath the ice or if the magical snow had destroyed it, but there was no mistaking the sudden sense of relief that managed to override the flames still blazing through his body.
 
God almighty, he’d had no idea just how heavy a burden the medallion had become. Or the stain of darkness it had etched onto his soul.
 
Not until it was gone.
 
Now he sucked in a shuddering breath, deeply thankful that the taint had been removed, even if it was seconds before his death.
 
Lost in his pious sense of sacrifice, Damon was unprepared for the feel of a tiny hand slapping the back of his head.
 
“Really, Damon, what are you doing?” Sera demanded. “If you don’t stop you’ll hurt yourself.”
 
Damon blinked in confusion, belatedly realizing that there was no longer a need for his destruction.
 
The inner flames began to recede as he met Sera’s chiding gaze. “It’s over?”
 
She offered a sweet smile. “Unless you’re devoted to the thought of martyrdom.”
 
He gave a slow shake of his head, turning his gaze toward Gia who remained kneeling beside him.
 
“There’s only one thing I want,” he breathed. “My mate.”
 
Gia wiped away the tears that streamed down her pale face. “Damon.”
 
“Gia.” Releasing the last of the lethal heat, Damon weakly reached to wrap his arms around the female he’d loved for as long as he could remember. “My beautiful Gia.”
 
She threw her arms around his neck, burying her face against his shoulder. “Come home with me.”
 
“Home,” he breathed, for the first time in years able to think of a future filled with happiness. “Sì. Our home . . . together.”
 
 

 
 

 
 
Levet covertly dabbed his eyes as he watched the two Weres embrace, their love for one another blatantly obvious.
 
Ah. L’amour.
 
“Perhaps we should give these two some privacy,” Sera murmured at his side.
 
Levet parted his lips to protest, his gaze focused on Damon as the male Were efficiently began to strip away Gia’s thick layer of clothes. It was just getting interesting.
 
But before he could say a word, Sera reached to grasp his hand, and he found himself being magically whisked from the snowy field to a small, cozy cabin.
 
Giving a sharp snap of his wings, Levet struggled to maintain his balance at the abrupt teleportation.
 
Sacrebleu.
 
What was it with females and the need to jerk him from one place to another?
 
It was just rude.
 
With a sniff, Levet glanced around the cabin, discovering a portion of his annoyance fading as he took in the festive beauty.
 
The room was rustic with wooden floors and paneled walls. Along one side of the room was a vast stone fireplace that burned brightly to dispel the chill in the air. There was a long mantel above it that was decorated with several red stockings and strands of evergreen and holly draped along the top.
 
In one corner a huge Christmas tree was decorated with big red bows and silver bell-shaped ornaments. And in the center of the floor was a round table with a large crystal bowl filled with eggnog.
 
It was . . . magical.
 
“Where are we?” he breathed.
 
Sera moved to stand directly in front of him, her beauty shown to advantage in the firelight.
 
“My private lair.”
 
Levet abruptly cleared his throat, aware of the angel in a way that had nothing to do with her good deeds.
 
“What about the medallion?” he forced himself to ask.
 
“I had it properly disposed of,” she assured him, stepping closer to wrap him in the scent of freshly baked bread.
 
Levet’s mouth watered. And not with hunger.
 
“Wait.” He glanced around the room that looked as if it’d been painted by Norman Rockwell. Was there not some human saying about “if it seems too good to be true . . .”
 
“Was any of this real?”
 
A shadow briefly darkened Sera’s eyes. “All too real.”
 
“Damon truly would have released the power of a demon lord?”
 
She nodded, her wings looking like silver lace in the glow from the fire. “Yes.”
 
A belated fear inched down Levet’s spine. He didn’t truly want to consider how close they’d come to utter disaster.
 
Instead, he concentrated on the question that had been nagging at him since he’d first stumbled across this mysterious female.
 
“And me?”
 
She stepped so close he could feel the heat of her slender body, her hands reaching up to lightly stroke his horns.
 
“What about you?”
 
Oh. Levet trembled beneath the light caress of her fingers.
 
That was . . . lovely.
 
He struggled to think past the sensual haze filling his mind. “It was no accident that I was the one you asked to play the role of Christmas angel, was it?”
 
A secretive smile touched her lips. “Perhaps not.”
 
“Why?”
 
She hesitated before at last revealing the truth of why he’d been chosen.
 
“Because the Were was not the only one who needed a kick in the ass,” she admitted softly.
 
“Hey.” Levet gave a sniff, trying to conjure the proper outrage despite the fact that he was melting beneath her skilled hands. “My derriere has no need of kicking. It is exquisite.” He gave a twist of his waist so she could see the well-toned backside. “Voilà. Buns of steel.”
 
Her smile widened. “True, but you doubted your self-worth,” she pointed out. “I merely offered you the opportunity to prove that you are indeed a hero.”
 
Levet blinked in confusion. “How did you know?”
 
Another stroke of his horns. “I have my ways.”
 
“Can you read my mind?”
 
She gave a small pout. “Not your mind. It’s more your . . .”
 
“Oui?”
 
“Your heart.”
 
Levet considered her words. It was true that he’d been questioning his place in the world, and perhaps indulging in a bit of self-pity.
 
But still . . .
 
Being turned into a Christmas angel seemed rather extreme.
 
“Am I supposed to thank you?” he muttered.
 
Her clever, clever fingers drifted down the back of his head, lingering a moment on his shoulders before finding the acutely sensitive arch of his wings.
 
“You are still suffering from the wounds of your childhood,” she murmured. “You too easily forget all that you have accomplished.”
 
“You could have reminded me with a nice card,” Levet muttered, only partially mollified. “Or baked me a cake.”
 
“True, but males tend to need more . . . tangible reminders.” She placed a gentle kiss on his lips. “Besides, I believe you will forgive me once I’ve revealed the second half of your lesson.”
 
Levet’s eyes rolled to the back of his head. “Second half?” he croaked.
 
“You thought that you were alone and without friends.” She leaned to the side to speak directly into his ear.
 
Was it growing hotter in the cabin? Levet shot a quick glance toward the fireplace, making sure that the flames hadn’t spread. Instead he caught sight of the red stocking with white fur at the top that was clearly marked with his name.
 
Oh . . .
 
His heart melted.
 
“I did fear being without my friends on this special night.”
 
“You are loved, mighty Levet,” she whispered. “And you have no need to be alone.”
 
Mon Dieu. That sounded promising.
 
Levet’s tail stiffened.
 
“You are going to be my friend?” he asked in husky tones.
 
She placed a teasing kiss at the edge of his mouth. “A friend with benefits.”
 
“Ooh la la.”

 



Chapter 7
 
Levet woke at dusk to find himself dusted with snow. The cabin where he’d spent the past delicious hours had disappeared into thin air.
 
He wasn’t truly surprised. Sera wasn’t of this world. She was bound to have to return to her own dimension at some point.
 
Still, it would have been nice if she’d warned him that she was going to leave.
 
Shaking off the snow, Levet glanced around the trees that circled him, wondering what had awakened him.
 
Within seconds he realized it was the sound of a male voice calling his name.
 
“Levet. I can smell you. Where are you, you stony-ass—”
 
Levet stepped from the trees to glare at the King of Weres, who was standing near a black BMW as he impatiently scanned the empty field.
 
“Must you screech?” Levet grumbled, grudgingly waddling through the snow to scowl at the unwelcome visitor.
 
Salvatore arched a dark brow. “A bit too much Christmas cheer?”
 
Levet’s foul mood was instantly lightened as he recalled his very tangible Christmas cheer.
 
He would never look at gingerbread the same way again.
 
“You could say that,” he murmured, his gaze narrowing as he took in his companion’s tense expression. “What do you want?”
 
The king cleared his throat, straightening the cuff of his cashmere coat that he wore over his gray Armani suit before he managed to choke out the words.
 
“I have come to take you to the lair.”
 
It was not at all what Levet had been expecting. “What lair?”
 
Salvatore made a sound of impatience. “My lair, of course.”
 
Levet folded his arms over his chest, his expression one of disdain. “Only last night I was told I was not welcome. Do you not remember giving orders to have me sent away?”
 
“It was a . . . mistake,” he growled, the muscles of his jaw clenched into tight knots. “Harley wants you there. Will you come?”
 
Ah. So Salvatore had been raked over the coals by his lovely mate.
 
Levet briefly pondered the pleasure of refusing the less than gracious invitation. Harley would no doubt make life miserable for her mate, at least for a few hours.
 
Then the desire to be with his dear friend overcame any childish wish for revenge.
 
“I will come,” he conceded, stepping back as Salvatore gave a rap on the window of the car and a tall, bald-headed cur stepped out. Instantly, Levet bristled with remembered irritation. “The cur owes me an apology.”
 
The cur’s eyes flashed red. “Why you—”
 
“Hess,” Salvatore growled.
 
The cur snapped his teeth together, his hands balling into fists at his side. “Sorry,” he muttered, leaning to yank open the back door of the car.
 
Levet moved forward with a tilt of his chin. “Not very gracious, but I accept.”
 
He climbed into the car, settling on the smooth leather seat. Salvatore was swiftly settled next to him, and Hess drove them along the frozen path at a bone-rattling speed.
 
Not sure what to expect, Levet was startled when Salvatore reached between them to fold back a cushion, revealing a secret compartment.
 
“Champagne?” he asked, pulling out a bottle and swiftly pouring Levet a glass of the expensive wine.
 
Well, well. Salvatore truly was in the doghouse.
 
Levet took a sip, shivering with pleasure as the bubbles exploded on his tongue. Still, he wasn’t going to give the arrogant brute the satisfaction of admitting it was one of the finest champagnes Levet had ever tasted.
 
“Not bad,” he said with a shrug.
 
Anger briefly flared through Salvatore’s dark eyes before he leaned forward to sniff at Levet’s wing.
 
“Why do you smell like baked bread?”
 
Levet gave a small chuckle. “I had a very . . . interesting evening.”
 
“Hmm.”
 
Salvatore gave a shake of his head, leaning back in his seat as Hess turned onto the long drive leading to the large house on the hill.
 
Levet had barely managed to finish his drink when the car was pulled to a halt and Salvatore was shoving open the door.
 
“She’s waiting for you,” he said, nodding toward the front door where Harley was standing.
 
With a burst of eagerness, Levet hopped out of the car and hurried up the sidewalk and straight into Harley’s arms as she crouched down to greet him.
 
“Levet.” She gave him a warm hug before she stood upright and stepped back. “Come in.”
 
Together they moved from the foyer, directly to the large living room that had been cleared of guests. In their place were five tiny bassinettes that were lined up next to the window.
 
“Ma belle. You look radiant,” Levet said, running an appreciative glance over the delicate female with golden blond hair and large hazel eyes that were thickly lashed. “How do you feel?”
 
With a smile that spoke of a maternal love mere males would never comprehend, Harley reached into the nearest bassinette to pull out a tiny creature tightly wrapped in pink blankets.
 
“Complete,” she answered with a radiant smile. “Would you like to hold Holly?”
 
“Moi?” Levet’s eyes widened in shock. No one ever trusted him with anything important. “Are you certain?”
 
“Of course I’m certain.” Bending down, Harley gently placed the tiny bundle in Levet’s arms, planting a kiss between his horns. “You’re family.”
 
“Family.” A glorious surge of happiness filled Levet’s heart as he glanced down at the miniature face that was an exact replica of Harley’s. “Oui.”
 
“Merry Christmas, Levet,” Harley murmured softly.
 
Levet’s wings fluttered with joy. “Merry Christmas . . . everyone.”
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Sentinels
 
The history of the Sentinels was mysterious even among the high-bloods.
 
Most people knew that there were two sects of the dangerous warriors. The guardian Sentinels who possessed innate magic and were trained by the monks. They were heavily tattooed to withstand magical attacks, as well as any mind-control, and were used to protect those high-bloods who were vulnerable when they were forced to travel away from the protection of Valhalla.
 
And then there were the hunter Sentinels. They had no magic, but they were equally lethal. Hunters were used to enforce the laws of Valhalla, and since they were able to “pass” as human and capable of moving through the world undetected, they were used to track down high-bloods who might be a danger to themselves or others.
 
It was also well known that both sects of Sentinels were stronger and faster than humans, with an endurance that was off the charts. And both were trained to kill with their hands as well as most known weapons.
 
But that was as far as public knowledge went.
 
How they were chosen and how they’d become the protectors of the high-bloods were closely guarded secrets.
 
No one but Sentinels knew what happened behind the thick walls of the monasteries where they were trained.

 
Chapter 1
 
One glance into the private gym would cause most humans to flee in humiliation.
 
What normal male would want to lift weights next to the dozen Sentinels?
 
Not only were the warriors six-foot plus of pure chiseled muscles and bad attitudes, but the very air reeked of aggression and testosterone-fueled competition.
 
Hardly a place for the weekend jock trying to battle the bulge.
 
It was, however, the perfect place for the Sentinels to work off a little steam.
 
The vast gym was filled with mats, punching bags, and treadmills. And, at the back of the room, there was a row of weight machines where the baddest of the badasses was currently bench-pressing enough weight to crush a mortal.
 
Fane looked like he’d been sculpted from stone. A six-foot-three behemoth, he had the strength of an ox and the speed of a cheetah. A result of the natural talents that came from being born a Sentinel, and the fact that he’d been honed from his youth to become a weapon.
 
He was also covered from the top of his shaved head to the tips of his toes in intricate tattoos that protected him from all magic.
 
The monks who’d taken him in as a young child had trained him in all the known martial arts, as well as in the use of the most sophisticated weapons.
 
He was walking, talking death.
 
Which meant very few bothered to notice the dark eyes that held a razor-sharp intelligence or the starkly beautiful features beneath the elegant markings.
 
Something that rarely bothered Fane. For the past decade he’d been a guardian to Callie Brown. All people needed to know about Fane was that he would kill them the second they threatened the young diviner.
 
Now, he . . .
 
Fane blew out a sigh, replacing the weights on the bar so he could wipe the sweat from his naked chest.
 
Three months ago Callie had nearly died when they’d battled the powerful necromancer Lord Zakhar, and during the battle she’d fallen in love with a human policeman. Or at least Duncan O’Conner had been passing as human. Turned out he had the extra powers of a Sentinel and was also a soul-gazer, which meant he could read the souls of others. He was perfectly suited to take over the protection of Callie.
 
Fane’s hand absently touched the center of his chest where he’d once felt the constant connection to Callie. They’d transferred the bond last week, but he still felt the strange void, which was wearing on his nerves.
 
He needed a distraction.
 
The thought had barely passed through his mind when a shadow fell over him, and he glanced up to discover a tall, lean man with copper-tinted skin and ebony eyes. Wolfe, the current Tagos (leader of all Sentinels), had a proud, hawkish nose, with heavy brows and prominent cheekbones that gave him the appearance of an ancient Egyptian deity.
 
It was a face that spoke of power and fierce masculinity. The sort of face that intimidated men and made women wonder if he was as dangerous as he looked.
 
He was.
 
Just as arresting was the shoulder-length, black hair with a startling streak of gray that began at his right temple. There were whispers that when Wolfe was a babe he’d been touched by the devil.
 
Something Fane fully believed.
 
Swallowing a curse, Fane tossed aside his sweaty towel. Damn. This wasn’t the distraction he’d been wanting.
 
Wolfe was dressed in jeans and a loose cotton shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. He had his arms folded over his chest and was studying Fane with an expression that warned he wasn’t pleased.
 
Around them the gym went silent as the other Sentinels pretended they weren’t straining to overhear the potential confrontation.
 
“I heard through the grapevine you’ve taken a position as a trainer,” he said. That was Wolfe. Always straight to the point.
 
Fane scowled. It’d been less than twenty-four hours since he’d made the decision to take a position as trainer in a monastery halfway around the world. How the hell had word spread so fast?
 
“The grapevine should mind its own business.”
 
The ebony eyes narrowed. “And I shouldn’t have to listen to gossip to learn when one of my Sentinels is leaving Valhalla.”
 
Fane met Tagos glare for glare. “I have no direct duties here, at least not anymore. I’m allowed to return to the monastery without clearing it with you.”
 
The air heated. Sentinels’ body temperature ran hotter than that of humans, and, when their emotions were provoked, Sentinels could actually warm the air around them.
 
“Don’t be an ass. This isn’t about duties; I’m worried about you.”
 
Oh hell.
 
This was exactly what Fane didn’t want.
 
He’d rather be shot in the head than have someone fussing over him.
 
“There’s nothing to worry about. You know that I was a trainer for years before coming to Valhalla. I’m simply returning to my brothers in Tibet.”
 
“You’ve just endured the removal of a long-standing bond. A traumatic experience for any guardian,” the older man ruthlessly pressed. “And we’re your brothers, you thankless son of a bitch.”
 
Fane gave an impatient shake of his head. Wolfe was a hunter Sentinel, not a guardian, which meant he could never understand the truth of the bond.
 
“I know what you’re thinking, but you’re wrong,” Fane said. Wolfe slowly arched a brow. There weren’t many who had the chutzpah to stand up to him.
 
“What am I thinking?”
 
“Callie and I never had a sexual relationship.”
 
“Did you want one?”
 
“No,” Fane growled. “Jesus Christ. She was like a sister to me. She still is.”
 
The dark gaze never wavered. “And it doesn’t bother you that she’s with Duncan?”
 
“Not so long as he treats her right.” Fane allowed a humorless smile to touch his lips. “If he doesn’t . . . I’ll rip out his heart with my bare hands.”
 
Wolfe nodded. They both understood it wasn’t an empty threat.
 
“Good,” the Tagos said. “But that wasn’t my concern.”
 
Fane surged to his feet, his tattoos deepening in response to his rising temper. It was barely past noon, but it’d already been a long day.
 
“Does this conversation have an end in sight?”
 
Wolfe stood his ground.
 
No shocker.
 
The man always stood his ground.
 
“The past decade has been dedicated to protecting Callie. Now you’re going to have a void where the bond used to be. It’s going to make you . . .” Wolfe paused, as if sorting through his brain for the right word. “Twitchy.”
 
“Twitchy?”
 
Wolfe shrugged. “I was going to say as mean as a viper, but that would be an insult to the viper.”
 
There was a snicker from the front of the room. Fane sent a glare that instantly had the younger Sentinel scurrying from the gym.
 
He returned his attention to his leader, his gaze narrowed. “And fuck you too.”
 
“I’m serious, Fane,” Wolfe insisted, standing with the calm of a born predator who could explode into violence in the blink of an eye. “You need to take time to adjust.”
 
Fane grimaced. “Don’t tell me your door is always open so we can chat about our feelings?”
 
“Hell, no.” Wolfe shuddered. “But I’m always available if you need a partner who isn’t terrified to spar with you.”
 
“Ah, so you’re offering to kick my ass?”
 
A hint of a smile softened Wolfe’s austere features. “And offering you a place at Valhalla. I’m in constant need of good warriors.” The smile faded. “Especially after our battle with the necromancer. We lost too many.”
 
Fane ground his teeth at the sharp stab of loss that pierced his heart. During the battle against the necromancer they’d lost far too many Sentinels. Many of them brothers who Fane had served with for decades.
 
And while the threat of death was a constant companion for warriors, they rarely lost so many at one time.
 
It had left them dangerously weakened.
 
“All the more reason for me to train the next generation,” Fane pointed out.
 
Wolfe refused to budge. Stubborn bastard.
 
“Someone else can handle the training. These are dangerous times. I need experienced warriors.”
 
Smart enough to avoid ramming his head into a brick wall, Fane instead changed the conversation.
 
“Did you find any information on the Brotherhood?”
 
Wolfe muttered a curse at the mention of the secret society of humans that had been discovered three months ago. Like many norms they held a profound hatred toward “mutants,” but they were far more organized than most. And more troubling, they possessed a dangerous ability to sense high-bloods merely by being in their presence.
 
They were a new, unexpected complication.
 
The zealots might be nothing more than a pain in the ass. Or they might be . . . genocidal.
 
“Nothing useful,” Wolfe admitted, his tone revealing his barely leashed desire to pound the truth out of the bastards.
 
“I can do some digging at the monastery if you want,” Fane offered. “Their library is the most extensive in the world. If there’s information on the secret society, it will be there.”
 
“Actually I have Arel working on gathering intel.”
 
Wolfe nodded his head toward a young hunter Sentinel who was running on a treadmill. The overhead lights picked up the honey highlights in Arel’s light brown hair and turned his eyes to molten gold. He looked like an angel unless you took time to notice the honed muscles and the merciless strength that simmered deep in the gold eyes.
 
He also had the kind of charm that made women buzz around him like besotted bees.
 
Including one woman in particular for a short period of time.
 
Fane’s hands unconsciously clenched. “Arel?” he ground out.
 
Wolfe made a sad attempt at looking innocent. “Is that a problem?”
 
“He’s young.” Fane forced his hands to relax, his expression stoic. He’d lost his right to make a claim on any woman years before. “And he has no magic,” he continued.
 
Wolfe deliberately allowed his gaze to roam over Fane’s distinctive tattoos. “Which means he has a shot at infiltrating the group if we decide they’re going to be a danger in the future. Something that would be impossible for most of us.”
 
Fane couldn’t argue.
 
Although guardian Sentinels had the benefit of magic, as well as the protection of their tattooing to avoid spells and psychic attacks, they did tend to stand out in a crowd.
 
Understatement of the year.
 
Arel, on the other hand, looked like a kid fresh out of college.
 
“It’s risky,” Fane at last muttered. “We don’t know how powerful this Brotherhood is.”
 
Wolfe lifted a shoulder. “He’s a Sentinel.”
 
“True.” Fane tried to dismiss the problem from his mind. Soon enough he would be in the seclusion of the monastery, and the dangers of the world would no longer be his concern. Right? “It sounds like you have it covered. I’ll send you more warriors when they’ve completed their training.”
 
“Dammit, Fane . . .” Wolfe bit off his words as the atmosphere in the gym abruptly changed.
 
Both men turned to discover what had happened.
 
Or rather . . . who . . . had happened.
 
“Shit,” Fane breathed, a familiar ache settling in the center of his chest at the sight of the beautiful female who had sashayed into the room.
 
Serra Vetrov had the habit of changing the atmosphere in rooms since she’d left the nursery.
 
Hell, he’d seen men walk into walls and cars drive off the road when she strolled past.
 
An elegantly tall woman with long, glossy, black hair that contrasted with her pale, ivory skin, she had lush curves that she emphasized with her tight leather pants and matching vest that was cut to reveal a jaw-dropping amount of her generous breasts.
 
Her features were delicately carved. Her pale green eyes were thickly lashed, her nose narrow, and her lips so sensually full they gave the impression of a sex kitten.
 
Although anyone foolish enough to underestimate her was in for an unpleasant surprise.
 
Serra was not only a powerful psychic, but she was a rare telepath who could use objects to connect with the mind of the owner. Over the years, she’d used her talents more than once to find missing children or to track down violent offenders.
 
On the darker side, she could also use her skills to force humans, and those high-bloods without mental shields, to see illusions and could even implant memories in the more vulnerable minds.
 
Still, it wasn’t her dangerous powers that made grown men scramble out of her path. Serra had a tongue that could flay at a hundred yards, and she wasn’t afraid to use it.
 
Wolfe sent Fane a mocking smile. “It appears I’m not the only one who listens to the grapevine. Good luck, amigo.”
 
Turning, Wolfe strolled toward the cluster of Sentinels who were watching Serra cross the gym like a pack of starving hounds.
 
Bastards.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Serra kept her head held high and a smile pinned to her lips as she marched past the gaping men. She was female enough to appreciate being noticed by the opposite sex. Why not? But today she barely noticed the audible groans as she took a direct path toward her prey.
 
She felt a tiny surge of amusement at the thought of Fane being anyone’s prey.
 
The massive warrior was two-hundred-fifty pounds of pure muscle and raw male power. He was also one of the rare few who were completely impervious to her ability to poke around in people’s minds.
 
Which was a blessing and a curse.
 
A blessing because it was impossible for a psychic to completely block out an intimate partner, which was a distraction that would make any lover cringe. There was nothing quite so demeaning as being in the middle of sex and realizing your partner was picturing Angelina Jolie.
 
And a curse because Fane was about as chatty as a rock. His feelings were locked down so tightly, Serra feared that someday they would explode.
 
And not in a good way.
 
Or maybe it would be good, she silently told herself, gliding to a halt directly in front of his half-naked form.
 
There weren’t many things worse than watching all emotions being stripped away as you approached the man you’d loved for the past two decades.
 
Especially when she was a seething mass of emotions.
 
She wanted to grab his beautiful face in her hands and kiss him until he melted into a puddle of goo. No. She wanted to kick him in the nuts for being such a prick.
 
Maybe she’d kick him and then kiss it better.
 
To make matters worse, she was on a lust-driven adrenaline high.
 
Just standing next to his half-naked body coated in sweat made her heart pump and her mouth dry.
 
God. She was so fucking pathetic.
 
Accepting that her companion wasn’t going to break the awkward silence, she tilted her chin up another notch.
 
Any higher and she was going to be staring at the ceiling.
 
“Fane,” she purred softly.
 
His dark gaze remained focused on her face, resisting any temptation to glance at her skimpy vest. Of course, if it hadn’t been for the rare times she’d caught him casting covert glances at her body, she might suspect he hadn’t yet realized she was a woman.
 
“Serra.”
 
On the way to the gym she’d practiced what she was going to say. She was going to be cool. Composed. And in complete control.
 
Instead, the fear lodged in the pit of her belly made her strike out like a petulant child.
 
“You’re leaving?”
 
He gave a slow dip of his head. “I’m returning to Tibet.”
 
The fear began to spread through her body, her hands clenching at her sides. “Did you ever intend to tell me?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“When?” she snapped. “On your way out the door?”
 
“Does it matter?”
 
Oh yeah. He was definitely getting kicked in the nuts.
 
“Yes, it damned well matters.”
 
He remained stoic. Unmoved by her anger. “What do you want from me?”
 
She lowered her voice. It wasn’t that she gave a shit that they had an audience. Living in Valhalla meant that privacy was a rare commodity. But she had some pride, dammit. She didn’t want them to hear her beg.
 
“You know what I want.”
 
Something flared through the dark eyes. Something that sliced through her heart like a dagger.
 
“It’s impossible,” he rasped. “I’ll always care for you, Serra, but not in the way you need.”
 
She should walk away.
 
It’s what any woman with an ounce of sense would do.
 
But when had she claimed any sense when it came to this man?
 
Instead she stepped forward, bringing them nose to nose. Well, they would be nose to nose if he didn’t have six inches on her.
 
“Liar.”
 
He frowned, the heat from his body brushing over her bare skin like a caress. Serra shuddered. Oh God. She’d wanted him for so long.
 
It was like a sickness.
 
“A Sentinel doesn’t lie.”
 
She snorted at the ridiculous claim. “Maybe not, but you can twist the truth until it screams. And the truth is that you’ve always used your duty to Callie as a shield between us.”
 
His fists landed on his hips, his eyes narrowing at her accusation. “My duty was more than a shield.”
 
Okay. He had a point.
 
His bond with Callie had been very real.
 
But that didn’t mean he hadn’t hidden behind his obligation as a guardian.
 
“Fine.” She held his gaze. “And now that duty is done.”
 
He was shaking his head before she finished speaking. “My duty to Callie is done, but my duty to the Sentinels remains.”
 
She clenched her teeth. It was true most Sentinels never married. But it wasn’t against any rules.
 
Niko had just returned to Valhalla with a wife who promised to be a valuable healer, and Callie had married Duncan, who’d recently become a Sentinel.
 
It might demand compromise and sacrifice on both sides, but it could be done.
 
So why was Fane so unwilling to even give it a try?
 
“I assume that’s going to be your new excuse?” she forced between gritted teeth.
 
Without warning his expression softened, and his fingers lightly brushed down her bare arm.
 
“Serra, I don’t need an excuse,” he said, the hint of regret in his eyes more alarming than his previous remoteness. She was used to his pretending to be indifferent to her. Now it felt like . . . good-bye. Shit. “I’ve never made promises I can’t keep,” he continued, his tone soft. “In fact, I’ve been very clear that you should find a man who can give you the happiness you deserve.”
 
For one weak, tragic moment she allowed herself to savor the brief touch of his fingers. Then her pride came galloping to her rescue, and she was jerking away with a brittle smile.
 
She would endure anything but his pity.
 
Hell no.
 
“Very generous of you.”
 
He grimaced at her sarcastic tone. “I know you don’t believe me, but all I’ve ever wanted was your happiness.”
 
“And you assume I’ll find it in the arms of another man?” She went straight for the jugular.
 
The hesitation was so fleeting she might have imagined it. “Yes.”
 
She leaned forward, infuriated by her inability to read his mind. Dammit. Just when she needed her talents the most, she was flying blind.
 
Was this how humans felt?
 
This maddening helplessness?
 
It sucked.
 
“It won’t bother you at all to know that I belong to another?”
 
“I will be . . .” He took a beat to find the right word. “Content.”
 
“Bullshit,” she breathed, unable to accept that he was actually prepared to walk away from her.
 
“Serra—”
 
“Look me in the eyes and tell me you don’t want me.”
 
He refused to be provoked. Worse, that pity continued to shimmer in his dark gaze. “I’m not going to play games with you.”
 
“Because you can’t do it,” she snarled. “You want me. You’re just too much a coward to do anything about it.”
 
“Find another, Serra,” he warned, a muscle in his jaw bulging as he reached down to grab his towel and then stepped around her. “Be happy.”
 
Her heart screeched to a painful halt. “Where are you going?”
 
He hesitated, but he refused to turn around. “To pack.”
 
She glared at the broad back covered in swirling tattoos. God. He was destroying her.
 
Did he even care her heart was breaking?
 
“When are you leaving?”
 
“In the morning.”
 
Not giving her the opportunity for further discussion he simply walked away, his shoulders squared and his head held high.
 
“Bastard,” she breathed.
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